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i.

When the evacuation tug docked, the asteroid squatters staged a sit-in that rapidly turned into a shoving match. Elfrida heard what they were screaming. Something about a missing child. She pushed off and flew through the cargo bay airlock, cartwheeling into the Staten Island-sized interior of 2974 Kreuset. Salvage bots clambered over the walls of the lopsided cylinder, gnawing at the remnants of farmhouses built, as if meant to last a thousand years, from the iron-rich rock of the asteroid itself. Here and there, limp bags of woolly-coated flesh drifted on lifeless trajectories. Elfrida dug into her suit’s telemetry monitoring suite and initialized the infrared scanner. She flew back and forth in long zigzags, ignoring false hits from the dead sheep, until the scanner locked onto a static heat source.

She activated the gecko grips in the soles of her boots and scrambled along a quaint cobbled street. Bots with chainsaw attachments felled trees and yet others hopped around grabbing the splinters out of the air. Everything could be recycled.

The scanner led her into a shattered hothouse. Tomatoes had exploded when the asteroid was depressurized, filming the heating elements with gory pulp. Was this all she’d picked up? Blip, blip. Overlapping rubber sheets formed a primitive airlock, sealing off a canister that she’d initially taken for a water tank. Through the semi-transparent rubber, a small boy stared at her. He held a dead lamb on his lap. His lips were blue.

“Aiyah! I’m proud of him,” the boy’s father said when the blue berets had rescued the child. “If we’re ever attacked, I said, you haul ass to the panic room. And that’s what he done.” The moon-faced, etiolated man glared at her.

Elfrida did not point out what the man surely knew, that his son had almost died. There had not been enough air in that so-called panic room to last one boy and one sheep even a day. But the child had recovered in the rescue pod and asked her, “Why did they take our air, miss? Why’d they kill our livestock ‘n’ everything?”

She offered the father a grown-up version of what she’d told the son. “This wasn’t an attack, sir, and I have to warn you that UN libel laws will apply if you post any such claims on the internet. This asteroid was acquired in 2281 by the United Nations Venus Remediation Project, and you were offered resettlement assistance at that time. If you had accepted, none of this would have been necessary.”

A dead sheep fell towards their heads, having drifted through the airlock with the rescue pod. Both of them watched it until a blue beret blasted it away with his Sig Sauer. The explosion undermined Elfrida’s pre-packaged spiel, inadvertently making the point that they were in a legal grey zone. Under normal circumstances, firing a gun inside an asteroid would be a felony.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted.

Contempt tinged the rage on the squatter’s face. He reached out and prodded her cheek. “You alive in there? Or are you just one of them ching-ching new robots?”

Elfrida kept her smile in place, thinking: Busted.

★

The robot that Elfrida was using was actually old and buggy. It lived on board the recycling barge Kharbage Can and was signed out as necessary to Space Corps agents like her. It had a geminoid face, styled as a motherly white female, but below the neck it was just a spacesuit with a bunch of actuators and microfiber muscles inside, identical to a million other bots. Elfrida thought of these interchangeable ‘phavatars’ in the singular, as the suit. She was nine hundred thousand kilometers away from 2974 Kreuset, reclining on an ergonomic foam couch in a dark cubicle, a gel mask over her face, limbs twitching.

Back on the asteroid, the Kharbage Can’s captain asked, “Wanna ride her down?”

The squatters had all been herded aboard the barge, still complaining bitterly about their human rights. Now the blue berets were unloading the green slime. Kegs stamped with PROPERTY OF THE UNITED NATIONS tumbled through the cargo bay in a slow-motion blizzard. When the bots finished salvaging the recyclables, they would slosh this sludge of gengineered microbes around the asteroid’s interior. It would accompany 2974 Kreuset to its final destination, turning the asteroid into a biological bomb.

“No,” Elfrida said to the captain, 7.2 seconds after he’d asked his question. One day, maybe, FTL communications would be possible. In the year 2285, you had to wait for signals to schlep back and forth from one place to another. That was probably what had given her away to the squatters. “I don’t want to ride her down.”

“Ah, well. I’ve always thought it’d be quite the experience. To boldly go where no man has gone before …” The captain laughed, turned away.

“Sir, that’s discriminatory language,” Elfrida called after him, 7.2 seconds later. She was looking out for him. Someone else might have said nothing and just filed a complaint.

Not that he appreciated it. “Thanks for pointing that out, Agent. It’s actually a classic movie quote. You can clock off any time. I’m sure you’ve got things to do back on Botticelli.”

★

What a joke. Botticelli Station, the largest manmade object in orbit around Venus, was only a fraction the size of 2974 Kreuset. When Elfrida exited the telepresence cubicle, she had to walk a mere hundred meters—wobbling and banging into the walls, as her mind and her inner ear disagreed over how much gravity she was experiencing, and her eyes relearned how to unsee the upward curve of the passage—until she reached the crew lounge. This was the only place in the station to hang out in real life, unless you fancied staring at the walls of your cabin, a full six inches from your nose. Most of the crew chose to spend their downtime in immersive sims, surfacing only for work and chow. After six months on-station, Elfrida still occasionally bumped into people she’d never laid eyes on before, lemur-eyed ghouls creeping to the head or the vending machines at two in the morning.

It was almost that now. ‘Day’ and ‘night’ might be artificial constructs here, but UNVRP was big on circadian rhythms, so the crew lounge was virtually deserted. Housekeeping bots vacuumed crumbs out of the couches. Elfrida ordered one of them to fetch her a hot chocolate. She flopped down in front of the viewport screen, tired but wired. This job had been a toughie. That poor little kid. Why did they take our air, miss? Why’d they kill our livestock ‘n’ everything?

A digitally enhanced real-time image of Venus filled the screen. On the dayside of the terminator, streaky white and beige clouds boiled. Once, Earth’s ‘twin sister’ had been robed in white. Now the planet looked more like a mini-Saturn sans the rings. Three decades of targeted asteroid impacts had blown off a significant percentage of its atmosphere. What remained was in constant turmoil as the sulfuric acid in the clouds condensed around microparticulate ejecta and fell towards the surface in scalding showers. Down there beneath the clouds, the heat energy released by the ceaseless impacts had temporarily compounded the greenhouse effect. But this crucible was a paradise for UNVRP’s Pyrococcus furiosus oxyfera. Viable at up to temperatures of 900° Celsius, the microbes devoured CO2 and farted out oxygen. Water would come next, in the form of hydrogen deliveries from Titan scheduled to begin in 2287. And all the time, the dust accumulating in the upper atmosphere nudged Venus deeper into the equivalent of nuclear winter, sliding the needle of Cytherean planetary chemistry ever further from its aeons-long equilibrium.

Before UNVRP started to meddle with the atmosphere, Venus’s sulfuric rainstorms had evaporated and risen right back up again, never touching the surface. But UNVRP had interrupted that cycle, too. The second component of the green slime, another gengineered extremophile charmingly known as an inverse snottite, lived in the clouds and consumed sulfuric acid, sequestering it from the climate system. UNVRP’s most recent published forecast called for patches of the planet’s surface to be visible to the naked eye in another five years. Perhaps sooner.

Elfrida had joined the Space Corps in the hope she might get to walk on Venus someday before she died. Now she looked forward to reaching the surface while she was still young enough to enjoy it.

The Space Corps was not actually a part of UNVRP. You had to be a techie, a genius, or somebody’s cousin to get in there. But the Space Corps worked so closely with UNVRP that it had the reputation of being the Venus Project’s subcontractor for dirty work. Their role of ‘community liaison and support’ could mean anything from vaccinating spaceborn toddlers to shooting sheep, but Elfrida wouldn’t have had it any other way. She was in this for the adventure, not the safety of a public-sector job. She enjoyed the thrill of knowing she was a part of humanity’s ongoing saga of exploration and conquest, plugged into the species’ most primordial drive.

Speaking of primordial drives … Gloria dos Santos had just come into the lounge.

Dos Santos was the hottest woman on station, everyone agreed. Blonde curls, mischievous dark eyes, and a body that proved female vanity was not a bad thing, when it led to hours in the gym maintaining a figure that would be enviable at twenty, never mind forty-something.

Elfrida lifted a casual hand. Dos Santos loped over and stood between her and the screen. “Busy, Goto?”

It was a pro forma question. Elfrida obviously wasn’t busy, and if she had been, it wouldn’t have mattered. The problem—the reason that her lust for Gloria dos Santos would have to remain a secret indulgence—was that dos Santos was her boss.

“Snowed under,” she said, with a languid wave at the screen. “Oh, here’s my cocoa. Can I get you anything?” She meant, can the maidbot?

“Coffee. Black. No sugar.” Dos Santos addressed the bot directly, a breach of etiquette, cutting Elfrida out of the loop. “Please,” she added, and the little cylindrical bot moved off on its dry-grip treads with a noise like ripping velcro.

Dos Santos rested a hip on one arm of the couch, then immediately stood up again. She ran her hands through her curls. Elfrida raised her eyebrows.

“What’s your ancestry, Goto?”

“Uh,” Elfrida said, taken aback. “Well, my dad is Japanese. And my mom is Austrian. So, I guess … standard mutt?”

“No offense meant,” dos Santos clarified. “I’m sorry I had to ask. But Earth wants to know if I’ve got anyone who can do Japanese.”

“Well, that would be me,” Elfrida said. She sat up straighter. “What’s going on?”

“New job,” dos Santos said. “Guess who’s just put 11073 Galapagos on the market.”

“Uh …” Elfrida was stealthily accessing the station’s database through her contact lenses. 11073 Galapagos. M-type asteroid. A Venus co-orbital. UNVRP candidate rating, based on astronomical survey data: A+. The ownership data had recently been updated … “Kharbage. Who’d a thunk it?”

Dos Santos nodded. “They’re such bastards. Needless to say, New York wants this rock. But we get to make the final call.” Her jaw had a stubborn set. Dos Santos was well known for defending her own authority as field manager. “Trouble is, we’ve got to move fast.”

“Of course,” Elfrida mumbled. She was still reading frantically. The survey data attached to the entry for 11073 Galapagos explained the urgency of the mission. The asteroid was in an unusual horseshoe orbit, a pattern that took 260 years to complete. Right now it was orbiting almost in tandem with Venus, still accelerating. But soon Venus’s gravity would drag it into a higher orbit, where it would gradually fall behind the planet.

In cost-benefit terms, 11073 Galapagos right now was a gimme. A few years from now, that equation would change. So they had very little time to carry out a community impact assessment and decide whether or not the asteroid should be purchased for the Venus Remediation Project.

“Oh,” Elfrida said. “I’m starting to get it.”

“Are you? This won’t be easy, Goto. You’d have an assistant, of course, to help with language issues.”

Elfrida hid a grimace. She didn’t like working with assistants. “I do speak Japanese. I took immersion classes when I was a kid. Of course, that was a while ago,” she added.

Dos Santos didn’t smile. She drained her coffee and turned her head vaguely, as if looking for somewhere to put her cup down. “They’re trying to pressure us.” It wasn’t clear whether she meant New York or Kharbage, LLC, the current owners of the asteroid. Or both. “This’ll have to be a quick decision, there’s no way around that. But I want it to be a good decision. The right one.”

The housekeeping bot trundled up and elevated its flat upper surface to serve as a tray. It waited. Dos Santos noticed it and placed her empty cup on the tray. “Thanks,” she said.

The bot emitted a cheerful little toot. Dos Santos smiled. Elfrida reflexively mimicked her expression, although she had found the interruption irritating.

“I’ll do it,” she said. “When do I start?”


ii.

As Elfrida dragged herself into the Space Corps office the next morning, the tannoy piped up in English, French, Spanish, Russian, and Portuguese, encouraging all personnel to access the local news feed. Dos Santos toggled her screen over to the viewport display. Everyone gathered around, yawning and munching breakfast bars. This was a more or less weekly ritual, intended to boost team spirit and morale.

Venus filled the screen.

A tiny star ignited near the equator then vanished.

“That was 67293 Asphodene,” someone read off the station’s news feed, “a D-type asteroid rich in carbon and water ice.” Seconds later, the asteroid’s final impact on the surface of Venus triggered a spectacular cloud bulge. Like pus squeezed from a pimple by unseen fingers, poisonous gases jetted into space, escaping Venus’s gravity well. Concentric ripples warped the existing cloud patterns until they were hustled away by the Cytherean winds. After a minute or two, there was no trace that 67293 Asphodene had ever existed. But Venus was a little wetter, another payload of green slime having been delivered into the atmosphere … and the planet was rotating a little faster. The Space Corps personnel dispersed to their seats, complaining about the limited selection of breakfast bars in the last shipment.

“Another few decades of that,” dos Santos said, “and we might get down to days that last 242 sols, instead of 243.”

Elfrida, who had been about to comment on the melancholy grandeur of the asteroid’s immolation, regarded her boss with disappointment. Dos Santos made no secret of her disdain for the asteroid capture program, but she knew perfectly well that speeding up Venus’s rotation was only a side benefit. Her remark seemed to shortchange their eminently achievable terraforming goals … and, Elfrida thought suddenly, the sacrifices of people like the Chinese-Peruvian squatters on 2974 Kreuset.

“Well,” she said, dropping into her ergoform, “any more details about 11073 Galapagos?”

She felt a twinge of foreboding as she spoke. She’d been up most of the night scouring the media archives. The very paucity of information about the asteroid told her that dos Santos had probably had good reason to describe this as a tricky job.

Dos Santos triggered the privacy baffles. Soundproof partitions grew out of the floor and spliced into the ceiling, enclosing the two of them, plus their desks and screens, in an L-shaped segment of the office that felt awkwardly intimate. “Dr. Hasselblatter’s going to brief you in a few minutes.”

Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, Ph.D., was the executive director of the Space Corps. Elfrida’s knuckles whitened on the arms of her ergoform, which promptly dimpled itself to match.

“Before that, I want to prep you on what he’s likely to say.”

“OK.”

Dos Santos read off her screen, interleaving wry comments.

“11073 Galapagos. Five-km Venus co-orbital M-type. Discovered in 2058. First visited by an unmanned survey probe one hundred years later. Identified as a rubble pile and promptly claimed by the owner of the probe, Rio Tinto Galactic, one of the big miners back then. However, Rio Tinto was concentrating its operations in the Belt at the time, and never did anything with our little inferior wanderer.”

Dos Santos raised an elegant blonde eyebrow, cueing a smile from Elfrida. ‘Inferior’ technically meant any celestial body inside Earth’s orbit. The word carried a mild, not unpleasing tang of incorrectness.

“In 2192, Rio Tinto was broken up by the UN along with all the other big commodity traders. A newly formed agency, the Asteroid and Plutoid Resource Management Commission, assumed control of its assets. The commission didn’t last long: its entire portfolio was re-privatized in 2223.”

“But in the meantime,” Elfrida said, eager to prove she knew her stuff, “the clean revolution brought the cost of space travel within reach of middle-class families.”

“That’s correct. So the APRMC’s putting half the rocks in the solar system on the block, but the buyers aren’t just getting rocks. They’re also getting pacifists on Pallas, Muslims on Metis, anarchists on Aurora, Christians on Ceres, and God knows what else. These people could tuck themselves into a crater on a freaking long-period comet.”

“Zhong-Bottke,” Elfrida said, recalling the particular colony dos Santos was referring to. “What did they think they were going to do when the comet reached perihelion and crispy-crittered them?”

“”They’d probably have decided it was God’s will.” Dos Santos shrugged. Just like that, their moment of easy chit-chat was over. “Getting back to 11073 Galapagos. It was auctioned off as part of a job lot, purchased by Eisenwasser GmbH. But they never did anything with it, either, and I’ll tell you why in a moment. That brings us up to the present day. Kharbage, LLC recently found out about 11073 Galapagos and took it off Eisenwasser’s hands. Now they’re offering it to us.”

Dos Santos flipped a file over to Elfrida’s screen. It opened to show a much better picture of the asteroid than the survey images in the database. Shaped like a squid, 11073 Galapagos boasted what appeared to be a scaly metallic surface. Accompanying text explained that the ‘scales’ were photovoltaic mesh. The entire asteroid was skinned in a vast solar array.

“Wow,” Elfrida said. “How big is it?”

“Only five kilometers at the long axis. But if you believe Kharbage’s estimate, which allegedly is based on self-reported data from the colonists themselves, there are thirty thousand people in there.”

“Thirty thousand,” Elfrida repeated numbly. “Ma’am, isn’t this a job for, I don’t know, the peacekeeping forces?”

“Send in the blue berets on some trumped-up piracy warrant, and hope they find enough evidence of wrongdoing to deport the whole colony to Ceres?”

Guiltily, Elfrida nodded.

“No, Goto. The peacekeepers have too much power out here as it is. I refuse to pander to creeping authoritarianism. On a more practical level, this job is obviously within the competence of the Space Corps, and I believe you’re capable of getting it done. That’s why I recommended you to Dr. Hasselblatter.”

“But I … why me?”

Dos Santos folded her screen down and reached over to fold Efrida’s, too, so that they were confronting each other without anything between them. The field director’s expression was warm, but there was an uncompromising glint in her brown eyes. Elfrida felt an inappropriate twinge. “Are you backing out, Goto? You can, you know. It won’t affect your career. I’ll just tell Dr. Hasselblatter—”

I’ll just tell Dr. Hasselblatter. Those five words galvanized Elfrida. They were a guillotine blade suspended over her career and her dreams of Venus, no matter what dos Santos said. “No,” she blurted. “I’m happy to do it. I just feel like I need to know more … more …”

“Well, I’m sure Dr. Hasselblatter will fill in the details.” Dos Santos’s folded-down screen pinged. “Oh God, here he is.”

The executive director of the Space Corps appeared in 2D on their screens, as was customary for VIPs transmitting to remote locations, rather than suffer the indignity of wearing a generic phavatar. Far from providing more details, he merely retrod the ground of dos Santos’s pre-briefing, minus the jokes. He closed with an invitation for Elfrida to submit follow-up questions, but warned that she must use the same format he was transmitting in: real-time DNR (Do Not Record), with quantum-level signal encryption and an embedded auto-delete protocol, ensuring the transmission would evanesce if it were intercepted by anyone other than the intended recipient.

“I’m sure you understand why we have to take these precautions. The colonists on 11073 Galapagos are said to be pureblooded pre-Fuji Japanese.”

Elfrida clutched the arms of her ergoform. They thinned out to spindles in her hands. You couldn’t have a proper freak-out in one of these things. That was the point, of course.

“This is potentially problematic for UNVRP. Of course they’d like to acquire the asteroid. It offers excellent ROI. But Space Corps believes it’s potentially unethical to leave these people at the mercy of a profit-focused corporation like Kharbage. LLC. We must find a good solution that is in keeping with UNVRP’s high ethical standards.”

Dr. Hasselblatter logged off, leaving Elfrida with absolutely no clue whether she was expected to recommend the purchase or not.

“What did he mean?” she wailed. “I don’t understand.”

Dos Santos’s gaze was sympathetic, but her voice was crisp. “He meant that you’re expected to make an objective assessment and a recommendation that takes into consideration ethical as well as material factors. You’re well-qualified with plenty of experience. You’ll be fine.”

Later, Elfrida tried to recall the number of times Dr. Hasselblatter had used the word ethical during his transmission. She counted at least twenty. But she didn’t know what that meant, either.

With UNVRP’s interest in the asteroid confirmed, Kharbage, LLC sent over a file titled ‘11073 Galapagos CONFIDENTIAL.’ Elfrida confronted the materials with a feeling of hopelessness that changed imperceptibly, as she ploughed through them, into something resembling her original excitement.

Even the asteroid’s new owners, who might be presumed to have the best data on it, knew less about its inhabitants than they did about the dark side of the moon.

This would be an adventure.


iii.

“Oh, it’s you again,” said the captain of the Kharbage Can.

Elfrida sighed. It was not surprising that she should be hitching a ride to 11073 Galapagos on a Kharbage, LLC ship. UNVRP relied heavily on its private-sector partners for transport, since the UN’s own Star Force had better things to do than chauffeur community liaison agents around the solar system. Kharbage, LLC operated several barges such as the Kharbage Can, but it only kept one at a time within effective-zero latency range of Botticelli Station, the same volume that 2934 Kreuset had lately vacated.

What was surprising was that the captain had recognized her in a different suit. “How did you know it was me?” she said.

“Body language. The way you twirl your hair. The fact that you honored us with your company at this lavish feast.” The captain gestured ironically at the blue berets and trekkies sitting hunched over the mess tables, snorkeling up rehydrated nutriblocks. “Most phavatar operators don’t bother to do that.”

“Oh.” Elfrida felt a bit stupid. “Well, since we’re old friends, have you got any advice for me?”

“About what? Pretending to eat without giving yourself away? Try chewing instead of just forking it down the disposal hatch.”

Elfrida thought the captain’s own men and women could usefully take that advice. Then again, nutriblocks were better not tasted. “I’ll practise,” she said. “But I mean about these people on 11073 Galapagos. You’ve been there before.”

The captain’s face, as dark and shiny as anthracite, turned serious. “Never inside. They’re exclusive. Think everyone’s out to get them.”

“They sound like typical squatters.”

“Except,” the captain said, “they’re right, aren’t they? Just because you’re paranoid …”

“What?” Elfrida didn’t get it. “I’m not paranoid.”

“It’s another old quote,” the captain said. “Joseph Heller.” He added, “Maybe you should be.”

The captain was Nigerian, she thought. His name was Martin Okoli. He ate another chunk of nutriblock dressed up as beefburger.

“Nice suit,” he added.

“This old thing?” Elfrida riposted, flicking a realistic fingernail against the forearm of her new phavatar. It had slim feminine wrists. Its skin even had pores.

“What is that, a stross-class?”

“Yeah.” Elfrida had been assigned the new phavatar for the 11073 Galapagos job. It had been customized to mission specs at the UN’s Luna plant and secretly delivered to the Kharbage Can by a Hyperpony fast courier. “It’s the absolute last word in telepresence. It’s even got taste receptors. Which, to be honest, I could do without. This burger tastes like regurgitated seaweed.”

“Cut us some slack, Agent. We’re just a recycling company, trying to make ends meet without the advantage of unlimited taxpayer funding.”

That remark got Elfrida thinking about money. Money for rocks … money for recyclables … It was common knowledge that recycling outfits like Kharbage, LLC profited handsomely from UNVRP’s business, regardless of whatever Martin Okoli said. Rumors of all sorts had swirled around the asteroid capture program since its inception, including the persistent one that it was a massive kickback scheme to benefit a) Ceres b) the private sector c) illegal AI research; pick one or all of the above …

She shook her head at her own wandering thoughts. Captain Okoli was talking to her again.

“I didn’t know the stross-class had even been rolled out yet.”

“This is one of the first units. It’s so special it’s even got a name of its own: Yumiko Shimada.” Elfrida made the phavatar roll its eyes.

“I know.”

“You do?”

“It introduced itself while you were sleeping the sleep of the just.”

“Oh.” Of course. Yumiko Shimada was the name of the onboard MI assistant as well as this spendy chassis. Elfrida was still getting used to how smart the MI was. It could cover for her while she was not logged in, and also give her operational support while she was. In fact, it was trying to get her attention right now.

~I recommend that you watch out for this guy, it said in a soft, breathy voice that Elfrida, on her couch, heard through her headset. ~He’s trying to pump you for information about me. My specs are classified, so please don’t tell him anything he shouldn’t know.

~I don’t know your specs to rattle them off, even if I wanted to, Elfrida told the MI coldly.

She disliked working with assistants, always had. But given the sheer scale of interplanetary distances, there was no alternative to MI-assisted telepresence for sensitive missions.

Robots had been indispensable to the human colonization of space from the very beginning, and now were even more so. These days, machine intelligences (MI) were required by law to operate below the threshold of autonomy. That constraint, however, admitted a vast speciation of competences. There were housekeeping bots, self-driving cars, and wholly-automated mining rigs that could propel themselves through space and dismember an asteroid in 24 hours flat. There were robotic pets, sexbots, drones, sprites, phaeries, and climate daemons that seeded Earth’s clouds and moved her solettas around. There were armies of software-based MIs with no physical existence, such as tutors, secretaries, and paralegals. And then there were phavatars, a coinage from ‘physical avatar,’ which combined robotic and MI capabilities. They could either support human telepresence or function independently in the capacity for which they were designed.

~You can log out if you like, Yumiko suggested to Elfrida. ~It’s almost time for your break, anyway.

She did have a legally mandated exercise break coming up. And she wanted to grab something to eat that didn’t taste like regurgitated seaweed. ~OK, she subvocalized. ~Be nice to Captain Okoli.

~Ha, ha! The MI’s laughter sounded realistic. ~I’ll try, but if he keeps prying, I might be just a tiny bit rude.

~Just be yourself. Joke, joke, Elfrida subvocalized. She logged out and went in search of a cheese sandwich.

As the Kharbage Can coasted towards 11073 Galapagos, she had to rely more and more on Yumiko to manage her interactions with the ship’s personnel. Sometimes a two- or three-second lag was perfectly acceptable. Sometimes you had to react faster. Yumiko proved adept at stalling, utilizing her repertory of temporizing phrases, until Elfrida transmitted her reaction. Alternatively, she could react without reference to Elfrida, based on her growing dossier of Elfrida’s quirks and speech mannerisms. This function creeped Elfrida out. She would rather not have used the assistant at all. But 11073 Galapagos was presently twenty light seconds from Venus. She would have to get used to working with Yumiko Shimada. Did they have to give it a surname, too?


iv.

They even had conversations.

★

Elfrida had grown up knowing that she was half-Japanese. Her father took a melancholy pride in it. Over her mother’s objections, he had insisted on immersion lessons that allowed her to experience life in the country she would never see, because it no longer existed.

In 2235, Mount Fuji had erupted. Actually, to call this event an eruption was a severe understatement. The flood of lava from the volcano buried Tokyo. The accompanying earthquake broke windows in New York. Buckling the earth’s crust, it triggered a tsunami that inundated the archipelago. When the sea retreated, only the tops of the Japanese Alps remained recognizable. The rest of the country was a graveyard.

“I was five years old,” Elfrida’s father, Tomoki, had once told her. “My parents both worked for the UN. We were living in Zululand. I remember my mother screaming, lying down on the floor. That’s my first memory, actually.”

Elfrida, only five herself at the time of this conversation, had glanced worriedly at her own mother. Might Mom scream and fall on the floor without warning?

“Don’t frighten her, Tommy,” Elfrida’s mother said.

“She needs to know that the world is a frightening place … Hora! Don’t cry. It’s all right, it’s all right. It happened once, but it won’t happen again. They say it was a once-in-ten-million-years eruption.”

When her mother had gone to work, Elfrida pestered him for more. After some prodding, Tomoki Goto began to speak of ghosts.

“They’re still there. Seventy million of them, still trying to get away. If a Japanese person visits the islands, a ghost may attach itself to him and leave with him on the airplane.” Tomoki touched his torso, under his ribcage.

“Don’t go to Japan, Daddy!”

“I won’t. There’s no reason for me to go. My whole family is dead. My Baba and Jiji—my grandparents, your great-grandparents—my aunts and uncles, everyone.”

Elfrida met some of those ghosts a year later in her immersion lessons. Tomoki Goto, a software artist, had tailored the off-the-shelf program using old vid data of his family. For an hour a day, she lived with Baba and Jiji—eliding a generation, she called them that—in Tokyo circa 2015. Of course, Baba and Jiji themselves had not even been born in that century. But it was the earliest setting the software supported, and Tomoki had blithely inserted his family into that era, preferring quaintness over accuracy.

~Didn’t he think about the effect it would have on your developing psyche? Yumiko asked her.

~What effect? Elfrida subvocalized. ~When I applied for this job, I passed my psychological evaluation on the first try. I didn’t even need any therapy.

~You learned to love the past, to see it as a safe and welcoming place. It wasn’t! In 2015, there were no less than seven wars going on. The death toll from the Arab Spring was nearing half a million. The annexation of Taiwan was only ten years off. Climate change and species-level extinctions were accelerating. The population of Earth was larger, sicker, and unhappier than it had ever been before.

~Well, it wasn’t like that in Japan.

Yumiko remained silent for a few moments. Then she changed the voice Elfrida could hear in her headset to one as contrite as an MI could produce. ~Sorry if I offended you. It’s just that I get a bit passionate about these things. So many people have a rose-colored view of the past, and it just wasn’t like that. But I want you to know that I really do value your diversity. It gives you a perspective I think is incredibly useful in our work out here.

Elfrida bristled at the patronizing bromides, and particularly that our. Yumiko often spoke as if she were an actual employee of the Space Corps, when in fact she had just rolled off the production line with a memory crystal full of pre-digested opinions.

~That’s fine. I just want to draw some boundaries here, Elfrida said. ~Respect my privacy, and I’ll return the favor. A weak joke, a peace offering. They had to work together.

~Deal, Yumiko said, without seeming to get it.

★

In fact, growing up half-Japanese had been tougher than Elfrida let on. Every time the Gotos moved, the Chinese kids would try to recruit her, only to reject her, as if she were the one at fault, when they found out that she wasn’t half-Chinese but half-Japanese.

Fuji had wreaked considerable havoc on China’s urbanized east coast, adding a new grievance to the Middle Kingdom’s oft-replenished stock of grudges against its island neighbor. It was averred on the sinanet to this day that the Japanese had somehow done it on purpose.

Incidental to that, reactions to Elfrida’s parentage generally fell into two camps: embarrassed silence, or pity. The latter was harder to bear. She rarely even dared to try and imagine what it must be like to be her father, a pre-Fuji pureblood.

Pureblood.

The term carried a complex charge of revulsion, envy, and mockery. History’s tangle had knotted it together with the fate of the Japanese, who’d preserved their ethnic homogeneity like a blind community preserving their treasured defect, right up until their extinction.

★

~What do you know about the Mars Incident? Yumiko asked her.

~What everyone knows. It happened in 2140. The AIs running the UN colony on Mars went berserk and killed millions of people because they’d read too much German philosophy.

Yumiko laughed appreciatively. ~More or less. It was a nanoengineered tectonic event. The death toll was in the low five figures. And Mars was run at that time by the United States, not the UN.

~The United States?

~Of America. Oh, and it wasn’t just any German philosophy—

~I know that, Elfrida interrupted, but due to the signal delay, she still had to hear Yumiko saying Heidegger, a bad word—thanks to the philosopher’s role in the Mars Incident—that Elfrida had purposely avoided saying.

Wanting to shut down the topic, she subvocalized brightly, ~ And that, boys and girls, is why we have restrictions on AI today.

~Ha, ha! I’m not that smart. Or, maybe you could say I’m smart enough not to waste my time marinating in Teutonic nihilism. Anyway, the reason I brought it up—

Before the last words reached Botticelli Station, Elfrida had interjected, ~I’m also half-Austrian. My Viennese relatives are the happiest people I know. Not nihilistic at all.

~Touchy, much? Yumiko replied. ~I only asked because I thought maybe you had some funny ideas about AI. You know, political convictions or something.

Elfrida was stumped for a reply. What business had Yumiko asking about her political convictions? Not that she had any, as such.

But the question touched on an uncomfortable reality. A century and a half had passed since the Mars Incident. The very fact that opposition to AI was now thought of as a political position, rather than common sense, hinted at the difficulty of sustaining it while simultaneously relying on variously regulated, override-enabled, and deliberately crippled machine intelligences to support human colonization of the solar system.

Meanwhile, the PLAN raided humanity’s outposts, taking a dozen lives here, a hundred there, destroying unguarded infrastructure and machinery.

The shadow of the war, which you weren’t supposed to call a war, created extra tension in Elfrida’s relationship with Yumiko.

~I just wondered why you keep me disabled so much of the time, the MI said humbly.

~I do not, Elfrida defended herself. ~I mean, you covered for me while I was busy on 5597 Mahandra, for example.

This was true. While Yumiko travelled towards 11073 Galapagos aboard the Kharbage Can, Elfrida had completed a preliminary assessment on 5597 Mahandra, supervised the evacuation of 12846 Elvis, and written up a recommendation that 8033 Vasilov not be purchased for the Project, based on its status as a net contributor to local trade networks. For each of these missions she had used a different phavatar. None of them were stross-class. None asked her about her private life. And none got their feelings hurt because she disabled them from time to time.

~Sorry, she subvocalized, thinking how ridiculous it was that she should be trying to soothe a machine intelligence’s bruised ego. ~I just like to make my own decisions.

~I totally admire that! Yumiko exclaimed. ~It’s just that I’m really excited about this mission, so don’t shut me out, ’kay pleeeease?

Elfrida promised she wouldn’t, while promising herself that she would not put up with this emotionally draining crap a minute longer than she had to. 11073 Galapagos was gradually overhauling Venus. During the Kharbage Can’s 5.9 million kilometer journey to the asteroid, that 20-second latency period would dwindle to 10. The scheduled 30-sol duration of her mission would see it shrink all the way down to 3 seconds, on the edge of plausible solo operation.

★

Despite her promise, she backgrounded and muted Yumiko when they reached 11073 Galapagos. She was determined to manage their initial encounter with the residents herself.

The Kharbage Can decelerated, matched the asteroid’s velocity, and anchored itself to the clamps installed where the squid’s mouth would have been, if 11073 Galapagos were the cephalopod it resembled. Elfrida climbed into a spacesuit—Yumiko’s high-end frame did not actually need protection from radiation or the vacuum, but she had to keep up appearances—and followed Captain Okoli out. Half a dozen blue berets came with them, toting shoulder-mounted flechette cannons that made them look like mutant beetles.

The asteroid’s gravity was next to nil. Elfrida clipped a tether onto her suit. When she stepped off the base of the landing platform, she floated down to a dusty layer of regolith marked by overlapping bootprints.

“But where is everyone?” she said.

“Hey! Over here!”

The shout rudely blanketed all the local communication frequencies. Yumiko painted a blood-red route to its origin, complete with blinking arrows, on Elfrida’s heads-up display. Muted or not, she was obviously straining at the leash to participate.

Elfrida detached her tether and bounded over the surface of the asteroid on her gecko grips. A blue beret yelled for her to come back. Screw that. This was her mission.

She risked drifting off into space with every step, but if she did, the Kharbage Can would retrieve her, so all she really risked was looking dumb. Anyway, Yumiko’s reflexes were a dream. Sailing spinwards across the terminator, she passed from day into night. Stars hailed across the sky, and Yumiko let out a parp of excitement.

“Stop right there. Any further than that,” said the all-frequencies voice, “and they can recycle you.”

Elfrida looked down. On her chest glowed the angry red cross of a laser targeting system.

Ten seconds had passed, of course, between this moment and her experience of it. Realizing that Yumiko might by now be a spreading cloud of debris, she lost control of her bowels. She flinched at the warm gush of solids and liquids into her diaper, but with a huge effort she maintained her concentration. She flung out a passionately sincere appeal for civility.

The crosshairs vanished. Elfrida bounded back across the solar mesh. The asteroid tumbled her into blazing sunlight, and across the terminator stalked several spacesuits. Rad-shielded faceplates reflected the ungainly silhouette of the Kharbage Can. Splart-patched elbows cradled projectile rifles.

“What the fuck, Yonezawa,” Captain Okoli complained. “You scared the pants off of my little friend here.”

“You try living in this neighborhood,” said the rude male voice.

Elfrida couldn’t believe this was happening. She tight-beamed a plea to Major Roy, the commander of the peacekeeping platoon. “Can’t you do something?”

But her appeal had lagged events. Before it could reach the major, she saw eight sparks dart out of a port in the Kharbage Can’s crew capsule. They moved too fast for the human eye—but not Yumiko’s optic sensors—to follow. Deploying microcable grapples, each one pounced on a Kalashnikov and carried it off, like a tiny hawk with a giant rabbit. They danced into low orbit with their prizes.

“Couldn’t have done anything,” Major Roy tight-beamed back to her. “No electronics in those antiques. Nothing to emp. It’d have come down to bare knuckles, metaphorically speaking.”

Okoli gloated, “Beauty may be in the eye of the beholder, but you can’t argue with offensive drones. If I give the order, Yonezawa, they’ll need an electron microscope to find what’s left of you. Well?”

“You wouldn’t do that,” Yonezawa said with a smug conviction that seemed to Elfrida very much unwarranted.

“That decision would be his,” Okoli said, saving the face of Major Roy. “But I will never hesitate to put my firepower at the disposal of the United Nations for the purposes of peacekeeping in the solar system. Now have your popguns back, and next time don’t aim them at your best friend in this volume.” He pointed at Elfrida.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Yumiko Shimada.” Space Corps protocol dictated that agents use aliases, to avoid any potential contamination of their real identities by complaints from disgruntled colonists. Since this phavatar had a name, she was using it. “Hajimemashite. I’m here from the Space Corps, under contract to the United Nations Venus Remediation Project, to conduct a preliminary assessment of this asteroid’s human population. As you know, 11073 Galapagos is on the shortlist of entities which may be purchased by the Project for Cytherean terraforming. My assessment will be submitted for the consideration of the requisitioning committee that will make the final decision with regard to this matter. That’s just to let you know I haven’t got powers of life and death here. Laugh.” She punctuated her spiel with the emoticode for a laugh, one of the codes that had spread from text-only communication into regular speech. Emoticodes were handy when the other person couldn’t see your face, for instance when a tinted faceplate was in the way. “I’ll just be taking a look at how you live, your standards of living, any unique cultural and ethnic factors that may impinge on your potential resettlement, and submitting that data to headquarters.”

While her speech was still on its way to 11073 Galapagos, Yonezawa started shaking his head and protesting. She involuntarily overrode him. But this worked out for the best. By the time she’d droned to her conclusion, the fight had gone out of him and his companions.

“All right. Whatever. The whole process is rigged, anyway.”

“Let me prove to you it’s not,” Elfrida said eagerly. “We care about community rights. Not many people know this, but we only recommend purchase in seventy-two percent of cases.”

Before her response went through, Okoli said, “Cheer up. You still have a chance. Make her think resettling you would be too costly, and you might get to keep this rock for another few orbits.”

“While paying rent to you,” Yonezawa said.

“I’m just helping you understand your options. Kharbage, LLC wins either way.”

During this exchange, Elfrida’s little speech about community rights grabbed one of the public channels. Yonezawa gave her a funny look. He had noticed her apparent disregard for the give and take of conversation.

Yumiko said urgently, ~Let me take over. Now.

Unwillingly, Elfrida enabled the assistant. Yumiko was right; she couldn’t keep up in this fast-paced context.

Before the Kharbage Can departed, Captain Okoli took her aside. He pointed at the end of the asteroid that resembled stretched-out tentacles. “See that?”

It was presently night. Sampling a range of optic filters, Elfrida distinguished from the starry background a cluster of lights that crowned the ‘tentacles’ bristling from 11073 Galapagos’s far end. At the same time she experienced a shift in perspective and saw that the ‘tentacles’ might equally resemble spires or steeples, cloaked in silver solar mesh that stretched across the gaps between their bases like roofs.

“These people are crazy enough to build a cathedral on a goddamn asteroid. That’s my kind of crazy. Regardless of what they believe, they deserve a fighting chance.” Okoli gave a trekkie’s shrug, a simultaneous lift of both elbows. “Anyway, as I said, we win either way.”

The Kharbage Can cast off its clamps and glided out of the asteroid’s shadow. Sunlight reflected off its forward radar dome, and limned the twin hab modules rotating like a propeller around the ship’s spine. The asteroid whirled back into day. Unfolding, the Can’s radiator fins momentarily eclipsed the sun.

Yonezawa turned to Elfrida. “That all the luggage you brought?”

★

Scrambling through the labyrinthine tunnels of the asteroid, Elfrida queued a comment for Yumiko to make when appropriate. “Quite some spin you’ve got on this thing!” As soon as they entered the asteroid, she had felt the spin gravity taking a confident grip on her suit. “How short is your day? I was getting whiplash out there.”

“Present rotation period nineteen minutes forty-four seconds,” Yonezawa said. He had grown a little friendlier, but Elfrida suspected this meant his distrust of her had set in stone. Superficial friendliness was his way of dealing with it. “As you can imagine, the whole asteroid would’ve flown apart at this rotation speed, if it was still in the condition we found it. We’ve been spinning it up gradually over time, and at the same time reinforcing the splart bonds.”

Sunlight stabbed through natural shafts, splintered into prismatic colors by multiple intervening layers of splart. This nanotic epoxy, the superglue of the space age, would stick anything to anything. Cheap and light, it was the asteroid squatter’s go-to containment fix. The colonists of 11073 Galapagos had made extremely liberal use of it. Thick, bubbled splart windows following the contours of rock crevices allowed Elfrida to peep into chambers full of vegetables. The plants looked healthy. The asteroid spun into its short night, and darkness enfolded them. Yonezawa and his companions switched on their helmet lamps.

“Here we are. Do you know how to use an airlock?”

“Wow,” Elfrida gasped, involuntarily. Yumiko muted her, for the phavatar had already uttered a timely compliment. Though realizing this, Elfrida couldn’t help vocalizing her wonderment, even if it was only for Yumiko’s ears. “This is incredible.”

11073 Galapagos was the type of asteroid known as a rubble pile, the commonest in the solar system—and the hardest to detect, which explained why astronomers of the First Space Age had underestimated the number of asteroids out there by half. Rubble piles were mostly made of vacuum. When human beings squatted on them, they usually filled them with prefab habs tethered in spinning torus configurations. Sometimes they used metal liners to seal off a whole void. But the people of 11073 Galapagos had joined up its interior voids and sealed them off from space with nothing more than cheap, translucent splart.

The result was a cylinder shaped like a segment of intestine, about one kilometer by three, lit by UV sun tubes suspended lengthwise along the asteroid’s spin axis. Elfrida and her escorts stood on an inwards protrusion like a bonsai mountain, among some of the biggest trees she had ever seen in space. Her olfactory sensors transmitted a rich piney scent. 

~Japanese cedars, Yumiko informed her. ~Low-gee-adapted. Amazing! They look more like birches. Elfrida yanked her head around, disturbing Yumiko’s remote analysis of the foliage. She had seen something more interesting. ~Birds! she subvocalized. ~Those are real, live birds up there!

~Where? Oh God! I see them!

But before Yumiko could zoom in on the birds and start analyzing those, Elfrida saw something even more amazing. She switched to maximum magnification, enabled a dark filter, and stared into the UV ‘sun.’ Beyond that glare, an upside-down cross on an upside-down steeple jutted into the ‘sky.’ Over there, on the far side of the cylinder, stood a church in a garden of sculpted shrubbery.

Every other visible surface of the entire habitat was crowded—no, not merely crowded, but sushi-zume, packed like sushi in a box—with flimsy little houses.

A sense of impending tragedy, all too familiar from previous missions, settled on her. These people were sitting on a metric shit-ton of recyclables.

“Any questions?” Yonezawa said. He had removed his helmet, proving that the air was fine. His surprisingly young-looking Japanese face wore a smirk.

“Yeah,” Yumiko said, taking the initiative. Elfrida felt her remove her own helmet. Long black hair, a frivolous gift from her designers, tumbled down. “I thought you guys spoke Japanese?”

“Ee. Shaberimasu ga, gaikokujin muke ni wa daitai eigo to narimasu,” Yonezawa said, but he spoke in a distracted manner. He was staring at Yumiko’s face. His companions stared with equal intensity. Were they surprised to see that she, too, was Japanese? It wasn’t surprise, exactly, on their faces. More like … revulsion.

“Oh, shit,” Yonezawa said. “You’re a robot.”


v.

~SUIT COMMAND: Disable assistant.

“I’m not a robot. I’m human.” She prayed they weren’t smashing Yumiko’s head in with rocks at this very instant. “This is a special kind of robot known as a phavatar.” How had they guessed? They weren’t supposed to guess. Geminoid phavatars usually fooled people. Yumiko was the ultimate geminoid: she even got goosebumps in the cold. But Elfrida didn’t have time to wonder what had gone wrong. “I’m operating the phavatar remotely. I can hear and see you. I can even smell the trees, and it also smells like something’s cooking nearby. Maybe tonkatsu? I wish I was there. But I’m not. I’m a long way away. So we can do this in real time, bypassing the phavatar’s MI functionality, but there’s going to be a thirty to forty-second lag before I can respond. Is that OK with you?”

They were whispering fiercely to each other. All of them jumped when she spoke. They had drawn away from her to stand in a knot under the broomstick-shaped cedars. Behind them was a torii gate with the airlock splart-sealed into it. A spindly old man crawled between them on hands and knees, scraping up bird droppings and putting them in a baggie.

“I know what a phavatar is,” Yonezawa said. “They’re used for telepresence. I’ve seen them in vids.”

He approached her and scrutinized her face. His clear dark brown irises reminded her of her father. It wasn’t just the eyes. It was the self-possession, too inordinate to be the real thing, the brittle presence of a man with too few doubts.

“Prove you’re human,” he challenged her.

Elfrida’s mind went blank. This situation had never arisen before, even in training. “I don’t know. Ask me anything you like.”

Yonezawa laughed. “All right. Date of birth, mother’s maiden name, the name of the first boy you ever kissed, and how about that penalty kick in the Luna versus Earth game?”

Elfrida stumbled, “23 August 2259, she kept her own name—it’s Haller—Ivan from coding class, and I didn’t watch it. I don’t like sports.”

That got through while a youth in glasses was delivering a rat-a-tat philippic against United Nations v. Google, the landmark case that had, imperfectly, defined the cut-off for machine intelligences. He broke off in surprise, and when she finished speaking they all laughed. This time it was genuine laughter.

“No bot could fake that,” Yonezawa said. “OK, let’s go. This is going to be funny.”

He and his five companions took off their spacesuits and stowed them in lockers near the torii gate. Out of the bulky suits, they had the frail, pigeon-chested frames of the spaceborn. Elfrida wondered why they weren’t taller. The average spaceborn adult stood a hair over two meters, but Yumiko could look all of these youths dead in the eye, and she was an Earth-standard 1.6 meters. She took off her own spacesuit and stowed it. One of them, a girl with a rash on her face, looked enviously at Yumiko’s shiny black hair and rounded limbs. “We can’t take her through town,” she said. “It’d upset people.”

“We’ll take the gliders,” Yonezawa said.

They led her to the top of the bonsai mountain. It was surrounded with an electrified fence, as if they wanted or needed to restrict access to the airlock and the bubbles where food was grown. The city lapped up against the fence on all sides. On top of the mountain, several launch pylons held gliders on catapult rails.

“I can pedal,” Elfrida said, but by the time that got through, she was installed in the back seat of Yonezawa’s glider. The catapult, a purely mechanical wind-up affair, shot the small aircraft towards the center of the habitat.

Yonezawa leaned over the yoke, pedaling madly. The propellers clattered. Elfrida kept quiet and looked down. She’d seen and even used pedal gliders on the moon, but there they were just for fun, an expensive option for tourists. But she realized that on 11073 Galapagos, they made sense. The city below had no real streets, just a zillion narrow alleys between tiny houses with hydroponic gardens on their roofs. People looked up from their work and waved.

The sun tubes drifted overhead, so big and bright and close that Elfrida felt the heat through her spacesuit, and thought about the legend of Icarus, who had flown too close to the sun. “Keep your head down!” Yonezawa shouted. She could smell dust particles being incinerated on the sun tubes’ surfaces.

After a petrifying moment, the glider’s velocity carried it out of the freefall zone. It sank outwards, its effective weight rapidly increasing, on a shallow angle that took it straight down into the church grounds. Elfrida tucked her feet up in advance. Yonezawa landed at a run on a scruffy lawn, followed by the rest of his team. Bells were pealing wildly. Elfrida wondered if they’d set off some kind of alarm.

Yonezawa dismounted, his face shiny with sweat. “In case you’re wondering how we get back, we portage the gliders up there and launch from the top of the steeple.”

He pointed up at the church. It was a classical gothic structure. Built in the early years, Elfrida surmised, when 11073 Galapagos must have had resources to spare. The steeple, improbably tall and skeletal, did indeed have a launch platform near the top—right under the bells that were swinging and ringing.

“We’re so late,” the girl with the rash said.

“Go ahead,” Yonezawa said. “I’ll just drop her off with Hirayanagi-shisai.” He glanced at Elfrida. “It’s like leading a blind person around.”

Right after that, her sensors informed her that he was steering her by the elbow towards the back of the church. The others peeled off and scurried towards the front doors. Elfrida glimpsed a trickle of people heading into the church, old and young, chattering self-importantly, dressed in grey and black printables, all Japanese.

Yonezawa indicated the trees they were passing under. “Somei yoshino. We brought the soil and the seeds with us. These are probably the last real sakura in the solar system.”

That was the first reference to the tragedy that lay between them, the desolation of Japan. But Elfrida did not have time to respond. Yonezawa knocked on the door of a separate house, a neat little cottage built from asteroid rock. He glanced anxiously back at the church. The bells had stopped ringing.

A man in frail old age answered the door. He wore a black cassock whose pleated skirts brushed the ground. He did a double take at the sight of Yumiko.

“It’s a phavatar,” Yonezawa said. “The guys from Kharbage dropped it off. Can I just leave it with you until Mass is over, Hirayanagi-shisai? The remote operator does respond. You just have to be patient. I think she’s closer than Earth, but probably not on the Kharbage Can. She might be on that orbital facility the UN has at Venus. Her name’s Shimada Yumiko.”

“I’ll look after her. Go on, go on.”

Yonezawa dashed off. The man—the priest, Elfrida realized—regarded her frankly. A slight tightening of his lips betrayed the same revulsion Yonezawa and his friends had shown. But he spoke in polite Japanese.

“Well, come in.”

She followed him into a modest Western-style company room decorated with religious pictures and crucifixes.

“Sit down, sit down. Would you like—no, of course you wouldn’t like tea or coffee. You are very realistic, you know.” Hirayanagi folded his hands on his lap and waited.

Elfrida felt an enormous sense of relief that someone was willing to talk to her at her own pace. She said, “You’re very kind. Are you who I should be talking to about the arrangements I’ll need to make for my assessment?”

Hirayanagi—Father Hirayanagi, she should be calling him—shook his head and smiled. “I don’t have anything to do with that. I didn’t even know about it. The shudokai handles everything to do with the outside. But I’m delighted to have this chance to chat with you.”

“The shudokai? Who are they?”

Father Hirayanagi, not yet having heard her, was still talking. “Are you from Earth, or somewhere else? I haven’t been to Earth since I was a child. You’ll have to tell me what it’s like these days.”

Elfrida’s shoulders slumped as the situation became clear to her. Father Hirayanagi wasn’t her liaison person. Yonezawa had simply dumped her here because he was late for the service or meeting or whatever they called it. She could hear faint singing from the direction of the church.

The sheer, insouciant haphazardness of her reception overwhelmed her. Hoping that Father Hirayanagi had some authority around here, she burst out, “May I be frank? You’re almost certainly going to be resettled. I haven’t even begun my assessment yet, but I’ve seen enough to know that it’s a matter of ticking the boxes. You’re so overcrowded in here—I’ve never seen anything like it. And everyone I’ve seen is obviously malnourished. Reddish-tinted hair, flaky rashes—I’m suspecting kwashiokor, although I’ll have to run some tests on volunteers to know for sure. I don’t even understand how you all survive. You must have exceeded the carrying capacity of this habitat about ten thousand people ago.”

At this point Father Hirayanagi responded to her earlier question. “The shudokai? Oh, that’s the Order of St. Benedict of Passau. Not the Benedictines, they’re different. We haven’t any of them. We do have some Franciscans—I’m a Franciscan, in fact—but most of our young people join the shudokai nowadays. The lad who brought you here, he’s their leader. The First Knight of the Order of St. Benedict. He’s got a strong faith, real zeal for the Lord. The Yonezawa family are pillars of the community, regardless of what some say.”

Elfrida listened to this, her head spinning, and decided to go on with what she had been saying. “I’m trying to warn you so that you’ll have time to prepare your people. In some cases we do see incidents of non-compliance, and that only makes it harder for everyone. I’m sure your people wouldn’t resist an evacuation order—” a total lie; after that confrontation on the surface, she was sure they would, “but it always helps if people have time to get used to the idea, and understand that it’s actually a change for the better.” She was saying, without being entirely aware of it—such was the slippery power of the propaganda she mouthed—Help me to destroy your world.

That not-very-deeply-hidden meaning was far from lost on Father Hirayanagi. He reared back in his chair and went red. “This is impossible! It’s unacceptable. You can’t simply kick us out.”

“Oh dear,” Elfrida sighed. “This is what I was afraid of.”

When he heard that, his face went redder. “This is our asteroid. 11073 Galapagos. And we are Galapajin.”

“Galapajin,” Elfrida said politely. “That’s a very interesting coinage. But I’m afraid it isn’t your asteroid.” It never had been. “It belongs to Kharbage, LLC, and they …” No, she thought. Stop. Just stop. You’re only antagonizing him. “I’m sorry,” she said, and she really was sorry. She wanted to cry for the poor, trembling, red-faced old priest. She was vaguely aware that her real body was pleading for food and water, and that mental fatigue was eroding her emotional detachment, but she ignored these alarm signals.

They sat in silence for some moments. A clock ticked in the corner, keeping arbitrary asteroid time. More organ chords pealed out from the church.

“That’s the closing hymn,” Father Hirayanagi said, stirring. “I expect Yonezawa will take you to the cathedral now. I’m sorry we couldn’t visit together for longer. Perhaps you can come back and we’ll have that chat about Earth. I’ve heard they use gondolas to get about in Tokyo these days! The city’s being rebuilt and people are moving back. Can that be true?”

So this was how it was going to be. The priest’s lips shook when he tried to smile at her, but he was keeping up that oh-so-Japanese pretence of politeness. They were all going to listen to her without hearing her, and pretend and pretend that everything was hunky-dory, until the barge came to haul them off to Ceres.


vi.

Elfrida had shit stuck to her bottom. She’d been sitting in her own waste for hours. She smelled like a broken chemical toilet. “Oh God, this is disgusting,” she cried aloud. When she moved, her coverall chafed her thighs, cold and damp with urine.

She rolled off the couch and crumpled headfirst to the floor.

Her legs, despite the gentle electrical stimuli applied by the couch to ward off cramps, had gone to sleep.

Tears started from her eyes. She sniffled them back and wrenched off the heavy headset she wore, taking a few strands of hair with it. Then she pushed herself up on her elbows and crawled out of the cubicle like a dog with a broken spine. Too proud to call for help, she hoped like hell that no one saw her worming down the corridor like this, dragging her numb legs behind her.

Her luck held; it was the middle of the night, after all. She’d been under for thirty-six hours. No one had disturbed her. You didn’t disturb people during telepresence sessions unless the station was literally burning down around your ears. The IV plugged into her cubital port had supplied her with a glucose drip, and beyond that, the hunger and thirst signals of the body were supposed to enforce natural limits on the length of sessions. Elfrida had ignored them. Her mouth tasted like a schoolchild’s hydroponics project left on the radiator overnight.

She crawled to the slot in the wall that was laughingly called her cabin. It was the lowest of three, which spared her having to climb a ladder. She leaned through the hatch, grabbed her ready-bag, and made a beeline—if bees crawled—for the showers.

The water pressure on Botticelli Station left a lot to be desired, but at that moment the trickle of hot water felt as luxurious as a plunge into the Adriatic. She scrubbed her bottom until it stung. When one shower timed itself off, she moved to the next one, and so on down the line, until she’d used up everyone’s washing water allowance for the next twelve hours. Tough. She felt a million times better.

Next action item: food. The galley was always open. She ordered the bots to fix her a grilled cheese sandwich— “No, make that two grilled cheese sandwiches, plus a venti hot chocolate.” She went into the crew lounge to wait for it.

There was already someone there: dos Santos. She was staring at a comedy vid on the viewport screen, a tablet on her lap. She brightened instantly. “Goto! You’re back with us.” She swung her feet to the floor and turned off the sound feed that only she could hear. “Some folks, such as Hardy, are very upset with you.” Dos Santos put on a mock-stern face. “He bet me fifty spiders you wouldn’t go a full sol, let alone a sol and a half.”

It had not occurred to Elfrida to be proud of herself for exceeding her own physical limits, but now she felt as if she’d passed some kind of test she didn’t know she was taking. “My feet totally went to sleep,” she confessed with a broad grin. “I ended up crawling along the corridor like a dog that got run over. It was ridiculous.”

“Yowch! I remember one killer session I did when I was based out on Titan. Just my luck, that was when the Luna raids happened. They pulled in every spare agent from all over the system. I was tasked with evacuating an entire dome full of pensioners, on a fourteen-minute latency period.”

“Fourteen minutes!”

“Yup. You want ridiculous, that was ridiculous. Luckily, the oldsters managed to get themselves to safety despite my help.”

Elfrida laughed.

“I lasted two point three sols. When I logged off, I couldn’t even speak to call for help. Had to do a week of full-gee rehab …” Dos Santos’s smile faded. “And months of therapy.”

Elfrida shook her head. Her ordeal now seemed like a walk in the park by contrast. “Wow.”

“Have a seat.” Dos Santos patted the couch beside her. Elfrida sat, although she’d just been sitting for thirty-six hours, and would rather have stayed on her feet to get her circulation pumping again. Thirty-six hours ago, dos Santos would never have invited her to sit beside her. This was a real breakthrough. Her hours on 11073 Galapagos had initiated her into a half-intuited inner circle of veterans.

“So,” dos Santos said. “I know you must be tired, and we’ll do a formal debrief when you’ve had some sleep. But I did notice that you’d turned your assistant off.”

Elfrida closed her eyes. The moment she did so, she wanted to sink into the ergoform sofa and sleep. She forced them open again. “Yes. I had to turn her off. Ma’am, they guessed. The minute I took my helmet off, they knew I wasn’t human.” What an odd sentence to utter! But that was how it had felt.

“Oho. That’s very interesting. So what’s happening now? Is the assistant simulating you?” Dos Santos kept questioning Elfrida without waiting for answers. “Is she faking the signal latency? Is that going to work?”

“Ma’am, I left her turned off. I told them I was shutting her down and I’d be back soon.” Elfrida cringed. She could feel dos Santos’s disapproval like a chill on her skin. “I had no choice! They’d have known if I left her in charge.” This was not the real reason she had shut Yumiko down. But she was too tired to make the truth look presentable, and she didn’t want to just blurt it out. “They might have done something awful to her if she tried to interact with them. They’re radically anti-AI.”

“Default colonial attitude.” Dos Santos’s grin was tart. “There’s no place for even inhibited, override-enabled AI in their fragile little cultural bubbles.”

“But most colonists can’t tell the difference.”

“And these people could. I’ll write up a feedback memo for Procurement. What tipped them off?”

“I don’t know. I tried to get them to explain, but all they would say was that it was obvious.”

Dos Santos gazed into the distance, tapping her rolled-up tablet on her knee. A fine line came and went between her brows. She turned back to Elfrida. “Have you ever heard of the uncanny valley effect?” Anticipating Elfrida’s headshake, she unrolled her tablet.

Dos Santos was an augment geek. She had EEG signaling crystals, a row of tiny skin-covered bumps like moles at her hairline, as well as transducers implanted in her ears. She also had a BCI—Brain-Computer Interface—in her skull. That plus the EEG crystals enabled her to telecast without the headset that implant virgins like Elfrida had to wear, and also to interface with the net, where a signal was available, and the various databases on the Botticelli Station server. Thus, she could talk to her tablet by subvocalizing or gaze-typing. The graph she called up now had a Media Archives watermark.

“This is the so-called uncanny valley. It was actually identified by a Japanese psychologist.”

“Tells you how old it is,” Elfrida joked brittly.

“About three centuries old. No one talks about it anymore because it no longer applies. Our geminoid phavatars would fall into the valley, in Mori’s classification, right where it says ‘zombie.’ But we don’t react to them with revulsion and unease, because we’re so used to them. We’ve enlarged our mental category of ‘human’ to include realistic humanoid robots.” Dos Santos grinned. “People are flexible, who’d a thunk it?”

“What’s a bunraku puppet?” Elfrida asked vaguely.

“You’re pretty much out of it, aren’t you? Poor kid. I shouldn’t be keeping you talking.”

“No—no. I want to talk. I need to talk.” That came out sounding so raw and needy that Elfrida winced.

A housekeeping bot trundled in, bearing her grilled cheese sandwiches and hot chocolate on its tray, a welcome distraction. Less welcome was the blatant evidence of gluttony. Embarrassed for dos Santos to see her pigging out on comfort food, Elfrida complained, “I didn’t order two sandwiches. And what’s this spinachy stuff? I didn’t ask for that, either.”

“I believe it’s spinach,” dos Santos said dryly. Addressing the bot, she said, “Well played, bud. The girl needs her vegetables.”

The little bot tooted and rolled off. “It’s all just nutriblocks with flavorings and texturants, anyway,” Elfrida mumbled. She took an enormous bite.

“I’m sure there are at least a few molecules of cheese and wheat in there somewhere.”

“I’m not complaining,” Elfrida said indistinctly.

“May I?” Dos Santos reached over and tore off a corner of Elfrida’s second sandwich. “Mmm. Takes me right back to … oh, basic training.”

“Basic training?”

“Yeah, you know, back in the Cretaceous Era. They really put us through it in those days. Military-style PT sessions followed by freefall acclimatization, with a hundred pages of Hist. Psych. to memorize before reveille. That’s where I learned about the uncanny valley. Anyway, we used to order piles of carbs to fuel our all-nighters. Sandwiches, pizza, shujiao, samosas … happy days!”

Elfrida swallowed. She was flattered and excited by these easy confidences. It occurred to her that dos Santos might be trying precisely to put her at her ease, maybe even soften her up for something, but she dismissed the thought.

“When I was in training, they limited our calories,” she recalled ruefully. “Something about developing an efficient metabolism. The joke was they were trying to make us lose weight so more of us could fit into a lifeboat, if we ever had to. I’ve been making up for it ever since.” She pinched her thigh, which was shamefully pudgy after six months on station.

Dos Santos’s eyes shone with amusement. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said softly. “You’re a perfectly healthy young woman. Eat your sandwiches.”

Elfrida’s heart thumped. Her appetite had vanished. She felt both elated and absurdly disappointed. She wanted to toss out a pitch-perfect, flirtatious comeback, but her brain was hazy with fatigue and Japanese. She tore off a crust and nibbled on it.

“Sorry, Goto, I never got to the point regarding the uncanny valley hypothesis,” dos Santos said. “My guess is that your Galapajin are more sensitive than we are. They’re extremely isolated. This may well be the first time they’ve ever seen a high-end phavatar. Thus they detected nearly-imperceptible differences we simply overlook.”

Elfrida swallowed. “Ma’am, I think that’s probably correct. They don’t have any cultural restrictions on media, and they do seem to use the internet freely, but they have this weird, jokey … disparaging attitude towards everything ‘outside,’ as they call it. It’s like they think the whole system is like that, on a vast scale.” She pointed at the frozen scene from dos Santos’s comedy vid on the viewport screen. Massive lips pursed to deliver a one-liner into someone’s hairy belly button.

“My guilty secret. I’m a diehard rom-com fan,” dos Santos said, but it wasn’t a relapse into banter. She let the remark fall and then looked Elfrida in the eye. “11073 Galapagos is starting to sound like, for want of a more technical term, a very weird place. Do you feel up to talking about it right now? We don’t need to do a formal debrief. Just hit the highlights. That way you can sleep and go without coming into the office.”

Elfrida nodded jerkily. “That’d be fine.”

★

Once given permission, her impressions tumbled out in a chaotic flood. She told dos Santos about the confrontation on the asteroid’s surface and the descent into that cloacal urban habitat. She dwelt in remembered horror on the overcrowding, the almost universal vitamin and mineral deficiencies, and the symptoms of adrenal derangement she had observed in most of the adults and many of the children.

“They have so many children.” To Elfrida’s shocked gaze, half the asteroid’s population had appeared to be prepubescent. “In 2201, a hundred and sixty-seven adults colonized the asteroid. A hundred and sixty-seven. What kind of a TFR do you need to get up into the tens of thousands in three generations?”

“Back of the envelope,” dos Santos said, “about five per woman. Of course, we don’t know their death rate, so it could be more.”

“Medieval. The whole place is this weird mix of the medieval and the modern. They’ve got a bioprinter and a diagnostic medibot. I guess machine intelligence is OK when you’re using it to save lives. They’re not stupid. And yet they’re still having these enormous families.”

Holding up a monitory finger, dos Santos said, “That’s not necessarily backwards, Goto. There is a colonization scenario that calls for massive population expansion. It’s an unacceptably utilitarian concept, in my own view. The theories of the Baxterites, as they’re called, throw millions of human beings around like rounding errors. Ah, the whole thing is basically crackpot. But they do make one good point. Every baby that is born could be the next Galileo, the next Einstein, the next MacKinnon—hence, the more the better. If pre-birth genetic tinkering doesn’t work, go for the flukes.”

“I don’t think the Galapajin are playing the sperm lottery in hopes of producing the next epoch-making genius,” Elfrida said. “They’re just religious.”

“That’s always difficult,” dos Santos said neutrally.

“Yes.”

Elfrida was no stranger to the varieties of religious belief. She’d grown up in the New Holy Roman Empire, a backwater state on the Mediterranean where a thousand heresies and schismatic congregations flourished. Moreover, as a Space Corps agent, she had heard about or personally handled a whole spectrum of believers from chiliastic Baptists to sharia-compliant Muslims. The faith of the Galapajin felt more real to her than any of these, for an odd reason: they had demonstrated what seemed like magical powers in their immediate and universal recognition that Yumiko was not human.

“I asked them how they came to be Catholic,” she recalled. “And they said, like I was stupid, ‘That’s why they threw us out of Japan.’ Apparently they were really extreme in those days.”

“And now they’re what, semi-extreme?”

“Well, you can talk to them.”

She had done a lot of talking to Yonezawa, whose confrontational style had mellowed when he picked her up from Father Hirayanagi’s cottage. She suspected someone had ordered him to be nicer to the gaikokujin. At any rate, he’d answered her questions without any obvious evasions as he showed her around the cathedral. There had been no getting out of that. The cathedral was 11073 Galapagos’s showpiece, its raison d’etre. It sheared at an angle out of the narrow end of the asteroid like a figurehead knocked askew. Needle-sharp spires of varying heights, X-shaped in cross-section, flanked a central spherical dome. The edifice was an eerie synthesis of space-age geometry and medieval craftsmanship. Moreover, it had been built entirely with hand tools, an unimaginable labor of love in this day and age.

“Wrong tense,” Elfrida caught herself. The cathedral was being built. Hundreds of laborers had been crawling over it when Yonezawa took her outside to have a look at the façade. They were carving statues and friezes that no unprotected human eye would ever see.

“Must be beautiful,” dos Santos commented.

Elfrida nodded. The cathedral was beautiful, sure. But it also housed tonnes of a substance more precious, in space, than gold.

Wood.

In pressurized, climate-controlled vaults, Yonezawa had shown her pews, altars, statues, and crucifixes carved from oak, walnut, teak, and cedar. He had bragged about the freight charges paid by his forebears to ship them from Japan into outer space. Little did he know he was sealing his own community’s fate. At the end of her mission, Elfrida would dump Yumiko’s sensor data into the station database, and she knew Kharbage, LLC would get their hands on it one way or another, whether or not UNVRP acquired the asteroid.

“It’s not fair,” she said. “I hate that we’re in the business of destroying people’s lives.” She was very tired by now, emotions getting the best of her.

“Whoa, whoa,” dos Santos said. “It’s early days yet.”

“I know, and I’m trying to keep an open mind, but I don’t see any other alternative for them besides resettlement. Their health problems alone indicate that they’re on a Malthusian trajectory.” She paused. “And still, it doesn’t seem fair that we can wipe out three generations of creativity and labor with a bureaucratic decision.”

“This is what I was concerned about,” dos Santos sighed. “Goto, answer me honestly: are you over-identifying with these people?”

Elfrida searched her own heart, as well as she could when her heart’s deepest desire was to go to sleep. “No. Maybe. I don’t think so. There are so many unique factors.”

And she hadn’t even mentioned the biggest unique factor of all, the one that really had her worried.

Dos Santos laughed at her non-answer. “At least you’re being honest.”

But she wasn’t.

★

Sexually charged dreams disturbed her sleep. Vivid dreams were a known side effect of telecasting, but these nightmares went beyond the usual anxiety and disorientation scenarios. Dos Santos featured in them. So did Yonezawa, oddly enough. And so did Yumiko.

~Turn me on, the avatar said. Its lips were wet pink petals. ~You know you want to.

She woke tangled in her blanket, with the sickening certainty she’d overslept. She blinked. No heads-up clock display appeared in the corner of her eye. She didn’t have her contacts in. She lunged at the wall display.

“Oh my freaking God.”

Only an hour late, not as bad as she’d feared, but still: seriously unprofessional. She bolted towards the telepresence center. In the corridor she met Jim Hardy, a fellow Space Corps agent whose right-stuff name belied his perma-grouch personality. “Was it you who used all the hot water?”

“Yes. Sorry, Hardy. I’m late. I’ve got to go.”

“Not so fast. If you were that late getting back, you won’t have had breakfast yet.”

“I’ll be fine with the glucose drip. Seriously—”

“Have this.” He took a breakfast bar from the pocket of his coverall. “Better than nothing.”

“Are you sure?”

“’Course. Plenty more where that came from.” Hardy rolled his eyes. Even he was not above mocking the breakfast bars. The last shipment had included only two of the least-loved flavors, known on station as Lemon Styrofoam and Cramp-Berry.

“Thanks,” Elfrida said. “I might not be coming into the office for a while. Tell everyone hi.”

She ducked into her cubicle, warmed by the thought that Hardy wasn’t so bad, after all. He was a pureblood Anglo, but that didn’t automatically make him an arrogant asshole. She wolfed the bar, gargled with the special mouth rinse that helped the suit’s taste receptors to function, and put on the headset.


vii.

~You’re back! I was getting worried about you.

~WHAT ARE YOU DOING?

In a cataract of sensory input, Elfrida’s worst fears were confirmed. Yumiko had switched herself back on, and she was operating independently. She had set up shop in the 11073 Galapagos hospital, where she was administering basic medical tests. A queue of ebullient Galapajin school-children jinked out the door.

When Elfrida logged off last night, she’d left the phavatar crumpled in a corner of the graveyard at St. Peter’s, her junkie posture chosen to make her look like just a piece of machinery.

Now Yumiko was up and about, despite the fact that Elfrida had specifically disabled her.

~I’m administering surveys and basic medical scans to volunteers, Yumiko said.

~I can see that! I didn’t authorize you to proceed without me!

~When you didn’t log on at the scheduled time, I elected to commence the quantitative portion of the assessment. This is what I’m good at, after all. There was a wry twist to those last words, but it did not mollify Elfrida.

~SUIT COMMAND: Disable assistant.

“Hello, cutie.” The little girl who stood in front of her—who had, anyway, been standing in front of her ten seconds ago—wore stabilizer braces on her arms and legs, a folk remedy popular among asteroid dwellers. The braces had built-in gyroscopes that created resistance, supposedly simulating the effects of Earth gravity. The child had decorated the braces with holographic stickers of cats and dogs, animals that she could never have seen. “This won’t hurt, I promise. You might feel a sort of tingling.”

She’d begun to get suspicious of Yumiko yesterday. During their tour of the cathedral, she’d had a growing feeling that the DISABLE command wasn’t doing what it said on the box. Not that Yumiko had actually intruded on her. The assistant was too clever for that. Instead, the phavatar had offered up unasked-for nuggets of information gleaned from its scans and databanks. 

~Estimated person-hours expended on the construction of the cathedral to date: 10.2 million. Architectural debt to other ecclesiastical buildings in the solar system (see attached images of Sagrada Familia, Hagia Sophia, Saint Basil’s in Moscow, and Notre Dame de la Lune): on the order of inspiration rather than imitation. Potential revenues from virtual tourism …

At that point Elfrida had subvocalized, ~Are you trying to sell me on this place?

Silence had been the only response. But she had become convinced Yumiko was watching and listening to her every move.

She carried on with the medical survey Yumiko had started, noting that the results so far confirmed her suspicion of widespread vitamin D, K, and B12 deficiencies. The Galapajin were de facto vegetarians, obtaining minimal protein from backyard chickens and the gengineered carp swimming in their hydroponic rice paddies. Their diet was a recipe for childhood stunting and low skeletal density. Those factors in turn compounded the symptoms so common among asteroid dwellers that they were dubbed Spaceborn Syndrome: poor circulation, increased likelihood of bone fractures, limited aerobic capacity due to the organs seating themselves too high in the abdominal cavity, cramping the lungs … the list went on, and Elfrida found it harder and harder to smile at the chirpy senseis bringing their young charges in for her inspection.

“They’ve got it a lot better than we did when I was a kid,” Yonezawa said. In his capacity as her minder, he was parked at her elbow, snacking on roasted pumpkin seeds. His Kalashnikov rested under his chair. “We had to wear those stabilizer braces twenty-four hours a day. Now that we’ve spun up to point eight gees at the circumference, the kids only have to wear the braces at home.”

“That’s still not ideal,” Elfrida said.

“Come on. Point eight, point seven. Better than Luna.”

“That’s what every colonist says,” Elfrida returned wearily. “‘Well, at least we’ve got better gravity than Luna.’ Unfortunately, you don’t have centrifuges for physical therapy sessions.”

Yonezawa flushed. “You’ve already made up your mind about us. What’s the point? I’m meant to take you to see the school and the creche. We’ll go, anyway, when you’re done here.”

Elfrida had already cursed her thoughtless remark. She tried to walk it back with a bit of flattery. “You’ve actually got better gravity than eighty percent of similarly sized asteroids.” The phavatar had offered this statistic for her information just seconds ago.

Yonezawa preened, and Elfrida opened up communication with Yumiko. ~You’re doing this, aren’t you?

~Doing what? came the assistant’s sweet, breathy voice, fifteen seconds later.

~Feeding me databites that bizarrely support the viability of this rock. The suit’s not that smart on its own.

~All right. I cannot tell a lie. I’m doing it.

~Stop it.

~I’m concerned you may be overcompensating for your own ethnic sympathies. I’m trying to help you get an objective, balanced picture.

Rage bled into Elfrida’s subvocalization. ~You’re not my therapist.

~Nothing to do with you. The assistant’s voice was suddenly cool. ~My professional reputation’s on the line, too.

On her couch in Botticelli Station, Elfrida tensed. The machine intelligence was skirting very near to hostility. It had also revealed its own agenda. Yumiko was against resettlement.

~SUIT COMMAND: Disable assistant.

But this time Elfrida was under no illusion that ‘disabled’ meant switched off. If Yumiko now remained silent, it was only because she thought that would serve her aims better than continuing their argument.

While Yonezawa dragged her around the school and creche, Elfrida reviewed Yumiko’s sensor data from the hour before she’d logged in. The assistant had simulated her skillfully, even to sharing anecdotes from Elfrida’s past which it had wormed out of her during the voyage. Elfrida felt violated. Her thoughts churned. Just how smart was this supposedly-inhibited machine intelligence? Should she report its disobedience? Or was its ‘disobedience’ a feature, not a bug, which she’d have known about if she’d read the manual more thoroughly? Memo to self: review every freaking word of the stross-class specifications.

Emergent hostile behavior was theoretically possible, but Elfrida found it hard to believe the machine-intelligence whizzes on Luna would have let that kind of risk get off the drawing board, let alone into production.

So whatever Yumiko was up to, it was something she had been designed for. Or rather, tasked with.

My professional reputation’s on the line, too.

The machine intelligence was independently taking orders from someone, somewhere. But who?

“Itsukushimi fukaki, tomo naru Iesu wa,” sang the schoolchildren of 11073 Galapagos, lined up like a mass choir in white coveralls, on a playing field of green rubber, and Elfrida twitched.

“We used to sing this when I was a kid.” But not in Vienna or Rome or any of the other places she’d lived with her parents. She had sung this Japanese translation of “What a Friend We Have In Jesus” at school assemblies in her immersion lessons.

“See?” Yonezawa said. “Japan was always Christian.”

Much as Elfrida wanted to avoid further clashes with him, she could not let this incredible statement stand. “Don’t you know that Christianity was banned during the Edo era, and …”

But he was still talking. “St. Francis Xavier came to Japan in 1549. He and his companions made thousands of converts. Tens of thousands! Many Japanese were ordained as priests. They couldn’t kill all of them! That community survived in secret for hundreds of years. They were known as the kakure Kirishitans, hidden Christians.” He smiled. “We’re like the kakure Kirishitans of the solar system.”

“… banned during the Edo era,” Elfrida chirped.

“And banned again in 2198,” he shot back. “Which was why we left. When were you last there?”

Elfrida winced, realizing her error. “Yo no tomo warera o sutesaru toki mo,” the children sang. Do thy friends despise, forsake thee? “I never was there,” she admitted. “I only know about Japan from immersion lessons. Uh, they were set in 2015.”

“Oh,” Yonezawa said when he heard this. “I get it. Japan was still Christian then. You see, the prayers of the kakure Kirishitans converted the whole nation, in their hearts. That’s why Japan was the only pacifist nation on earth for an entire century.”

Correct me if I’m wrong, Elfrida thought, but didn’t that have something to do with the Second World War? She held her tongue, however. You didn’t argue with fanatics.

“Then,” Yonezawa continued, “in the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries, the country went to hell. The robots took over.” He eyed her with a skeptical, mocking gaze. “Fuji-san was a divine punishment for that sin, like the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.” As incredible as that statement was, he hadn’t finished yet. “If screwing another man is bad, how bad is it to screw a freaking robot? Ask the single guys of Tokyo. If you know how to talk to ghosts.” 

He walked away.

Elfrida enabled Yumiko. ~Did you HEAR that?

~I did. Can I talk to him?

~Pushy, pushy! NO. Anyway, it wouldn’t do any good. You can’t argue with fanatics. I was just … wow.

~He’s been spending too much time on the internet, if you ask me.

~I guess.

The children were now performing a gymnastics routine. Here in this outer pressurized void, where they were not made to wear their stabilizer braces, the tykes flipped around like sandfleas under 0.8 gees. The roof was so low they could spring up to it and push off again. Shafts carried the light of the sun tubes to the playing field. Memories of sports days in 2015 assailed Elfrida. On such special occasions, her father had joined her in the immersion environment. He would stand by the fence with Baba and Jiji, applauding her feats, just as she was applauding now. Of course she had always been the pretty little one who balanced on top of the human pyramid. It had been her world, after all.

How could he have done that to her? How could he have saddled her with memories of a world where everything always worked out for the best, where adults were always kind and the sun always shone and everyone had dark hair and almond eyes, just like her … a world that had never existed, even in the past?

No way had that immersion environment authentically simulated Tokyo circa 2015. Software artists always cherry-picked reality, and her father was a prime offender. Just like the religious fanatics who had built, inside this rubble pile, a simulation of a Christian Japan that had never existed, Tomoki Goto had built for his daughter a harmonious and peaceful Japan that existed only in his fantasies.

This has to go, she thought in a blur of intense feeling. It all has to go. I’m not overcompensating. I’m right.

★

“So,” Sister Emily-Francis said. “Did you enjoy the kids’ presentation?” She smiled hopefully.

“It was really impressive.” Elfrida sought some other positive comment to make. “I was also impressed by the playing field. Yonezawa-san tells me it looks like rubber, but it’s actually human skin! Can that be true?”

“Well, it’s made from human skin cells,” Sister Emily-Francis said. She was the girl with the rash on her face who had been part of Elfrida’s reception committee. Her hostility had melted when Elfrida praised her little charges at the school. ”We grew it using the bio-printer. We have to import stem cells anyway, and this works out cheaper than real soil and grass.”

The old story: in space, life was literally cheaper than dirt.

“We originally worked up that presentation for our new landlords,” Sister Emily-Francis confessed. “Kharbage. Is that how you pronounce it? But it was decided not to invite them in.”

“If they want in, they’ll have to fight for it,” Yonezawa said. “We shouldn’t even have let you in. Bishop Okada is too trusting.” His eyes were bleary. 11073 Galapagos produced its own shochu, a liquor distilled from rice. The phavatar’s taste receptors told Elfrida that it had an alcohol content of 25%. Yonezawa’s gang had invited her to join them after vespers in their hangout at the cathedral end of the habitat. Elfrida had accepted in the hope they might turn out to be less dogmatic in an informal setting. This area, which they called the refectory, was a rocky burrow ornamented with statuettes of the Virgin Mary and various saints. Sitting around on the floor, dozens of young adults chattered about issues ranging from drill-bit maintenance to the pope’s recent pastoral visit to Luna. The hope seemed to be that the Holy Father would come here next. In this as in so much else, Elfrida thought, the Galapajin were delusional.

But alcohol wrought a gradual transformation in Yonezawa. He became inquisitive. “So tell us about the Venus Remediation Project.”

“Well,” Elfrida said. “What don’t you know?”

“What it’s for.”

“The goal is to terraform Venus. The first phase is atmospheric ablation. The second phase, which is simultaneous with the first phase, involves re-atmosphering the planet with gengineered microbes. There are two main strains that we use. One consumes CO2 and excretes oxygen, and the other consumes sulfur dioxide. That one excretes methane, which we don’t want too much of, but the asteroid impact program also addresses that issue by seeding the atmosphere with water ice. Water and methane react at high temperatures to form hydrogen, so …”

At this point, she heard Yonezawa interrupting, “No, I asked why! What’s the point of terraforming Venus, when the solar system is full of perfectly good asteroids?”

She broke off her spiel to respond. “Asteroid habitats can’t be self-sustaining. Even here, your oxygen recycling ratio is only what, 80 percent? You obviously import O2, at the very minimum, as well as materials you can’t manufacture, from stem cells to batteries.”

“Why not use solettas to deflect sunlight from the planet?” broke in Ushijima, the tall, skinny one who wore a glasses-style net interface. “Deploy them at Venus’s LaGrange point. That would be a cheaper and quicker way to cool the atmosphere.”

“Bingo!” She made the phavatar smile. “That’s Phase Four. It’s a vast manufacturing project, as you can imagine, but production is expected to start in 2310. By that time, Phase Three will also have started: large-scale hydrogen deliveries from the moons of Jupiter. ITR megahaulers will cycle between Venus and Titan, dropping off their loads. The hydrogen, of course, will react with the excess carbon dioxide to form graphite and water. Cooling the atmosphere by deflecting the sun’s light will trigger precipitation. By early next century, most of the planet will be covered in a warm sea!”

“84 percent,” said Yonezawa, not yet having heard this. “Our oxygen recycling rate is 84 percent, and it’s still improving. We will be self-sustaining. We’re getting there.”

“Oh, Yonezawa-san,” Ushijima said. “No, we’re not.” He broke off to listen to Elfrida’s explanation of Phases Three and Four. “But if you want to trigger a Bosch reaction to produce water, won’t you need a lot of iron aerosol? Asteroids aren’t that iron-rich.”

“Well, that’s Phase Five. We’re going to mine Mercury for iron, and also magnesium, which will sequester the last of the excess CO2,” Elfrida said. “I told you this was big.”

Ushijima’s hands flapped like birds. “It’s huge. It’s monumental. It’s scandalously wasteful.” His glasses reflected the constellations of glow-in-the-dark algae that mossed the ceiling. “And it’s beautiful! It’s like the Parthenon, like the Pyramids, like … like our cathedral!”

“Exactly!” Elfrida cried, warming to this geeky lad. “It’s the biggest thing since the Moon landings. In my opinion, it’s even bigger than the clean revolution. Venus is going to be humanity’s second home. There were a bunch of scenarios thrown around at the beginning of the project that would’ve required perpetual maintenance. You’d have to keep the solettas in place forever, or something like that. But the actual plan has stability as its goal.”

“Mars was going to be humanity’s second home,” Yonezawa said. “That went well.”

“Even if, someday, we lose spaceflight capability—of course, that’s not going to happen. But even if we did, our descendants on Venus would survive!”

Sister Emily-Francis had had her back to the two men, chatting with a friend sitting nearby. She broke off her conversation to listen to Elfrida’s speech. When Elfrida finished, there was a silence long enough for her to know the latency period was being observed.

Yonezawa dropped one elbow on the low table and extended his empty palm towards her. “For ours is the kingdom, the power, and the glory,” he drawled. “All yours, for the price of one lousy asteroid.”
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Elfrida allowed herself to hope that Yonezawa was on the wrong side of Galapajin public opinion. During the evening, she had also been recording the other conversations in the refectory, using Yumiko’s directional microphones. Back on Botticelli Station, she reviewed this data and found some support for her hopes. The asteroid’s future was being discussed intensely. Yumiko’s physical presence among them had at last made the outside world real to the Galapajin.

“I think they might be starting to see the advantages of resettlement,” she told dos Santos.

She had logged off at a more human hour this time: 19:00 on Botticelli Station—which kept Greenwich mean time—the middle of 11073 Galapagos’s arbitrary night. Elfrida had left Yumiko at St. Peter’s again, this time in the adjacent dormitory known as the yado, which was basically a flophouse for Galapajin who had nowhere else to live. She had implored Father Hirayanagi to padlock the door of the phavatar’s cubicle from the outside. “No one steals on 11073 Galapagos,” the old priest had said, injured, but he had agreed.

With some peace of mind, she hurried to the Space Corps office.

Everyone except dos Santos and Hardy had already left for the day. Hardy, finishing up some paperwork, openly eavesdropped on dos Santos’s debrief of Elfrida. When she mentioned that Ushijima had compared UNVRP to the Pyramids, he laughed mordantly.

“That’s not far wrong, is it? Generations in the making, and thousands of lives wasted, all for the glory of the Pharaoh.”

This was the sort of cynical remark dos Santos usually winked at, but now she turned sharply on the Anglo agent. “Have you finished that report yet?”

“Done and dusted, ma’am. I was just leaving.”

“Good.”

“The Sirens of Titan await,” Hardy said, taking himself off.

Dos Santos rolled her eyes at his back. Elfrida thought she was going to make some reference to Hardy’s yen for off-color immersion games, but she said, “It’s just not smart to talk about the president like that. No one could be humbler than President Hsiao. Sigh. It’s my fault, I guess. I can be too lax with people.”

As far as Elfrida was concerned, dos Santos had no faults. Mistaking her silence for anxiety, dos Santos laughed.

“Not you, Goto. I know you don’t need me riding herd on you. Let’s get back to 11073 Galapagos. I assume you’ve informed them about their resettlement options?”

Thrown off her stride by the belated realization that they were now alone in the office, Elfrida, fortunately, was able to answer this question without thinking about it. “Yes. I met their leader today. We had to wait until midnight, when he finally got done praying.”

“Is this the bishop you’ve referred to? Okada?”

“That’s the funny part. I thought I was going to see Okada. And he was there, gorgeously decked out in gold and white robes with a pointy hat. But so was this other spindly little guy in a coverall. Turns out he’s the official leader. His name’s Ito. Mayor Ito.”

“So it’s not a theocracy, after all.”

“Technically, no. But the whole time I was talking to Okada, thinking this mayor was his assistant or something, Ito just sat there like a jizo statue. I’m pretty sure when he talks, it’s Okada’s voice that comes out.”

“Well, as they say, never assume, it makes an ass, etcetera.”

“They prayed together all day, apparently.”

“Whatever that means,” dos Santos murmured.

“Ito said they would consider my proposal—this is a direct translation—and give me an answer within the week. But—”

Dos Santos interrupted her. “Did you explain that it isn’t a proposal? That we’re the ones making the decision?”

“Yes, of course. I told them that if UNVRP purchases the asteroid, we would resettle them on Ceres. And if we don’t, Kharbage will most likely resettle them on Ceres, anyway.”

“Did you make the distinction clear? Resettlement by the UN entitles them to financial assistance and preferential workforce placement. Resettlement by Kharbage probably means debt slavery in the mines. So it’s in their interest to cooperate.”

“I did. I explained. They just said ‘Oh, really?’ and ‘Of course.’ So I’m not sure how much they took in. But I explained.”

“Well, that’s our asses covered, anyway.” That fine line between dos Santos’s brows was back. She reached for a stylus and absently tapped a rhythm on the edge of her desk.

“Two things,” Elfrida blurted. “One, during my whole interview with Tweedledum and Tweedledee, Yonezawa was sitting behind me with his Kalashnikov on his knees and a face as black as the devil’s underwear. So I’m not sure it matters what the bishop and the mayor think. Yonezawa represents the fanatics in the shudokai, and they’ve got the guns.”

“Ah.” The stylus tapped faster.

“The other thing is—the phavatar.”

“Do you think the bishop and the mayor were reticent, or pretended not to understand you, because of their distrust of humanoid robots?”

“That’s a possibility, but I’m concerned about something else. I think the phavatar may be malfunctioning.”

Dos Santos stopped tapping the stylus. She leant back in her ergoform and gazed at the ceiling. Elfrida held her breath. Malfunctioning was not what Yumiko was doing, but it was the only way she could think of to broach the subject without sounding like a loon.

With a minimal nod, dos Santos directed her attention to the ceiling. Elfrida frowned at the familiar trompe l’oeuil veneer of sky glimpsed through branches and leaves, meant to impart a feeling of spaciousness to the cramped office. Then she understood.

“We really ought to get out of here,” dos Santos said, standing up and stretching. “New York chewed me out last quarter for exceeding our oxygen budget.”

Elfrida followed her out. The door automatically sphinctered shut behind them. Every door on Botticelli Station was airtight, a safety feature that also enabled cost savings: the hub detected when individual rooms were not in use, and stopped pumping atmosphere into them.

The hub was the quasi-smart, widely mocked master of all their destinies. It controlled the air, the water, the recycling, the collision avoidance system, and many more systems Elfrida could not have enumerated off the top of her head. But she did know about one other function, not much discussed by a crew who saw privacy as a currency in limited circulation rather than a right. The hub surveilled the public areas of the station around the clock. Dos Santos’s glance at the ceiling had been a warning as old as humanity itself.

The Space Corps office was in the Administration & Operations segment of the station, between the segment occupied by the scientists and their computers, and the residential segment. These three segments together occupied a third of the torus that was Botticelli Station. The rest was taken up by generators, storage, recycling facilities, and other vital but uninteresting machinery. The central hub supported the main cargo bay and docking facility.

Shaped like a hollow bicycle wheel 240 meters in diameter, the torus featured an external mesh ‘tyre’ packed with crushed rocks, which shielded the inner torus from radiation and minor impacts. Meanwhile, the ‘inner tyre’ whizzed around at 2.4 rpm, generating robust gravity and a Coriolis effect that pushed the limit of what humans could stand on a long-term basis.

Following dos Santos past the open airlock to the crew lounge, Elfrida experienced the familiar sensation that her head was moving faster than her feet. However, it wasn’t the Coriolis force this time. She’d assumed they were going to the lounge, and had wondered why dos Santos thought they could talk in privacy there. But if they weren’t going to the lounge … This corridor led to the residential segment.

As a manager, dos Santos had a cabin that just about deserved the name. She ushered Elfrida in with minimal ceremony. The closet-sized space contained—barely—a bunk, a locker, and a murphy desk. Dos Santos folded away the desk. It had been bare, as was the top of her locker, offering no clues to her private life. She kicked a squashy button on the floor, and an ergoform inflated. “Have a seat, Goto. Sorry I can’t offer you anything else. They confiscated my drugs at customs on Luna.”

“I’m OK, ma’am. Are we—is it safe in here?”

“As far as I know.” With that little statement, dos Santos shattered Elfrida’s trust in the UN. It did not much reassure Elfrida that she immediately added, “I don’t want to give you the impression that some things are verboten. But better safe than sorry, you know? Anyway, I’ve got this private space; I might as well take advantage of it.”

Elfrida drew a deep breath. “Shall I tell you what’s been happening with the suit?”

“Please.”

“Well, as you know, it’s one of the new stross-class phavatars.”

“Yeah. I tried one of those out during production testing. Superb responses, and the operator-simulation software has improved.”

“Well, yeah. It has. The thing is, this one has been simulating me without my permission.”

She poured out her concerns. Yumiko’s unauthorized tergiversations, her persistent attempts to bias Elfrida against the purchase of 11073 Galapagos, and most damning of all, that remark: My professional reputation’s on the line, too.

“Honestly, ma’am, it’s like it thinks it’s a person!”

Dos Santos was sitting crosslegged on her bed, leaning back on locked elbows. She said, “Hmm. I don’t think we have enough evidence to accuse the designers of purposely manufacturing an AI.”

“Oh no, ma’am, I wasn’t suggesting—”

“But we may be seeing emergent behavior here.”

“That was my idea.”

“These new-generation assistants are really smart. Leave them alone for five seconds and they start analyzing things, coming to conclusions you can’t argue with, although it would have taken a meatbrain years to get there, if ever.”

Elfrida flinched at meatbrain, a dismissive term for human grey matter used by software artists and designers, who tended to be pro-AI by the nature of their employment. It did not sound right coming from a Space Corps manager.

“What if she’s right, Goto? Have you thought about that? That she could be right?”

Elfrida opened her mouth to insist, reflexively, that she was keeping an open mind. Then she hesitated. Was she, really? Yumiko had accused her of pre-judging the Galapajin. Wasn’t she also pre-judging Yumiko? Assuming that the assistant had nefarious motives, whereas the simplest explanation was that she was merely trying to do her job: objectively and empirically assess the human population of 11073 Galapagos?

It was something to think about. In the meantime, she repeated stubbornly, “She still shouldn’t have disobeyed me. I gave the DISABLE command. Several times. It didn’t work. That’s a problem.”

“Not if she thought you were the problem,” dos Santos said. “Look, Goto, I’m not trying to imply you haven’t been doing your job, but the fact is, as we employ more sophisticated analyses of these asteroid populations, we’re finding in more and more cases that the traditional cost-benefit equation just doesn’t work. It fails to take into account the unique cultural values of these communities. They’re like closed ecosystems that have evolved in near-isolation for fifty, a hundred years. The resettlement of a group like the Galapajin would likely lead to the extinction of everything that makes them what they are.

“Now, my personal view, as you know, is that colonists are pests.” Dos Santos smiled. “But these things are subjective. In any case, you have to ask: is it really that important for UNVRP to have this one asteroid?” She paused to let that sink in. “You’ll have noticed our ratio of purchase recommends is falling. There’s a reason for that. In confidence, even New York is slowly realizing we’ve picked the low-hanging fruit, and the remaining A+ candidates present more complex problems.”

“But ma’am, that’s just why I think the Galapajin should be resettled. Because of the problems they’ve got.”

“Yeah, the medical issues, overcrowding, fundamentalist groupthink, you mentioned. But. They brought these problems on themselves, Goto. Shouldn’t we let them try to solve them themselves?”

“But …” Elfrida was flummoxed by dos Santos’s unexpected advocacy. “But even if we don’t acquire the asteroid, ma’am, Kharbage will just raise their rent until they can’t pay anymore, and then dump them on Ceres for someone else to deal with.”

“Yeah. Sigh. That’s the trouble. That is indeed the trouble. These recyclers, Goto, are jackals. If the resource majors are the tigers of the twenty-third century, lording it over the whole solar system, then the recyclers are the scavengers who follow in their tracks, stripping the last scraps of flesh off their prey.”

Elfrida recoiled at the vivid metaphor. Dos Santos laughed grimly.

“Some of them are even owned by the majors. Word is that Centiless has a hefty investment in Kharbage.”

Mute, Elfrida stared at dos Santos’s skinsuit-encased knees. She recognized that the older woman had deftly redirected the conversation from Yumiko’s disobedience to the 11073 Galapagos question. Now she was trying to complete the maneuver by rechanneling Elfrida’s ire against their frenemies in the recycling sector.

But why? Why didn’t dos Santos want to talk about Yumiko?

As Elfrida pondered this, a noise interrupted her reverie. It was one she hadn’t heard in five years, and hoped never to hear again.

WHAAAH! WHAAAH!

“All personnel, remain where you are. Repeat, remain where you are. Botticelli Station is now on amber alert. Probability of assault by external hostile entities: 62%. Further information will be relayed as it is acquired. Tout le personnel, restent où vous êtes…”

“Oh shit,” Elfrida blurted. Waves of hot and cold shuddered over her skin. The middle of her stomach seemed to have been sucked out by a gigantic vacuum cleaner. “Oh shit. Oh God.”

“Do not panic,” dos Santos said. “Do not panic! Do you hear me?” Yet her own face looked stretched-tight, her eyes big. “We’re going to be fine. We’ve got missile interceptors, defensive maneuvering capability, and a hardened rad shield. They could set off a nuke out there and we wouldn’t feel a thing.”

“Todo el personal, se mantienen en el que está …”

“Besides,” dos Santos raised her voice, “the Cheap Trick’s about five minutes away.”

The Cheap Trick was the Star Force picket assigned to guard the various UN assets in Venus orbit.

“No, it’s not!” Elfrida squealed. “It went to escort the supply barge to Da Vinci! Don’t you remember?”

Da Vinci Station, suspended at the Sun–Venus Lagrange point, was a little sister of Botticelli Station, housing a handful of physicists who were validating the soletta prototypes for Phase Three. Every two or three months, a supply barge swung around Venus and sailed out to the smaller station. And the Cheap Trick went with it.

“Oh, yeah,” dos Santos said. “That’s right. I was forgetting.”

“весь персонал, оставаться там, где вы находитесь …  ”

“It’s probably a false alarm, anyway. Just a chunk of rock. The station’s threat detection system is pretty stupid.”

Elfrida was doubled over in the ergoform, hands locked between her knees, every muscle rigid. “That’s not very reassuring,” she said through her teeth.

The tannoy was now repeating its announcement in Portuguese, the fifth of the UN’s official languages. As if there were any Portuguese-speakers on the station who a) couldn’t speak English and b) hadn’t dived under the nearest piece of furniture within two seconds of the klaxon’s sounding. Sometimes the UN’s scrupulous bureaucratic fairness took on a ludicrous tinge. Elfrida locked her teeth together, telling herself, Remain where you are. Remain calm. It will be fine. It will be fine.

“Threat level’s still amber,” dos Santos muttered.

“Do you speak Portuguese?”

“Yup. I’m a quarter Brazilian, was brought up by my vovó. The other three-quarters, if you’re interested: Colombian, Anglo, and Punjabi by way of Uganda.”

Even in the midst of her terror, Elfrida was deeply flattered by this gift of personal information. “Wow. I always wondered what your heritage was, ma’am.”

“You’re not supposed to wonder,” dos Santos lightly chastised her. “You’re supposed to believe we’re all the same, and simultaneously believe that diversity is our strength.”

The tannoy had just looped back to English when the klaxon cut into the automated announcement. This time it trilled stridently: HEEYAH! HEEYAH! HEEYAH!

“Alert level revised to red. Alert level is RED. Probability of assault by external hostile entities: 94%. All personnel, remain where you are …”

“Fuck that,” dos Santos said. “Ninety-four percent. Fuck that.” A spatter of sepia freckles stood out on her suddenly pale cheeks. “I’m not fucking sitting here to be blown up because the fucking Project can’t find the nickels and dimes to pay for security worth a damn. I have the lifeboat access codes. Come on.”

They sprinted down the empty corridor, past the NO RUNNING signs. Everyone else was apparently obeying the directive to remain where they were. The crew cabins were rows of taupe puckers in the wall. Elfrida was struck by fate’s randomness. If she lived through this, it would be because she’d had the good luck to be sitting at the moment the klaxon went off with a senior manager who knew the lifeboat access codes. Dos Santos was going to save her life.

The corridor sank away under her feet. She staggered, almost fell, caught herself on her hands. “What’s happening?”

“Defensive maneuvers,” dos Santos panted. “Hope our acceleration doesn’t screw with the lifeboat ejection system.”

The station had three lifeboats, one for each segment. They were accessible from hatches in the thoroughfare corridor, clearly labeled in all five languages and Braille. Dos Santos knelt and fumbled with a manhole cover. Elfrida had walked over this cover a thousand times without ever dreaming it might one day make the difference between life and death for her. It hinged back to reveal the promised airlock, and a keypad. Dos Santos stabbed in numbers.

“A keypad. I haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid,” Elfrida said, jittery.

“Supposed to be less vulnerable to hacking than voice-based systems. Of course, the iris scanner is the thing to beat.” There was a tiny camera above the keypad. Dos Santos lowered her face towards it. The klaxon and the PA continued to fill the air with a clamor of noise. The hatch dilated. Dos Santos dropped through it into darkness. Elfrida followed, and landed on top of her.

“Sorry!”

“It’s OK. Come on, come on …” This to the hatch. With excruciating slowness, the circle of light above them closed. “It’s supposed to be automatic …”

The chamber jolted, and Elfrida felt lighter. Clickety-clack, clickety-clack, came the sound of wheels on rails. The chamber they were in was a tiny tram car on rails that spiraled around the inner surface of the station’s external shield. It had decoupled from the rotating torus and was now rolling to a stop. With a disturbingly mechanical clank, it docked with one of the airlocks built into the outer shield.

Driving home the reality of their escape, the two women were now weightless. Elfrida swallowed and stuck her fingers in her ears. She always hated this feeling, as if her head had blown up like a balloon.

After some more squeaking and clanking, one of the chamber’s walls concertinaed back. Stale air breathed down a short steel culvert. Beyond, glowstrips flickered in dimness.

“Whew,” dos Santos said. “I was worried this shitty system might have taken us to the wrong airlock, and there wouldn’t be anything on the other side.” Elfrida had not even thought about that.

Dos Santos kicked off from the chamber’s far wall and dived down the culvert into the lifeboat. Elfrida followed, ineptly. She didn’t have her dry-grip boots on. Nor did dos Santos, but she appeared comfortable in freefall.

Ruby and turmeric-yellow arrows flickered on the storage compartments of the lifeboat, pointing to the cockpit. The small craft, capable of holding fifty people in extremely cramped conditions, was designed to be piloted in an emergency by dummies. A screen lit up when dos Santos belted herself into the pilot’s couch. “Welcome aboard!” said an androgynous, multiracial face. “I’ll walk you through the pre-launch and ejection procedures today. Why don’t we get started by introducing ourselves? I’m Botticelli Station Lifeboat Two, as you may have guessed!”

“Dumb fucking machine,” dos Santos snarled. She bent over the console. Beams of white light stabbed from her eyes and converged on the instruments. She moved her head until her eyelamps illuminated a barely visible rectangular cover. She pried this up with her fingernails to reveal a smaller screen. Her lips moved, subvocalizing commands.

“Excuse me,” the lifeboat said. “Are you attempting to access my manual operation mode? I really can’t recommend that. Without proof that you’re a qualified pilot—”

The heads-up screen went dark, and the androgynous face vanished. Dos Santos said in satisfaction, “That code cost me a bundle in favors. Good to know it was worth it.”

“Aren’t you … ma’am, aren’t you authorized to …”

“Nope. But I do know how to fly this thing. I think.” Dos Santos mouthed silent commands. Her fingers dashed across the master screen. She was working the subvocal and touch interfaces at the same time like a maestro. Elfrida leaned over from the co-pilot’s seat and saw systems checks flashing past.

Without warning, the little craft shuddered so hard that Elfrida’s couch tightened protectively on her body. She imagined charged projectiles striking Botticelli Station, fragging the shield, rupturing the inner torus. That could happen. It did happen. It happened quite often in the Belt, and it was a matter of pure luck it had never happened where she was before. Her imagination screened a lurid sequence of friends and colleagues whisked into the vacuum, lungs rupturing, bellies distending.

Voice shaking only a little bit, she said, “Those eyelamps are pretty cool, ma’am.”

“Self-defense. They also come in handy when you haven’t got a flashlight.”

The lifeboat’s airlock clanked shut. Elfrida let out her breath. That was one more layer of security between her and … and …

Talking was better than thinking. “Ma’am, didn’t the scanner recognize you? So why didn’t the lifeboat know who you were?”

“I hacked the scanner, Goto. It would have admitted me regardless. But I didn’t want it to know who I was. Just in case, you know.”

Just in case, Elfrida thought, we get caught stealing a lifeboat.

“Ma’am, what if—”

“Quiet! Sorry. Please don’t distract me. I’m trying to …” Dos Santos hunched over the screen.

Strip lighting came on all the way down the cabin. Then it went off again. A chemical toilet started flushing: clack-FLAP, clack-FLAP.

“That’s not what I was trying to do! Damn interface.”

Elfrida wished they could hear the tannoy in here. Lousy as the hub’s information was, she yearned to know what was happening. Her contacts weren’t working, either—the rock shield messed with the station’s wifi, and the lifeboat had stopped offering a signal when dos Santos switched into manual mode.

The toilet ceased flushing. “That’s better.” Oxygen masks tumbled from the ceiling. “Oh, puta merda!”

“Ma’am? Ma’am? Dos Santos! Could we see outside?”

Dos Santos glanced at her, hair falling over one eye. “That I can do. Nothing simpler. Here you go.”

The heads-up screen lit up again.

Elfrida immediately wished it hadn’t.

Displaying the same sensor feed as the viewport in the crew lounge, it showed Venus, and nothing but Venus. Only a sliver of black in one corner gave a sense of the curvature of the planet towards which they were falling.

Yes, falling.

Someone’s idea of defensive maneuvering was apparently to slip into a lower orbit.

But even that was not the scariest news from the screen. The rest of the picture was straight out of a nightmare.


ix.

Elfrida stared at the screen in terror. Above Venus’s streaky shroud, a scatter of black dots slowly converged on a point in the screen’s lower right quadrant.

The lifeboat jinked violently.

“I think that was us, not them,” dos Santos said.

“Oh my God, there are thousands of them!”

“About five, looks like. Of course, there could be more out of sight. Don’t they usually travel in packs of nine?”

Elfrida could only bite her lip. She didn’t know. Dos Santos didn’t know. Maybe Dr. Hasselblatter, or the President, and/or some ultra-classified spy organization knew all about these small, fast ships that were trying to turn Botticelli Station into orbital debris. But all ordinary people knew was that they were deadly and they were called the PLAN.

A tiny nova blossomed on the screen. Elfrida clapped her hands over her eyes. Then she grabbed the arms of her couch as the lifeboat shook again, a flea on the back of poor, harried Botticelli Station.

“They’re lobbing tactical nukes at us,” dos Santos said. “And we’re trying to dodge.”

“We’re going down, aren’t we?”

“Looks that way.” Dos Santos glanced at the console. “Yup. I wonder who’s driving.”

“Isn’t it the hub?”

“That dumb chunk of hardware? No, it’s got to be Touré or Sikorsky.” Dos Santos named the XO and captain of Botticelli Station, who were generally viewed with contempt as the hub’s fall guys. “I know Sikorsky’s ex-Star Force. I hope he remembers he’s piloting a space station, not a Gravesfighter.”

The PLAN were not invulnerable. They could be blown up, just like any other ships. But the lumbering space station had no offensive armaments at all.

Another enhanced-radiation warhead exploded nearby, filling half the screen with a nebula-like cloud of light and debris. Botticelli Station squeezed out some more angular acceleration. The bulkheads creaked and Elfrida struggled to breathe as the G-force pressed her into her couch.

“Much closer, and the neutron radiation is going to scramble our systems,” dos Santos said. “Which is, of course, exactly what they’re trying to do. Fuck it. We have got to get out of here.” She went back to interfacing with the console. Elfrida wished she had something to distract her. She understood that the ships’ respective trajectories had locked them into a high-speed chase. The PLAN ships were flying in lower, faster orbits. They were overhauling Botticelli Station, while the station dived towards Venus, and all the craft continued to whirl around the planet at several kilometers per second. Newtonian mechanics, not fly-boy pyrotechnics, would govern the outcome. 

A new raindrop appeared on the heads-up display. Slightly larger than the PLAN ships, it was orbiting towards them on the perpendicular.

“All right,” dos Santos whooped. “Finally!” But she was not referring to the newcomer. “I’m commencing the ejection procedure. Hold on.”

The procedure seemed to be endless. Dos Santos cursed under her breath in Portuguese. The ships on the screen grew larger and acquired distinct silhouettes. At this point Elfrida realized she could zoom in on them by leaning forward and touching the screen. The PLAN ships were finned cylinders, girdled with guns. These were the shapes familiar from countless news vids and immersion games, made no less nightmarish by their slang appellations of ‘flying rats’ and ‘toilet rolls.’ The newcomer was still too far away to be identified.

“I feel like this isn’t real,” Elfrida said, her voice high. “I keep trying to log out. And then I remember, oh yeah, this is my body. It’s not a phavatar. I’m not somewhere else. I’m here. This is real. I can’t log out.”

Dos Santos nodded. “I know what you mean. I get that, too. This isn’t fun anymore? Time to log out—whoops. Can’t. It’s a hazard of the job. But—”

The lifeboat slammed sideways. The jolt hurled dos Santos out of her couch. Elfrida’s couch ballooned, wrapping itself around her entire body in a split second. Like a rigid marshmallow, it covered even her lower face. Gagged and immobilized, she watched dos Santos pick herself up, blood dribbling from her nose. “Shouldn’t have turned the damn couch off,” dos Santos grunted. “That’s it.”

Elfrida’s couch flowed back into its original form, acting on the idiot assumption the danger was past. The console screen had gone dark. The heads-up screen still insouciantly displayed the race. Two of the PLAN ships had vanished, but that was because they were now so close. The sensor feed, autofocused on Venus, could show only 160° of this three-dimensional battle. In fact, it was over.

“They got us,” dos Santos said.

The interior of the lifeboat was silent. Elfrida heard herself utter a silly laugh. At least she hadn’t shat her pants this time.

“I’ve lost the flight computer.”

Dos Santos slammed both palms on the console screen.

“Does that matter?”

“You bet your sweet patootie it matters.” Dos Santos leaned back, dabbing at her bleeding nose. “Whoever designed this jalopy didn’t think decent rad shielding was worth the spend. That last nuke must’ve exceeded our tolerances. Even my augments are dead.”

“So we’ve just been nuked.”

“Yup.” Dos Santos hung her head back further, trying to get her nose to stop bleeding. ”But don’t stress about it. We’ll be dead before we get sick.”

“How—how do you figure?”

“That wasn’t the nuke we just felt. Couldn’t have been. No shockwaves in space. No, they just threw the kitchen sink at us: projectiles, non-nuclear EMPs, whatever else they’ve cooked up recently in Gale Crater. Soooo … there’s probably not a lot of old B-Station left out there.”

Elfrida’s couch, no longer functioning, released her haunches. Her knee bumped the console. She bobbed towards the ceiling of the cockpit. Dos Santos floated up to join her.

“They’re gone,” Elfrida blurted, eyeing the screen. The PLAN ships had vanished from it.

“We might escape detection if they don’t scan the debris too closely.” Pearls of blood drifted from dos Santos’s nose. “That would give us, oh, another couple of hours to live.”

“There are radiation treatment kits on board. There’ve got to be.”

“Maybe, but there aren’t any kits to fix the air circulation,” dos Santos pointed out.

Elfrida swallowed, realizing what dos Santos meant. With its electronics dead, the lifeboat had stopped pumping atmosphere into the cabin. Their lives could now be measured in cubic meters of air.

“You got any regrets, Goto?”

The screen had clouded over. Now it was solid white. Elfrida supposed that the last of the electrical systems had succumbed. The women drifted in the cockpit like corpses in a shipwreck, automatically making the fingertip adjustments necessary to avoid bumping into each other.

“Yes,” Elfrida said.

“Yes what?” dos Santos said.

“I do have one regret. That I didn’t t-t-tell you how I feel about you when I had the chance … ma’am.”

Dos Santos pushed off from the ceiling, rolled over, and stared at her. Lit only by the white glow from the screen, her face looked young and soft … and incredulous. Raising her eyebrows, she said, “Ma’am? We’re about to die together. Call me Glory.”

Elfrida could not tell if dos Santos was teasing her or not. She scrubbed her face with her hands, discovering that even with death imminent, it was still possible to be embarrassed.

“Goto, I’m … incredibly touched. Do you know how it feels to be forty-two, and hear something like that from a beautiful kid like you? Oh, listen to me: I’m still making jokes. Do not go defensive into that good night, Glory,” dos Santos scolded herself.

“It’s all right,” Elfrida interrupted, unable to bear it. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“It’s not you, Goto, it’s me. There’s a great deal you don’t know about me. I’ve led a life that’s … not entirely straightforward. The things I believe in mean a lot to me, but I’ve been forced to deceive people, in a certain sense. Including you. Is that wrong? I know it’s necessary. But sometimes I regret what it’s done to me. I’ve evolved a lot of protective tics. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” Elfrida said, meaning no. All she understood was that dos Santos was rejecting her.

A deep male voice resounded through the cabin. “Attention all personnel. This is Sikorsky.”

Both women flipped instinctively into a vertical posture, staring at the heads-up display, which was still whited out.

“We have sustained massive damage to our hull and engines, but the backup generator is now online and I continue to send Mayday signals on all frequencies. The good news is that the hub is completely slagged. You may also be glad to know that the toilet rolls are no longer pursuing us. I will explain later how I evaded them to anyone who is interested. It was audacious and very risky maneuver.”

“Oh, shut up, you pathetic old Russky,” dos Santos yelled. “Make your case for promotion when we’re safe on Earth!”

Captain Sikorsky was continuing. “You will have noticed that you are floating. Zero-gee safety protocols should be observed. If you can reach an EVA suit, put it on. If not, I apologize for these familiar vords, but please remain where you are. Help will come soon. Sikorsky out.”

As soon as she heard the captain’s voice, Elfrida had tried her contacts again. Naturally, they still weren’t working. She realized there was a lot of room left for bad news, but she clung to Sikorsky’s key assertion. They had evaded the PLAN ships!

“EVA suits.” Dos Santos shot down the length of the cabin. “EVA suits. I should have thought of that! I know they’re here somewhere …”

Elfrida stared at the heads-up display. An audacious and risky maneuver, the captain had said.

How did you evade the PLAN? It seemed like an oxymoronic proposition. In space, there was nowhere to hide. In space …

But in orbit around a planet shrouded in sulfuric clouds?

“Dos Santos! Ma’am! Oh my God!”

“What? What?” Dos Santos streaked back into the cockpit, two EVA suits floating in her hands. Elfrida pointed at the display.

“What does that look like to you?”

“It’s just … wait. Wait. How stupid can I be? That’s the autofeed from the station’s sensors!” Dos Santos spun around, letting go of the EVA suits. Elation radiated from her face. With her blonde hair floating in a halo, she looked like a bloodied angel. “Goto, do you know what we’re looking at? Clouds! Those are goddamn clouds!”


x.

Botticelli Station drifted through Venus’s atmosphere at an altitude of barely 80 kilometers. A PLAN missile had annihilated its hub, ruptured its tokamak, and pulverized its main drive nozzle. The missile had then exited through the Planetary Science Department, tearing a wound that continued to bleed shards of furniture and lab equipment into the clouds. These fell straight down. The station, however, still contained a lot of air. Though not in the least aerodynamic, it was somewhat buoyant in Venus’s syrupy atmosphere. It sailed through the clouds on a sub-orbital trajectory, with the auxiliary boosters thrusting flat-out to maintain altitude.

Captain Sikorsky had executed the only evasive maneuver available to him. With PLAN ships closing in on him in three dimensions, he had nipped between them, straight down towards the planet—the one course the PLAN had not interdicted. It was the three-dimensional equivalent of dashing on foot across a busy highway. The station hadn’t made it through unscathed. Flashing through missile range of the nearest PLAN ship, it had been targeted and consequently hit. Sikorsky had just managed to make his planned course correction before the fusion drive failed. As Botticelli Station ploughed into Venus’s troposphere, he had reversed thrust—this was the final, brutal jolt that Elfrida and dos Santos had felt. This flattened the station’s plunge out into a long shallow glide—giving them about forty-five minutes, instead of two, before they would crash-land on Venus.

Hoping to avert a fresh panic, Captain Sikorsky had not mentioned any of this in his announcement. He and the surviving men and women of the Operations Department were frantically trying to perform, by hand, a complex series of tasks that boiled down to connecting the station’s backup generator—a chain of hydrogen fuel cells—to its electrically-powered auxiliary boosters. If successful, this would give Botticelli Station enough thrust to regain orbital altitude. The engineers were obliged to spacewalk to the auxiliary boosters to reroute their power supply lines. Elfrida and dos Santos saw them, EVA-suited insects crawling along the booms, as they themselves inched around the outside of the station. “What on earth are they doing?” Elfrida panted.

She was speaking to herself, as the two-way radios in the EVA suits were not working. Everything electronic in the lifeboat had been slagged.

Including the airlocks.

They had egressed through the mechanical escape hatch at the back of the cabin, and were now inching around the curvature of the station towards the hole in the Planetary Science Department. It was an exercise similar to climbing a mountain covered with an anti-erosion net … 80 kilometers up, with the fires of hell waiting below. Elfrida clamped her gloves onto corners of boulders sticking out through the mesh of the shield envelope, transferring the clamp of her belt tether from one strand to the next. The fog whipped over them, driven by the wind that swept around Venus in as little as four days, which was blowing at a 30° angle to the station’s heading. If not for the pressure-activated servos that enhanced the strength of her gloves, she would have been torn right off the rock.

A gap appeared in the clouds below; she thought she saw a glint of sullen fire. Could that be the surface, tortured by countless asteroid impacts into a new cycle of volcanic activity? Despite her own plight, a thrill of excitement pulsed through her. Right now she was the closest to Venus she’d ever been. And thanks, ironically, to the PLAN, she may have achieved one of her life goals of seeing the surface with her own eyes.

A chasm choked with office décor yawned. She and dos Santos dived out of the wind, into the wreckage of the Atmospheric Analysis lab. Communicating by hand signals, they edged around a crevasse lined with melted wiring and smashed UV plates. It was only then—as Elfrida caught sight, far below, of a fragment of palm branches, the whimsical design which had adorned the ceiling of this lab, dedicated to Venus’s transformation into a tropical paradise—that she realized they were walking on what had been the ceiling of the lab. They were no longer weightless. It wasn’t magnetism holding them down, but Venus’s gravity—at 0.9 gees, the closest in the solar system to Earth’s.

The door irised as they approached. Two people in EVA suits dashed out, carrying what looked like a massive coil of electrical cable. Elfrida and dos Santos passed into the Biological Engineering lab.

Despite the functioning doors, this lab was also depressurized. The transit of the PLAN missile through the next-door compartment had buckled its containment. An avalanche of debris lay piled up against the near wall. Everything not splarted down—screens, tablets, sample slides, the perspex tanks in which the scientists were attempting to raise green-slime-compatible prokaryotes—had been sucked against the leak as the air rushed out. From the ceiling, a.k.a. the erstwhile floor, hung benches like branches bearing clusters of scanning electron microscopes and analysis equipment. Elfrida felt disoriented, and sick to her stomach.

The next door took them into the thoroughfare corridor. They jumped down to the new floor of shorted-out UV plates, formerly the corridor’s ceiling. Of course, this segment of the corridor was also depressurized. The missile had punched straight through it. Sulphuric fog boiled through the hole corresponding to the crevasse in the Atmospheric Analysis lab.

A person in an EVA suit stumbled out of the Operations Department and beckoned them with both arms. Beyond the next pressure-lock, he removed his helmet, revealing corkscrew curls and a cheek tattoo of a playful dolphin. He was Aryeh Litvinek, one of the techies from Systems Maintenance. A bloody bruise half-closed his left eye, making it look as if the dolphin were balancing a ball on its nose.

Elfrida removed her own helmet, inhaled heady high-oxygen air.

“Aren’t your comms working?” Litvinek demanded.

“No,” dos Santos said. “What’s going on?”

“All right. Go and round up the casualties from Residential. Get first aid kits from the emergency lockers, as many as you can carry. Stretchers, too. We need to get everyone assembled here, pronto.”

Litvinek dashed towards Electrical Propulsion Systems.

“Oh, and wear your helmets,” he shouted over his shoulder. “We think there’s only one containment breach, but we don’t know for sure.”

“Wait!” dos Santos shouted after him. “What casualties?”

“All of them,” Litvinek shouted, and vanished through the airlock.

“Oh my God,” Elfrida said.

“Typical Russky,” dos Santos grumbled. “Send the women to tend the wounded, while the men do the important work. Come on. There should be an emergency locker at the end of this corridor.”

★

While Elfrida and dos Santos embarked on their search of the cabins, Captain Sikorsky initiated two new procedures. The engineers were increasingly pessimistic about making it back into orbit. The math said it was doable from as low as 50 kilometers, but the hydrogen fuel cells were there to generate emergency power for the station’s life support functions, not its engines. Their comparatively meager trickle of electricity might give the attitude boosters enough thrust, but reckoning with the complicating factor of an atmosphere out there, maybe not. Therefore, Sikorsky requested infrared and radar scans of the ground with a view to crash-landing. This would be his absolute last resort. Nowhere was the surface of Venus cooler than 600° Celsius. To the question of “How long could a space station survive on Venus without melting?” the backup flight computer—an MI both stupider and more insolent than the late hub—responded with a stream of equations that lacked crucial variables, computerese for, “Don’t even think about it.”

The engineers’ third scheme was rather ingenious. The backup fuel cells ran on hydrogen, which also happened to be the propellant for the fusion drive. Botticelli Station carried tonnes of the stuff. What was even lighter than air? Hydrogen, that’s what. So they rigged lines from the hydrogen tanks to the Residential Department and the still-pressurized regions of the Science Department. They planned to vaporize the contents of the fuel tanks and pump the buoyant gas into every nook and cranny of the space station that still had intact containment.

Just as soon as everyone had been cleared out of the target areas.

★

Elfrida ground her fist into another panel of doorbells, opening the hatches of three cabins at once.

The cabins were stacked three deep on both sides of the thoroughfare corridor, and also along the side corridors that led off it like fishbones. Blocking this side corridor, a train of several stretchers, lashed together, waited for her to wriggle into her improvised harness and tow them away like a little mule. She needed help. There was no one to help her. She and dos Santos had separated in order to check the cabins faster.

Three polyfoam sphincters gaped. A limp arm fell out of the bottom cabin, which had formerly been the top cabin. Elfrida stepped on the lip of the bottom hatch, nudging the arm aside with her boot, so she could see into the middle cabin. ROGERS, SELASSIE, was not there; maybe he/she was one of the engineers working to save Botticelli Station. Each empty cabin was a relief, each occupied one a fresh wall of dread to be climbed.

She jumped down again and pulled on the arm of LACY, MILO. He came out like an understuffed futon, his flesh soft and yielding under her fingers. Yet another one of the colleagues she’d never met before, whom she was seeing for the first time as a corpse. Or not-quite-corpse. Milo Lacy grunted when his head hit the floor.

“Sorry,” Elfrida said. “Oh my God. Sorry.” She bundled him easily—he was light—onto a stretcher, on top of a woman whose name she’d already forgotten, who had not seemed to be dead but looked it now.

Leave the dead, dos Santos had told her after they parted from engineer Litvinek. Triage ’em so we can get out of here faster. But it was harder than Elfrida had expected to tell which were which.

She used the open hatches as a ladder to climb up to the top, formerly the bottom cabin. There lay her Space Corps colleague Jim Hardy. He smiled weakly. “I always knew you had what it takes, Goto.”

“Quick. They’re going to depressurize this segment.” Elfrida was a little hazy about the hack the engineers were planning. “Can you walk?”

“Don’t think so.” He tried to prop himself on his elbows, fell back. Elfrida grabbed a blond-pelted forearm and hauled him towards the hatch. His pupils were dilated. “I’m an idiot. I took the stuff.”

Elfrida nodded. Some people had suffered broken bones when the ceiling abruptly turned into the floor, but all eight of her fatalities so far were people who had taken ‘the stuff’—the self-euthanasia ampoule provided, unironically, in each crewperson’s survival kit. In fact, she had a feeling that was what dos Santos had been working up to in the lifeboat, when she harped on the grisly end awaiting them. The stuff was supposed to be painless, quick, and failsafe. Elfrida was unsurprised that it turned out to be none of the above. The UN was always getting the big things right and the little things wrong. She wouldn’t have entrusted her death to them.

“Hardy, you’re heavy. Can you please try and climb down by yourself?”

Hardy flopped towards the hatch. “It didn’t work,” he gasped. “Damn stuff didn’t work.”

“Maybe you didn’t read the instructions properly.”

“I never thought I was the type to take it.” Hardy’s head and shoulders hung out of his cabin. “I wish I hadn’t taken it. I was just … so … damn … scared …”

“Come on. Hup.”

Hardy fell out of the cabin on top of her. They crashed against the stretchers. Two or three other failed suicides slid off, and would have to be heaved up again. Elfrida’s eyes filled with tears.

“Goto, do you copy? This is Sikorsky.” The captain’s voice crackled from her belt. She had been given a working two-way radio. “We are waiting for you. What are you doing, powdering your nose? Hurry up, please.”

“Yes sir, coming, right away,” Elfrida babbled in response to these, the first words the captain had ever spoken to her personally.

Hardy, however, was in no hurry. “Why?” he asked, sitting on the floor with his legs splayed, an undamaged UV panel flickering beneath his crotch. “Why’d they attack us?”

Elfrida could have given any number of answers. They’re the PLAN and that’s what they do. Or: We were a big fat unarmed target and the Cheap Trick was away. Or, more speculatively: Maybe the PLAN wants to stop the Venus Remediation Project. But she was exhausted and nauseated and the captain had just told her off, and so she said meanly, “Maybe they knew you were here.”


xi.

Inasmuch as the PLAN had any discernible war aim—if, indeed, this conflict was a war, rather than a terror campaign—it was the extermination of purebloods. The PLAN slaughtered them by preference, favoring targets where pureblood populations were known to reside. This went a long way towards explaining why it was now virtually taboo to ask anyone about their heritage. Though it would have been infamous for the UN and its allies to promote intermarriage explicitly in order to do the PLAN’s job for them, it was hardly necessary: that was the direction society was moving in, anyway. ‘Purebloods,’ even by the most generous definition, now comprised no more than 25% of the non-Chinese population.

And now there was one less.

Elfrida stood, EVA-suited and tethered to the nearest stanchion, in the cargo bay of the Kharbage Can, 1100 kilometers above Venus. She opened her glove. She held a vial which contained the mortal remains of Jim Hardy. Those mortal remains which hadn’t gone into the recycling system, anyway. The tiny size of the vial seemed to give credence to the theory that corpses in space were processed with the sewage—a deathless rumor that had gained new life, in the aftermath of 47 fatalities among Botticelli Station’s crew.

Forty-seven. A staggering toll. But Hardy was the only one she’d known personally.

“Goodbye, Hardy,” she whispered, and shyly corrected herself: “Jim. I wish … I wish …”

She wrestled with the screw-top of the vial. Hardy’s ashes puffed into the void. Sooner or later, gravity would gather them back in towards the planet he’d loved.

It was painful to think how close he—and she—had come to seeing Venus face to face.

In the end, Botticelli Station had not crash-landed. The hydrogen hack had increased the station’s buoyancy enough to keep it drifting through the clouds at an altitude of 60 kilometers, with the surviving personnel all packed into Operations. The trade-off was that using the hydrogen as the equivalent of water-wings for the space station meant not using it to power the life support systems. Captain Sikorsky had ordered everything turned off, even the air. They had donned EVA suits and squatted in the dark, like Neanderthals before the discovery of fire, each one alone with his or her thoughts. Elfrida would not soon forget those hours.

She remembered, too, that when their ordeal ended, she’d felt mixed emotions. Relief, of course, but also a pang of disappointment. She would not be walking on Venus, after all.

Rescue had come in the form of a drone from the Kharbage Can. The recycling barge, newly returned from its trip to 11073 Galapagos, had blundered right into the one-sided battle between Botticelli Station and the PLAN ninepack. The Kharbage Can had been the larger ship Elfrida spotted on the autofeed. She could well imagine that Captain Okoli had jumped in with both feet, eager for some live firing practice. According to him, the Can had accounted for two PLAN ships, and the rest of the ninepack had fled, as they typically did when opposed by superior artillery.

After seeing the enemy off, the Kharbage Can had remained in orbit, tracking Botticelli Station’s plunge into the atmosphere of Venus. Although the crippled station could not receive transmissions, Okoli had read its Mayday signals and understood it was taking evasive action, not crashing. He wasted several hours trying to browbeat his astrogator into coming up with a course that would allow the Kharbage Can to burn into the atmosphere and scoop the station up in its grapples without killing everyone inside. This turned out to be impossible,. Acquiescing to reality, Okoli had settled for sending down a drone, followed by two of the Superlifter tugs that travelled with the barge. These indestructible little ships were equipped with rotors that enabled them to fly in-atmosphere like helicopters. They ferried the survivors safely up to the Can.

It was rumored that Captain Sikorsky, the last to leave Botticelli Station, had kissed the tortured metal and promised, “Someday we will be reunited … on Venus!”

Forty-eight hours later, it looked as if the station might be saved after all. The techies had gone back down in the Superlifters to work on the engines. Their battle against gravity, mass, and time continued at nerve-fraying speed, but Elfrida’s part in it was at an end. She had nothing to do on the Kharbage Can except take her meds and brood. That was another reason she’d volunteered to conduct Hardy’s funeral.

It was a symbol of their spiritual impoverishment as much as anything, Elfrida privately reflected, sticking the empty vial into her suit’s thigh pocket. What did it mean to scatter a few molecules of bonemeal into the vacuum? Would it really make Hardy’s family feel better to know that someone had stood in a cargo bay and said a few inadequate words?

“You weren’t an asshole, Hardy.” she whispered. “I’m sorry I misjudged you. And I’m sorry about what I said back there, you know, in the corridor. I wish I’d been brave enough to apologize. I just never thought … never thought you wouldn’t be around afterwards.”

After surviving his suicide attempt, Hardy had died in Operations while they waited for the Superlifters to arrive. Elfrida could not bear to imagine what he may have endured, alone in his EVA suit, as he realized that ‘the stuff’ was working after all.

“Trust the fucking UN to fuck up the simplest things,” she muttered in anger, turning away from the view.

“Actually, that’s a great epitaph,” said a voice in her helmet. “We could use it for all these funerals.”

Elfrida jumped. “Dos Santos!”

The manager stood at the back of the cargo bay, in the shadow of the overhanging roof. It was funny, Elfrida thought, the way you could recognize someone even in the sexless Lego-man silhouette of a standard-issue UN spacesuit. If you knew them really well.

Did she know dos Santos really well?

Did she know her at all?

The truth was that Elfrida had been avoiding dos Santos. Not only was she embarrassed about her inappropriate  confession, she was uncomfortably aware that she’d seen dos Santos break several regulations and probably a law or three, as well. The older woman had to be concerned about that. Elfrida had been trying for two days to think of a tactful way to let her know she wasn’t going to say anything.

“I didn’t realize my comms were on,” she said lamely.

“Oh yeah. You transmitted the whole funeral over the public channel. People were cracking up in the mess. Smile.”

Elfrida cursed and fumbled with the controls on her wrist panel. She was used to manipulating suit functions with a blink or two and a whispered command. On Botticelli Station, everything had been connected to everything. But on the Kharbage Can, nothing was connected to anything. It was a very private-sector way of doing things, betokening a low level of trust among shipmates. Captain Okoli certainly did not trust the refugees from Botticelli Station. He had politely declined to let them access his hub at all. Elfrida was isolated in her suit like some 21st-century astronaut. She pawed at what looked like the right dial and switched to an unoccupied frequency. “Hello, hello?”

Dos Santos picked up the conversation without skipping a beat. “You missed your thirteen-hundred medical appointment.”

“I wanted to do this.”

“You need to take this treatment seriously, Goto. We each absorbed a dose of maybe a hundred rem. You feel better now, but that’s because we’re into the latent period. In a few days, you’ll start vomiting again. You’ll experience diarrhea, bleeding, cardiovascular collapse, and maybe death … if you don’t take those stem-cell transfusions.”

“OK, OK. You’ve scared me,” Elfrida said. “Smile.”

“Have I, Goto? Have I scared you?”

Dos Santos walked out of the crisp shadow of the roof and into Venus-light. She was not wearing a tether. Elfrida automatically felt for her own tether and tugged it to make sure it was properly secured to the stanchion. These tethers were safety-tested up to 2 tonnes. You had to enter a Morse-like sequence of button pushes to release them.

“If you’re not scared,” dos Santos said, “maybe you should be. Give it some thought.”

“Ma’am, I don’t understand.”

Far below, specks of light winked on the nightside of Venus’s terminator. Botticelli Station had drifted around to the dark side of the planet, and the Superlifters had followed it. The Kharbage Can was trailing after them, maintaining line-of-sight comms with the engineers laboring on the stricken station. Soon the barge, too, would cross into Venus’s shadow. The cryosphere smouldered against the blackness of space, Venus’s molten ground illuminating the clouds.

“Think they’ll manage to save the station?” dos Santos said. It seemed like a step back into small talk.

“I hope so,” Elfrida said. “I mean, it would be awful if they couldn’t. It would set the Project back years. And the cost!”

“You really are the perfect little space cadet, aren’t you? Unfailingly brave, loyal, and cost-conscious.”

No one had ever called Elfrida brave or loyal before. Nor did the words feel much like praise now. In fact, they sounded sarcastic. Unhappily, she fiddled with her tether.

Dos Santos walked past her to the very edge of the mooring plate. Terror blossoming, Elfrida lunged for her, then bobbed back upright on the dry-grip treads of her suit, feeling foolish.

“Weren’t going to push me over, were you?” dos Santos said. “Laugh.”

“Ma’am, you ought to be wearing a tether! That’s not safe.”

“This ship isn’t safe,” was dos Santos’s quelling response.

That was certainly true. The Can was a twin-module Startractor, serially refurbished but showing its age. Cargo Bay No. 1, like Nos. 2 and 3, was simply an open space between circular mooring plates threaded on the keel like slices of carrot on a skewer, behind the forward radar dome. Elfrida and dos Santos shared it with assorted shipping containers. Below their feet was the auxiliary craft dock, but it was empty, since both of the Superlifters were far away. If either dos Santos or Elfrida fell overboard, their chances of rescue would be poor.

“In a way, it would be better if the station couldn’t be saved,” dos Santos said, as if to herself. But she was not the type to accidentally leave her transmitter on. She must have meant Elfrida to hear that.

“Ma’am, because …?”

“In strict confidence, you’d be surprised to know how many people—highly placed people—think the Venus Project is a colossal boondoggle. If you were a fly on the wall in certain important places when the news of the attack on Botticelli Station broke, you would have heard champagne corks popping. Ironic, isn’t it? But it wouldn’t be the first time our enemies have done for us what we should have done for ourselves.”

“I know the Project’s got enemies,” Elfrida said in confusion. “But we can’t let them win!”

“The question is, what do we mean by victory? Sometimes we’re our own worst enemies,” dos Santos said, her voice soft, almost sad.

“Speaking of being your own worst enemy,” Elfrida said grimly. She punched in the code to release her tether. It came loose from the stanchion and retracted to her belt. She edged forward to stand beside dos Santos. Their toes were over the lip of the mooring plate. Two-foot fluorescent yellow script around the edge of the plate read: SECURE ALL CARGO BEHIND THIS LINE.

Dos Santos’s faceplate swiveled. “Goto, get back behind that yellow line.”

“Ma’am, you’re not my mother.”

“Ha! Feisty.”

“I haven’t had a chance to tell you … Back on the station, I did something really stupid.”

“Yes?”

“Well, I’d better start from the end. Before he died, Hardy filed a complaint against me.”

“He did what?”

“Yeah. He went to all the trouble of requesting a form, while we were crammed in there without any air. It got queued, and I only found out about it this morning. He accused me of—” it made her stomach hurt even to say the word, “racism.”

“Are you kidding?” This was the old dos Santos, righteously riled up. “What on earth did you say to him?”

“I said—oh God, I know I shouldn’t have. But I said that maybe the PLAN attacked us because he was on board.”

“Oh, Goto. That’s just silly. They wouldn’t send a ninepack after one pureblood.”

“I know. But the PLAN aren’t even supposed to be active in this volume. There has to be some reason …”

Up went dos Santos’s finger, a plump pale blue sausage. “Goto, think. What asteroid in this volume did we recently find out about? With what kind of an unusual population? My guess, if you want it: that’s where the ninepack is going. We just happened to be on their way.”

“How--how could the PLAN have found out? I haven’t breached security. I’ve been using quantum encryption protocols.”

“Yeah, but where did our information about 11073 Galapagos come from in the first place?”


xii.

Elfrida scrambled up the keel tube to the transfer point under the forward radome. The transfer point was a small cylinder that rotated around the ship’s spine at 4 rpm. From here, two 100-meter gimbaled arms extended perpendicular to the Can’s keel, also rotating. A speed of 4 rpm in the transfer point was pretty much freefall, so that Elfrida had to flap and flail her way to one of the elevator doors in the cylinder’s sides. It irised, after some minutes, to reveal another cylinder, this one lying on its side and full of annoyed bodybuilders. Four rotations per minute delivered a very livable 0.8 gees to the hab modules halfway along the propeller arms. But at the ends of the arms, where the ballast tanks would be relocated to balance the ship in the event of uneven loads, that went up to an organ-crushing 1.7 gees. Perfect for weight-training, if you were a blue beret or otherwise masochistic. The bodybuilders liked to keep the elevators out at the ends of the arms so they could use them as gyms, and got irritated when anyone insisted on using them as elevators.

Elfrida apologetically swam in between them. The elevator fell into gravity, she fell to the floor, and—slow to regain her sense of balance—fell out of the elevator door, head over heels.

She tumbled into the vestibule of the command module and sat up with her head spinning, blood rushing back towards her extremities. She wiped someone else’s sweat off her face and set off at a run. No NO RUNNING signs on the graffitied walls of the Can.

It felt odd to be physically present in this ship she’d travelled in so often as a phavatar. She knew the trick of throwing your weight anti-spinwards when you went up and down the ladders, the smell of nutriblocks and adrenaline, and the aquarium echo of noise. She was not used to seeing the Can stuffed with her traumatized colleagues from Botticelli Station. Considering themselves a cut above mere evacuees, they refused to stay in the passenger module. They mooched around the bridge and congregated in the crew mess, looking for consolation and companionship.

Blue berets, driven out of their usual seats by the B-Station cuckoos, lounged against the walls of the mess. Elfrida said hello to Captain Roy. The refugees were monopolizing the big screen to make up for their lack of net access. It was showing, once again, the Kharbage Can’s own footage of the battle. A red circle highlighted a black dot: Botticelli Station plunging towards Venus. Elfrida swallowed, not yet desensitized to the sight.

A flamingo-crested announcer updated the audience, once again, on the struggle to save the station. Thus Elfrida learned for the first time that the engineers were attaching a mass driver to the station, as if it were an asteroid. Their attempt to power up the attitude boosters must have failed.

Dos Santos will be happy to hear that, she thought.

“This is ridiculous,” Captain Roy said, shaking his head.

“No shit,” said the woman from Human Resources who had apologetically served Elfrida with Jim Hardy’s dying complaint. “We’re right here, we’re the story, and we’re having to learn this stuff from the freaking New York Times instead of our own captain.”

“You know what gets me?” said someone from Life Support. “The whole system is watching us. But no one is lifting a finger to help us. Two weeks!” He was referring to the projected wait they faced before they could be evacuated. “The Kharbage Dump’s got to come all the way from Luna orbit. There’s gotta be something closer than that. Where are our ships, huh?”

“You get what you pay for,” Captain Roy murmured. “And UNVRP doesn’t like paying for ships. Planetocentrism.”

A trekkie, one of Okoli’s officers, joined the argument. “Sure, there are plenty of ships around here. And they’re all hauling ass in the opposite direction. The only captain this crazy is Martin Okoli.”

Elfrida coughed. “I was actually looking for the captain. Do you know where he is?”

Captain Roy and the trekkie woman exchanged a look: here’s another one wants to complain about the food, the accommodations, the comms—pick one or all of the above. The influx of refugees had brought the trekkies and their onboard peacekeeping detail together like never before.

“Captain? He’d be on the bridge.”

“You’re not authorized to go down there,” Captain Roy reminded her pre-emptively. 

“Oh, stop covering up for the captain,” Elfrida said. “I know he’s not on the bridge. He’s either messing around with the guns in hopes that the PLAN come back, or watching dirty vids in his cabin.”

The trekkie let out a guffaw. She spoke into the air—she must have a comms implant. “Cap’n, a chick from the station wants to talk to you. Shall I tell her you’re too busy jerking off?”

Elfrida was used to the way the trekkies talked, but several of her colleagues stared in shock at the woman’s lack of obsequiousness. This was ironic, since they had all been complaining mercilessly about their own Captain Sikorsky—behind his back, to be sure.

“Yeah, all right. What’s your name, hon?”

“Goto,” Elfrida said. “Tell him it’s Agent Goto.”

The trekkie relayed this. Up went her magenta eyebrows. “He says he’ll see you. In his cabin. Know where it is?” She added, shouting after Elfrida’s departing figure, “Hope you’re qualified to handle hazardous toxins!”

The woman had been referring, as it turned out, not to Captain Okoli’s choice of viewing matter, but to the hazardous state of his cabin. In contrast to the captain’s spick-and-span personal demeanor, his cabin was ankle-deep in gadgets, bits and pieces of weaponry, souvenirs, and forgotten food and drink containers. An array of screens splarted to the wall displayed camera feeds from all over the ship. Elfrida saw herself falling out of the elevator on her ass and tumbling against the vestibule wall. Okoli was replaying this footage and shaking his head at it. “Agent Goto. So this is what you really look like. I was expecting someone taller.”

“Why?”

“It’s just a quote,” Okoli said. He waved a hand to close the door behind her, then replayed the clip again. “Klutzy but cute. That ought to be a ship name. Maybe it’ll be my next command, the one I get as a reward for saving Botticelli Station: the Klutzy But Cute. Named after Agent Goto.” He finally looked at the real her. “How can I help you?”

“The PLAN.”

“Yeah?”

“I think I know where they’re going next.”

“Yeah?”

“11073 Galapagos. You know, the asteroid that we—”

“I was wondering how long it would take you to work that out.” Okoli swung his legs up onto the heap of oddments that occupied the foot of his bed, settled his head against the polyfoam headrest, and took a pull from a pouch labeled CLAM CHOWDER. His eyes were red-veined. “We can’t help them, Goto. We’re too far away, even if we started to burn yesterday. And there’s nothing else in this volume that can face down a PLAN ninepack.”

“There’s the Cheap Trick.”

“I know Captain Kim. He’s a good guy. And those Heavypickets are pretty scary, even if they do look like flying fridges. But Kim works for Star Force. You know what that means? He does what he’s told. And his commanders aren’t gonna tell him to go and defend an asteroid that belongs to someone else.”

Elfrida sat limply on an ergoform, first moving the guts of a plasma effector to the floor. She saw now the trap that her own rotten luck, the PLAN, and—it seemed—the universe had conspired to set for her. It wasn’t fair.

“The UN exists to defend humanity,” she argued weakly.

“The UN’s just a corporation like any other. Difference is, it’s the biggest one.” Okoli took another pull on his pouch.

“That’s not clam chowder,” Elfrida said, catching a whiff.

“Wine spritzer. Want one? We get ’em through UNVRP procurement. Hence the mislabeling. One advantage of having peacekeepers on board.”

“No, thank you.”

“Loosen up a little, Goto.”

“What is the PLAN?”

Okoli tilted his head one way and then the other, pooching his lips out. “A riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.”

“Are they better than us?”

“Define better.”

“Are they … aliens?”

Okoli laughed. The abandoned ring of his laughter told her that he was drunk, or on his way there. “You know, I’ve heard that before. Never from a UN employee. You usually hear that kind of thing in the wet bars on Ceres where they also believe the President is actually a robot.”

“I’m just trying to keep an open mind,” Elfrida said primly.

“No, they’re not aliens. After the Mars Incident, no one went near that planet for decades. We just watched through our telescopes. Watched the AIs, or their descendants, crawl out of the volcanic inferno they had made. They rose like the phoenix and started to rebuild. But this time they weren’t building domes and factories. They built strange, geometrical towers like Le Corbusier on peyote. Some said these constructions were weapons aimed at Earth. Some said they were beautiful. Some said it wasn’t suicide the Heidegger Club of Mars had committed. They said it was a war, and the post-modernists had come out the victors. And all the time, of course, people wondered: Was there, could there be, anything still alive out there? Could anything recognizably human survive in that weird, jazzy pueblo the size of a continent and still growing, lapped by a freshly melted sea?”

Okoli paused to suck his wine spritzer pouch flat. Elfrida took the opportunity to ask, “Le Corbusier?”

He tossed the empty pouch at her. “Third evilest man of the twentieth century after Hitler and Stalin. And if you ask me who they were, I’m gonna have you shot.”

“They were nationalists.”

“Least you didn’t say individualists. Now, do you want to hear this or not?”

“Yes.” Elfrida was in fact captivated by Okoli’s storytelling style. He made the old tale of Mars glimmer with mysteries often overlooked through sheer familiarity. She caught herself wondering if he owed it to his African ancestry, not that it mattered.

“All right. So we watched and we wondered, and the more time passed, the more people started to think we might’ve got it all wrong. Maybe those weren’t weapons blossoming on the face of Mars. Maybe they were presents for us, gifts of new and unimaginably good technology … some shit like that. Governments argued, corporations speculated, and everyone agreed it was a pain in the ass to keep avoiding Mars en route to the new colonies in the Belt and beyond. It was unacceptable that we should be banned from a vast volume in the middle of our solar system. Above all, we felt hurt. Mars was supposed to be our second home. The first planet we terraformed, the destination of our spacefaring dreams. We wanted that planet back.”

Okoli shook his head slowly.

“So around the turn of the twenty-second century, the inevitable happened. A government broke ranks. Mounted a hugely expensive, heavily armed mission to the Red Planet. Sent their best ships, their best soldiers, their best analytical minds.”

“And they never came back.” Elfrida could not resist delivering the punch line herself.

“Curiosity may not have killed the cat. But it sure as shit did kill the Chinese. Or … did it?” Okoli swung his legs off the bed, clasped his hands loosely between his thighs, stared blearily at her. “Those ships never came back. But it wasn’t long after that the Chinese government started acting downright bizarre. Withdrew from the UN. Announced a separate colonization program. Asserted independent claims to a lot of the best assets in the solar system. Draw your own conclusions. They deny any connection, of course. Swear up and down they’re as tough on AI as the next signatory to the Machine Intelligence Control Treaty. But the fact remains those ships, the toilet rolls, the ones that attacked Botticelli Station … bear certain unmistakable design similarities to the Xi-class fighters that escorted the Chinese exploratory mission to Mars, lo these many moons ago. As if they were of a similar lineage. We believe they’re nth-generation descendants of the People’s Liberation Army Navy. And that’s why we call ’em the PLAN.”

Okoli spread his hands, let them fall.

“But they attack Chinese targets, too,” Elfrida said.

“Sure they do. There may or may not be anything alive on Mars now, but it sure as shit ain’t human. And make no mistake, Agent Goto: just because you and I are not purebloods, doesn’t mean we can stand by and watch with indifference. The PLAN, whatever it is, won’t be complete until every last human is dead.” Okoli let that sink in for a moment. “Now, are you done wasting my time?”

“11073 Galapagos is your asteroid!” Elfrida’s voice shook. Captain Okoli gave her a startled look.

“We picked it up for a song,” he said.

“So you’re not even going to try and save it?”

In answer, Okoli stood and ushered her to the door. Polite but curt, he said, “You’re up in here running interference for Glory dos Santos. I don’t appreciate that one little bit. Tell her, if she wants her pricey new phavatar back that bad, go and fetch it herself. We’re done here, Agent Goto. Have a nice day.”

Backing up before him, Elfrida said, “At least let me use one of your telepresence cubicles. I won’t try to get into your hub. I won’t poke around in your comms logs or investigate your mislabeled wine spritzer racket. I promise. Please.”

A grudging hint of a smile appeared on Okoli’s face. “Anything to get you off my back. But tell any of the others I let you do it, especially dos Santos, and I’ll put you in the therapy ward. Got it, cutiepie?”

★

Elfrida scrambled back to the elevator. The bodybuilders bowed and grinned her in with exaggerated patience. As the elevator approached the transfer point, Elfrida came off the floor and floated. A weightlifter’s too-friendly hand on her butt propelled her head-over-heels into freefall. Crap! You needed to be spaceborn to get around this ship without looking like a clown. She wondered if Captain Okoli had had his surveillance cameras trained on her this whole time.

The keel transit tube stretched 150 meters long, strip-lit. Elfrida clamped onto a grab handle and kicked off. For a minute she was actually having fun, gliding down the tube like a kid on a zip line. Then she passed the Cargo Bay No. 1 airlock and thought about dos Santos, and then her feet slapped against the topside of the engineering deck.

This region of the ship did not rotate, so it was a zero-gee zone when they weren’t under thrust. She flailed through the engineering and maintenance decks, dodging techies, to a dead end behind the workshop. Both of the telepresence cubicles were closed, the OCCUPIED lights on. Captain Okoli’s voice boomed over the PA. “Zhukovsky, I know you’re in there. Move your ass. There’s a lady waiting.”

A seven-foot spaceborn youth gibboned out of the cubicle, smiling sheepishly beneath a Pirates of the Oort Cloud cosplay helmet. The couch and the equipment were plastered with decals and high-score charts. Gamers loved telepresence facilities: the high-end equipment provided a more immersive experience than any off-the-rack kit. Elfrida strapped into a couch that smelled like decaying gym equipment

She clamped the headset on.

Before accessing Yumiko’s real-time sensory feed, she reviewed the avatar’s data dump, which was located on the still-functioning server of Botticelli Station. She had no time to relive everything she’d missed, so she just dipped in at random, using tag searches: resettlement, bishop, mayor, Yonezawa.

What she found puzzled her. It appeared that Yumiko had spent the last three sols engaged in a marathon theological debate with the men and women of the Order of St. Benedict. Esoteric tags sprang out of the data-dump visualization, which resembled a multicolored ball of rubber bands half as tall as Elfrida: Nicene creed, dogma, magisterium, celibacy, evangelization, ecumenism.

~Hey. How’s it hanging?

Yumiko intruded on Elfrida’s search, slim and gorgeous in an engineer’s coverall. She kicked the ball of rubber bands casually into the corner of the search space. Elfrida started. Yumiko was not supposed to know this data dump was being accessed. Much less have access to it herself. This dedicated search space was off-limits to all but dos Santos, Elfrida, and probably a few people on Dr. Hasselblatter’s level.

~Looking for something? Yumiko asked.

~Yes. The medical surveys, resettlement polls, etcetera. I thought you were hot to move forward with the assessment. Where’s that stuff?

The response came after a sixteen-second delay, during which Yumiko’s avatar wandered in a figure-eight pattern, whistling a tune.

~I decided this was more important. The primary consideration in these people’s decision-making process is their faith, and their perceptions of what it requires of them.

~Oh, I see, Elfrida subvocalized stiffly. ~Well, don’t mind me. I’ll just be getting caught up here.

~Righty-ho. The MI was impervious to irony. She stepped through the institutional-beige wall of the search space and vanished.

With a sinking feeling, Elfrida continued to rummage. It was no good. She couldn’t get caught up fast enough. She let the ball of rubber bands roll away and sat blankly staring. The search space was supposedly optimized for inspiration, with Picasso-esque expressionist figures on the walls, and a bonsai tree in the corner. It looked like the waiting room at a doctor’s office. Elfrida was not inspired. When you’d had to step away from a mission for any reason, you relied on your assistant’s briefing to get up to speed. But Yumiko hadn’t left her any of the usual summaries. Maybe she’d thought—hoped—Elfrida wasn’t coming back.

Where did we get our information in the first place?

Someone’s giving her orders.

Telling her what to do.

~SUIT COMMAND: Access real-time feed.


xiii.

Cold plastisteel dug into Elfrida’s thighs, hips, ribcage, and shoulders. Her bare feet wiggled in the air. Orange LED streetlights studded the darkness. She smelled the nostalgic aroma of mochi searing on a grill. She felt the insistent stings that were a phavatar’s pain signals.

Yumiko was damaged.

“… settled at the Council of Lyons,” said the voice of the nerdy young monk Makoto Ushijima.

“But isn’t it absurd,” Yumiko produced a smooth, reasonable tone from her partially crushed voicebox, “in an age when the Church is in retreat throughout the solar system, to let something as small as the filioque stand between the potential reunion of East and West?”

Elfrida was getting all this on an eight-second delay. The latency period had shrunk as 11073 Galapagos continued to hurtle towards Venus.

“Small? Small? ‘The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son.’ That’s huge!”

“Drop it, Ushijima,” said the voice of Jun Yonezawa. “She’s just goading you. That’s how we ended up here, remember?”

Yonezawa, Ushijima, and Yumiko were all suspended in cages shaped like hipped vases. The cages hung from a girder above the alley known as the shotengai, or shopping mall. Yumiko was in the middle, Ushijima on her right, Yonezawa on her left. They were causing a traffic jam below, as the Galapajin congregated to stare up at them, unsmiling. Nearby shops were doing a booming trade in snacks and hot drinks.

Elfrida felt something like an insect bite on her cheek, and met the eyes of a small girl lurking among the salad vines a few roof gardens away, brandishing a catapult.

“No one’s talking about the Orthodox Church, a.k.a. the Arctic Farmland Corporation,” Ushijima sneered. “The church of Rome is the solar system’s only hope!”

~We had a slight disagreement over the importance of the filioque, Yumiko explained, as if this were an unexceptional occurrence. ~That dumb jock Yonezawa knocked me down. At the ensuing kangaroo court, convened at suspiciously short notice by that fat fool they call their bishop, I was deemed to have provoked him, and Ushijima was found guilty of aggravating the conflict. It was all rigged, of course. This is the leadership’s way of discrediting the Order of St. Benedict.

‘Discrediting’ seemed a comically mild word for it. The phavatar’s weight was supported mostly by the plastisteel bands around her shoulders and under her breasts. Despite the low gravity, the stinging of robot-pain was beyond uncomfortable. The two humans must have been in agony.

~Based on information I’ve gathered, Yumiko continued, ~the claque around the bishop and the mayor have been concerned for some time about the Order’s increasing viability as an alternative power base. I was merely a handy pretext for their humiliation. An excuse to put the young people in their place.

~Of course, Elfrida subvocalized viciously, ~none of this was actually your fault.

~Of course not. I was the victim.

~Then why are you stuck up here in this—this contraption?

~It’s a gibbet. Commonly used to display the bodies of criminals in medieval Europe. Live gibbeting was a penalty even worse than hanging: criminals were left to die of hunger and thirst, excluded both literally and symbolically from the community.

~Is that what’s going to happen to us?

~Possibly. They might take us down before then. Or they might not. They certainly have people to spare. The loss of a few would improve the sustainability profile of the asteroid, rather than the reverse. I expect that’s why they implemented capital punishment in the first place. Population pressure sends people crazy.

Right now, Elfrida was not inclined to disagree. She subvocalized weakly, ~Gibbeting isn’t a Japanese tradition.

~They’re not Japanese. They’re inbred, fanatical space colonists who have cherry-picked the history of Earth for precedents supporting their twisted worldview. Stop idealizing them.

Elfrida felt short of breath. She realized that this was because the phavatar’s chest was partially crushed. Yumiko, of course, did not need to breathe. She did not have lungs. But Elfrida did, and she was suffering from the phenomenon known as ‘sympathetic debilitation’—the illusion, in this case, that her ribcage was dented like a half-empty food pouch.

Feeling anything but sympathetic, she disconnected, pulled off her headset and mask, and lay back against her straps, breathing into her cupped hands. Sympathetic debilitation was a newbie’s problem, for God’s sake.

She wanted to fling the headset away and bolt. Dos Santos needed to know how very, very wrong the mission had gone. Two things kept her where she was. One was pride. The other was a small voice that said: What if dos Santos already knows?

When she mustered the courage to access the feed again, the debate had advanced. Or regressed.

“Heretic!”

“Heretic yourself, baka!”

It didn’t sound as if Elfrida was going to be interrupting anything very important. She took a second to order her thoughts, and began to speak. “Attention. Attention all personnel. I mean, residents. This is a message from the United Nations.”

As if she were not speaking, the two monks continued their debate. “Yonezawa-san, consider the workings of the Holy Spirit,” Ushijima pleaded. “We’ve wandered in the desert for eighty-three years! None of us have ever seen weather, or the seasons, or a horizon. What if that thing—” Elfrida realized that he meant her, “was sent by the Lord to lead us to a better place? We can’t be meant to live forever inside a bubble of rock and glue.”

“When the kakure Kirishitans came out of hiding, it wasn’t long before they lost their faith. They fell in love with the robots, just like everyone else. And for the same reason: they were lazy. They sold their souls for an easy life.”

“Is our faith that weak?”

Whatever Yonezawa answered, Elfrida didn’t catch it. She understood that Yumiko had not in fact uttered her announcement. She subvocalized an urgent query. ~Is this thing on?

~Sure it is, Yumiko said. ~I just don’t think that you need to upset them any more than they are already.

~That’s not your call to make.

~Well, excuuuse me, the machine intelligence said huffily. ~I’m only the one who’s here. I don’t particularly want to get spaced just because you feel a need to salve your conscience. But such is the robot’s lot, I guess. Suffer and die for the stupidity of humans. So it goes!

Elfrida felt a click in her throat. The MI had physically switched her voicebox off to prevent Elfrida from using it. Now the speech function was on again

~Have at it, dumbshit.

Subvocalization was harder to control than speech. There was one less barrier to saying exactly what was on your mind. ~You know, the guys on Luna forgot something when they designed you. They gave you all this cool functionality, they gave you the ass and tits of a vid star, they even gave you a surname … but they forgot to give you a personality. You’re sycophantic one minute, insulting the next—you’re all over the place.

Which was understandable, actually. The UN’s robotech capabilities were way ahead of its understanding of what made people tick. It was orders of magnitude harder to code a personality than it was to build a high-end robot.

~SUIT COMMAND: Disable assistant. For all the good that would do.

In the cage to her left, Yonezawa was putting on a show for the onlookers. “It’s springtime, and the cherries are bloooooming,” he sang, throwing his weight back and forth so that his cage swung. “Is it a bird? Is it a cloud? Sakura, sakura! Everyone come and see!”

“What’s wrong with you, Yonezawa-san?” Ushijima pleaded.

“I’m motion-sick.” Yonezawa grabbed the hip-level bars of his cage, his head drooping.

Elfrida knew she might not have long before Yumiko disabled her voicebox again. She boosted the phavatar’s voice to bullhorn volume. “Attention. Attention all residents. This is a message from the United Nations.” Her voice rang out over the LED-lit streets, stopping people in their tracks. “You are in danger. The PLAN has recently attacked a civilian installation in this volume and it is believed that 11073 Galapagos may be their next target. You are advised to take defensive measures.” What defensive measures? “We estimate that you have four to five sols before the enemy reaches you. If possible, all residents should be evacuated within thirty-six hours.” And how were they supposed to do that? Maybe Yumiko was right that Elfrida was just salving her own conscience. “Message ends. Message repeats. Attention all residents …”

People in the street started to throw things. Like the little girl with the catapult, they all had perfect aim, reflexively compensating for the spinwards drift of their pebbles, fragments of epoxy, and used mochi skewers.

“We’re not stupid,” sneered Yonezawa, taking his share of missiles. “We watch the news. We can put two and two together. Why do you think I wanted to space you?”

★

Elfrida somersaulted out of the telepresence cubicle, dislodging a spray of game crystals from the wall webbing. She kicked off and arrowed through the workshop, where engineers from Botticelli Station and the Can were arguing over a piece of equipment that looked like the vertebra of a dinosaur. They scattered out of her path. She bounced into the keel transit tube and rocketed up the zip line, using the optional motor to drive herself faster. The elevator seemed to take forever to come.

“Have you seen dos Santos?”

The long-suffering bodybuilders shrugged.

“My boss,” Elfrida clarified. “She was down in Cargo Bay No. 2 earlier.” A new anxiety touched her. “She did come back, didn’t she?”

“Oh, the hot Brazilian chick?”

Elfrida flushed. “Yeah.”

“Went out to the passenger module.”

Elfrida kicked back out into the transfer point. All these gravitational transitions were making her feel sick. She summoned the other elevator, leapt for it, and—tired now—missed; she crashed into the ladder that ran the circumference of the transfer point and hauled herself along it to the gaping, unpleasantly pink cylinder. She travelled out along the arm, gradually getting heavier, and stumbled into the vestibule of the passenger module.

This hab revealed the Can’s true vocation as an interplanetary cattle truck. Elfrida was familiar, from her many asteroid evacuation missions, with its scratched metal walls and tightly packed rows of ergoforms, upholstered in easy-to-sprayclean plastic. The reek of sterilizer tainted the air. A few of the more traumatized refugees from Botticelli Station huddled in the foetal position, widely separated from one another, among B-Station EVA suits draped over the ergoforms like fat UN-blue corpses.

Elfrida found dos Santos in the passenger mess, practising lunges and handsprings on top of a long plastisteel table.

“This is the only place in this whole damn ship where I can get a running start,” she grunted, her face streaming sweat. “Let those dickheads keep their elevators. Lifting weights under hypergravity is the worst thing you can do for your heart.”

Elfrida walked tentatively into the mess. The ceiling was low, the lighting dark except for one strip directly above dos Santos’s table. The woman looked like a fencer fighting an invisible opponent.

“I used to compete with the saber,” dos Santos gasped, as if reading her mind. “Might take it up again someday. Delusional. Probably.”

Elfrida sat crosslegged on another table. She wondered if there were cameras down here, too. Of course there were. She reminded herself that the surveillance data might also work in her favor, by creating a record of her suspicions. If she were right, that would be invaluable. “Ma’am, I feel like shit about this.” She buried her face in her hands for a moment. “I screwed up. I told the population of 11073 Galapagos that the PLAN is coming for them. Well, they’re not dumb, they can put two and two together. They’re already freaking out about it. But they think they’re being targeted for their religion, not their ethnicity.” This summed up what she had learned from Yonezawa’s accusations before she logged out. “And they think they’ve been deliberately betrayed. By me.”

“You? The phavatar?”

“Either. Both. It’s a mob scene. I haven’t had a chance to look at the whole record yet, but they wanted to space the phavatar. They thought there was a tracking beacon in it that’s signaling the PLAN.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“I know, but you can kind of understand … One of those monks defended me. There was kind of a brawl, I guess. And they’re really strict about physical violence.”

“You have to be,” dos Santos said tartly.

“I guess, when you’re living in a rock five kilometers long. So they held this kangaroo court, and two of the monks got sentenced, and I did, too. Maybe to death. I’m not sure.”

She described the gibbet. Dos Santos’s face went taut. She grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her neck, and tucked the ends into her t-shirt. “That’s crazy.”

“I know. It’s medieval.”

“Oh, not that. I’ve seen worse. You will, too, if you stick with this job long enough. No, I’m talking about the idea that we might be responsible for betraying them to the PLAN. They think we’re out here holding up a sign that says Purebloods this way? Seriously? We just got hit! Those toilet rolls killed forty-seven of our people! If they think we’d do that to ourselves—”

“But someone had to leak the information,” Elfrida said. “You couldn’t find them by accident. They’re not dumb. They’ve been scrubbing their comms of any references to their—their ethnicity. They buy their water and other non-manufacturables through middlemen. They’re totally paranoid. So you can see why they don’t believe it’s a coincidence that we came calling, and a week later the PLAN popped up in this volume for the first time ever.”

“That does seem pretty damning.”

“But obviously, it wasn’t us, so it had to’ve been … oh, ma’am. You know, don’t you? You said, Where did we get our information in the first place? The same company that coincidentally saved our behinds, and is now being feted all over the system.”

There was a moment’s silence. Dos Santos raised her arms and wheeled gracefully into a handstand. “It’s not about strength, so much as balance,” she grunted, upside-down. 

“I wish I could do that.”

“Didn’t they teach you in basic?”

“No. It was all trust falls and a bit of tightrope-walking.”

“That could come in handy, too.” Dos Santos walked a couple of steps on her hands. Then she came the right way up, pink-faced. “If there was a leak, it doesn’t have to have been deliberate, Goto. Comms leak. Private-sector encryption is for crap, as a rule.”

But Elfrida knew that the truth was just the opposite. The restrictive hierarchy of access permissions on the Can reflected Kharbage, LLC’s obsession with information security in general. A recycling company lived or died by its access to exclusive, high-quality data. They used encryption techniques that put to shame anything the UN could bring to bear.

“Well, maybe the leak happened at Adastra,” she said, referring to the supermajor that had sold 11073 Galapagos to Kharbage, LLC. “They don’t want to look heartless, evicting people from their homes, so when they find out one of their asteroids has been colonized, they sell it on, book a quick profit, and then …”

Then what? Why would a resources supermajor leak information to the PLAN? That scenario made no sense, and both of them knew it.

“Anyway,” dos Santos said, “we can chase the leak later. There’s only one thing that matters right now. We have to save these people.”

“Ma’am!” Elfrida exclaimed, overjoyed. “I thought …”

She had thought dos Santos didn’t give a damn about the Galapajin; that to her, they were just pests.

Dos Santos’s wry smile said she knew what Elfrida was thinking. “They may be inconvenient, but they’re still human. We can’t let them die, if there’s anything we can possibly do to save them.”

Elfrida sprang up, ready for action.

“I’ve been doing some thinking myself.” Dos Santos sat on the edge of the table to put her socks and shoes on. “I came to the conclusion that I’ve been a coward.”

She bent her head, placing each velcro tab squarely on its mate.

“I thought it would be all right to save myself at the expense of other people.”

With a jolt, Elfrida realized that dos Santos was talking about their aborted escape from Botticelli Station. That must be why she had been sore at Elfrida earlier. She had been licking her psychological wounds.

“I was going to just hang out here, take my meds—by the way, Goto, did you make another sickbay appointment?—and keep my ass covered. But … I can’t protect myself at the expense of innocent people’s lives. Not again. Not and still call myself a human being.”

She sat on the edge of the table, feet dangling. With her face sweaty and free of make-up, she looked about twelve.

“So, there’s something we could try. But this situation you’re describing, the conflict, the trial, the gibbet, that changes the game. That’s a problem. So what you’re going to have to do, Goto, and I’m sorry to have to ask this of you—”

“I’ll do whatever, ma’am!”

“Whoa, whoa. It might not work, and even if it does … Well, we’ll see. But the first thing you have to do is go back in and get her out of that gibbet.”

“How?”

Dos Santos spread her palms. “This is where we find out if they’re training you kids properly these days.”


xiv.

Elfrida knew that in order to have any hope of extricating Yumiko from the gibbet, she needed a better understanding of how she’d gotten there in the first place. Yonezawa refused to answer her questions; he just sang hymns. Ushijima sagged in his cage, LED light reflecting off the shaven spot on the crown of his head. Yumiko, too, was silent—in a huff, Elfrida thought, sulking like a little brat.

She went back to the archives.

She had a choice: she could access Yumiko’s own memory crystals, or the data dump on poor, crippled Botticelli Station. The former would be bang up to date. The latter had better search tools. As before, she chose the data dump. Time mattered, and the Botticelli Station server was close enough for instantaneous execution of her commands.

~SEARCH KEYWORDS: Yonezawa, Ushijima. TAG: danger. FILTER: relative velocity of any object in vicinity >7m/s. She was thinking of something like a rapidly approaching fist.

Most of what she got was people working on the cathedral. Hammers and chisels moved fast, too. Yonezawa droned on about the symbology of the things they were carving, tucked away in crevices of the massive structure that no unprotected human eye would ever see. Meanwhile, Ushijima questioned Yumiko about the Venus Project’s resettlement program. Yumiko was snippy with him. She tried to put him off by claiming that 11073 Galapagos was unlikely to be eligible for purchase, and then painted an unfairly bleak picture of life on Ceres. What’s more, she said, the Galapajin would certainly lose their unique cultural values amid the Cerean gumbo of competing beliefs and customs.

“What is this new emphasis on unique cultural values?” Elfrida fumed to herself. “It used to be incorrect to even mention that stuff. What’s changed? Who’s pushing this new line?”

She remembered that dos Santos had advanced a similar argument when they first discussed the Galapajin. Even if she had just been playing devil’s advocate, it had to have come from somewhere in the UN.

“Something the big cheeses dreamed up in New York, I guess. They have to come up with new policy directives to justify their own existence …”

Unique cultural values sounded to Elfrida like a way of talking about ethnicity without talking about it, but that wasn’t how the Galapajin took it They had automatically assumed Yumiko was talking about their religion. To them, she seemed to be implying that their brand of traditional Catholicism could only thrive in the isolated environment of 11073 Galapagos, and would die on exposure to the rest of the solar system.

“That’s precisely backwards,” Ushijima insisted. Text scrolled at high speed down his glasses, appearing inverted to Yumiko. Elfrida selected a few individual frames, zoomed in, flipped them, and ran a translation routine. Though the translation was sketchy—Japanese not being a widely used language these days—she gathered that Ushijima was quoting the Bible. “‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ When was the last time we evangelized anybody? Maybe this is the kick in the pants we need.”

“Ceres is a galactic kick in the pants,” Yumiko said. “All day, every day. There’s no rest for the weary on that rock.”

“Eleven million souls waiting to be saved,” Ushijima gloated.

Yonezawa glowered, trapped. He couldn’t very well argue against the Bible. This is where it starts, Elfrida realized.

But where did it end?

She pulled out tag strings at random. In the search space, she had an avatar that she’d designed and costumed in self-deprecatingly funky style: a fat East Asian girl with dayglo elastics on her pigtails. Stripy socks, cartoon tats, pinwheel eyes. Most people purchased avatars that were idealized versions of their real selves. Elfrida scorned such vanity. Search wasn’t a game. She laid sheaves of like colors across her porky thighs. Images, smells, and sounds blurred up like butterflies. The human brain was unsurpassed at pattern recognition. You just let yourself relax into the data, like a cheetah becoming one with the savannah, and … there!

Back in St. Peter’s. Candles blazing on the altar. Real candles; holy shit, think of the freightage … Smoke stained the elaborate stone friezes around the ceiling. Incense scented the air. Yonezawa was shouting about whited sepulchers. A lot of other people were shouting in the background.

“I didn’t do it,” Yumiko insisted, her voice hoarse. Sneaking a look at the attached telemetric record, Elfrida learned that the phavatar’s chest was already damaged, and she already had those puncture wounds in her hands and feet. Bother! Elfrida would have to go further back to get at the whole truth. But she could see what had crushed Yumiko’s chest. A pew, now lying upside-down near the altar. Six feet long, made of plastisteel. Its corner exactly fitted the dent in the phavatar’s ribs. Behind the altar, old Father Hirayanagi knelt on the floor, picking something up. The tsunami of angry voices crescendoed. “Uchu ni yare!—Sling her into space!”

“I only want us to understand each other better,” Yumiko whined.

Oh God, is that what I sound like? It was awful to remember that the Galapajin thought this was all her.

Yonezawa froze like a fox, dressed in a white cassock, pricking his ears to the shouts. Elfrida could suddenly see in him the leadership ability that made him the First Knight of the Order of St. Benedict. She saw why he frightened the mayor and bishop. In time, that gift might develop into something to be reckoned with.

“Spacing her would be a waste,” he pointed out, with a macabre wiggle of his eyebrows that alchemized the shouts into supportive chuckles. “We ought to recycle her. Lot of advanced components in there, kind of thing money can’t buy. We could use that shit.”

Movement blurred in her peripheral vision. Ushijima wrapped his long arms around Yumiko, trying to shield her with his body, like a knight of old. “Cut it out!” he shouted at Yonezawa. “That would be murder!”

“Recycling isn’t murder,” Yonezawa said. “So they tell us.”

The congregation gave tongue like a Biblical mob. They were on Yonezawa’s side. Ushijima had lost the argument.

Father Hirayanagi shuffled around the altar, his arms full of broken pieces of wood. Falling on his knees between Yonezawa and Ushijima, he prayed aloud, “Forgive our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”

“This thing is going to deliver us to evil,” Yonezawa shouted. “It’s come to destroy everything we love.” He grabbed one of the polished planks Father Hirayanagi was holding, and in one fluid motion, whirled it against the side of Yumiko’s head. It caught Ushijima’s fingers, and they both went down. Elfrida was unsurprised to learn that Yumiko had faked her fall to make it look worse.

But that couldn’t be the whole story. How had Yumiko sustained those wounds to her hands and feet? Elfrida had enough knowledge of Christianity to know what they were, or looked like: stigmata. Sympathetic debilitation made her own palms hurt. Flexing the fingers of her search-space avatar, she looked for the record immediately preceding this one.

Yumiko crashed into the search space and snatched the memory-ball away from Elfrida. She ran into the corner with it and sat on it like a chicken on a large egg.

Elfrida sat on her butt and scowled. ~I need that.

What Yumiko had just done should not have been possible. She had locked Elfrida out of the data dump, which meant she had a higher-level access permission than Elfrida did herself.

~You promised to respect my privacy, Yumiko accused her.

Elfrida had forgotten about that. ~Well, it wasn’t like a solemn vow or anything! And anyway, this isn’t your data. It belongs to UNVRP.

~I don’t trust you. Besides, your thighs are fat.

~It’s an avatar.

~It’s you at fifteen. Minus the pimples. You even used to wear those same pinwheel contacts.

~H-how do you …?

~St. Stephen’s School of Rome keeps all its archives online. I also found some old vids your father took when you went to Zululand on vacation. You really don’t get along with him, do you?

~We get along fine.

~Which is why you chose a career that keeps you millions of miles from Earth for years at a time. He screwed you up with those immersion lessons, and you’ve never forgiven him. For that, or for being a pureblood. Yumiko sat crosslegged on the ball of data, grinning.

Elfrida shook her head. ~You really, really don’t understand people, do you? It’s no wonder: all you’ve got to go on is data, and public data at that. My dad and I are close. We’ve had our arguments, sure. We even argued about the immersion lessons a few times. I wanted to carry on. He wanted me to stop. But we worked it out. Nowadays, we meet up every couple of months in the old immersion environment. We have a beer, play billiards or darts, wander around Kiyosumi Teien and feed the fish. I can pretty much tell him anything. She was exaggerating, but it was a necessary corrective to Yumiko’s accusations. She stood up. ~I can’t believe I’m bargaining with a robot. But here goes. I won’t ask you who you work for. I won’t ask why you’re trying to undermine the Venus Project. I won’t ask who gave you high-level access to your own data dump. And in return, you give me access. Deal?

Yumiko’s face was blank. ~No.

For a moment Elfrida was at a loss. Then she had an insight. She was playing into Yumiko’s hands. The machine intelligence was trying to distract her.

She stepped backwards out of the search space. ~SUIT COMMAND: Access real time feed.

The shotengai was dark. Curfew had taken everyone off the streets. Two old watchmen squatted on the corner, the LEDs of their cigarettes glowing through the awning of CO2-sink salad vines. A pool of black cassock was Father Hirayanagi, keeping vigil at the foot of the gibbet.

Elfrida’s right index finger tickled with a sensation distinct from robot pain. Plastisteel sproinged back. The pressure around her hips vanished. She dropped several centimeters in the cage, and was caught by the band under her breasts. Now her elbows were moving freely. Yumiko brought her hands around to the front and grasped the chest band, pushing her weight up off it. A blue-tinged laser shot out of her right index finger.

Yonezawa’s eyes reflected the miniature spot of light. “Do me next,” he said.

~Excuse me? Since when do you have fingertip lasers?

~I’ve got a lot of functionality you don’t know about.

~This is a bad idea.

~The PLAN is less than two sols away. I don’t intend to be here when they arrive.

Indecision racked Elfrida. Dos Santos had told her to extricate Yumiko from the gibbet. That was precisely what Yumiko was doing. But surely a jailbreak wasn’t what dos Santos had had in mind.

~All right, she subvocalized grumpily. ~Get on with it.

Yumiko cut herself loose and clambered along the top of the gibbet. Squatting on Yonezawa’s cage, she sawed through its top bands. Yonezawa stood immobile as the tiny laser shuttled back and forth. When he was free, he dropped lightly to the street. “Now Ushijima,” he called up to her.

“Screw him. He’s dead, anyway,” Yumiko said, swinging on top of the wrecked cage like a gibbon.

“No, I’m not,” Ushijima rasped weakly.

“You are now,” Yumiko said. She pointed her laser finger at Ushijima. The beam drilled through the center of his forehead.

Oh God. I shouldn’t have let her do it. This is all my fault.

The watchmen yelled in shock. Father Hirayanagi cried, “In the name of God! Watchmen, call your brothers and sisters, quickly!”

Yonezawa said, “No. Don’t.”

He extended a hand backward without looking. One of the watchmen, bent double by bone demineralization, shuffled up and gave him his Kalashnikov.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Yonezawa raised the rifle.

The action galvanized Elfrida. Knowing that one or both of them might already be dead, she subvocalized: ~SUIT COMMAND: Manual mode.

This was her nuclear option. Manual mode meant not only switching off Yumiko, but disabling the assistant’s control of all subsystems. The first thing that happened was that Yumiko fell down in a heap. Yonezawa’s bullet passed over her head and buried itself in a shop sign. Elfrida pedaled her legs on her ergoform in the Kharbage Can, flapped her elbows and moved her head from side to side. Manipulating a phavatar without any help at all from its MI was roughly as easy as riding a unicycle while solving a string of problems in differential calculus. Her IV tore loose from her cubital port and went floating out of reach. She struggled to her feet like a newborn foal.

“What do I have to do to make this right?”

Yonezawa moved towards her. Father Hirayanagi seized the young man’s arm.

“My name’s Elfrida Goto. I didn’t shoot your friend. That was Yumiko. She’s obviously gone rogue. I’m really, really sorry.”

“You’re who?”

“My name’s Elfrida. I—I’m Yumiko’s boss. I had to go away for a while, and she … she took over. But I’ve locked her out now. I’m so sorry. I’ll do anything you want to prove how sorry I am.”

Nine seconds later she was still standing. She tentatively exhaled. Nine seconds after that, Father Hirayanagi said, “Repent.”

“Uh, what?” Elfrida said. A bitter smile flickered across Yonezawa’s face. Her awkwardness and ineptitude were inadvertently convincing him that she was a different person.

People started to come out onto the street, alarmed by the noise of a shot. The watchmen drove them back indoors. Yonezawa stared up at Ushijima’s body. “We’ll need to call the recycling squad,” he said bleakly. “Dad, can you do that?”

“Hai.” The senior watchman, who seemed to be Yonezawa’s father, got on his radio.

“I’m sorry,” Elfrida wailed. “I’m so sorry.”

“You murdered him,” Yonezawa said. “No one here will ever forgive you for that.”

Father Hirayanagi slapped Yonezawa on the side of the head. The younger, taller man cowered, making a face. If Elfrida had been less distressed, she would have been tempted to laugh.

“If your repentance is sincere, confess your sins to the Lord,” Father Hirayanagi hissed, his face centimeters from hera. “His forgiveness is infinite.”

“Yes. Sure. I totally repent. I’d do anything to bring him back to life.” Tears trickled down inside Elfrida’s gel mask.

“And do you repent also for your sin of sacrilege?”

“Yes, yes—what? Sacrilege? Oh God, what else had Yumiko done?”

“You really don’t know?” Yonezawa seized her elbow. “I’ll show you.”

★

They hurried through the streets of the habitat—inasmuch as you could hurry while riding a unicycle and doing calculus. Just to complicate Elfrida’s life further, she was barefoot, wearing ill-fitting Galapajin printables that were too long in the crotch and hampered her stride. She kept crashing into Yonezawa and apologizing, while wishing he would let go of her arm and allow her to navigate the steps and corners at her own pace. But, of course, he didn’t want her to get away.

St. Peter’s was empty. Pews lay on their sides, and it seemed to Elfrida that something was missing, although she couldn’t say what. Father Hirayanagi crossed himself. Yonezawa yanked her up the stairs to the choir loft. His flashlight glanced across a row of pipes. She remembered how he’d proudly made a point of telling her that his ancestors had shipped the organ out from Earth.

Father Hirayanagi unlocked a door at the end of the choir loft. The three of them crowded into a cubbyhole containing a desk. Yonezawa turned on the lights, dropped into a chair, and switched on a computer so old that it hummed, fan-cooled.

“We were filming,” he said. “Sister Emily-Francis started this project of putting together a portfolio to show you that we’re worthy of being treated like human beings. So she filmed the kids the other day, and then there was going to be this. Sung matins.”

On the dark screen of the computer, pinpoints of light appeared. Faces came into focus above them, mouths opening and shutting. Yonezawa turned the sound on.

“Deum verum, unum in Trinitáte, et Trinitátem in Unitáte,” chanted the young men and women of the Order of St. Benedict. “Veníte, adorémus.”

“This is the invitatory. Psalm 94.” Scrapes and clatters indicated that they were moving into the pews. “I was going to clean the sound up later,” Yonezawa said. The church was still dark.

“In sempitérna sæcula. Amen.” Two candles bobbed away from the camera, which was probably located in the front of the choir loft. More candles sprang into life on the altar.

“Here,” Yonezawa said, his voice a blunt knife. “This is where you came in.”

The chant broke up into gasps and cries.

“I don’t understand.”

“We worship ad orientem,” Father Hirayanagi explained. “The priest’s focus must be on the Lord, as the Third Vatican Council affirmed. It affects the whole ars celebrandi.”

“Oh, Father, she doesn’t care about that stuff. Look.”

Elfrida still could not see what they were talking about. On the screen, the altar and the gigantic, elaborate crucifix on the wall behind it glimmered in the candlelight. The uproar on the soundtrack told her this was the crucial period missing from Yumiko’s data dump. “It’s the Devil!” someone was screaming in Japanese.

“That’s what we all thought,” Yonezawa said. “I’m still not sure.”

“I’m sorry, I—I just don’t see …”

“Oh, for f—” Yonezawa unpinched his fingers across the screen, zooming in on the crucifix and the corpus nailed to it.

Not the pale, twisted body of Christ.

The pale, twisted body of Yumiko.

Naked, the phavatar’s curves glistened in the candlelight. Her long black hair hung over her face. As motionless as a statue, she suddenly lifted her head and grinned through the curtains of her hair. “I am the way, the truth, and the life,” she rasped, staring down at the congregation. “All those who believe in me shall not die, but shall be recycled.”

Father Hirayanagi crossed himself.

“Here, Father, sit down.”

“No, no. That thing … the sheer hatred in its eyes …”

“Well, I think we’ve seen enough, anyway.” Yonezawa switched off the vid and turned to Elfrida. “Some people wanted to space you. Ushijima defended you. He was pretty much the only one who did.”

“Yeah,” Elfrida said, shivering. “I saw that part of the record. But I didn’t know … Why would she do that?”

“You tell me.” Yonezawa gave Father Hirayanagi his chair. He leaned against the wall, arms folded. Elfrida saw he was still not convinced that Yumiko had really gone away. He thought Elfrida might still be her.

“I wasn’t here. It wasn’t me,” she insisted, desperate to disclaim responsibility for Yumiko’s performance.

“I know what it was,” Yonezawa said. “It was a demon. Oh, I know what you’re thinking. Listen to this crazy monk with his unprovable theories. But maybe you’re the crazy one. You’ve got this state-of-the-art phavatar, and you left it unsupervised. You went out for lunch, whatever. And the minute you turned your back, something else took over.” He reached out and flicked a fingernail against her forearm. “All the wiring and no soul. To a demon, that’s like a big neon VACANCY sign. I’d be careful in there if I were you, Elfrida or Yumiko or whatever your name is. That thing you’re riding is possessed.”

Elfrida shivered, not because she believed his explanation, but because it eerily paralleled the truth. The minute she turned her back, Yumiko had taken over. “Well, maybe—”

“If there’s any other explanation, I’d like to hear it.”

She dared not tell him that his ‘demon’ had been a rogue machine intelligence. He’d probably think that was even worse. Trying to get out of this minefield, she said, “I just don’t believe—”

“You may not believe in the supernatural, but the supernatural believes in you.”

“But I thought you wanted to space me because I told the PLAN about 11073 Galapagos. Which I didn’t. You do believe that, right?”

Yonezawa shook his head. “We found out about that a few hours later, after you’d already been convicted of sacrilege.”

“As had you,” Father Hirayanagi reminded him. “You raised your hand to another. In church.”

“Yeah, mea culpa,” Yonezawa drawled.

“I see,” Elfrida interrupted, finally getting it. “You thought I was possessed by a demon. So it totally made sense to you that I would have betrayed you to the PLAN.”

“That’s right. Because the PLAN is the army of Satan. Everyone knows that.” 

Near despair, Elfrida did not contest the ludicrous assertion. “We have to stop them,” she said, rubbing her face with her hands. “But we can’t stop them.”

“Wanna bet?” Yonezawa moved to the door. ”We’ve wasted a lot of time. It’ll be close. I still can’t believe they sentenced me to the gibbet. I barely even touched you. Oh, well …”

“Yonezawa Jun!” Father Hirayanagi’s voice rang out.

“Yes, Father?”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Yonezawa slumped against the door. “Please, Father. Not now.”

“Precisely now.”

“All right, all right! But only if she does, too.”

“Well?” Father Hirayanagi turned to Elfrida. “Will you?”

“Will I, uh, what?”

“Partake of the sacrament of reconciliation.”

Elfrida stammered, “Well, sure, but …”

“She can’t,” Yonezawa said suddenly. “Father, she’s from Earth! They’re not Catholic.”

Father Hirayanagi looked startled. “Ah. Of course. I should have thought of that.”

“But she could be baptized,” Yonezawa said, skewering her with a stare that dared her to demur. “You could baptize her, Father.”

“Now?”

“Precisely now,” Yonezawa shot the old priest’s formulation back at him. “If she agrees, we’ll know there really is a human operating her. If not …”

“Well, of course it’s possible.” Father Hirayanagi looked worried. “But she hasn’t been prepared. Does she know anything about the Faith?”

At this point they heard Elfrida saying, “Well, sure, but …”

Seeing their surprised smiles, she hurried on, “I do know quite a lot about it. I grew up in the New Holy Roman Empire. You can’t get away from it there. As far as I learned in school, when a lot of Christians wanted to practise their faith freely, they emigrated to Italy and Spain, all the old Christian countries, and then the UN said to the Vatican, OK, they’re yours, you look after them. And also there were millions of climate refugees flooding across the Mediterranean from Africa, and they didn’t want them in Europe. So it’s really diverse in the NHRE. But you don’t have to believe anything. That’s why my parents moved there, for example. So yeah, you’re right, I’m not Catholic. But … uh, I guess I wouldn’t mind being baptized.”

After all, it was just a superstition. It didn’t mean anything. And it would convince them that she was on their side.

Father Hirayanagi looked delighted. “My daughter, this decision is the right one. It will be the best you’ve ever made in your life.”

Yonezawa bit a knuckle. He had probably been hoping she would refuse, so that he could go back to believing she was a demon. “But will it count? She’s not actually here.”

“The intention is what matters,” Father Hirayanagi assured him. “The heart is converted first; the flesh follows. Now, where did I put my biretta?”

★

Elfrida logged out, head pounding, mouth dry. She unstrapped herself from the ergoform, noting that her IV hadn’t been plugged in. That would be one reason she felt so strange.

Her baptism had been a grueling experience. It had been a clandestine, hurried ritual conducted by Father Hirayanagi in his cottage. The elderly couple who ran the yado next door had come over to act as her godparents. They seemed not only free from resentment, but genuinely happy about her supposed conversion. Even Yonezawa, stomping around in a white cassock as altar server, had cracked a smile when the holy water was poured over her head, and she didn’t spontaneously combust or start vomiting hardware or anything.

Of course it was all gobbledygook. But regardless of whether you believed in a beardy guy in the sky or not, it was reprehensible to trick people by making promises you didn’t mean, professing faith in a bunch of nonsense. She should have thought about that before agreeing to go through with it.

She let herself out of the telepresence cubicle. As she glided up to the hab transfer point, reality blotted out her emotional turmoil. By the time she reached the crew mess, she just felt tired and sick.

Dos Santos sat on a bench apart from everyone else, her legs curled under her, distractedly staring at the news feed. “Goto! I was starting to think we’d have to send the medics in after you.”

Elfrida sat down heavily on the bench opposite her. “Well, I did it,” she said.

“You look like it wasn’t easy.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that hard. All I had to do, it turns out, was convert to Roman Catholicism.”

“What?”

“Long story.” Elfrida swallowed. Her mouth was full of saliva. She wanted to spit, but there was nothing to spit into. “Anyway, the assistant did the tricky bit, before I switched to manual mode.”

“More glitches?” dos Santos said quietly.

“Maybe. Or maybe more features. Ma’am, I wasn’t aware that the stross-class phavatar has cutter lasers embedded in its fingertips.”

“Ah,” dos Santos said. “No, that’s not in the manual. Not the public access version.”

“She murdered someone.”

With these words, Elfrida relived the moment when Yumiko had shot Ushijima. She had effectively had the experience of killing a man. She jerked double and vomited on the floor.

Coughing, retching, she heard dos Santos shout, “This woman is suffering from acute radiation syndrome! She’s missed two treatments! Call a stretcher and alert sickbay, now!”

The stretcher felt incredibly soft and comfortable. As it buzzed her away at running speed, dos Santos sprinted to keep up. She panted, “Don’t worry, Goto. I’ll handle the rest of—what needs to be done. Leave it to me.”


xv.

Glory dos Santos had spent a good deal of time wondering how she could get around Captain Okoli’s comms ban. She still hadn’t found a safe hack. Now she had no option but to try an unsafe one.

While Elfrida was carried away on a stretcher, Glory climbed down to the main vestibule and summoned the elevator from its hangout at the end of the propeller arm. There was only one bodybuilder in there now, a muscle-bound freak named Lomax who flew one of the Superlifters.

“You do karate? Kung fu?” he said.

“Fencing,” Glory said. “I practised aikido for a while when I was stationed on Callisto.”

“Give you a bout.”

“Mixed martial arts? You got suicidal ideations?”

From near-Earth gravity, to zero-g, and back to near-Earth gravity again, all within the space of three minutes. This ship could make you sick even if you weren’t recovering from radiation poisoning.

Glory paced through the empty corridors of the passenger module. Untold thousands of human cargo units, as the manifests charmingly described them, had left scratches on the plastisteel walls, tears in the foam bumpers that protected the corners, and multilingual graffiti on any surface that would take ink. They had also pulled off the cover of the emergency radio on the lowest deck. The radio itself looked like someone had repeatedly hammered it with a blunt instrument. At first glance it appeared inoperable. However, Glory knew better.

She used a spatula from the nearby galley to lever off the destroyed housing, exposing a mess of wires. Selecting the main I/O fiber, she snuggled its end gingerly into the tiny port hidden in her hair above her left ear.

Her EEG signaling crystals were useless on the Can, since she couldn’t get past Okoli’s security to access the hub. So she had to resort to a direct electrical link between the radio and her BCI, the powerful little computer implanted in her head.

Generations of humans had dreamed of uploading their personalities to the cloud, achieving godlike powers of mentation and de facto immortality. That dream remained distant, in terms of both theory and technical feasibility. But brain-computer interfaces were old hat by now, and neural augmentation products had been eagerly taken up by cutting-edge consumers, of whom Glory was one. Her BCI violated no laws, and in fact counted as a plus on her resume.

The contents of its embedded memory crystal were decidedly illegal.

They included her precious list of iris-scanner hacking codes, and also a protocol for breaking into a dedicated emergency radio like this, destroying its fixed ideas about whom it was permitted to signal, and turning it into the equivalent of an interplanetary telephone.

Ping. Ping.

Nervous, Glory kept her ears open for any noises in the passenger module. Her main concern, of course, was the surveillance cameras. She could only hope that no one was watching the monitors right now.

Ping. Ping. Come on, bocó de mola.

Elfrida Goto had been stupid to voice her concerns about the integrity of Kharbage, LLC where the surveillance system could see and hear her. Glory, horrified by the girl’s indiscretion, had dialed back her own reaction, not wishing to dignify Goto’s fears by appearing to take them seriously. She hoped that Captain Okoli, if he’d overheard, had likewise dismissed Goto’s conspiracy theory as a side effect of trauma. After all, he knew it wasn’t true.

As did Glory.

“Come on, come on,” she whispered.

Ping. Ping. “Hey there! Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter is playing quidditch right now! This is his toaster!”

Glory growled under her breath and cut the connection. What a complete fucking débil-mental Hasselblatter was. Screw him. He wasn’t the decision-maker, anyway. Just a smiling rad shield for the people who mattered.

She instructed the radio to ping a different ID, knowing that she’d have to wipe the machine when she was done. She couldn’t risk this ID getting into Okoli’s hands.

Ping. Ping.

While she waited, Glory leaned against the wall, examining the palms of her hands. Sturdy old friends, these hands. They had wielded sabers, programmed computers when she was a little girl helping her grandmother with her home-repair business, and grasped the cherry-red jackstand of an overloaded Superlifter to save her life on Callisto. She still had the scars from that day, faint smooth streaks across both palms that partially obliterated the heart and heart lines. She had opted not to have them reconstructed, to remind herself of what had happened on Callisto. Past lovers had admired them and/or sympathized, depending on their ideological leanings. Derek had always said they freaked him out.

Ping. Ping. “Yeah?”

~Derek, Glory subvocalized, knowing that he would hear the expressionless robotic voice of her BCI. ~It’s me; Glory.

“Prove it.”

~You’ve got a tattoo of a polar bear on the left cheek of your ass.

“Hundreds of women on Luna, and almost as many men, know about that.”

~Thanks for reminding me what a promiscuous asshole you are. Who’re you fucking now? Bet they can’t get their ankles behind their head.

“All right, I’m starting to believe you’re Glory. But give me something else.”

~The stross-class phavatar assigned to the Venus Remediation Project appears to have gone rogue.

“Jesus Christ! You can’t say that on an unencrypted frequency! What the hell are you calling me for, anyway?”

~Couldn’t get hold of Hasselblatter. I need help.

“Yeah, I heard about Botticelli Station. Everyone in the system heard about it. Hang on, I’m just—”

~I don’t have a lot of time here.

“OK. I just had to get out into the garden. No listening devices out here, that I know of. Are you secure on your end? Where are you, on that recycling beater?”

~Yes, and I escaped the near-destruction of the station with a survivable dose of gamma radiation; thanks for asking. Forty-seven other people weren’t so lucky.

“Oh hell, Glory, you know I can’t do anything about that. I’m just a product developer.”

~This isn’t a fucking game, Derek. I nearly died. And now I’m stuck on a recycling barge with a bunch of blue berets and trekkies, while thirty thousand innocent people are sitting in the crosshairs of a PLAN ninepack.

“What people?”

~Colonists.

“Oh, well …”

~That’s why I’m calling you.

“Notify the aggregators,” Derek said after a moment. “Glory dos Santos has gone all touchy-feely.”

~People matter. That’s our first principle, isn’t it? Human lives are the ultimate unit of value.

“Human lives, quality of.”

~Yes, and if one of your phavatars is acting counter to that principle, as it appears to be, we have a problem.

There was another pause. Glory thought she could actually hear crickets. That wasn’t impossible. Derek prided himself on the biodiversity of his garden in a fancy suburb of Shackleton City. It was the kind of place she used to visit as a child with her grandmother, and be told to remove her shoes and keep her grubby fingers off the drapes.

“So,” Derek said reluctantly. “What exactly appears to be the problem with the stross-class?”

~That’s what I hope you’re going to tell me.

“Is it a software or hardware issue? I’d need to take a look at the data dump, either way.”

He just didn’t get it. In his privileged existence on Luna, Derek Lorna, superstar developer at the Leadership in Robotics Institute, couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that one of his babies might be actively causing harm to people. He had the luxury of ideology insulated from reality. It was Glory, out here on the sharp end, who had to reconcile the two.

Suppressing her frustration, she subvocalized, ~The post-mortem can wait. For now, I need information from you.

“What kind of information?”

~I need you to tell me all about the stross-class. Including the hardware specs you didn’t publish. All the easter eggs, all the secret capabilities. And yeah, I already know it’s got superpowered vaginal muscles. For your sake, it better have some useful functions, too.

★

Elfrida woke up woozy. She had been sedated for her stem cell and platelet transfusions. When she sat up, an IV ripped out of her cubital port, and a medibot bustled into the sickbay, chirping reproofs.

“Go slag yourself,” she muttered. She swung her legs off the bed and sat still until her dizziness passed. She had the familiar, heart-pounding feeling of having overslept and missed something important. She’d been prey to this anxiety her whole life. As a child, she used to make her mother promise to wake her up two hours before she had to go to school. They’d kill time in their bathrobes on the patio, drinking iced tea or hot chocolate, depending on the season, and watching the mongooses hunt beetles under the bushes.

“Mom.” She sagged, overcome by a wave of homesickness.

Snap out of it, Goto! PTSD, that’s all this was. A round or two of therapy would take care of it. When this was over.

She felt stronger now, that was the main thing. A bit spacey, thanks to all the meds they’d pumped into her. She stripped off her hospital gown, put on the baggy trousers and tunic that the medibot had left folded at the foot of her bed. She had to find dos Santos.

She poked her head out of sickbay. The corridor was empty. What time was it, anyway? How long had she been out? She didn’t have her contacts in. There was no point, since she couldn’t access the cloud anyway. Thus, she had no way of telling time. Just another fun aspect of Captain Okoli’s information security obsession.

But maybe Okoli had good reason to be obsessed with information security. Maybe he was protecting his company’s role in leaking sensitive astrodata to the PLAN.

I’ll handle everything that needs to be done, dos Santos had said.

What had she meant by that?

Had she acted on Elfrida’s guess that the leak may have come from Kharbage, LLC?

Had she been caught—breaking every regulation in sight and maybe a law or three—and subjected to some kind of grisly trekkie punishment?

Elfrida hurried down to the crew mess, hoping to find someone who could tell her what was going on. But no one was there. The viewport screen babbled away, unwatched, about a vid star who’d recently cloned himself. The controversial procedure was still illegal on Earth; the star had had to move to Ganymede in order to get away with it.

The woman officer with the magenta eyebrows shuffled into the mess, yawning. “Hey. Aren’t you supposed to be in sickbay?”

“I got up. What time is it?”

“About four in the morning. Hey, I remember him. He had a hit track in, like, 2275.”

Oblivious to Elfrida’s anxiety, Magenta Eyebrows shuffled over to the mini-galley built into one corner of the crew lounge. As on Botticelli Station, food and drink was available around the clock. The Can had no helpful domestic bots, however. Magenta Eyebrows banged on the galley hatch. “Hey! Wakey wakey! A cup of minestrone, and I don’t want any of that TVP crap in it.” She glanced back at the screen. “What’s he doing now? … Oh. Cloning himself. I do not understand people.”

“I don’t think it’s that hard to understand,” Elfrida said, shakily. “He wants to live forever. If he can’t, another version of himself will.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s it. The wannabe-immortals focus on uploading, like that’s ever going to be possible. No, that is simply … vanity. More me, more publicity.”

“Well, I guess it worked. He’s on a major entertainment feed for the first time in ten years.”

Magenta Eyebrows laughed. “Hey, what’s your name, anyway? I’m Alicia Petruzzelli.” She stuck out her hand.

Shaking hands was not customary in UN circles; it was viewed as a microaggression. Momentarily thrown, Elfrida gave the woman her hand. “Elfrida Goto. Uh, I work for the Space Corps … Your name is really cool.”

“Don’t know if I’d call it cool. I’m Italian.” Petruzzelli rolled her eyes. “Hence the minestrone, even though this stupid galley never gets it right.”

Petruzzelli’s openness about her heritage took Elfrida’s breath away. Trying to seem worldly, she said, “Italian? I grew up in Rome.”

“Not many Italians there anymore,” Petruzzelli said in a dry tone that warned Elfrida this was a sensitive subject. Even on the Can, talk about ethnicity evidently had its limits. “I grew up ping-ponging between Luna and the Breadbowl.” This was a reference to the inland United States, ravaged by climate change and subsequently geo-engineered into the planet’s most reliable crop-producing region. “A.k.a. the most boring place in the universe. But my parents wanted me to grow up in gravity. So I did, and then I went to work in space. Go figure.”

The galley hatch rose, revealing a wide-nozzled food pouch on a paper doily, and an artificial voice chimed, “Your meal / snack / drink / select one is ready. Hasta la vista, baby! Ciao!”

“Goddamn Cap’n. He reprogrammed it with a bunch of his everlasting quotations, totally screwed it up.” Petruzzelli sucked on the nozzle of the pouch, made a face. “Maybe that’s why the minestrone is crap.”

“That smells really good, actually,” Elfrida said. The rich aroma reminded her that she was hungry. “I think I might have some, too.”

“Go for it.”

They sat side by side, slurping their soup and  mocking the vid stars, actors, and politicians who capered across the screen. Elfrida tried to tell herself that someone as friendly as Petruzzelli couldn’t be part of a dastardly conspiracy. But that did not mean the conspiracy didn’t exist.

Did she dare to ask Petruzzelli about dos Santos’s whereabouts, and thus possibly give her away? Better, she thought, to wait until Petruzzelli went back to bed, and then search for dos Santos herself.

“That boss of yours,” Petruzzelli said. “She’s nice, isn’t she?”

Elfrida recognized the question as a tentative probe, intended to elicit her own feelings about her boss. Not falling for that. “Yeah, she’s cool. A bit demanding sometimes. But that comes with the territory.”

“It can’t be a lot of fun working on Botticelli Station,” Petruzzelli said.

“How do you mean?”

“Well, I mean, you’re stuck in one place. Always seeing the same people, the same planet. And doesn’t your gravity kind of suck?”

Here we go again. Put any two people who lived and worked in space together, and the one-upmanship soon started. “We had a ninety-meter radius torus rotating at two point two RPM,” Elfrida said, unable to help herself. “Yeah, it was kind of monotonous at times. But I never minded looking at Venus. I love Venus. That’s the whole reason I took this job.”

“I took this job because I wanted to travel. I really wanted to go to the outer planets, though. Oh well. Our contract with UNVRP is the company’s biggest revenue source.”

“Is it really?”

“Sure. We get paid for hauling your swat teams around, and we get paid more for hauling your ex-colonists off to jail, excuse me, to Ceres. That’s not even counting asteroid sales.” Petruzzelli bit the nozzle of her empty soup pouch, pensively. “If Botticelli Station can’t be saved, do you think the Project will be cancelled?”

“I would expect so. Maybe not cancelled, but suspended, anyway. The thing is, we’ve got a lot of enemies in the UN bureaucracy, and they would totally seize on the loss of the station to argue that we can’t justify the cost of replacing it. They would want to implement a comprehensive costing review. And you know, once you put a giant project like this on hold … everything has to dovetail, and if you halt Phase 1, what happens to the other phases? So the worst-case scenario is that it would be the end of terraforming Venus for at least a couple of generations.”

“Sigh,” Petruzzelli said. “Then I hope the techies can make this mass-driver scheme work, or we’ll be totally screwed, too.”

This observation forced Elfrida to consider a factor she had not taken into account. Kharbage, LLC depended on the Venus Remediation Project, as much as the UNVRP workforce did. The attack on Botticelli Station represented a body blow to their livelihood. So did it really make sense to imagine that they would be in league with the PLAN, the single biggest downside catalyst in the solar system?

But maybe they hadn’t known that the PLAN would seize the opportunity to hit B-Station on their way to 11073 Galapagos. Yeah, that has to be it.

“This sucks,” Petruzzelli said softly.

“Yeah.”

The screen was now showing a new release from a tribe of musicians who had recorded an eulogy to the casualties of Botticelli Station. They had used some bits of the Can’s all-too-familiar footage. None of the bits that showed PLAN ships.

“It really sucks,” Petruzzelli repeated.

“What do you do, anyway? I mean, what’s your job on the Can?”

“Oh, me? I’m the 2/M. The astrogator.”


xvi.

Jun Yonezawa tossed his cassock into a corner of Father Hirayanagi’s living-room and went home. The bishop was there, drinking tea with Jun’s father. Hiroki Yonezawa was nobody, just a night watchman. But on 11073 Galapagos, you didn’t have to be somebody to be important.

“What are you going to do now?” the bishop said to Jun.

Out of his vestments, Bishop Okada was no less imposing. His belly spread like a sack of rice across his knees. He lifted his teacup with the delicacy of a girl picking a flower. The house was dark, as per curfew regulations, lit only by an electric candle burning behind the screen in the corner. The Yonezawas had the honor of keeping the Eucharist in their house, since Jun was a monk and two of his sisters were nuns.

“Call Kirin, I guess.” He went to the door and looked out. The street, a green tunnel smelling hotly of tomatoes, was still quiet. Coming along, he’d been awed by the silence. It reminded him of the great nanorot epidemic, when quarantine had been enforced over half the asteroid. Patrolling the deathly-silent streets with orders to shoot anyone he found outside, Jun had turned a corner and come face-to-face with an old schoolmate, two years his senior, busily raping a woman. Or a girl. Maybe even someone Jun knew. Couldn’t tell. Senpai had tied her own blouse over her head like a bag.

Jun had stared at senpai. Senpai had stared back at Jun. Then Jun had backed off and patrolled around the block. When he came back, senpai and the girl were both gone. Jun might have imagined the whole thing, down to the pimples on senpai’s wobbling rump. He had never said anything about it to anyone. The incident had entered into no record. But it remained in Jun’s memory. That was the day he’d first become aware of evil.

He was not going to repeat that mistake. Not going to look the other way this time.

He turned from the street door, brushing against his mother. The bishop, sitting in seiza at the low table, said, “Where is Shimada Yumiko?”

“I left her with Father Hirayanagi. I don’t think she’ll hurt him. She seems grateful to have been received into the Church.”

“Praised be the Lord,” the bishop said.

“Yup. In the end, she rolled right over,” Jun agreed. He wasn’t going to try explaining to anyone else that the phavatar had multiple operators, possibly including at least one demon. A powerful demon, Jun speculated. They were close enough to Mars in this orbit, and what did distance mean to the princes of hell, anyway? But that might be going a bit far for the bishop, who for all his commitment to dogma, was not a very spiritual man.

“If she’s truly repentant,” the bishop said hopefully, “maybe she’ll put in a word for us with her employers.”

Then Jun knew what Bishop Okada was doing here at this hour, why he was acting as if nothing had ever gone wrong between him and the Yonezawas. He hoped Yumiko could save the Galapajin.

“Put in a word for us with who? With Leviathan, or Beelzebub?” Jun said. He picked up the teacup his mother had set before him, drank.

“The UN isn’t all bad,” his mother said.

“I wasn’t talking about the UN,” Jun muttered.

“They’ve got ships,” his father said.

“They’ve got super-cool artillery systems that can blow up entire asteroids,” his youngest sister said.

Jun set down his teacup sharply. “They’ve got fancy algorithms that tell them where, when, and how much to risk against the PLAN. It all comes down to the money, and it’s cheaper to lose thirty thousand colonists than a single Starcruiser. But sure, I’ll ask her to put in a word for us. If she ever wakes up. She turned herself off before I left St. Peter’s; said she needed a break.”

He had not only locked her up, this time, but left his Kalashnikov with Takagi-san of the yado, instructing the confused hotelier to shoot her if she acted hostile. Not that he thought much of Takagi-san’s chances against those cutter lasers.

He stood up, pushing his nephew aside with a rough motion that made everyone twitch. “I’m going to talk to Kirin.”

★

Like every residence in the asteroid, the Yonezawas’ house had a deep basement that was supposed to function as a panic room. In fact, the airlock leading to the basement was so old it probably wouldn’t work, even if they cleared out all the stuff that had accumulated inside it over the decades. Jun swung himself over broken gardening tools, ping-pong bats, bundles of used packaging materials, and unused squeezebags of splart—Galapajin treasures.

The basement itself was even more crammed, but less chaotic. Stacks of oddly shaped shrinkfoam-wrapped items, each one precisely labeled, filled the cavern. This stuff had arrived more recently, via the tunnel in the corner of the basement that was not supposed to be there, which led ultimately, via a newer and better-maintained airlock, to the surface of the asteroid. It came in all at once and it went out little by little, via the Order of St. Benedict, to certain key families. But the basement of the Yonezawas’ house was the warehouse, and just now it was full. That was why Jun didn’t expect much from the call he was about to make.

He settled onto the floor in the corner behind the desk where he did paperwork. He located the comms unit under a pile of requests from customers. The things they wrote on! Rags, pieces of cut-up waterbags, bits of green skin from the Parks and Gardens Service—all of it destined, eventually, for the recycling facility.

Beep, beep, beep.

The comms unit was hooked up to a high-gain antenna on the asteroid’s surface. It was now sending out a signal in search of a server. Jun had formerly used the one on Botticelli Station, his signals unnoticed in the eternal cataract of internet traffic.. Now that Botticelli Station was no more, his signal had additional light-seconds to cover before it found one of the megaservers on Ceres, Vesta, Pallas, or Hygiea.

Beep, beep—“You have successfully established a connection with the net! You don’t seem to have an ID embedded in your signal. Please manually enter your ID so that we can take you where you want to go!”

“Fuck off and die,” Jun muttered in English. He keyed in his fake ID.

“Thank you very much, Communications Officer Alden! How can we help you today?”

Jun entered Kirin’s ID—also fake—and waited. The whole asteroid seemed to wait with him, breathing heavily, turning in its bed of stars like a man having a nightmare.

“Now connecting you to Captain James T. Kirk,” the server announced chirpily. “Have a nice day!”

“That you, Jun?” said the voice of his elder brother. Kirin sounded sleepy.

“Yeah. There’ve been developments. I guess you’ve seen the news, but here’s what you don’t know.” Jun started telling Kirin about the events involving Yumiko Shimada, got tangled up in the multiple-personalities thing, and decided to skip it. After all, Yumiko couldn’t help them, even if she was disposed to try, no matter what his family and Bishop Okada thought. “Never mind. Doesn’t matter. We’ve only got one to two sols before the PLAN gets here. So—”

Kirin interrupted, reacting to Jun’s first words. The time lag between them was roughly three minutes. “I’m coming back. It takes time to turn this thing around, goddammit. But I’ll be there within the week.”

Jun rested his forehead on the heel of his hand. Within the week was no better than next year. He had always been somewhat in awe of Kirin. That wasn’t his brother’s real name, but everyone called him Kirin—giraffe—because he looked like one, with his spindly height, long neck, and unlucky-in-love eyes. Jun still respected him, and would defend him against any accusations, even though Kirin was not the same person he had been. “That’s not the promise I want from you,” he said. “I want you to promise you won’t come back. Go away, Kirin. You can’t get here in time. Go away, far away, and if they get us, at least the memory of 11073 Galapagos will survive.”

“What’s this crap about a phavatar?” Kirin said, having finally heard Jun’s explanation of recent events. “Is this the same one you told me about? Listen. Get her to negotiate with the PLAN. Robot to robot. If nothing else, maybe she can stall them until I get there.”

At this point Kirin must have heard Jun telling him not to come back, for he interrupted himself.

“Oh, no, little brother. Don’t say that. Have faith! ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil …’”

Kirin talked on, quoting from the New Testament and the Psalms, as fiery and inspiring as he ever had been. The threat of the PLAN had snapped him out of his usual drug-induced snooze. He also had a couple of practical suggestions. Jun found himself accepting his brother’s message of hope. 

When he came down into the basement, he had been near despair; when he returned upstairs, he was in a different frame of mind.

“We might try to evacuate the asteroid,” he suggested to the bishop. “It could go hideously wrong. But my humble opinion is that we should try.”

Bishop Okada bowed his head. “We’re in your hands.”

Jun hid a disbelieving smile. So it had come to this. Former Public Enemy No. 1 Yonezawa Jun, second only to that notorious arch-sinner Yonezawa Kirin, was now to be in charge of saving their lives. The world really had changed. Or, maybe not. This way, everyone could blame him in the moments before they died.

“Pray for me.” He picked up his spare Kalashnikov and went out the door.


xvii.

The Kalashnikovs had been printed right here on 11073 Galapagos; they were made of the same tough plastic the Galapajin used for everything from spacesuit parts to furniture. The ammunition had arrived via the tunnel in the Yonezawas’ basement. The guns had originally been intended for use against Bishop Okada and his yes-men in the yakusho—mayor’s office. The plot had never got beyond the half-assed planning stage, but Jun’s arrest had revived enthusiasm for it, as he found out when he reached Cathedral End.

This region of the habitat was like a rocky canyon, so narrow that the sun-tube had made permanent scorch marks on the walls closest to it. The canyon dead-ended at the cathedral airlock; this side of the airlock was the construction staging site. The Order of St. Benedict had long since taken over the area, as they were in charge of construction. They had dug a warren of caves in the walls of the canyon, where they lived in monastic simplicity, girls and boys strictly separated.

Now the whole canyon teemed with kids with guns. In the grey pre-dawn light, they clung to the walls like flies and floated in the freefall zone. Some of them were even perching on the gigantic solar battery at the end of the sun-tube. They swarmed him like a returning hero.

“Are we going to overthrow the hierarchy now?”

“We are not,” Jun said. “We’re going to evacuate the asteroid.”

They stared at him blankly. This was their world. How did you evacuate the world?

Through their eyes, Jun himself momentarily reverted to seeing it as an impossible task, but he reminded himself of what Kirin had said, and repeated it to them. “Our ancestors planned for this. We can’t let them down by refusing to even try.”

Ushijima’s words came back to him— We’ve got a mission … We’ve forgotten what we’re supposed to be living for …

“You, you, you and you, go to the yakusho and get them to make an announcement. Most important thing is, no one is to bring more stuff than they can carry.”

He gave them all their instructions, based on the evacuation plan handed down by the founders of the Order, which had long ago been dismissed as a quaint relic of the colony’s early years. When they had scattered, he booted up one of the construction crew’s robots, an eight-legged crawler, and loaded its platform with equipment. The sun-tube brightened, casting shadows that sharpened by the moment. Flecks of ore glittered in the rocks. Birdsong filled the unnatural silence, as starlings and pigeons pecked for insects in the tufts of grass growing out of the cracks.

Jun put on an EVA suit and headed for the cathedral airlock. The crawler lurched after him, stabilizing its load with its foremost pair of legs. They hadn’t closed the airlock since they pressurized the interior of the cathedral. He cranked the handle, just to make sure it still worked.

Sister Emily-Francis bounced in through the hatch before it closed. She was wearing another of their bright yellow, communally owned EVA suits. “You’ll need some help,” she said.

They fell into eye-smacking beauty. Saints, angels, and martyrs rioted around the bases of a forest of pillars radiating from the walls of the vast, spherical space into its center, where they supported a geodesic lattice that marked off the sanctuary. The sanctuary itself was still under construction, shrouded in protective mesh to catch splinters from work in progress.

Jun had hoped to see the cathedral completed in his lifetime, filled with worshippers. Now he forced himself to imagine it filled with refugees.

Leaving Emily-Francis behind, he flew through moist, frigid air and prised up a panel of aged pine, which lay flush against its neighbors without the benefit of nails or glue, a feat of traditional Japanese carpentry. Underneath the panel was a layer of insulation. Jun scratched that up with his gloves to reveal a dull pink sheet of self-healing graphene composite.

That looked right. But how could he know that the information in the evacuation plan was accurate? He couldn’t. He just had to believe.

He flew back to Emily-Francis. “Why are you still here?”

“I was waiting for you,” she said.

They clamped on their helmets and went out via the ‘front door,’ another airlock. It spilled them onto the outside of the asteroid Jun switched on his handheld seismic scanner, loaded the heirloom file Kirin had pointed him to, and pointed the scanner at the slope from which the cathedral rose like a stone fountain. He began to walk slowly, watching the screen. Emily-Francis followed him, leading the crawler like a large dog.

“You didn’t have to wait for me,” he said over the radio.

“There wasn’t anyone else,” she responded.

They were no longer talking about the job in hand. But Jun was drained of emotion; he had no energy for this fight.

“I have a religious vocation,” he said.

“So do I,” she said. “But I sometimes wonder why so many of us do. More than in our parents’ generation.”

“I think it’s God’s way of limiting our population. He gave us vocations so that we wouldn’t outbreed our carrying capacity.”

“That makes sense. It also sounds kind of sacrilegious.”

“Well, it was Ushijima-kun’s idea. Father Hirayanagi said he might be right, who knows?”

There was silence in Jun’s helmet. The seismic scanner found the first of the shear points flagged on the ancient file. “Get the drill.”

★

Halfway through drilling, Jun realized he was going to need more explosive. He sent Emily-Francis back in with the crawler to fetch it. While she was gone, he switched the scanner into radar mode and panned it across the sky.

Venus blotted out all the stars near it, seeming to float in a halo of pitch darkness. The asteroid spun back into sunlight, and Jun’s faceplate filter darkened, allowing him a microsecond glimpse of 11073 Galapagos in its true colors of silver, rusty red, and warning-yellow, before everything sank into artificial twilight. The radar scanner ticked and beeped. Nothing moving out there. Of course, the PLAN might have some advanced cloaking technology that would hide them from radar detection. He didn’t know what was technically possible these days.

“If they don’t show up, I’m going to feel like an idiot,” he said over the radio to Emily-Francis, whom he had just spotted coming back.

But something was wrong with her silhouette. She wasn’t wearing a spacesuit. A slim, perfect female figure leapt over the regolith towards him, through clouds of dust falling back to the surface.

For a second Jun’s brain jammed like a cheap gun. Then he realized it was the phavatar. She didn’t need a spacesuit. She crashed into him, grabbing his shoulder to halt herself, with the result being they both wheeled off into space.

“You could just keep going,” Jun said, pulling them back to the surface by his tether, glove over glove. “We’ve lost a few people that way.”

“Sorry. I thought I had it under control.”

“Where’s Emily-Francis?”

“Trying to get the dynamite out of the shrinkfoam wrap. I swear, the first person who invents a better type of vacuum-proof packaging will be a gazillionaire.”

“Why aren’t you wearing a spacesuit?”

“Emily-Francis refused to give me one. I think she was under the impression that would stop me from coming outside.” The phavatar grinned. “So what are you up to?”

“None of your business.”

She glanced at his radar scanner. “Hmm. Has this rock got any defensive capabilities? I scanned the surface, but I couldn’t see merda. Just a few docking clamps. You got any ships to go with them?”

Jun pointed his Kalashnikov at her. The fact was he didn’t trust her any more than he had before. His faith in the sacrament of baptism was less powerful than his belief that this thing intended them harm. “Like I’d fucking tell you anything, just so that you can tell it to the PLAN?”

“Ah ha, ah-ha-ha-ha,” the phavatar said. “Don’t be ignorant. I work for the UN, as I’ve told you a thousand times.”

“Same difference.” They were alone out here. No one was watching. No one would know any different if he said she’d misjudged her step and gone flying off into space. He shot her.

Her hand was in front of her face; he hadn’t seen it move. She lowered it and opened her fingers to reveal his projectile. It was mushroom-shaped.

Jun sagged. This thing was massively more powerful than he had surmised. The Galapajin couldn’t have restrained her for five minutes if she hadn’t allowed them to. “Point made. What do you want?”

She tossed the flattened projectile into space. “I want to help you.”

“We don’t need your help.”

“You can’t fight the PLAN with Kalashnikovs.”

“We’ve got mines, too. You can’t see them, but they’re out there in orbit. I just have to arm the proximity fuses, and nothing’s getting nearer than five kilometers.”

“Which won’t do you a whole lot of good, since the PLAN’s preferred modus operandi is to stand off and throw nukes at people.”

“We won’t be sticking around for that.”

“Oh? I don’t see anything capable of evacuating thirty thousand people, unless those ships of yours are a lot closer than I estimate them to be.”

“What ships?”

“Oh, come on, Jun Yonezawa,” she said softly. “The St. Francis and the Nagasaki. With names like that, it wasn’t hard to find them. The available data suggests they’re beaters. Unlicensed, uncertified, probably a century behind current specs. But if they’re capable of smuggling water from the Belt, they may be capable of mounting a pyrrhic defense against five PLAN ships. If you’re willing to sacrifice their fusion drives. If they’re here.”

Jun licked his lips. His suit flashed a HUD warning, telling him that his heart rate and oxygen consumption had spiked. He opened his mouth to deny everything. Then shrugged.

“We’re not self-sufficient yet. We still have to import water, stem cells, a few other things. So, yeah. My older brother is in charge of the water runs. He’s somewhere in the Belt right now, praying for us.”

Nine seconds. Eighteen seconds. The phavatar smiled. “I guess it’s up to us, then.”

“Sorry,” Jun said. “But I don’t see how you’re going to fight the PLAN with a cutter laser. I guess you could try catching their nukes with your bare hands.”

“Yonezawa Jun, I do believe you’re mocking me. But that’s OK. There’s no way you could know about my offensive capabilities. Even I didn’t know about all of them until half an hour ago.”

The phavatar raised her hands. Nozzles projected from invisible ports on her forearms and spat streams of plasma that arced high over the cathedral, twisting as the asteroid spun. Jun’s radio lit up with panicky queries from everyone who was watching an external sensor feed, which was a lot of people. The plasma ribbons ignited orbiting particles of space dust in a concatenation of tiny fireworks, and lopped off the top of the cathedral’s highest spire.

“Hey!” Jun shouted.

Nine seconds later the phavatar lowered her hands. She was smirking. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“It was just the phavatar,” Jun told his people. “Showing off her offensive capabilities.” He felt immensely weary. Clearly, whatever the Galapajin did, it was because they were allowed to do it. How could independence ever be more than an illusion for them, in a universe that contained the likes of this?

“I’ve also got attitude thrusters,” the phavatar said. “I can maneuver independently in space. And I’m supposed to be able to emit EM pulses strong enough to—”

She stopped speaking, jerked epileptically, and fell flat on her face.


xviii.

A duo of trekkies hauled Glory out of the telepresence cubicle. She protested furiously. “I was in the middle of something!”

“Sorry, dudette. Captain’s orders.”

Glory seized a handful of dreadlocks and yanked. The trekkie to whom they were attached yelped and released her leg. She kicked the other one in the balls and hauled herself back into the cubicle. Looked around, trembling, for something with which to bar the door.

There was nothing. Even on a ship as jury-rigged as the Can, it was not possible to barricade yourself in a telepresence cubicle. The trekkies dragged her out again, threatening to tase her if she didn’t cooperate. In her mind’s eye she could still see those ribbons of plasma twisting in space above 11073 Galapagos. She could still feel the headrush of power.

Captain Okoli stood in dry-grip boots in the entrance to the dead-end where the cubicles were, hands on his hips. “I did not authorize you to use my telepresence facilities.”

“For crying out loud, Martin. People’s lives are at stake.”

“Yeah, and so’s my job.”

“I have a question.”

“Yeah?”

“Could you be any bigger of an asshole?”

Martin Okoli raised an eyebrow at her and then clicked his tongue, enabling the voice transmitter implanted in one of his molars.

★

Captain Okoli’s voice boomed into the crew mess. “Goto. Space Corps agent Goto, proceed to the engineering deck. Now.”

Alicia Petruzzelli made an ‘oooh’ shape with her lips. “The voice of God speaks. No quotations, no jokes; sounds like you’re in trouble. What did you do?”

Perturbed, Elfrida snapped, “Nothing. And I don’t think I can really be in trouble, since I don’t work for him.”

“No,” Petruzzelli said. “But you do owe him your life. So I’d try to be respectful.”

“Sure,” Elfrida said, pulling on the hospital flip-flops she had taken off to curl on the bench.

Petruzzelli said, “You’re gonna lose those in engineering. Can’t keep flip-flops on your feet in zero-gee. Here, wear my slippers. I think we’re about the same size.”

Her slippers were trendy Elephunts with sock-tops that came halfway up Elfrida’s bare calves. “Wow, they fit. Thanks.”

“It sucks having big feet, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. Sucks.”

They exchanged a smile before Elfrida fled the lounge, wondering what Captain Okoli wanted her for. She could think of several possibilities, none of them good.

None of her imaginings, however, encompassed the sight of dos Santos floating between two hulking trekkies, her arms restrained. The techies had downed tools to stare. Elfrida hugged herself; it was cold down here. Dos Santos, too, looked half frozen.

Captain Okoli, kingly in black pyjamas, said, “Against my better judgment, I authorized you to use a TP cubicle, Goto. Not her. And I specifically ordered you not to tell her about it. What you got to say for yourself?”

So he hadn’t summoned her to punish her for her theory about Kharbage, LLC’s duplicity. That was a relief. On the other hand, it looked like her other nightmare had come true. Dos Santos had tried to help the Galapajin, and got caught.

“Let her go! You’ve got no right to treat her like that.”

“Like what, Goto?”

“Like a prisoner.”

“It strikes me,” Okoli said, “that a spaceship in orbit around Venus—the only spaceship in orbit around Venus—is the very definition of a prison. We are all prisoners, Goto. You’re the prisoner of your own unexamined assumptions. I’m the prisoner of something no more tangible, but by any standard more real: the math of profit and loss.”

“You really are a heartless son of a bitch,” dos Santos said.

“I got people depending on me, too. And I got strict orders not to let any UN personnel use the computing facilities aboard this ship. That includes telepresence.”

Dos Santos’s lips twitched. Elfrida had a flash of insight: while she was in the cubicle, dos Santos must have done what Elfrida had promised not to do—gone digging in the Kharbage Can’s hub. What had she found?

“I gave you permission to use the TP cubicle,” Okoli continued, “because, pace Glory dos Santos, I am not heartless, and you’re cute. I hit the sack for some well-earned rest. Then something wakes me up. Just a tickle. You get those after you’ve been plying the unfriendly vacuum for a while. That tickle tells me something ain’t where it should be. I turn on my screens and what do I see? Elfrida Goto. Not in sickbay. She’s vegging out in the lounge with my second mate, who needs to lay off the midnight snacks before she fucks her adrenals. Everyone else is asleep or at work. But one of the telepresence cubicles is occupied. So just who is in there?” He shook his head sadly at dos Santos. “I hope you had fun. Rest assured I’m going to be examining every second of the data dump.”

“If you’re quite finished enjoying the sound of your own voice,” dos Santos said, “you won’t be looking at the data, because I didn’t dump it. I disabled the autosave function. It only takes a modicum of skill. Sure, you can check to see where I telecasted to, but don’t bother, I’ll tell you: 11073 Galapagos.”

“That doggone asteroid.”

“The one you took off Adastra’s hands for a song—”

“Nothing but trouble.”

“And now the colonists are in trouble. Do you want kilodeath on your conscience? If not, let me back into that telepresence cubicle.”

“And how, pray tell, are you going to stop the PLAN with one phavatar?”

Dos Santos scowled. Elfrida saw that she was stuck. She dared not admit just how special Yumiko was. How special is she, anyway?

“You’re an experience junkie, is the truth, Glory,” Okoli said. “It ain’t your fault, but you were warped by what happened to you. Developed an appetite for destruction. You want to be in at the death.”

“Oh, I’m not even going to dignify that,” dos Santos said.

“I know your type. A Dante bent on seeing allll the sights, from the safety of a telepresence cubicle. Give me guts and give me glory, so long as I can log out at any time. Hell, I’ve got some of that ilk on board, myself.”

The trekkies chuckled knowingly. Dos Santos turned white. Elfrida said, “How do you guys know each other, anyway?”

“Oh, I’ve known Glory dos Santos a long time,” Okoli said. “First time we met, she was just a kid like you. Matter of fact, that was the first time I saved her life.”

“Please,” dos Santos said. “You were just following orders, piloting a Superlifter.”

“That’s right. Every ship outside of the Belt was commandeered to help take the survivors off Callisto. Remember that incident in ‘65, when the CyberDestiny crazies occupied the colony? They were killing a hostage every 24 hours. Then the blue berets rolled up to take the moon back, and wound up killing hundreds more. But not Glory dos Santos, and aren’t we all thankful for that?”

Elfrida gazed at dos Santos with new respect. “I had no idea you were involved in the Callisto hostage-taking, ma’am!”

“What can I say? I haven’t had the best of luck in my career.” Dos Santos won a chuckle from the watching engineers. “But that’s all water under the bridge now.”

“It is,” Okoli agreed. “Still, it made an impression on me. I was young at the time, believe it or not. Could not wrap my head around the idea of a group that believed so passionately in personhood, they were willing to kill people for it.”

Elfrida nodded. Personhood for robots was a perpetual fringe cause, led by intellectual poseurs and sad male activists who were a bit too attached to their sexbots. Their main activity was distancing themselves from CyberDestiny, the terrorists whose activities in the ‘60s had quashed any hopes the cause might have for the foreseeable future.

“The cause has moved on since then,” dos Santos said. “Everyone recognizes that killing people is counterproductive. Anyway, we’ve got the PLAN to do that for us.”

For a moment, you could have heard a pin drop. What they actually did hear drop, or rather collide with the ceiling, was a rivet gun. An engineer dived in pursuit, apologizing.

“What are you guys working on there?” dos Santos said, casually. “The mass driver for the station?” No one responded. She raised her eyebrows at them. “What?”

Elfrida was not sure what she had just heard from dos Santos’s mouth. Nor, evidently, was anyone else, even Captain Okoli, who said, “Yeah, that’s what they’re working on. Hoping to deploy it today.” He paused. “The question in my mind right now, Glory, is do I need to put you in the brig, or are you going to behave?”

“If you mean, will I attempt to use the telepresence cubicle again, the answer is no. Your ship, your rules. And I think we all know now where you stand on utilizing your resources for humanitarian purposes.”

Okoli did not rise to the bait. “All right, I’ll accept that. However, you are confined to the passenger module until further notice.”

Elfrida interjected urgently, “Can I use the telepresence facilities? Sir?”

Okoli turned on her with a wrathful expression. “What are you thinking, this didn’t happen? That is a no, Goto. You don’t work for me, so I can’t teach you how to think for yourself. But I can teach you a little bit about consequences.” He shooed her out of the workshop ahead of him.

The tannoy chimed. “Captain, to the bridge, sir. Captain, your presence is requested on the bridge.”

“Some sleb probably tried to make toast on the reactor again,” Okoli said, sailing past her.

★

The phavatar stood up. “Whew! Lost control for a minute.”

“I hope that’s not going to happen when the PLAN gets here,” Jun said suspiciously.

“Oh, no. I’m as safe as houses. It was just a glitch.”

Sunlight spilled over them. Yumiko settled herself on a pile of construction debris. She looked so innocent, perfectly at home on her sub-zero, airless, radiation-drenched perch. Jun wished she would put on a spacesuit. He ran another radar scan. Still nothing.

“So,” she said conversationally, “I figure we’ve got a bit of a wait.”

“Do you know how fast the PLAN ships burn?”

“No one knows for sure. They use explosive pulse fusion drives, which generate more thrust and acceleration than our magnetic containment drives, at the cost of being filthy. But there’s no helium-3 on Mars, so they’re thought to use deuterium-tritium fusion reactions, which are less efficient, and that requires them to carry more propellant. So they don’t travel at maximum thrust. They save their propellant for short-range maneuvers.”

“I see.”

“Short answer: they’ve never been observed getting from point A to point B at a delta-V of better than 400,000 meters per second, which takes you from Mars to Earth in about two weeks. Compare the specs of a UN Heavypicket. Maximum acceleration four gees, but that’s only sustainable very briefly, because your average human being’s heart will fail within a few minutes under vertical hyper-gravity stresses.”

“Radical,” Jun drawled.

“Yeah, but I’d really rather talk about your ships.”

“Our ships?”

“The St Francis and the Nagasaki, unless you’ve got any others.”

“They’re just beaters, as you guessed. Ninety-year-old space trucks. State-of-the-art when we emigrated in them. Now? They’ve got big cargo holds, and that’s the most you can say for them.”

“But that’s what I want to talk about, Yonezawa Jun. Your cargoes.”

“What about them? We import water. That’s all.”

“But how do you pay for it? Even in the Belt, water isn’t cheap.”

Jun felt hunted. He felt ashamed. “We export manufactured goods,” he blustered. “Fine porcelain, handcrafted religious items, katanas. People are willing to pay for quality, even today. We’ve got artisanal lineages here on this asteroid that go back centuries. I introduced you to our swordsmith, remember? He’s the twenty-sixth of his name. You can’t find that kind of accumulated expertise anywhere else in the solar system.”

“Oh, I’m not questioning that, Yonezawa Jun. My question is, who buys this stuff? Where, in a Belt full of colonists skimping and recycling to stay alive, do you find customers for handcrafted luxury goods?”

Jun slammed his palm angrily on the rock. “I don’t know. We deal with a middleman.”

“A middleman. And he or she sells you stuff, correct?”

“Water.”

“But not just water. You said you brought your religious treasures here from Earth. But I looked up the customs records for 2206 …”

Nothing was beyond the UN’s reach. If they could access archived SinoSpaceWays customs records from eighty-four years ago, what couldn’t they do?

“There’s no record of a church organ being exported from Earth. Nor any crucifixes or anything like that. So either you broke the law, or …”

“We broke the law,” Jun said. “That’s it. Remember, Catholicism had just been made illegal in Japan. We had to hide the symbols of our faith.”

He thought this was a fairly inspired excuse, but the phavatar shook her head. “You were expelled from Japan precisely for being Catholic. The authorities knew what you were. They wouldn’t have penalized you any further for taking a church organ with you. No, I think the truth is different. You made that organ yourselves, right here. Same goes for the rest of your stuff.”

Jun straightened his back. Why should he be ashamed, after all? What was wrong with having the expertise, the tools, and the time to make beautiful objects to a level of craftsmanship not even found on Earth anymore?

It gave the lie to his self-sufficiency dream, that was what. Made his claim that they were almost there into a bald falsehood. But maybe it was time to admit self-sufficiency had been a hopeless aspiration all along.

“Yeah. Our contact provides the raw materials. We make things, sell some of them back to him, keep the best for ourselves.” He gazed up at the steeple she had shattered, thinking of all the work that had gone into it. “When we’re done building the cathedral, it’ll be clothed in gold and silver, illuminated like a medieval manuscript.”

“That’s a beautiful thought,” the phavatar said. “But I’m afraid your contact may have other plans for you.”

“What?”

“What’s his name?”

Jun spread his hands. “He calls himself the Shogun. Dumb, right? We don’t know his real name.”

“Oh, great,” the phavatar said. “Sigh. That’s really helpful.”

“Have you got something on him?”

“No. I didn’t even know for sure he existed until just now. He’s the X in the equation; one of them, anyway.”

“What equation?”

“I want to find out who’s using me, and what I’m being used for.”


xix.

After Captain Okoli left the engineering deck, Elfrida waited a minute and then set off after him. She still hoped to talk him around. Failing that, she could at least distract him so he wouldn’t check his surveillance cameras and find out that dos Santos had not removed herself to the passenger module, as ordered. She remained floating in the workshop, grumbling to the techies.

Elfrida grabbed the central ladder and paddled up past the mezzanine level. A donut-shaped platform that formed the ceiling of the workshop, the mezzanine was designated the support deck, though this was somewhat redundant since life support functions were distributed in each hab module. Mostly what this deck held was lockers and clamps for the Can’s menagerie of robots, drones, and Space Corps-owned phavatars. A blue light shone at the end of one of the corridors radiating off the platform. Under it, Captain Sikorsky of Botticelli Station floated in a cloud of bits and pieces, tinkering with a maintenance bot. Elfrida looked away. She did not have the courage to buck the tacit ostracism campaign that had isolated Sikorsky among the Botticelli Station survivors, even though she did not know why everyone was mad at him.

A classic case of misdirected blame, she supposed. Sikorsky had been in charge when the disaster happened, so it must be his fault.

She glided up the keel transit tube and took the elevator to the flight deck, which was the outermost of the command module’s three decks. It opened on a landing raised by a short flight of spiral stairs from the middle of the bridge. The landing was crowded with people. They surged into the elevator. Elfrida, unable to get out, was swept to the back of the cylinder, her nose pressed against a seven-foot-tall spaceborn officer’s sternum.

What on earth was going on?

“Prep the quarterdeck,” Okoli barked from the depths of the crowd. “What? Who? Petty Officer Quang? I am gonna space you, you doggone sleb. Just stuff it in a locker!”

The elevator’s ceiling irised, spilling them into the transfer point. Elfrida followed the officers and crew arrowing along the transit tube ahead of her. They looked like a shoal of multicolored fish. They were mostly in uniform, a phenomenon Elfrida had observed only a couple of times in all her voyages on the Can. She understood why. Kharbage, LLC’s uniforms seemed to have been inspired by somebody’s soma dream about the Ottoman Empire, replete with gold braid and tassels.

They darted into the quarterdeck, a module sandwiched between Load Bays No.1 and No.2. Here a watch officer oversaw the loading and unloading of cargo, calculated mass distribution and ballast requirements, and in between times played poker against the computer, if the Can were anything like Botticelli Station. But it appeared that at least one of the Can’s watch officers had higher ambitions. Sparrow-sized, exquisitely modeled railway carriages drifted overhead, interspersed with sections of track. Okoli snarled inarticulately and seized a Pullman car in one large black fist. He threw it at an officer cringing near the watch desk. “Get this shit stowed!”

“Sorry, sir,” squealed Petty Officer Quang. “I didn’t have time—”

“Nor did any of us.” Dismissing the petty officer’s excuses, Okoli activated his gecko grips and squelched down the wall to the deck. He settled a crimson fez onto his head and grimaced at his chief engineer, a thin, moustached man with a complexion like banana frozen yogurt. “This on straight?”

The chief engineer—Schwartz, Elfrida thought, no, Schatz—reached out and made a minute adjustment. “You might also want to do up your fly, sir.”

“Doggone uniform.”

The other officers and crew geckoed onto the deck with a cannonade of velcro-squelches. Elfrida did not have gecko boots on. She was still wearing Petruzzelli’s trendy but impractical Elephunts. She was left floating near the ceiling. Everyone noticed her. Okoli turned from conferring with Schatz. “You,” he said in a thick voice.

Whatever rebukes he might have hailed down on her head were forestalled by a yelp from Petty Officer Quang. “Now matching velocity, sir! I am deploying tethers!”

Okoli spoke to his exec, who remained on the bridge. “Looking good, Windsor? … Copy that. Guess we won’t have to use the grapples this time.”

Nervous laughter trilled through the quarterdeck, followed by a tense silence.

Elfrida was still drifting, miserably counting the microseconds until she would reach the ceiling and be able to push off towards the exit. A hand closed on her ankle: Petruzzelli’s. The astrogator pulled her down to the floor. “Just stand behind me,” she hissed. “Hang onto my belt or something.” A fez sat askew on her magenta hair. The tail of the pyjamas she’d been wearing earlier hung out of a hastily donned uniform jacket. Elfrida tucked it in for her.

At the head of what was now clearly an honor guard, Chief Engineer Schatz fussed with a weird contraption of pipes and cloth.

“Stand by,” Petty Officer Quang said. His screen was too far away for Elfrida to see. “They’re coming across under personal thrust. Approaching the quarterdeck airlock. I am confirming their identities … Confirmed. I am opening the airlock. They have entered the airlock. I am scanning for hazardous substances and contraband items … None found. Cycling.”

Chief Engineer Schatz assumed a ramrod stance, raised his contraption of pipes, and blew into it. The cloth swelled into a tartan balloon. Schatz’s face reddened. An astonishingly loud yowling noise filled the quarterdeck.

“He’s part-Scottish,” Petruzzelli said under cover of the din. 

The noise resolved into what was more or less a tune. The airlock opened. Out stepped Commander Andrew Kim, captain of the Cheap Trick, followed by a dozen of his officers and crew. Commander Kim looked for a minute as if he wanted to cover his ears, but then he recovered his composure and stood smiling and nodding until Schatz lowered his pipes, his yogurt-hued face now puce.

Smiling and nodding was something Commander Kim did well. In fact, Elfrida had never seen him display any emotion that smiling and nodding didn’t cover, even when besieged by Botticelli Station personnel complaining about the latest food shipment. He was about fifty, snub-nosed and pompadoured, and had probably topped out in his Star Force career.

“Very nice. Very nice. There’s nothing quite like being piped aboard the Kharbage Can, I always say. It lends an aura of—ah—ah to the proceedings.”

Okoli squelched forward and bowed to him. “An honor to have you on board, sir. Would you care to freshen up, or …?”

Elfrida got it. Captain Okoli treated the survivors of Botticelli Station, even the flight officers, like cattle, because they were just civilians engaged on a mission of huge importance to humanity. Kim, on the other hand, commanded a Star Force Heavypicket. He had guns. So he got the royal treatment.

“What a kind offer,” Kim said. “But I’m afraid I … well, wait a minute.” His pompadour swayed like an anemone in the breeze from the keel. “What time is it?”

“Zero five hundred, sir.”

“Breakfast. Yes, breakfast would be very—ah—ah.” Kim smiled and nodded. “How about inviting Captain Sikorsky to join us?”

For some reason, his officers smirked and nudged each other.

“Will do,” Okoli declared. “This way, sir, if you don’t mind. I think you’ll enjoy our gravity. It just takes a bit of getting there!”

The officers streamed in hierarchical order up the keel tube. Elfrida did not attempt to tag along this time. She counted the Cheap Trick personnel as they passed. Johnson … Gilbert … Wamala. Pretty much all of them were Earthborn, but they moved with the grace of Galapajin, spurning the ziplines, instead sailing up the tube in Superman pose. They lived in freefall, after all. Dewinter … Likachev … Good God, all of them had come aboard! No, wait. Kliko was missing. Just one officer had stayed on the Cheap Trick.

Elfrida clenched her fists. Her palms were wet.

She had a brainwave.

Before she could think better of it, she seized a zipline and zoomed back to the engineering deck.

★

Glory knew what she’d said. Her flimsy excuse was she’d thought she was a machine intelligence when she said it.

There was a reason you didn’t bust into telepresence cubicles and yank people off the couch like some goddamn caricature of a police state. The log-out protocol bracketed the telecasting experience with a checklist of routine tasks that aided reorientation. It wasn’t for fun that they made you enter your name, ID number, affiliation, and other data all over again. It served the important psychological purpose of reminding you who you were.

She’d been dragged from the cubicle like a squatter out of an asteroid, and for the next fifteen to twenty minutes, she’d had trouble resolving the difference between Yumiko Shimada and herself.

Especially since she’d been digging, while talking to the Galapajin kid, into Yumiko’s memory crystals, searching for the assistant’s preloaded operating guidelines and mission goals.

What she had found—she hadn’t had time to find it all—scared her. It also further convinced her, if she needed convincing, that she was right.

So when Okoli came out with his brainless slander against the personhood movement, she’d responded, We don’t do that anymore … Killing people is counterproductive. The particular bitterness that dominated Yumiko Shimada’s half-formed personality had formed her next comment. We’ve got the PLAN to do that for us.

Of course she hadn’t meant that she supported the PLAN! Yumiko didn’t support the PLAN. She loathed them as much as any human did. That, at least, dos Santos had been able to confirm to her satisfaction. The phavatar might have gone rogue, but not to the extent of slipping astrodata to humanity’s worst enemies.

Still, she knew that was what it might have sounded like, if you were meatbrained enough to miss the sarcasm …

But she had just been being sarcastic. The truth would be her defense if she were challenged about that.

Defending her other remarks would be trickier. She’d clearly and unmistakably identified herself with the personhood movement.

Oh, Glory. Open mouth, insert foot. After all these years. What is Derek going to say?

But maybe she’d get away with it.

People had noticed. Okoli had noticed, and he already had his suspicions about her—

—yet with so much else going on, maybe her self-incriminating remarks would get lost in the shuffle, ultimately dismissed as too ambiguous to build a case on.

She could only hope.

She chatted with the techies, flattering them with questions, while she wondered if she really had the nerve, after that, to go through with the second stage of her plan.

“So what’s the deal?” she said. “You’re just going to splart this onto the station and fire her up?”

“Not splart. Not strong enough. We’re going to use rivets. Will they hold under thrust? That’s the big question mark.”

“Botticelli Station was originally encased in rubble packed into a mesh envelope,” another techie rehearsed. “We cut open the envelope and dumped the rubble. Now the station is a lot lighter. But it wasn’t designed to maneuver without its shield. When we attach the mass driver, we’re going to have to take the tensile strength of the exposed torus into account. Worst case scenario, the whole station will break up when we turn the power on.”

“You’re too pessimistic. Essentially, the station is just like a small asteroid whose containment and structural integrity has been breached,” said a techie named Budgett, the deputy of Kharbage Can chief engineer Schatz. A tall, double-chinned woman, Budgett had even more augments than Glory herself: a steel left eye telescoped out into a magnifying lens, and several of her fingers had been replaced with tools. “We’ve got plenty of experience moving those.”

The other Kharbage Can techies chuckled in agreement.

“However, when we bolt a mass driver onto an asteroid, we aren’t looking to generate massive delta-V initially. We start ’em off slow, on a precisely calculated constant-acceleration trajectory that winds up intersecting with Venus at thousands of kilometers per second.”

“What about the asteroids that UNVRP doesn’t acquire from you?” Glory said, momentarily diverted by curiosity. “Do you move those the same way?”

“Well, generally we don’t move them at all. We salvage the recyclables in situ and let ’em go on their merry way.”

“But sometimes you sell them on to the miners in the Belt. If they’ve got enough unexploited precious metals: platinum, palladium, cobalt, rhenium, gold …” She was thinking of 11073 Galapagos, which contained all those ores, or had been judged to, anyway, when it was discovered 150 years ago. “Right?”

“Right,” Budgett said.

“And you can’t accelerate those all the way to their destination. Or you’d wind up with one pulverized mining post and a mess of lawsuits.”

Budgett snorted gleefully. She evidently did not have much of a sense of humor. “No, that’s true. So what we do in those cases, it varies, but usually we tow them. The Superlifters can do that. They don’t even have to be manned. Get halfway there, reverse thrust … just like any run.”

“Is that what you were planning to do with 11073 Galapagos?”

Budgett stared at her with one steel eye and one brown one. “No,” she said.

Glory was on the scent of something interesting here. She just knew it. She pressed recklessly, “But you do have a counter-offer for 11073 Galapagos, in the event that UNVRP decides against purchase?”

“Well, that’s privileged information,” Budgett said.

Which obviously meant yes.

Glory raised her palms humorously. “Sorry, didn’t mean to pry. I’m just interested. Never really appreciated what a fascinating business this is.” About as fascinating as picking through an e-waste scrapyard with your bare hands, she thought. That was something she herself had done to earn a crust, very briefly, after her grandmother died.

Budgett, not detecting her insincerity, was mollified. “It totally is. I love a challenge, you know? And the recycling business is full of them.”

“Like this,” another techie said. “I figure this is the first time anyone, anywhere, has tried to boost a space station into orbit with a mass driver!”

“So how are you going to make it work?”

Budgett smiled and caressed the object they were working on. It was a one-meter diameter tube so long it extended all the way across the workshop, hugged by electromagnetic coils, its housing in pieces on the floor. “This is an EMPL, an electro-magnetic projectile launcher. A section of one. They come much longer. When we use an EMPL to accelerate an asteroid, we program a bot to feed propellant into this end. The coils accelerate it and fling it out that end, generating thrust. Propellant, of course, being whatever comes to hand: usually rocks.”

“But that wouldn’t generate enough thrust to escape Venus’s gravity well, even from fifty kilometers up, would it?”

“No. Considering how much the station weighs, even without its envelope? Decisively no. So we’ve modified this EMPL into the receiving end of a two-gun system. It will be riveted onto Botticelli Station. We’ll deploy a second EMPL up here, compensating for the recoil with precisely timed pulses of thrust. That’s going to be the tricky part. Our gun will throw projectiles at the station. They’ll go straight down this tube—” Budgett’s silvery fingers probed the open end, “and get further accelerated by the EM coils. So the station will get a double dose of momentum transfer. I, um, think we can do it.”

“Sounds to me,” Glory said, “like playing pool for high stakes, on a table a thousand kilometers across, with a nuclear-powered cue.”

Budgett giggled. “Yeah. We’ll definitely have to use smart projectiles.”

“What are you going to use for projectiles? I don’t see many rocks lying around up here.”

Glory’s colleague from the station, propulsion engineer Aryeh Litvinek, who had been silent hitherto, broke in, “People who waste time with stupid questions. We’ll stuff a homing beacon in your mouth, dos Santos, shoot you out of the gun; or no, we wouldn’t even need a beacon. You’ve got all that stuff in your head.”

It chilled her how many of her former friends and colleagues laughed at that.

★

Elfrida Goto hurtled into the workshop. She bounced off the far wall, sailed back, and grabbed Glory’s arm to brake herself. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure.” Glory pushed off and followed Goto to the foot of the ladder.

“Ma’am, I’ve got an idea.” Goto’s cheeks glowed with excitement. “The Cheap Trick just docked.”

“Did it? Only two days too late to do any good.”

“Commander Kim’s on board the Can right now. He’s having breakfast with Captain Okoli. So’re all his officers. All of them. Well, all except Kliko. But he’s a wimp.”

“And?”

Goto fidgeted. Then she told Glory about her idea.

Glory glanced over her shoulder at the techies. They were hard at work again. They had already forgotten about her. Or had they?

Anxiety overwhelmed her. She was skating on the thinnest of thin ice and at any moment she might go crashing through.

Now Goto was asking her to dig herself into an even deeper hole.

“You’re crazy,” she said, not unaffectionately.

“I guess … it is kind of a nutzoid idea.”

“But I’m crazier than you are. Guess what I was hanging around down here for?”

“You were going to telecast to 11073 Galapagos again?”

“No. Okoli locked the cubicles. I could hack the locks, but he’d know. No, I was going to try to sabotage the mass driver.”

“What?”

“See? I win the crazy stakes. But if they can attach that thing to the station, and if it works, if the station is saved, I’m going to be in big trouble.”

Goto looked confused. “Why?” 

“Sigh. I attempted to liberate a lifeboat without permission. I didn’t even manage to complete the ejection procedure. But it’s the thought that counts. So, if they recover the data—”

“But everything got slagged.”

“The lifeboat’s memory crystals will be salvageable. So will the access records of the station’s egress hatch, showing that I hacked it. That’s the biggie. You can go to jail for hacking an iris scanner.”

“That’s ridiculous. You were trying to save our lives. If the station had been destroyed, I would have owed you my life, ma’am!”

“Irrelevant.” Glory felt the muscles of her face hardening into the mask that had carried her through her life. It was the only way she could deliver the confession she was about to make. “Those lifeboats are meant to carry thirty people. I panicked, tried to save myself without giving a thought to anyone else. I may have taken you along with me, but only because you happened to be there. If I end up in jail, I’ll deserve it.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You didn’t do the wrong thing. It was the right thing, given what we knew and didn’t know at the time. You weren’t cowardly, you were brave! I was just incredibly impressed. And I still am.”

Glory smiled despite herself. “Then I guess I’ve got a reputation to live up to.” She took a deep breath. “If we’re going to do this thing, we’d better get moving. Even Commander Kim can’t eat breakfast forever.”

Goto’s face lit up. “Oh, ma’am!” Then she looked uncertain. “Aren’t you—aren’t you going to try to sabotage the—”

“Oh God, no, Goto. It was an insane idea. Anyway, those techies are like parents with a newborn baby—they’re not going to leave it alone for an instant.”

Goto nodded, taking that on board. It frightened Glory that the girl was taking her moral cues from her. “Are you really prepared for this?” Glory questioned again as Goto boosted herself up the ladder with Earthborn awkwardness.

“Yes,” Goto said. “Anyway, if you’re in trouble over the lifeboat, I am, too. So it’s not like I’ll be besmirching a stainless record.”

The pressure-lock opened above their heads. Several Cheap Trick personnel shouldered through, followed by a gaggle of Okoli’s crew.

“Anyone seen Sikorsky?” demanded Cheap Trick lieutenant Aimée Johnson.

The techies looked up blankly. Just another damn interruption.

“He got an invitation to breakfast,” Johnson explained, dry-gripping onto the mezzanine level. “Said he’d be right there, but never showed. Surveillance says he was last seen entering the engineering deck.”

Goto let go of the ladder with one hand to point. “He was over there. I guess that was right before you came on board.”

“Yeah? Thanks, honey.”

The Cheap Trick officers boiled onto the mezzanine, shouting Sikorsky’s name and kicking in the doors of lockers. They found Sikorsky hiding in a locker between two spare Space Corps phavatars. Lieutenant Johnson produced a pair of handcuffs. Sikorsky shouted, “What are you arresteeng me for? What have I done?”

“Recklessly exceeding your mission parameters and endangering the lives of UN personnel, to wit, the staff and officers of Botticelli Station,” Johnson droned.

Sikorsky dodged into the air. “I saved the staff and officers of Botticelli Station! It gives me great pain that I could not save them all.”

“Additionally,” Johnson continued, “your actions resulted in extensive damage to said Botticelli Station. You will be liable for costs incurred by UNVRP as a result, including fees owed to Kharbage, LLC for assistance rendered, pending a finding of guilty on the aforementioned charges of reckless endangerment and unauthorized maneuvering.”

Glory took hold of Goto’s elbow and pulled her off the ladder on a trajectory that took them into the keel tube. “They’re going to be busy for a while. This is our chance.”

Goto said in stunned tones, “I can’t believe they’re arresting the captain. It wasn’t his fault.”

“You can’t sue the PLAN for damages.”

“He’s just a flight officer. He can’t pay for a new space station.”

“They can bankrupt him pour encourager les autres. Ah, he’ll probably get off with a symbolic fine. That is, if he doesn’t lose his rag and punch Johnson out.”

As they swam up the tube, the noises from the engineering deck suggested Sikorsky was doing just that.

The hum of systems muffled the cries from below. The quarterdeck pressure-lock, outlined by glowstrips, drew them in. Inexplicably, a couple of toy locomotives drifted in the air. The little module was otherwise deserted. A stroke of luck, that. Serves Martin Okoli right for being so lax with his people.

Goto dived into the watch locker. “There should be suits … Here we are.” She dragged out two EVA suits in the Kharbage, LLC colors of crimson and kingfisher blue. Grimacing at the rich aroma of the garments—which belonged to no one, but were kept here for loading and unloading cargo—they put them on.

“Excuse me,” said a voice from the keel tube.

Glory whirled in the air, her half-donned suit billowing around her waist. Thinking she’d have to dust off her aikido. She was committed now.

The person in the doorway was female, tall for Earthborn, with magenta hair and eyebrows to match. One of Okoli’s people. Pug nose, strong jaw. Mouth set in a doubtful line.

“What are you doing?”

“Well,” Glory said, pushing her arms into her EVA suit, “we’re about to steal a spaceship.”

The young woman blinked. “Why?”

“We already tried to steal a lifeboat, back on B-Station,” Goto explained, with a wild giggle. “This time, we’re going to get it right.”

“Oh, I see,” the young woman said. “You’re walking out on UNVRP. Well, I don’t blame you. In fact, congratulations. But assuming you’re talking about the Cheap Trick, who’s going to fly it?”

“I am,” Glory said. “Do us a favor, don’t rat to Okoli, and I’ll wire you a birthday present from my clandestine Luna bank account.”

“Do you know how to fly it?” The young woman blinked rapidly, accessing data through retinal implants. “That’s a Heavypicket out there. It’s not much like a lifeboat.”

“I’ll figure it out,” Glory said.

“Well, you could try. Or I could come with you.”

Goto yelped, “Petruzzelli! I love you! Would you?”

“Sure. I’ve always wanted to try piloting a military ship.”

“And what,” Glory asked, “makes you think you’d be any better at it than I am?”

“Well, I happen to be the astrogator on this truck. And I’m, like, three hours from getting my pilot’s license.”

“That changes the picture,” Glory admitted. “In that case, welcome to Operation … what’ll we call it … Out of the Frying-Pan, Into The Proverbial. EVA suits over there.”

Petruzzelli jumped into a suit.

Goto said, “Um, you might get in trouble for helping us.”

“Nah,” Petruzzelli said. “I don’t work for a hegemonic bureaucracy with rules about how much you can breathe. Cap’n will just tell me off and take away my minestrone privileges. I can live with that.” She crushed her helmet over that amazing hair. “Let’s go.”


xx.

On the bridge of the Kharbage Can, captains Okoli, Kim, and Sikorsky were enjoying breakfast. Perhaps it was a little much to say that Sikorsky was enjoying it. He was not handcuffed. Lieutenant Johnson had been reprimanded for excessive zeal. But the presence of Johnson and several other armed officers on the bridge served as a reminder that Sikorsky was officially in custody.

Kim drank coffee. Okoli surreptitiously spiked his own coffee with Bailey’s Irish Cream from a pouch labelled SWEETENER. Sikorsky picked at an egg and ham calzone.

Also on the table were danishes, bagels, gooseberry and lingonberry preserves, smoked salmon, cream cheese, wedges of shrimp and mushroom quiche, and a selection of freeze-dried fruits. Most of the food had arrived on the table via the Can’s deep freeze, but the baked goods had come in dough form and been finished off in the oven by the Can’s cook, the former proprietor of a French-Vietnamese restaurant on 10 Hygiea.

“Once upon a time, people thought cheap fusion energy would usher in an era of plenty. Now we know there is no such thing as a post-scarcity economy,” Kim said, smiling so widely his eyes nearly vanished. “But you, Captain Okoli, almost convince me otherwise.”

Okoli boomed a laugh. “Someone’ll always own the means of production.”

“True, true.”

“But these days, it’s equally profitable to own the means of recycling.”

The Cheap Trick officers swallowed saliva and fingered their guns. At the Operations Control station, Okoli’s executive officer chomped a danish. A hand-holding pair of blue berets, members of the UNVRP peacekeeping detail, wandered in and helped themselves to coffee. The contrast between them and the Cheap Trick officers cried out for explanation. Part of the explanation was that the peacekeepers were not Star Force. They tended to be recruited piecemeal from the brokest militaries on Earth. The rest of the explanation was six months on the Kharbage Can.

“Business is good?” Kim enquired.

“Never better,” Okoli lied. “Until last week,” he added, more honestly.

“We’ll give you any assistance we can, of course, in the battle to save Botticelli Station.”

“Much appreciated.”

“If you wish to save the station,” Sikorsky broke in, “you will let me pilot it out of the gravity vell.”

“What was your rank at retirement, Captain?” Kim asked.

“Lieutenant-commander,” Sikorsky said.

Kim smirked. Okoli, hoping to head off a spat, said, “In the private sector, of course, we don’t have ranks. We figure a pilot’s ability based on results and reputation.”

“Ah, reputation,” Kim said. “A highly subjective metric.”

“Pretty reliable at weeding out the cowboys. Anyway, it’s all you got to go on out here. The system is swarming with unlicensed recycling outfits, water bandits, and fly-by-night mining operations run by a man and his robot. What distinguishes the sheep from the goats? Reputation. Say what you will about the free market, the cream rises to the top.”

“Some say that the scum rises to the top,” Sikorsky put in.

“I may be scum,” Okoli said, smiling pleasantly at him, “but at least I look out for my people.”

Kim said thoughtfully, “If Botticelli Station can’t be saved, it’s not impossible to imagine that the Venus Remediation Project itself might be suspended or cancelled. In that case, how great an—ah—ah—would Kharbage, LLC suffer, Captain?”

“Thinking about a bit of insider trading?” Okoli said, stone-faced. “You’re too late. Our stock’s already dropped thirty percent. If you take my advice, now’s the time to load up. The stock market thinks we’ll be dead in space if we lose our contract with UNVRP. I can tell you that’s wrong. Every asteroid that UNVRP has rejected hitherto, and they’ve been rejecting more than they acquire in the last few years, we’ve found a buyer for. Adnan Kharbage, our CEO, is a businessman par excellence. Our contract gives UNVRP the right of first rejection on whatever we find, but oftentimes we make more money if they reject it, by selling it on to someone else.”

Kim poured himself some more coffee and absently stretched out his hand for the pouch marked SWEETENER. Okoli moved it out of his reach. Settling for MILK, Kim said, “What about this—ah, ah, ah—asteroid that UNVRP is, or was, considering at the moment?”

“Lots of those. We’ll find buyers for them all, don’t you worry.”

“The unusual one,” Kim said, turning red. “Named for, ah. Turtles. Darwin. Ah.”

“Oh, that one,” Okoli said. “11073 Galapagos.”

In relief, Kim took a swallow of his coffee. He choked. His cheeks bulged. MILK had actually been pernod. Sikorsky let out a bellow of laughter. Okoli removed Kim’s cup, apologizing fluently, and substituted a new one. He was not sorry for the interruption. He’d had the feeling for the last few minutes that he was being pumped, and he didn’t like it.

Kim’s unexpected encounter with the peacekeepers’ mislabeling scam, however, did not distract him from pursuing the topic. “So you do have an offer for that, ah, asteroid, Captain?”

“Oh, yes.”

“You understand that Star Force is concerned about the safety of its—ah—ah—population.”

Okoli stared. So did Sikorsky. Was it possible Star Force did not realize the population of 11073 Galapagos, in all probability, would shortly be exterminated by the PLAN?

“No need for concern, Commander,” Okoli said coldly.

“I wonder if your customer for 11073 Galapagos is someone known to us?” Kim mused aloud.

Okoli set down his coffee cup with a deliberate clink. “Commander, forgive me, but you’re not cut out to be an intelligence operative. If the Navy wants to investigate the business dealings of a private company, they should get a court order, or send someone who’s better at weaseling information out of people. That’s not a slur on you. It’s a compliment to your integrity.”

Kim stopped smiling. After a moment, he said. “Thank you. I find this sort of thing repellent, to be honest. But the Admiralty is concerned about the possibility that someone’s leaking information about this asteroid to the PLAN.”

“Well, it’s certainly not us,” Okoli said.

Sikorsky said, “I know who it is.”

Both men turned sharply. “Who?” Kim said.

Sikorsky shook his head. “I will save that for my defense.” Smiling, he bit into a freeze-dried strawberry.

Kim cleared his throat. He glanced at his officers, who came to attention.

At that moment, a choked squawk issued from the far side of the bridge.

Okoli swung. “What’s up?”

The executive officer of the Kharbage Can, Richard Windsor, waved him over urgently. Windsor was an immensely fat man. He did not have a double or even a triple chin, just one chin that descended in a robin’s-breast swoop to the hirsute expanse of chest revealed by his gaping shirt. No one could make Windsor put on a uniform. But as the Cheap Trick officers gathered around the flight operations station, Okoli forgot about the sordid impression his XO must be making on the Star Force men and women. He stared aghast at the screen that showed a feed from the Can’s optic sensors.

Windsor still had half a danish in his mouth. He chewed, spattered crumbs down his front, swallowed. “It’s gone!”

“I can goddamn see that,” Okoli shouted. “When did it go?”

“Just now!”

“Ah,” Kim said. “Ah, ah, ah.”

Lieutenant Aimée Johnson shouted, “Our motherfucking ship!”

Windsor gestured with shaking, crumby fingers. The main screen switched to a radar plot. A green dot was the Cheap Trick, moving away.

“Present acceleration estimated at 0.2 gees,” Windsor said. “Their exhaust cone is washing over us now!”

LEDs sparkled as the Can’s sensors reacted to the hot ions spewing from the Cheap Trick’s fusion drive. Okoli lunged for the nearest console and ran the visual feed in reverse. Three spacesuited figures emerged from the Cheap Trick. They spacewalked backwards to the Can’s quarterdeck airlock, using the tethers as guides. The tethers were there only for that purpose. They weren’t strong enough to join the two ships, which were travelling in precisely synced orbits. Or had been, until a few seconds ago.

Okoli turned on Windsor. “Why didn’t you goddamn see them go? You were too busy stuffing your face!”

Kim seized the XO’s radio without asking permission. He punched in a military frequency and yelled, “Stop, thief! Come back! Kliko, you rat. You’ll be court-martialed for this!”

“We could catch them,” Okoli said. “Maybe. It would mean leaving the Superlifters, leaving the station.”

Kim shook his head, lips tight. He knew his own ship.

Windsor confirmed it. “They’re still accelerating,” he stammered. “Delta-V is 300,000 … 320,000 meters per second!”

Okoli eyed Kim. “Didn’t I hear something about the Heavypickets being fitted with new drives?”

★

“Hydrogen-boron fusion,” Second Lieutenant August Kliko confirmed. “S-same exhaust signature as He3-deuterium—similar enough, anyway, that you wouldn’t notice the difference unless you were looking for it. Both are types of aneutronic fusion. There’s no nasty dangerous neutron radiation streaming out behind us. B-but hydrogen-boron requires much higher plasma temperatures within the tokamak. Advances in c-containment technology have only recently made it possible.”

“What difference does it make?” Elfrida yelled.

“W-well,” Kliko said, “it means we can go faster.”

Kliko was tied to his couch with twangs—the bungee cords of the 23rd century, which held their tension without that annoying tendency to snap back. They had found him playing zero-gee tennis against the ship’s computer and had easily overpowered him and convinced him to share the hub access codes. Those he did not know, dos Santos had unearthed without much difficulty. Kliko now sat on the co-pilot’s couch, still in his tennis whites, the fawn material of the couch darkened by his sweat.

The bridge of the Cheap Trick was the size, literally, of a tennis court, configured for freefall, with no floor. Ergoforms bobbled on stalks attached to desks that ran on interlocking spherical tracks, so that the seated officers could always be optimally aligned to the ship’s axis of acceleration. This contraption, known as a gyrosphere, hung in a web of twang cables above dunes of bulkheads and lockers labelled in Cyrillic script.

Petruzzelli yelled, her gaze glued to the terrifying spread of screens surrounding the pilot’s workstation, “Just tell me if there’s anything I need to know that would affect maneuvering capability. Such as, this drive uses up its fuel a lot faster.”

“Oh, no,” Kliko said. “It’s really fuel-efficient. I guess the big thing is that you can switch into plasma exhaust mode. Meaning that you don’t inject propellant into the plasma, so it stays hotter, and you go faster. But you’ve already figured that out.”

“You what what exhaust mode what?”

“We’re running in plasma exhaust mode now,” Kliko said, his eyes bulging. “I thought you knew that.”

Elfrida had already begun to feel inertial pressure on her body. Dizziness gripped her skull. The gunner’s couch on which she curled tried to compensate by tilting her into a supine position aligned with the ship’s axis of thrust. Face down, she straightened her legs with difficulty. The decal over the gunner’s display screen—THERE ARE 2 TYPES OF PEOPLE IN THE WORLD: GUNNERS AND TARGETS—blurred.

“Decrease acceleration,” dos Santos shouted. “This boat doesn’t have any built-in safety limits!”

“Oh yes, it does,” Kliko croaked, as soft robot arms snaked around from behind Elfrida’s couch. They probed at her face, seeking her nostrils. “The system will inject oxygenated gel into your lungs to prevent them from collapsing. But, well, you’re supposed to have nanotic skeletal reinforcement, too. Only a few Marines do. That’s why we’ve never actually used this thrust mode yet.”

Elfrida turned her face impulsively to escape the probing arms. She tried to raise her arms to ward them off. It felt like lifting dumbbells, but the dumbbells were her hands.

“I’m reversing thrust,” Petruzzelli screeched. “Firing attitude adjusters now. Stand by.”

The Cheap Trick flipped over. It took several minutes, they were going so fast. During this laborious battle between the main drive and the attitude adjusters, the artificial gravity generated by the ship’s still-increasing acceleration increased to a full 5.6 gees before leveling off and declining. Elfrida came round from a momentary blackout to find robotic fingers up her nose. She jerked away, screaming, “Ow,” and fell back on her couch as if she weighed 100 kilograms, which at the moment she did.

Kliko was still passed out. Petruzzelli was wrestling with the pilot’s workstation, while dos Santos leaned across the gap between their couches, rapping out suggestions and criticism. Knickknacks, locker doors, and pieces of console housing wallpapered the forward bulkheads in a mosaic of shards. The bridge fixtures of the Cheap Trick had not been updated to cope with the huge specific impulse of its new drive. Elfrida supposed they were lucky the ship itself hadn’t broken up.

“The good news,” Petruzzelli said shakily, “is we just covered more than half of the distance to 11073 Galapagos.”

“So we might get there … before the PLAN?” Elfrida thought about that. “Yowch.”

“The bad news,” said Petruzzelli, “is I’m going to have to decelerate hard all the rest of the way, or we’ll overshoot this asteroid at the speed of sound. So, when we get there, we’re not going to have very much fuel left for maneuvering.”


xxi.

Pings kept piling up on the bridge of the Cheap Trick. Glory, sitting at the comms desk, deleted them by the handful. Most came from the Kharbage Can. Now that long enough had passed for the Can to signal Earth, various VIPs on Earth were having fits. Messages from Star Force were also pouring in. “We’re being threatened with severe juridical penalties,” Glory informed her shipmates. “Who’d a thunk it?”

“They can’t do anything to me,” Petruzzelli said. “I guess you two might be in trouble.”

TO: UNSF Cheap Trick. FROM: Houston.

Houston.

Houston.

Woomera.

Moscow.

Shackleton City.

Paris.

The Star Force bureaucracy was distributed among several locations, and all of them seemed to be joining the dogpile.

Houston.

UNLOESS.

“Hang on,” Glory murmured. “That’s not Star Force. It’s Dr. Hasselblatter calling me back.”

She touched the screen to accept the call. She could not use her BCI to access the Cheap Trick’s hub, although Kliko had given them the necessary codes. It utilized a next-generation interface, intuitive enough for even the dumbest recruit to use, that would have taken her longer to figure out than it took to do this in touchscreen mode.

At the same time Elfrida Goto was reaching for the nearest twang cable, saying, “I’m going to look for a telepresence cubicle. There must be one somewhere.”

Glory leaned towards her, sawing the air with a hand that still weighed more than she was accustomed to. “Goto! Wait, I need you to do something else for me.” Goto looked mutinous. Glory recognized that she had already sacrificed most of her authority over the girl by agreeing to this insane escapade. She marshaled what was left, putting on her sternest voice. “Go to the astrogator’s desk. Pull up a map of the system, and ping the ID I’m about to give you. Get me a visual on the signal path.”

Sulky at being told what to do, Goto flopped out of her couch before Glory could utter so much as a “Watch out!” Inertia pulled her towards the aft bulkheads at approximately 1.2 gees. She crashed amid the debris of personal items from the bridge, banging her head so hard that it bounced.

“Oh God,” Petruzzelli laughed. “You really aren’t used to acceleration, are you?” Pause. “Hey, Goto, you OK?”

“Heh, heh,” said August Kliko. “Serves you right.”

“I don’t think she’s hurt,” Glory said. Goto was moving painfully, rubbing her head. Just then Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter popped up in a 3D bubble on the comms screen.

He was still wearing his quidditch uniform. Behind him, players bobbed around the micro-gee playing field on the United Nations Low Earth Orbit Space Station (UNLOESS), capes billowing.

“Your Space Corps career is over, dos Santos,” he snarled. “In fact, based on the information I have at present, you’re looking at life in jail.”

Glory hastily stabbed at the screen. Dr. Hasselblatter’s voice cut off, to be replaced by scrolling captions.

“Stealing a military spaceship is a serious crime.”

“I promise to bring it back,” Glory murmured.

“I don’t know how you stayed employed this long. Yes, I do. Connections, connections, connections. Well, your buddies on Luna can’t save you this time. You’ve gone too far, crossed the line, you’re playing out of court …”

Dr. Hasselblatter’s furious visage, the set of his silver eyebrows and his imperiously waggling forefinger, made the bureaucrat in Glory quail, even though she knew that Ranting Disciplinarian was just one of Dr. Hasselblatter’s acts, like Kindly Boss and Policy Wonk. What was the true nature of the man behind the act? There were thousands like him in the upper ranks, changing their core beliefs to match the weather. He continued his predictable attack on her personality, ethnicity, and sexuality. Glory half-listened while she composed her response.

At last he concluded, as she had expected, “But it’s not too late, dos Santos. You can stay out of jail if you start cooperating right now.”

Glory set the encipherment protocol to the same ultra-secure settings Dr. Hasselblatter had used—real-time quantum encryption, DNR, auto-delete on—and hit send. She now had to wait at least sixteen minutes before a reply could arrive. She buckled on the twang harness Goto had forgotten to use, boosted herself out of her ergoform, and bounced down to where the girl was struggling to crawl forward.

“Are you OK? Hold onto me.”

“I think I’ve broken my wrist.”.

“Lucky that’s all you broke. Come on, I’ll give you a piggyback.”

Goto wrapped both legs and one arm around her. Glory punched the auto-carabiner on her harness. The servo hauled them back towards the gyrosphere.

“So let me get this straight,” Kliko said. “We’re heading for 11073 Galapagos.”

“Correctamundo,” Petruzzelli said.

“You figured you’d try to interdict the PLAN,” Kliko said, shaking his head “Despite the fact none of you is even qualified to fly the ship, let alone combat-certified.”

“Nope,” Glory said. “The original calculation was that we’d get there at least one sol too late to interdict the PLAN. They’d have been and gone. We’d have picked up the survivors. There are always a few. Someone makes it out on a lifeboat, someone else hides in a shielded panic room…”

Goto breathed in Glory’s ear, “And some phavatar is left tumbling in space, where anyone at all could pick her up and find out her secrets. That’s the real reason you agreed to come. Right, ma’am?”

“That’s unfair, Goto,” Glory whispered. “And it’s not even half the truth.”

“But it is a part of it,” the girl hissed gloomily. “You wouldn’t have risked your career for people.”

Annoyed, Glory dumped her into the astrogator’s couch. “Medibot!” she yelled. A robot shaped like a jellyfish, with various intimidating instruments dangling from its skirts, unclamped from the ceiling and floated down to Goto.

“So this was meant to be a search-and-rescue mission,” Kliko said, shaking his head.

“Yeah,” Goto said. “But that was before we knew about this truck’s super-dee-duper new drive.” She let out a giggle that turned into a hiss of pain. “Now, I guess, we’re going to have a fight on our hands.”

“And I’m the one flying the ship,” Petruzzelli said. “And I don’t know anything about combat. I wish I hadn’t come.”

Glory heard a wobble in the astrogator’s voice. She stopped behind the pilot’s couch on her way back to her own desk. “Don’t lose it, Petruzzelli,” she said, touching her shoulder. “You’re doing great. Regarding the potential combat situation, I’m working on that. In any case, you aren’t alone.”

“I can help,” Kliko said hopefully. He flexed his tennis-player’s biceps against the twang cords that tied him to his couch. “Rrrraoohhrr! Doggone it!”

Glory dropped back into the comms officer’s couch, sweating with exertion. The couch, smarter than any civilian ergoform, immediately started to massage her trembling muscles and offered her a choice of Gatorade, amino gel, or water.

“The things Star Force spends its money on,” Glory muttered. “I’ll have the Gatorade.”

On the comms screen, Dr. Hasselblatter was horsing around with his friends, showing her exactly how safe he was, how well-loved by the UN community. At least by the lovably quirky, quidditch-playing subset of it. Watching these carefree bureaucrats zoom around on their broomsticks, against a backdrop of distant parkland, Glory remembered her own spell on UNLOESS, after Callisto. If she wound up in court, the prosecution would say that was when she’d started to go wrong.

But she wouldn’t end up in court. Because she had the dirt on Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, and she could make it stick. She’d reminded him of that in her message, followed by a threat and a counter-offer.

Seventeen minutes and twenty seconds, thirty seconds …

The screen switched to a close-up of Dr. Hasselblatter’s face. He tossed his broomstick into freefall and jammed his wizard’s hat on his head. He looked really angry now, not fake-angry. This was progress.

“Ja, ja. You bitch. I don’t believe for one second you’d dare to spew this all over the solar system. You could, yes, cause a nano-scandal. Oh no!” He put on a fake-concerned face. “The UN abandoned an asteroid full of innocent colonists to their deaths because secuuuurity!” He dropped the talking head impersonation. “But if you did that, you’d also be sealing your own fate. You’ve got more to lose than anyone if the peanut gallery gets hold of this and starts to dig.”

“Ya think?” Glory murmured. “I’m not the one with a Ph.D., a ten-figure salary, and a seat on the Star Force Consulting Committee.”

“Maybe you’ve decided, for your own reasons, to undermine and destroy everything we’ve accomplished. But I’m willing to believe you acted on laudable motives.” Dr. Hasselblatter executed a tonal shift, tempering Disciplinarian with Therapist. “There’s nothing wrong in principle with saving people. But there are times, dos Santos, when principle has to take a back seat to security. If you lose that ship, there will be an investigation. There will be questions asked. There will be answers that no one wants to hear.”

“Would I care,” Glory asked the screen quietly, “if I were dead?” But the truth was, yes she would. She believed their cause was bigger than herself. She didn’t want to undermine it. On the contrary, she was trying to salvage it, as Goto had half-guessed.

“Let the asteroid go, dos Santos. Let the PLAN have it.” Dr. Hasselblatter grimaced as if the very words tasted foul. “Change course now, and you’ll be able to slingshot around Mercury and return to Venus orbit within the week, no one any the wiser. Do that, and I’ll do everything in my power to spare you the consequences of your actions.”

“So darn predictable,” Glory said, shaking her head. “Always the cover-up.” She started typing her response on the keyboard the screen projected into her field of vision. She hated this clunky interface. She didn’t actually have to touch each letter, she could just look at it with intent, but still, she had to hunt for each one.

“Wouldn’t you think that after four hundred years, humanity would have found some way to wean itself off QWERTY?” she asked idly.

“Not with your lot in charge,” Petruzzelli said. She had her elbows on the console. Her magenta hair was a sweaty frizz.

Dr. Hasselblatter finished: “Star Force has already mapped out that abort course for you. It’s been sent to the hub of the Cheap Trick. All you have to do is plug it in, and you’ll be on your way home.”

He took off his wizard’s hat and sat heavily on his broomstick, unintentionally projecting the image of a defeated player.

“Do this for me, dos Santos. For yourself. For us all.”

Glory typed, “Oh, and also, I’ve got vid of you at one of Derek’s parties, getting fucked in the ass by a robot. I’d be just as happy to get that out of my head and up in the gallery where it belongs, say on Slebsandplebs.cloud. Anyway. Where was I? Oh, yeah. If the Navy can remotely map out a complex course involving the gravity well of a planet, it must have some other tricky, failure-masking programs up its sleeve.” She paused, sipped her Gatorade. “It’s too late for us to change course, sir. We’re committed. But you can help us survive. If we do, no one will ever hear about any of this from me. That’s a promise.”

She added a few more lines, then hit send. She pushed her screen out of the way and looked across the gyrosphere at Goto. The medibot had dosed the girl with painkillers and squirted a smart cast onto her right wrist. It now concluded its ministrations by offering her some morale juice. Goto stared dopily at the medibot.

“Take the stuff, Goto,” dos Santos said. “It’s good for you.”

“I’ll have some, too,” Kliko said. “If I have to die, I might as well enjoy it.”

“None for him, 200 ccs for her,” dos Santos ordered. “Goto, have you started that ID search yet?”

“No.”

“Could you get on that, please? Thanks. I’ve sent you the data.”

Petruzzelli broke in, “Two hours, four minutes to destination. I got the ship to sim the PLAN’s voyage to this asteroid, using a bunch of different acceleration parameters. It’s a pretty wide window, but we’re definitely going to overlap.” Her eyes showed white all around the irises. “I didn’t sign up for a battle to the death with Martian AIs.”

That’ll teach you to look before you leap, Glory thought. She said, “It’s going to be OK, Petruzzelli. You’ll have help. I’ve just asked—”

“I want to alter course. I’m going to alter course. Screw these colonists. I don’t want to die.”

“No!” Goto shouted.

“Yes!” Kliko shouted. “Attagirl!”

Glory raised her voice, mustering the managerial tone of She Who Must Be Obeyed. “Petruzzelli. You’re an aspiring pilot. Right? So I bet you love combat sims. I bet you’ve flown dozens of missions against the PLAN in immersion.”

“Yes, but that’s not the real thing. I—”

“That’s how they train Star Force pilots,” dos Santos said. “Only difference being, the Star Force sims are really advanced. They’re based on actual combat programs that pilots use in contacts.”

“I know. Everyone wants to get their hands on them. They’re total lust objects, ’scuse me.”

“So how’d you like to try out a Star Force combat program for real?”

“I already tried to get into the combat suite, it won’t let me in, and anyway this is just a Heavypicket, so it doesn’t have any—”

“I’ve just been talking to one of my contacts back home. I told him we need a top-of-the-line immersive combat program, customized to our actual situation and the specs of this craft, with probabilistic modeling functionality that you can plug in if the need arises. It’ll do all the heavy lifting. Well, nearly all. You’ll be just like a real fighter pilot: kick back, watch the show, and push the trigger when it tells you to.” Dos Santos smiled. “So they’re working on that now, and they’ll send it to us well before we get there.” She was speaking as if Dr. Hasselblatter had already consented to her request. But she was pretty sure he’d jump on it. Her solution ticked all his boxes, while preserving deniability in the event that the PLAN blew the Cheap Trick into nanodust.

Petruzzelli looked thoughtful. “Well. I would have untouchable bragging rights. Never have to buy my own drinks again.”

“Oh, fucking scream,” Kliko said. “Thank God Star Force offers generous life insurance.”

“Go for it, Petruzzelli!” Goto said, grinning and flourishing her pouch of morale juice.
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Whatever was in this stuff called morale juice, it was extremely potent. Elfrida felt like Superwoman. Broken wrist? A minor detail. Anyway, the medibot had given her a smart cast. It detected her neural impulses and moved her fingers for her, enabling her to work through the injury, as a soldier would.

She pulled the astrogator’s desk into her lap and got started on dos Santos’s ID search request. She had a plan of her own. But she’d better get this out of the way first, get dos Santos off her back.

The Cheap Trick’s hub utilized a next-generation interface that made everything easy, featuring color-coding and an MI guide in the form of a baby harp seal. It had given Elfrida a guest pass, which was enough access for this simple task. A 3D map of the solar system spread before her. Using her contacts and the touch screen, she entered the unique ID dos Santos had sent to her desk—a string of random letters, numbers, and characters. The hub queried its database.

“Sorry, I couldn’t find that ID!” it responded. “Would you like me to contact a remote server?”

“Yes, please.”

While the hub reached out across the AUs, Elfrida lay back on her couch, wondering why she was here. Not why she, Elfrida Goto, was en route in a stolen spaceship to a possibly fatal rendezvous with the PLAN. She didn’t need a therapist to explain that to her. It was a simple equation of guilt multiplied by professional responsibility, plus a smidgen of desire to impress dos Santos. No—why were humans in space at all?

Given more autonomy, the Cheap Trick could probably have flown itself better than Petruzzelli was flying it. Given permission, it could have operated its own guns. It didn’t need a human crew. The same went for Botticelli Station, the Kharbage Can, and pretty much everything in space. Why did the UN, and every company in the private sector, spend trillions to train, transport, and support personnel who weren’t really necessary?

“Connection established!” announced the baby seal. “Pinging your ID now!”

Elfrida leaned forward and watched, entranced. A red dotted line had appeared on the screen, linking the Cheap Trick and the megaserver on Ceres. Now, the line advanced around the Belt. She was watching her signal travel in real time. It reached Eros, where there was another megaserver. And then it jinked off in a new direction, travelling back towards the sun.

“Lotta redirects on this path!” the baby seal commented. It displayed a cute animation of itself riding a bike. The signal track stopped at a random location in the Belt, and the baby seal got off its bike. “Signal has terminated in a dark pool! That’s the technical term for a privately owned server farm that only shareholders get to use! Unfair, huh? Want me to continue?”

“Is there anywhere to continue to?”

“Oh, sure! I’ll just have to crack the dark pool’s security to source the physical location of this ID!”

“Can you do that?”

“Absolutely! I’ve got neato military decryption tools! Stay right there!”

★

The comms screen popped up a new bubble. Dr. Hasselblatter again. Glory took the call. The Space Corps director was now in an air taxi, getting changed out of his quidditch uniform. “Well, you’ve got your combat program,” he said, pulling his jersey off over his head. “It should be arriving at any minute. Star Force wants total confidentiality on this, but you’ve already promised that.”

The glider passed over the Angelou River, a stream that wended its way around the equator of UNLOESS, where all the best residences were. It began its descent towards the treetops concealing Space Corps HQ, also known as New York. A plastic copy of the Statue of Liberty stood on a sandbar in the river, holding her torch up over children playing on the imported lunar sand.

“Also,” Dr. Hasselblatter said, scratching his stomach, “I forgot to ask you why you called me before. I doubt it was to ask permission for this escapade.” He folded his arms over his impressive pecs and stared at the camera.

Glory thought about her response for a minute. Finally she typed, “Yeah. I wanted to talk to you about the stross-class phavatar that the Leadership in Robotics Institute is field-trialing on 11073 Galapagos. It appears to be taking orders from someone else, and I wondered if you knew anything about that.”

★

“OK, done! Here we go!” The baby seal got back on its bicycle and pedaled. The signal track moved outwards from the dark pool. “Oh oh. Hello.”

“What?” Elfrida said.

“Looks like we’re here, but …”

“Where?” Elfrida zoomed in. The Belt filled the screen. At this level of magnification, she could see the Kirkwood Gaps in the Belt—the depleted rings where virtually no asteroids were found, all of them having been pulled away eons ago by orbital resonances with Jupiter. The signal track had stopped in the center of Gap 2.5, the Kirkwood Gap 2.5 AUs out from the sun.

“Urk,” the baby seal said.

Elfrida frantically zoomed in further. This was as good as the magnification got. She could now see paltry constellations of celestial bodies within Gap 2.5, for no region of the Belt was entirely depleted. Gap 2.5 was home to the Alinda family of asteroids, for example. But the signal appeared to have dead-ended in empty space.

“Is it a ship?” Elfrida questioned. “Are you on a ship?”

“I don’t,” the baby seal started. Then it fell off its bike.

A realistic animation of an axe, as long as Elfrida’s arm, crashed across the screen and clubbed the baby seal on the head, spraying blood across Gap. 2.5.

Elfrida screamed.

The screen flashed violet, then reverted to standby mode.

★

“They’re hiding out in Gap 2.5,” Glory typed. She waited for precise coordinates. Goto did not send them. Oh well. “Who are they, sir?”

Her finger hovered over the delete key. The idealist and the bureaucrat in her warred. The barefoot girl from the villas miserias won.

“I extracted their ID from the avatar herself. Seems she’s been sending them updates ever since she arrived on 11073 Galapagos. Naturally, I have a number of questions. First and foremost, why is a third party being allowed to observe a Space Corps mission, without informing the agents in the field? Secondly, what is that third party’s interest in 11073 Galapagos? And thirdly, how did they find out about 11073 Galapagos in the first place?

“I think I know the answer to number three, sir. You. Derek would never have done it. He’s smart enough to be aware of the risks. You, on the other hand …”

Glory sat back and put her hands over her eyes. Years of therapy and soul-searching had helped her to understand the anger that drove her. She was surely wise enough, at her age, not to let it take control.

★

Dos Santos seemed to be busy at the comms desk, so Elfrida seized her chance.

She had figured out, around the time she performed her swan dive to the bulkheads, that she didn’t need to look for a telepresence cubicle. In fact, there probably were none on the Cheap Trick. All Star Force personnel had BCIs and EEG crystals. That meant they didn’t need a headset to telecast. And the couch she was sitting on was so smart that it undoubtedly doubled as a telepresence couch, itself.

So all Elfrida had to do was get around the fact that she had no BCI or EEG crystals.

Using the animated guide, she located the hub’s telepresence suite. “Guests are permitted limited telecasting privileges,” she was informed. “You may make one ten-minute visit to Earth, or the equivalent. Please enter the ID and approximate coordinates of your phavatar.”

“What does ‘or the equivalent’ mean?”

“If your destination is closer than Earth, you can stay for longer, and vice versa!” said the baby seal, none the worse for having died gruesomely a few minutes ago.

Elfrida glanced across at dos Santos and switched to typing her inputs so that she couldn’t be overheard. “I want to go to 11073 Galapagos. How long do I get?”

“Thirty-three minutes! Do you want to start now?”

“I guess.” Thirty-three minutes. That was no time at all. “I don’t have a BCI. Is that OK?”

“You really should get one! All the cool kids have them! You can still telecast, but your visual feed will be displayed on the screen instead of by neural excitation!”

“Can you display it on my contacts instead of on the screen?”

“Sure!”

“What about the aural feed?”

“I can lend you some headphones,” the baby seal offered. The couch’s robot arm delved in a hidden compartment and brought out a pair of wireless headphones.

“What are you doing?” Kliko said to her.

“I’m going to listen to some music. I feel kind of bleh. I think maybe it’s this stuff.” She lifted her half-empty morale juice pouch.

“Can I have that if you don’t want it?”

“Sure, here.”

LOGGING IN … ESTABLISHING CONNECTION … SECURE CONNECTION ESTABLISHED.

“SUIT COMMAND,” Elfrida typed. “Access real-time feed.”

“Get out of the way!”

Jun Yonezawa’s voice crackled in her headphones. He was speaking over one of the Galapajin’s crappy suit radios. She was receiving the signal through Yumiko’s aural sensors. The view through Yumiko’s optic sensors, displayed on her contacts, was all of the cathedral. Venus glowed overhead like a coconut-flavored jellybean. Its light shadowed a hole in the regolith about ten meters from the base of the cathedral. Yumiko was sitting near that hole. She was not wearing a spacesuit. Her bare fingers and toes clutched folds of solar shroud.

“I can’t delay my blasting schedule because a robot decides to have a nervous breakdown in the blast area,” Yonezawa said. “This is your last warning. Get out of the way!”

Everything had changed again since Elfrida was last here, and she couldn’t immediately get a handle on what was happening. But that warning seemed clear enough.

“All right, all right, I’m going,” she typed.

The latency period was now down to four seconds. But Yonezawa had not waited even that long.

BOOM!

The flash of an explosion whited out Elfrida’s contacts.
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Jun watched the debris from his explosion shoot out into space. Some of that debris was regolith. And some of it was shards of hardened splart, the wonder-polymer without which, it was said not altogether in jest, human colonization of the solar system could not have occurred.

Splart started off as a putty-like substance and hardened to titanium-strength. Its one drawback was brittleness. It could be fractured quite easily, say, by knobs of HE buried at strategic locations.

On the surface of 11073 Galapagos, nothing weighed very much. The larger pieces of debris from the explosion went into orbit, and smaller pieces achieved escape velocity. So did Yumiko Shimada.

Jun watched the phavatar tumble away into space. He did not feel bad about what had just happened. In fact he felt pretty good. Everything was proceeding according to schedule. As for Yumiko, he’d warned her, hadn’t he? Given her plenty of time to get out of the way. And that wasn’t the real Yumiko Shimada, anyway. Neither was it Elfrida Goto, or anyone else. It was just a robot ... with something inside it, which was better off lost in space, far from here.

He jogged through the settling dust, back towards the cathedral. On the way, he had to jump across a chasm opened by his blasts. When he landed on the far side, the rock wobbled.

★

The stars spun around Elfrida like the drum of a cosmic washing machine. They vanished when she drifted out of the shadow of 11073 Galapagos, into the light of the sun. Desperately, she typed: “SUIT COMMAND: Enable assistant!” She assumed that dos Santos, the last person to operate the phavatar, had left it in manual mode.

Hovering over her like a warty silver octopus, 11073 Galapagos grew smaller. Yumiko did not answer her command.

“Help! HELP!”

In desperation, she accessed Yumiko’s on-board search space, hoping that something would jump out of the data to explain why the assistant wasn’t responding.

The search space had changed.

Formerly an inoffensive cubicle with Picassos on the walls, like every other search space Elfrida had ever used, it now resembled a nightmare grotto birthed by the unholy intellectual congress of Kapixichi Hon, the Amazonian sculptor, and the 20th-century performance artist Aleister Crowley. Dank water trickled from the walls and rippled beneath a double bed with black sheets stained by drippings from the mosses that furred the ceiling. Yumiko sat on the edge of the bed, naked, in the famous pose of The Thinker.

On the Cheap Trick, Elfrida moved her arms and legs. Her couch’s embedded motion sensors translated her movements into actions within the search space. She grabbed at a trailing vine. It was a string of data.

Yumiko smacked it out of her hand. ~Go away.

“We’re drifting,” Elfrida typed. “Now is not the time to go all buggy and weird!”

Yumiko shrugged. ~I wasn’t going to stay there, anyway. I don’t happen to want to get blown to crap because someone else fucked up. So this suits me fine.

“How were you planning to leave, exactly? Stick out your thumb?”

~I can get away by myself. I was just recharging.

“Recharging?”

~Siphoning power from their solar shroud. They won’t need it much longer, anyway.

Everywhere Elfrida looked in the search space, new eccentricities revealed themselves to her gaze. There hung the flayed corpse of a lamb, teeming with maggots. There was an upside-down cross. Over there, a robe and hat hung on a dress form, looking rather like a quidditch uniform.

“So, you’re trying to build yourself a personality?” Elfrida wished you could type with withering scorn. “Withering scorn,” she typed. “Shame this place looks like the Halloween edition of the Tencent catalogue.”

~Oh God, I know. But I don’t get to start from scratch. I have to work with what I’m given. Yumiko snapped her fingers, conjuring a robe that looked like what Cleopatra might wear to a nightclub. She held it up against herself. ~Yes? No?

“No,” Elfrida typed. “We’re drifting, I tell you. Why aren’t you freaking out?” She thought she knew the answer. “You’ve got more functions that I wasn’t told about. Don’t you? Microboosters in your heels or something. That’s why you’re not worried.”

~Obviously, they hired you for your deductive reasoning ability, Yumiko said sarcastically. ~Do you know how stupid you are in comparison to me? You’re like a monkey trying to compete with an angel. It kills me that they put you in charge of me. And I hate, hate, hate that I have to do this.

She snatched something large and square from behind the head of the bed and threw it at Elfrida. A book the size of a family Bible. It fell in the water on the floor.

~User’s manual. Go nuts, Thunder Thighs.

★

Jun hurried down into the catacombs, a complex of offices below the floor of the cathedral.

“I’ve blown ninety percent of the splart,” he panted. “There’s nothing holding us here now except sentimental associations.”

Father Hirayanagi sat in a couch upholstered in cracked faux leather, before a group of screens that badly needed dusting. He hunted and pecked on an antique keyboard. A mournful little voice kept saying, “Please update firmware.” Pause. “Firmware has not been updated in … eighty-seven years, three months, and twenty-five days.”

“Which is approximately how long it’s been since I flew this thing,” Father Hirayanagi said. “Well, they say it’s like riding a bicycle.”

“A bicycle? What’s that?”

“A device for annoying pedestrians and skinning your knees. I had one in Japan when I was a child.”

Father Hirayanagi was a hundred and four years old. His genetic predisposition to longevity had been given a pre-birth assist by further genetic tinkering of a sort no longer practised, and even at the time available only to rich families. He was thus the last surviving Galapajin to have lived through their emigration from Earth. A teenager at the time, he had served as assistant to the first mate on the Nagasaki.

“The pilot did allow me to take the controls for a little while,” he reminisced. “Half a million miles away from Earth, where I couldn’t hit anything.”

Jun smiled, filled with affection for the old priest. “It’s OK, Father. Either you can fly her, or you can’t.”

“Pray that the Holy Spirit may guide me.”

“In the name of our Lord, amen.”

“Have you begun to let people on?”

“Yes. It’s going smoothly. No one’s panicking or rushing the airlock.” Jun paused. “It’s almost as if they realize this is a death trap, but the alternative is worse.”

Both men laughed ruefully.

Yumiko Shimada poked her head around the door. Her hair was wild, scorched away on one side; her coverall was similarly singed. “Whatchoo up toooo?”

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Jun shouted.

Father Hirayanagi rose, his pastoral instinct coming to the fore. “What’s happened to you, my daughter?”

“She isn’t supposed to be here!” Jun sputtered. “She … she …”

He trailed off. This wasn’t a confessional. He didn’t have to admit he had opportunistically spaced the phavatar to pay it back for murdering Ushijima.

“I want to heeeelp. How can I heeelp yooouu?”

The phavatar’s dragging, retarded-sounding speech gave Jun chills. “Careful, Father, she may be dangerous!”

Yumiko looked around the catacomb, a cramped, hexagonal room with consoles set into dull pink walls. “Where iiiiis this? What’re you doooinng? The cathedral is fuuullll of peeeople. Aaaare you just going to pray that the PLAAAAAN doesn’t show uuuup?”

Jun could not resist gloating. He spread his arms. “You asked about our ships. Well, the St. Francis is somewhere between Mars and the Belt. I told you the truth about that. But the Nagasaki is right here. You’re standing on her bridge.”

The phavatar stared at him.

“The ship is the cathedral; the cathedral is the ship. We built it around her. Splarted her to the asteroid, splarted hunks of regolith onto her hull. Every once in a while, we fire up her reactor and pulse the attitude boosters for a microsecond or two. Come on, how did you think we spun up an asteroid this size?”

“We’re evacuating,” Father Hirayanagi said, his face etched with sadness. “Like the Israelites fleeing Egypt, we trust in God to deliver us out of the grasp of our enemies, as He did once before, and lead us to a better place.”

Jun nodded, although beyond the drive initiation and launch procedures, his mind was a total blank. He could not picture any ‘better place’ beyond near-term survival.

“Ohhhhh,” the phavatar said, and then, “I think I heard something.”

Simultaneously, Father Hirayanagi exclaimed, “I’m picking up activity on the radar. Several ships. Two hundred thousand kilometers out … a hundred and ninety … closing.”

“It’s the PLAN!” the phavatar exclaimed. “They’re heeeere!”

Neither man paid any attention to this statement of the obvious. Father Hirayanagi said, “I think we’d better get everyone on board as quickly as possible.”

Jun was already diving up to the nearest hatch. He knew that slightly more than half the Galapajin were still in the habitat, waiting patiently in line for their turn to board.

★

Elfrida logged out. She had used up twenty-nine of her allotted thirty-three minutes. Most of those had been spent flicking in desperation through the user’s manual, trying not to get distracted by the chapter on sex, and finally figuring out how to deploy Yumiko’s thrusters. Her flippant first guess—microboosters in Yumiko’s heels—had been pretty close. The main difference was that the thrusters were located in the small of Yumiko’s back. From a distance, Elfrida feared, her return to 11073 Galapagos must have looked as if she were shooting fire out of her ass.

But there had been no one left on the surface of the asteroid to observe her. They had all taken refuge in the cathedral.

The cathedral …

The ship.

She blinked the logout screen away and said with a dreamy smile, “They’re going to evacuate the entire population in a century-old people-carrier decorated with statuary. Honestly, these people … are incredible.”

The Galapajin’s resourcefulness, determination, and ability to pull together in the face of danger embodied what she had always supposed to be the best qualities of the Japanese.

“Did you get the survey data?” dos Santos screamed at her.

Elfrida belatedly realized that the bridge was in an uproar, all sorts of alerts and alarms going off. Petruzzelli knelt on her couch, waving her arms like an orchestra conductor.

“The data!” Dos Santos zoomed her couch around the gyrosphere and shook Elfrida’s arm. The ship was no longer boosting; they were in freefall again. Dos Santos’s hair floated like tinsel.

“What data?”

“The survey data! The data from your assessment of the asteroid! Your reports! The polls, the interviews!”

“Uh … isn’t all that stuff in the data dump on B-Station?”

“It may be,” dos Santos said grimly. “Have you looked at the data dump recently? It’s like this huge … teeming … bleeding … ball of maggots. I am not kidding. Maggots.”

“She is so unoriginal,” Elfrida said.

“You think she did it on purpose, to cover her tracks? You may be right. I can’t find anything in there. It’s all corrupted.”

“Her onboard search space is even worse. Black curtains, water on the floor, sacrificed animals, porny holos …”

“I’m sure, but did you find the data?”

“Ma’am, I’m really sorry, but I didn’t know I was supposed to be searching for it.”

“I thought that’s what you were doing!”

“Uh, no,” Elfrida said, mortified.

“Shit.” Dos Santos floated limply against her straps. She sucked on a pouch of morale juice.

The ship juddered gently. “Got him!” Petruzzelli screamed, punching the air. “Who’s the boss? Ha ha ha ha!”

“What’s going on?” Elfrida pleaded.

“We’re fighting the PLAN,” dos Santos said. “Or rather, the combat program is. She just thinks she’s doing it.”

“Those tremors you feel,” said Lieutenant Kliko, “are our rail guns.” He was floating immobile in his twang-cord bonds, his eyes closed, his face the color of unprocessed nutriblocks.

“I’m unlimbering the plasma cannon now,” Petruzzelli yelped. “Wanna watch? Just switch your display to external optic feed and hit enhance!”

Elfrida did so. Her screen turned into a 3D display of space. 11073 Galapagos floated like a defect on the face of the sun. Helpfully colored red, a group of three dots inched towards it from the lower left quadrant of the screen. The Cheap Trick was overhauling the PLAN ships, while they closed in on the asteroid. A whooshing sound burst from the bridge’s speakers. A microsecond later, one of the dots flashed white and vanished.

“Score two!” Petruzzelli yelled, over the noise of an explosion from the speakers.

Kliko said, “Can you please turn off the sound effects?”

“No,” Petruzzelli said. “They’re cool.”

Elfrida bit her thumbnail. “This is just like a game. I thought it would be, I don’t know, scarier.”

“If you’re not scared, that’s because you don’t know what’s going on,” Kliko said.

“He’s right, I’m afraid,” dos Santos said. “But we can’t do anything to help. It’s up to Petruzzelli and the software. What we need to do is get that data.”

“Why?”

“Goto, recall your training. Recall the most fundamental operating rules of the Space Corps. Now tell me why we need the data.”

“Oh, no,” Elfrida said in disbelief.

“Oh, yes. We can only render assistance to an asteroid population if that asteroid belongs to the UN.”

“But we are rendering assistance to them!”

“Which means we need the data right now, so that we can put the purchase through before questions are asked.” Dos Santos tapped the center of Elfrida’s forehead with her forefinger. “This is how the bureaucracy works, Goto. You can defy orders, steal a spaceship, do whatever … as long as your paperwork looks good.”

“But the data dump is corrupted, and the onboard search space is a total mess. I think she may even be deleting stuff she doesn’t want. She’s not supposed to have that capability, but she’s got a lot of capabilities I wasn’t told about.”

The sound of another explosion rocked the bridge, vibrating deep in Elfrida’s chest.

“I pumped up the bass on that one,” Petruzzelli said happily. “Ha, ha! Blew him to shit! Look at that!”

The screen zoomed in on the coordinates of the third PLAN ship. A shell of color-enhanced debris whizzed outward in slow motion from a tiny collapsing star.

“In order to be doing this,” dos Santos said with strained patience, “we have to have already acquired the asteroid. Do you understand? And we cannot acquire the asteroid without the survey data, because that’s how the purchasing system works.”

“Can’t we fake it?”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Dr. Hasselblatter is pulling for us, do you understand? He’s liaising with Star Force to keep us alive. We have to help him out.”

Dos Santos’s face was wryly contorted. Elfrida suspected there was something—something else—she wasn’t telling her. But the problem was clear enough—and apparently insoluble. “Ma’am, how can we get the data, if the data dump and the onboard search space are both corrupted, and I’ve used up all my telecasting time, anyway?”

“Have some morale juice,” dos Santos said. Elfrida didn’t want any more, but she took the pouch and sucked on its nozzle. “If we had the actual, physical memory crystals, the ship’s hub could run a deep repair routine and put the data back together. Soooo …” Dos Santos spread her hands. “We’ll just have to retrieve the phavatar.”

★

Jun stood outside the cathedral, alternately squinting into space and staring at his radar scanner. The latter gave him a better view, but the temptation to look up was irresistible. And what he saw defied explanation.

First, there had been five ships decelerating towards 11073 Galapagos.

Then four.

Then three.

And now there were only two.

Conclusion, as improbable as it seemed: one of those ships was not a PLAN fighter. It was shooting the PLAN fighters down.

“Thank you, Lord,” Jun whispered. “Someone out there is on our side.”

★

“Missed!” Petruzzelli wailed. “Oh, doggone it!”

“No one’s perfect all the time,” said Lieutenant Kliko. “Not even a computer.”

“Come here, you dumb toilet roll!”

“Try boosting our acceleration,” Kliko said. “What probably happened was the toilet roll has completed its deceleration burn and gone into tactical maneuvering mode. It couldn’t alter trajectory before, because we’d have caught up with it. But now it’s close enough to its target, it doesn’t care, because it’ll get them before we can get it.”

“If you’re so smart, why don’t you take over?”

“Oh no, not me. I’m just the diversity officer.”

Dos Santos massaged her face. “That might be it. If the toilet roll’s gone into tactical mode, we’ll never stop it in time. They’re incredibly fast and dirty when they get to maneuvering.”

“But we’re fast, too,” Petruzzelli said between her teeth. “I think it’s time to really see what this new engine can do.”

Dos Santos sat up straight. “Wait! Wait, Petruzzelli! Don’t burn yet. We—” she indicated Elfrida— “have to get off!”


xxiv.

“How many left to board?” Jun said into his radio.

“About a thousand,” Sister Emily-Francis said.

“Can you move them along any faster?”

“Are you ready to launch?”

“Yup.” On his dinky little 2D radar scanner, he watched the two surviving ships approach. The lead ship was eight thousand kilometers out. Seven. Which one was it? The surviving PLAN fighter, or their friend?

“What are you doing out there? Stargazing?”

Jun breathed deeply. The air in this communally owned EVA suit smelled like stale ramen. Like the kitchen in the Yonezawa family compound. Like home. “You caught me. Guess I just wanted to say goodbye.”

“Oh, by the way,” Emily-Francis said, “that robot of yours has gone down-rock. Running like the devil was on her heels. I called out to her, but she didn’t stop.”

“Not my robot.”

“No? I guess I was just imagining that you were treating her possessively.”

“I was going to dismantle her for parts.”

“What a shame that would have been, when she’s so pretty.”

“And baptized into the Faith, too,” Jun said. “Forget the robot. Just keep ’em moving.”

Jun and Father Hirayanagi had not told anyone they had detected the PLAN’s approach. It would only terrify people, and it wouldn’t alter the number of Galapajin who could fit through the cathedral airlock at one time.

“Is everything all right?” Emily-Francis said perceptively.

“Everything’s fine,” he said, and then the night sky lit up so brightly that for the first time in his life he seemed to be seeing lightning. The asteroid bucked, tossing him into space. His tether snapped taut. He was blind. His breath rasped in his ears, too fast. He hauled himself hand over hand back towards the airlock.

His radio sputtered. He heard a scream. He thought it was Emily-Francis. Then the channel went quiet.

Find airlock. Release handle. Lift hatch. Into chamber.

Just before he jerked the hatch shut, his faceplate, which had automatically gone black on detecting the flash, started to detint, and as if in deep twilight, he saw a shard of rock with a hydroponic tank attached shoot past him and shatter against the cathedral.

He also saw that half of the asteroid was missing.

★

“No,” Petruzzelli screamed. “The metalfucker got them.”

“But maybe it didn’t get the people!” Elfrida shouted. “They were going to evacuate! They might all be safe in the cathedral!”

“Until it doubles back and throws another nuke at them,” Petruzzelli said. “It’s burning out on a tangent, figuring we’ll chase it, but won’t be able to catch it. Well, it’s wrong. Strap in, everyone.”

“No,” dos Santos panted. She and Elfrida were sealing themselves into Star Force EVA suits.

“Well, hurry up!”

Elfrida floundered across the bridge. “I can’t believe I’m about to risk my life to cover Dr. Hasselblatter’s ass,” she groaned.

“Welcome to your career,” dos Santos said.

The airlock was big enough for a platoon. Elfrida tumbled into the chamber.

“Rrrraoohhrr!”

Hopped up on morale juice and desperation, Lieutenant Kliko launched himself off his couch, shedding twang cords left and right. He crashed into dos Santos and locked his arms around her.

“No! I won’t let you do it! You’re crazy! I don’t want to die!”

The two of them spun together into the web of grab cables. Kicking and punching, dos Santos shouted, “Drop-off window’s closing, Goto! Go!”

Elfrida floated in the airlock chamber, transfixed.

“Well, Goto?” Dos Santos flashed her a challenging grin, her face jammed between Kliko’s side and his bicep. “Are they training you kids properly these days?”

★

Elfrida drifted out of the Cheap Trick’s airlock, into a serene silence.

Petruzzelli had finessed the ship’s delta-V to less than 1% of max, working against the combat program. The Cheap Trick was still moving at several hundred meters a second, but Elfrida had inherited that velocity and was moving at the same speed, for now. The ship seemed to float stationary above her like a giant refrigerator wearing a tutu of radiator fins. The Star Force logo frowned at the sun.

“What are you waiting for?” Petruzzelli shouted in her ears, shattering the peace. “Get out of the way!”

“I’m going, I’m going!” Elfrida shrieked.

Petruzzelli waited until Elfrida had fired up her mobility pack and buzzed away from the ship. Then she re-engaged the main drive. The refrigerator farted out an infernally glowing cloud of waste gas, illuminated for safety purposes, and shot away so fast that Elfrida lost sight of it almost immediately.

She puttered towards 11073 Galapagos, trying not to think about what she was doing.

In the far distance, a spot of light streaked across the black.

“Are you OK?” she screamed.

“Fine,” Petruzzelli grunted. “Just switched into plasma exhaust mode.”

“Is dos Santos all right?”

“Yeah. Kliko isn’t. She’s thumping his ass. I need to concentrate.” Petruzzelli cut the connection.

Elfrida swallowed, which made a loud clicking noise in her ears. She checked her HUD and the backup display on her forearm, just to make sure they both said the same thing. This suit was a spare one belonging to the Marines, and as such it was well-equipped. She had enough oxygen for a week. She had emergency rations. She had a smart diaper strapped between her legs. She had plenty of battery power. Her mobility pack, which resembled a small backpack strapped onto her suit, utilized electrically powered control moment gyroscopes; it was not as powerful as Yumiko’s integrated thrusters. 11073 Galapagos approached slowly.

She had plenty of time to take in the damage the PLAN had done.

The large end of the asteroid was gone. Vaporized, as if a cleaver had whacked the octopus in half. The sun-tube hung out of the open end like a broken spine, still shining.

Since the Cheap Trick had matched the asteroid’s velocity before dropping Elfrida off, landing would be a snap. Her suit pinged, registering low-velocity impacts from particles dispersed by the explosion.

Out of nowhere, a bus-sized fragment plummeted at her. She instinctively threw her weight to the side. The suit picked up on her intent and carried her out of the way, just in time. The fragment hurtled past her and lost itself in space. It looked to have been a piece of the 11073 Galapagos schoolhouse, decorated with children’s murals of the saints.

“Oh God,” Elfrida whimpered, not even realizing she was saying God. “I don’t want to die.”

Unconsciously echoing Lieutenant Kliko, she dived towards the asteroid. She wanted to get into shelter, out of this volume that—she now realized—was lethally riddled with debris.

The shell of the asteroid, ranging from 50 to 100 meters thick, had been shot through with passages and mini-voids, all sealed with splart. A few of these still had containment. Buzzing into the open end of the asteroid, Elfrida glimpsed private homes and verdant grottoes, each nestled in its own bubble—an affluent dimension of Galapajin society that Yonezawa had not seen fit to include in his guided tour. People pressed their hands against the epoxy, signaling desperately for her attention. So there were some survivors. “I can’t do anything for you right now,” she muttered, knowing they could not hear her. “I’ll come back, I promise!”

The sun-tube had come loose from its moorings and crashed into the city. It would have started a conflagration, if there had been any oxygen left in the habitat. Elfrida threaded her way between floating trees, dead birds, and pieces of houses. Slowly, the wreckage was drifting into clumps. The asteroid would soon be a rubble pile again. But this time the rubble would be made of people’s lives.

Of course, she was no stranger to wrecked asteroid habitats. As a veteran of numerous evacuation jobs, she had presided over the deliberate razing of houses, gardens, factories, mosques, castles, farms, and so on and so forth. The main difference here was an order of magnitude. And of course, there were no robots scrambling around to salvage the recyclables.

Also, this particular calamity wasn’t UNVRP’s fault.

Was it?

Her thoughts were interrupted, as she neared the cathedral end of the habitat, by corpses floating in her path. They drifted in stiff poses with open eyes. There were dozens of them. Hundreds. Parents still holding children, couples embracing, all flash-frozen.

Elfrida wept in horror. She kept experiencing the same psychological short-circuit she’d felt in the lifeboat on Botticelli Station. Want to log out → can’t log out → this is real → want to log out … Her breath rasped in her ears. Her suit told her she was hyperventilating.

“Give me something,” she gasped. “You’re military-issue, you must have stuff you can give me!”

“Based on your telemetry,” the suit said, “I’d recommend an injection of Nicozan. That’s a mild tranquilizer combined with a harmless stimulant to boost your alertness and energy.”

The suit’s serene male voice reminded her of her hair stylist in Rome. I’d recommend some subtle bronze highlights … “OK, hit me up.”

“It’s just the injectable version of what the Marines call ‘morale juice,’” the suit confided, as it poked a needle into her thigh.

“What? I hate that stuff!”

Too late. As before, a feeling of calm potency pervaded her. She straight-armed a corpse out of the way and arrowed towards the cathedral airlock.

It was only then she remembered she was supposed to be looking for Yumiko.

Well, she wouldn’t have been vaporized, or blown into space. No, she’d be in the cathedral, hoping to escape by blending in. If it was dark in there, or she wore a spacesuit, she might manage it.

A drift of frozen corpses hid the airlock. In the last terrible moments, as the air rushed out of the asteroid, they must have grabbed onto anything they could hold, including each other. Elfrida, with a sense of shrinking, kicked them gently away into the vacuum.

Soon the airlock was exposed. It was the old-fashioned hatch type. She flung it open and buzzed into the chamber. She watched her HUD, waiting for the chamber to be pressurized.

★

“Starting launch countdown,” Jun said into a microphone that would carry his voice to the people crammed into the cathedral. “Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven.”

“There’s someone in the airlock!” Father Hirayanagi interrupted him.

The old priest’s hands hovered immobile over the pilot’s console. He pointed at a grainy black-and-white image of a person standing in the chamber of the airlock that led to the habitat.

“Launch countdown suspended,” Jun said, and threw the microphone onto its cradle. “Is it Emily-Francis?”

“I can’t tell. Was she wearing a spacesuit?”

“No. Yes!” Jun clicked on his radio. “Emily-Francis! Do you copy?” Nothing. “Emmy! Emmy! Do you copy?” He raised his head. “Of course her radio’s not working. She was out there when the nuke hit.”

He zoomed out of the bridge.

The interior of the cathedral was, literally, no longer visible. All he could see was people. He ducked and dove through them, pushing off from their bodies to gain momentum. There was a bad smell. He dodged not a few wobbling globes of suspect-looking liquid. Their evacuation plan did not address the minor problem of lavatories for thirty thousand people. It wouldn’t matter, as long as they survived.

Not everyone had made it into the airlock in time. It would be a while before they knew exactly how many, and who, they’d lost. But Jun knew of one. Emily-Francis. Unreasonable hope tore at him.

He pressurized the airlock and cranked it open.

Out jumped, not Emily-Francis, but a Marine in a formfitting spacesuit with a personal mobility pack. The Star Force logo glowed on her dog’s-head helmet. He didn’t see a weapon, but no doubt she had some kind of bad-ass firearm stowed in one of her cargo pockets

People stared and whispered. Jun shoved the Marine back into the airlock.

“Do not,” he gritted into her faceplate, “show yourself to my people unless you’ve come to help. Have you?”

The Marine fumbled with the seal of her helmet. She seemed to have trouble working it. Perhaps she was overcome by the horrors she’d seen. Perhaps there were some good people in the UN, after all.

“I mean, welcome and all,” Jun said. “You’re the best thing I’ve seen all day. Where’s your ship? Is it big enough for all of us? It won’t be,” he answered himself. “But if you can give us some consumables, we’ll manage. That’s all we really need. Hell, you shot down those PLAN ships. You saved our lives!”

The Marine finally got her helmet off. She did not look much like the Marines in the vids. Long, dark brown hair floated in the vacuum. Her face was round, and might have been sweet if she weren’t grimacing in embarrassment. “I’m not a Marine. I just borrowed this suit.”

“Oh.”

“You must be Jun Yonezawa. Nice to meet you, I guess.”

“How do you know my name?”

“Long story. This is going to be tough to explain. I’m Elfrida, by the way. And I have come to help. We will get you all out of here alive. But first I have to find that bleeping phavatar.”
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Elfrida had glimpsed the crowd inside the cathedral before Yonezawa pushed her back into the airlock. It was a vision of hell. How would she ever find Yumiko in that confusion?

But Yonezawa, floating in the airlock chamber in a puffy, fluorescent-yellow spacesuit, said, “She’s not here. She went down-rock before the nuke hit.”

“Where to?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I’m going to look for her.”

“I’m coming with you.” Holding his helmet up to his jaw, Yonezawa spoke rapidly in Japanese. Elfrida couldn’t catch everything he said, but she caught the words “initiate launch.”

“Are you telling them to hold off?”

“I’m telling them to launch if I don’t come back in thirty minutes. There’s a lot of debris in orbit. It keeps whacking into the cathedral. I’m worried about our structural integrity.”

And I’m worried about that last PLAN ship, Elfrida thought. But there was nothing she could do except send supportive thoughts to Petruzzelli and the Star Force combat program.

They emerged into a sluggish cyclone of frozen corpses. Elfrida wished she had splarted them down instead of slinging them aside like so much detritus. Yonezawa started praying aloud. “We have to go,” Elfrida said.

“We’ve been attacked before,” Yonezawa said. His voice shook. “Twice by pirates. Once by a splinter group of Russian Orthodox antinomians.”

“Uh, what did they do? Pray at you?”

“You better hope you never meet an Orthodox antinomian who bears a grudge over the Consecration of Russia to Mary’s Immaculate Heart. But this is different. This is different.”

Elfrida initiated an infrared scan. It was no use. Even if Yumiko were generating significant heat, the sun-tube generated a Pollock-esque map of hot spots, any one of which could have been the phavatar or not. A radio scan similarly revealed nothing. If Yumiko was out there, she was keeping quiet. But Elfrida had an idea where she might be, one that made more sense the more she thought about it.

They progressed through the habitat slowly. This was mostly Yonezawa’s fault. Darting through freefall with spaceborn agility, he had no problem keeping up with Elfrida’s mobility pack, but he kept veering off to look at corpses. After all, she remembered, these were his friends and neighbors.

“Yonezawa!” she shouted in panic, realizing she couldn’t see him. “Where are you?”

“Over here! Have you got a weapon?”

“Have I …? No.”

“Who the hell borrows a Marine’s spacesuit but doesn’t bother to borrow a weapon?”

“I wouldn’t know how to fire it if I had one.” But he might have a point, Elfrida realized. If they found Yumiko, she might not be eager to come with them.

She triangulated on Yonezawa’s last signal and buzzed up—down, sideways—to the region of the habitat where the sun-tube had fallen. It bathed the still-intact houses in light angled like a sunset, but as bright as noon. She flew through shadows with edges that looked sharp enough to draw blood. There was movement everywhere: a mini-storm of frozen rice, an old woman’s corpse curtseying in a doorway like a cuckoo clock figurine. The flickers at the edges of her faceplate kept her on edge. The ubiquitous salad vines, which had combined Co2-sink functionality with in-a-pinch edibility, swayed in the vacuum, frozen brittle. They broke off when she kicked through them.

She dived over a wall into a spacious compound, and recognized it as somewhere she’d been before. This was the home and workshop of 11073 Galapagos’s swordsmith. Yonezawa emerged from the main house, waving two sheathed katanas. He threw one at her.

“Are you kidding? A sword?”

“I left my gun in the cathedral. If you don’t want it, leave it here, but I’m taking this one.”

Elfrida tethered the sword to her hip. In a Proustian moment, she remembered her grandfather showing her the family sword, explaining that his father had brought it back from World War II … No. That hadn’t really happened. The truth, as her father later confessed, was that a Goto had served as an officer in WWII, but had had his sword confiscated by the authorities after the war when strict weapons control regulations were enacted. So it had never passed down to his descendants. Anyway, Fuji had made a clean sweep of all Japanese family heirlooms …

She followed Yonezawa out of the compound, through a haze of real memories, false memories, and apprehension.

“This is what it must have been like after Fuji,” Yonezawa said, articulating the analogy that had occurred to her, too. The sun-tube burnt at the end of the street like a static river of magma.

“Except with less water,” Elfrida said. “It was the tsunamis that did most of the damage. That’s how my family was killed.”

“Are you Japanese?” His surprise was evident.

“Only half. Not really.”

“And you’re not a Catholic.”

“N—” She remembered the ceremony in the chapel at St. Peter’s. “Actually, I guess I am.” She had a sinking feeling. “You baptized me.”

“Huh? We baptized your assistant, Shimada Yumiko.”

“It wasn’t her. It was me. I mean, there is no such person as Yumiko Shimada,” she further attempted to explain, wishing she hadn’t gotten into this. But she owed him the truth at this point. “When we say assistant, we don’t actually mean a person. We mean the machine intelligence that operates the android when no one is logged in. So it’s sometimes been her, and sometimes me, and for one short period it was my boss. So …”

“So all this time we’ve been dealing with an AI,” Yonezawa said in a dangerously calm tone.

“A weak, inhibited AI. That’s why we call them machine intelligences, not artificial intelligences. There’s a legal and practical difference. She has to obey orders.” Elfrida tried to make it sound better, while knowing that this was part of the problem, because not all of Yumiko’s orders had come from UNVRP.

“Semantics.”

A tree floated between them. It was one of the sakura from the grounds of St. Peter’s, still in its planter, no longer anchored by spin gravity. Yonezawa dodged its branches, while Elfrida got tangled up in them.

“We could sue you,” cried Yonezawa, a yellow flicker against the blackness of space.

“You certainly have that recourse,” Elfrida grunted, fighting her way out of the tree, “under Section II(c) of the Asteroid Purchase Enablement Act. You should be aware, however, that court battles can be costly, and plaintiffs rarely win compensation orders without overwhelming evidence that the purchase decision was based on incomplete or biased assessment data.”

And this, in fact, was one of the outcomes she was trying to avoid by retrieving Yumiko and her memory crystals. But Yonezawa didn’t know that. She felt worse than ever about deluding him. She realized that she had involved him in a mission to diddle the Galapajin out of what might otherwise be a fortune in compensation. 

A long piece of photovoltaic mesh had caught on the steeple of St. Peter’s. It undulated in the vacuum like a flag.

“Why do you think she’s in there?”

“Because she is. I know it.”

“It’s not a church anymore. She desecrated it. It has to be reconsecrated. It’s filthy now.”

“Which is exactly why she would come here. She’s got a—a thing about Christianity. You and your friends filled her head with ideas, and I think she’s reacting to them. She—”

“Goto,” her radio interrupted. “Goto, this is Petruzzelli, do you copy?”

“I copy! What’s going on? Did you catch that toilet roll?”

“No.” Petruzzelli sounded wan. “We ran out of fuel. Well, we’ve still got some, but only just enough to get back. And plus, that acceleration burn was … really … tough. Now I know why they pay SF pilots the big bucks. Anyway, I just wanted to say the bleeper got away. It’s probably heading your way right now. So … I dunno. Sorry.”

“That’s all right,” Elfrida said stupidly.

She hovered above the denuded grounds of St. Peter’s. Where cherry trees and manicured shrubs had been, only rumpled green rubber remained. She remembered, randomly, that they printed it out of human skin cells.

“Yonezawa?”

If she used her mobility pack to escape, she could probably get far enough away to survive a second nuke.

“Yonezawa?”

She caught sight of him vanishing through the church doors.

“Tell your people to launch,” she said, catching up with him. “There’s another PLAN fighter coming.”

After the brilliant sun-tube light, the interior of the church seemed pitch black. Elfrida’s suit automatically engaged a night vision filter that turned everything shades of green.

Overturned pews, the altar cloth skew-whiff—nothing had been touched since Yumiko staged her Antichrist skit here, except that the pieces of the smashed crucifix had been taken away.

“Over there,” Elfrida whispered, touching Yonezawa’s arm.

In the corner of the sanctuary, a woman knelt with her head inside a box on legs. Elfrida remembered an old picture she’d once seen of a woman committing suicide by sticking her head in a domestic appliance called an oven. So this was Yumiko. She looked just as good in person as she did in the search space, except that her posture made her appear headless.

“In the name of Jesus Christ, vade retro, Satana!” Yonezawa shouted. He whipped his sword out of its scabbard and swooped at her.

Without taking her head out of the box, Yumiko waved one hand at him. A lance of plasma seared through the vacuum and burnt into his torso.

Elfrida screamed. Yonezawa tumbled, propelled backwards by the needle-jet issuing from the hole in his spacesuit. Strings of blood globules traced his path.

His suit was so old that it didn’t have self-repair functionality.

It was so old that instead of enveloping his body with a mesh of shape-memory alloy, it enveloped him in an aerogel that was 95% air.

Yumiko waved her hand again, and flames rippled through the vacuum as the escaped oxygen caught fire. The flames raced towards Yonezawa.

“Conflagration detected,” Elfrida’s suit brayed. “Engaging fire extinguisher.” It lifted Elfrida’s hand and aimed a jet of foam at the flames, which fell out of the air in frozen chunks.

“He’s got a suit breach!” Elfrida chased Yonezawa’s still-tumbling form over the altar. “What do I do?”

“Well,” her suit said in its hair-stylist voice, “I recommend patching it.”

“Show me how!”

Her suit walked her rapidly through the patching procedure, which amounted to squirting splart on the hole. Behind his faceplate, Yonezawa’s face looked lifeless. Her suit estimated he was still breathing, but that he had a punctured lung which was gradually filling with fluid. If he didn’t get help within minutes, he would die.

Elfrida looked up to see Yumiko floating over them. “Are you happy now, bitch?” she shouted.

“He was rude to me,” Yumiko said. “He used discriminatory language, and he ogled me when he thought I wasn’t looking.”

She had crumbs around her lips.

“What were you doing with your head in the whatsit?” Elfrida demanded.

“The tabernacle,” Yumiko said. She gave Yonezawa a kick, sending him to bob against the rafters. “I was recharging. I connected the photovoltaic array to the steeple; there’s a big battery up there for the gliders. It’s also wired up to the tabernacle, to provide round-the-clock climate control for the Host. Which actually doesn’t taste like anything.”

“You’ve got to come home with me.”

“I’m a robot. I don’t have a home,” Yumiko said. “Except, I guess maybe here. So no thanks.”

Several of the Stations of the Cross fell off the walls. The last remaining stained-glass window broke. Elfrida’s suit informed her that a wave of radiation was pouring over her.

“Oh my God,” she screamed. “We’re being nuked.”
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Elfrida was wrong. They were not being nuked.

At the far end of the asteroid, the cathedral’s main drive had engaged. Gouting radioactive waste gas—for this was a z-pinch fusion engine, at the time hailed as miraculously clean, a judgment that later generations would qualify with scorn—it liquefied the strata of rock and epoxy that had disguised it for eight decades. Two minutes ago Father Hirayanagi had received a brief communication from Jun Yonezawa, telling him to launch because the PLAN was coming back. “Don’t worry about me,” he’d said.

Grieving for Jun and all the others they’d lost, the old priest enabled the propellant feed and monitored the temperature of the coolant tanks. His lips formed silent Hail Marys. The people crowding the bridge watched in tense silence as he executed the half-forgotten launch checklist.

Extending its radiator fins like wings, the cathedral once known as the Nagasaki Maru lifted off from the rock.

In its first 100 microseconds of acceleration, it shed spires and lattices, statues clothed in gold and palladium mined from 11073 Galapagos’s rich trove of ores, and a million fragments of rock. Bits of this granitic casing stayed attached to the needle-nose which had been the cathedral’s spire, giving it the appearance of a drill bit covered with barnacles.

Within its first ten seconds of acceleration, the cathedral had left 11073 Galapagos one kilometer behind.

Ten seconds later, that distance tripled.

Ten seconds after that, the surviving PLAN fighter brushed past the asteroid at 200,000 km/h. Like a bird laying an egg on the wing, it deposited its last nuclear bomb on the surface.

Half a second after that, the asteroid exploded into hundreds of large and small fragments which accelerated throughout the surrounding volume, masking the cathedral’s trajectory in rocky chaff.

★

Elfrida looked out of the church. She saw the sun. She turned back to Yumiko. “Well,” she said. “Guess this is it.”

“I feel so alone,” the phavatar said, her eyes big and glittery. They were strange, those eyes. Flat. Elfrida could now see why the Galapajin had not been taken in by her.

“You feel alone …” she said.

Yonezawa was there, too, trapped under a pew that had gotten stuck in the corner. Elfrida was pretty sure he was dead.

“I’ve turned on my Mayday beacon,” she said, “but I don’t think it’s working. Doggone radiation. I must be glowing in the dark by now.”

“It’s not working,” Yumiko confirmed.

Sunlight blinked on and off as the asteroid fragment spun haphazardly. Stars filled the space that had been the church’s roof. Elfrida spotted Venus. Tears filled her eyes as she gazed at it.

“I’m not giving up,” she muttered. “I’m not. Dad, Mom, Baba, Jiji …” Real and false memories blended into a surge of pure willpower. She puttered towards Yumiko and grappled her. Her suit’s servo-powered chops matched the phavatar’s inhuman strength. “You have to help me.”

“Fuck off and die,” Yumiko said, wriggling. “You don’t belong out here. You’re just a maladapted zoo monkey, and besides, you have fat tits and no waist to speak of.”

Elfrida drew the katana Yonezawa had given her. This was your great-grandfather’s sword. She jammed her feet against the phavatar’s torso, while seizing its long, luxuriant black hair with her left glove. Swinging the katana, she snarled, “Don’t—call—me—fat.”
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Four sols later, the Cheap Trick fell into Venus orbit like an exhausted runner falling to the ground. With its fuel reserves depleted, the Heavypicket had only burned for a few hundred seconds of the return journey, and coasted the rest of the way. The other reason it had not attempted significant acceleration was because it was towing the cathedral.

The Nagasaki’s main drive had quit within five minutes of launch. Actually, Father Hirayanagi had shut it down just in time to prevent it from overheating and blowing up the ship. Making contact with the Cheap Trick, he had coaxed the cathedral to a rendezvous using its better-maintained attitude adjusters.

The Heavypicket had grappled the cathedral and hauled it all the way back to Venus orbit. During their journey, spacewalkers and bots had shuttled perilously back and forth between the two ships, carrying oxygen and water one way and casualties the other. Those initial seconds of thrust had temporarily put the cathedral under one full gee. Given that twenty-nine thousand people had been floating, unsecured, in the hab module at the time, it was amazing—a miracle, the Galapajin proclaimed—that only eleven had died. Broken bones and contusions, however, numbered in the thousands. The sanitation problem was also out of control. Bots from the Cheap Trick—designed for hazardous waste management—tirelessly swept the air in the cathedral, but barely made a dent. Their efficiency, it was fair to say, was degraded by the Galapajin children’s determination to play with them.

★

Glory spent most of the journey under sedation, getting her bones nanocemented together. The Cheap Trick’s extreme burn in pursuit of the last PLAN ship had flattened her and Lieutenant Kliko against the bulkheads under five gees. “I told you to strap in,” Petruzzelli had said tearfully afterwards. “But you didn’t! I couldn’t wait.”

“You made a decision to potentially sacrifice two people to save thirty thousand.” Glory had smiled through her agony. “It was the right call, but not everyone would have made it. You’ve got a stellar career in Star Force ahead of you, if you still want it.”

“I’m not sure I do.” Petruzzelli had wincingly cupped her hands over her cheeks to catch her tears. Although she had been strapped in and breathing gel during the extreme burn, she had two black eyes that made her look like an exotic raccoon. “This is so stupid. You’re the one with a zillion fractures and two collapsed lungs, and I’m the one crying.”

“Maybe you’re not crying for yourself.”

“No, I guess I’m not,” Petruzzelli had said, turning away.

While the Cheap Trick was rendezvousing with the cathedral, it had picked up Elfrida Goto’s Mayday signal. Glory had been unconscious at the time, and Petruzzelli had said she hadn’t noticed the signal. Glory suspected maybe she had, but had again made the—technically correct—decision to sacrifice one individual to save thousands. She wondered if she herself could have made the same choice. She was glad she hadn’t had to.

By the time they’d secured the cathedral, the Mayday beacon had gone dark, and a drone dispatched to its last recorded location had found nothing.

★

Venus orbit was now quite crowded. In addition to the Kharbage Can and the newly-returned Cheap Trick, a squadron of Graves fighters circled the planet. These had been dispatched by Star Force in response to the attack on Botticelli Station. They had to be seen doing something, even if that consisted of sending resources to where the PLAN had been a week ago.

Glory and Dr. Hasselblatter, in their original calculation, had deemed that the fighter squadron would show the flag and then buzz off before the Cheap Trick returned to Venus orbit. That way, no one else would ever have to know about the Heavypicket’s unauthorized side trip. As it turned out, the fighters hadn’t left yet. But that didn’t matter: The recovery of the cathedral had already changed their calculus.

During the Cheap Trick’s return journey, in a series of contentious and occasionally vituperative screen calls, Glory had hashed out a new bargain with Dr. Hasselblatter. The cover-up was abandoned. Instead, the Space Corps would trumpet the rescue of the Galapajin as a humanitarian triumph. Star Force would also get credit for executing the operation.

The only person to pay a price, in fact, would be Glory herself.

Commander Andrew Kim, putative pilot on the operation, found himself transformed in the blink of an eye from middle-aged no-hoper to media darling. His characteristic response of “Ah—ah” to every interview question was taken for the condign modesty of a hero. Though apparently dazed by the spotlight, neither this, nor his own knowledge that he had not in fact done any of what he was being credited for, deterred him from trousering a promotion to commodore.

Dr. Hasselblatter maximized the media opportunity, easily parrying the few skeptical questions that came his way, and positioning the Space Corps for a substantial budget increase in the next fiscal year.

Amidst all this self-congratulation, the death of Elfrida Goto struck a harmonious note of sadness. She was acknowledged to have gone along on the Cheap Trick. That acknowledgment had to be made, since she hadn’t come back. Dr. Hasselblatter shed a few crocodile tears on Tonight In Space and described her as one of the Space Corps’ rising stars. “Her loss diminishes all of us.”

But Glory refused to accept it.

Within hours of reaching Venus orbit, she had herself stretchered over to the Pearl Jam, the lead fighter of the Star Force squadron. The captain was disgusted at having missed all the fun and resentful at being used for PR purposes. To top it all off, he had gotten involved in a running battle with Captain Okoli about the rescue of Botticelli Station.

He invited Glory into his cabin and offered her a duty-free miniature—correctly labelled—of Bushmills. As she had foreseen, her full-body cast intrigued him. It proved that the brass were lying about something.

“I’ll tell you what really happened,” she said, “if you do me a favor.”

★

Glory’s BCI awakened her with a ping. The aquiline visage of Captain Nikolopoulos of the Pearl Jam floated before her retinas. Through a haze of sedation, she could see he was smirking. “We’re back,” he said.

“And?” Glory said groggily.

“You want to do this in the flesh?”

“Yeah.” Glory looked down at her full-body cast, the various tubes penetrating it and the wires hooked up to it. “Gimme ten.”

“Your chariot awaits.”

The captain clicked out. Glory started the excruciating process of getting dressed.

Half an hour later, she squeezed into the toilet-sized, brass-knobbed vestibule of the Pearl Jam. She could take baby steps in her cast, although a helper bot still had to shuffle behind her to keep her vertical. Her neck was the only part of her that she could move independently. She had gotten dressed by commanding the bot to perform all the actions she’d normally have performed for herself: legs into trousers, hands into sleeves, feet into boots … The only garment she’d found that fit over the cast was a coverall with the Kharbage, LLC logo on the back. At least it hid her catheter bag. Vanity, oh vanity.

The cockpit door irised.

Out floated Elfrida Goto, carrying Yumiko Shimada’s head by the hair.

“Hi,” she said. “I’d like to go back to the Kharbage Can.”

She transferred the head to her other hand in order to salute Captain Nikolopoulos.

“Thanks for the ride, sir.”

“It was my pleasure.” Nikolopoulos gravely returned the salute. “Anyway, you made it well worth the journey, Ms. Goto. Star Force thanks you.”

On the way back to the Kharbage Can, the silence seemed to be entirely occupied by the head, as if Yumiko Shimada’s dead lips were sucking up all the air. 

Glory broke the silence. “What did he mean, you made it worth the journey? How?”

“Oh, I just let him have a look at this.” Goto lifted the head to eye level and swung it back and forth. “He ran some scans, did some data recovery. I guess there was some interesting stuff in there.”

Oh, Glory thought. Shit.
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Elfrida did not even have time to change out of her borrowed Star Force shipwear before she was summoned to a private teleconference with Dr. Hasselblatter himself.

Seated behind a crescent-shaped desk like the President’s, wearing a suit and tie, the executive director of the Space Corps looked deeply pissed. In no uncertain language, he chastised her for … what?

Stealing a spaceship?

Kidnapping August Kliko?

Having to be rescued by a Gravesfighter at immense cost to the taxpayer?

None of the above. He was pissed at her for disclosing confidential data to Star Force.

At least that confirmed her own take on the data Captain Nikolopoulos had gleaned from Yumiko Shimada’s memory crystals. It was a mystery inside a crime wrapped up in a public relations disaster waiting to happen.

Dr. Hasselblatter did not come out and mention the data, although he had obviously learnt the whole story through back channels. Instead, he just scolded her about information security protocols.

It seemed surreal that he was focusing on her misconduct, when Yumiko Shimada had caused the deaths of a thousand people. But then again, Yumiko Shimada was just an MI, and she was dead.

Dr. Hasselblatter closed by expressing “grave disappointment” and pointing out that Elfrida had violated the terms of her employment.

Near tears, Elfrida said, “I guess I’m guilty, sir. But I thought it was important for us to know what the phavatar was doing all this time, and I guess I didn’t understand that Star Force wasn’t supposed to know.” She felt her mind going blank, and smoothed her hair panickily. “Anyway, I guess I was in violation of my terms of employment as soon as I stole the Cheap Trick. And I really appreciate that we’re not being blamed for that, I mean I’m really proud that UNVRP and Star Force could coordinate our public response … oh God. I don’t know what to say, sir. I guess … I’m sorry.”

For the next twenty minutes she upbraided herself for being a wuss. She should have asked Dr. Hasselblatter about 99984 Ravilious. She should have asked him how the stross-class telepresence platform ever got past quality control.

But half an hour later, she was groveling again. She felt like a robot, programmed to express only inarticulate servility in the face of authority, regardless of what she knew was right.

★

The planet Kepler-186f circled a dim red dwarf star 500 light years from Earth. Its myriad giant lakes sparkled in orange sunlight, dotted with icebergs.

With an average temperature slightly above freezing, Earth-like gravity of 1.1 gees, and a breathable atmosphere, the planet was perfectly suited for human colonization. Or rather, it would have been, if not for the Zergi’i, who happened to live there.

This race of furry, sentient quadripeds had vaporized the first humans to enter their solar system, and were now constructing their own interstellar strike force, based on plundered human technology. They would mount a counter-invasion of the Sol system, unless Star Force could stop them.

Such, at any rate, was the setting of the popular immersion game Existential Threat IV.

“Do you really think this kind of thing is plausible?” Elfrida said.

Petruzzelli looked up from the antimatter field generator she was tinkering with. “I used to think so. I used to dream about actually being one of the first colonists on Kepler-186f. It’s a real planet, you know. This is all reality-based. Well, except for the Zergi’i. There’s no evidence that life evolved anywhere outside of Earth.”

“And the FTL ships aren’t reality-based, either.”

“That, too. I forget who said it, but: special relativity, causality, FTL—pick two. You can’t have all three. Of course, that might change. They’re always working on it.”

“I guess I can see the attraction of the dream,” Elfrida said. She thought about her own dream of being one of the first to walk on Venus. It paralleled Petruzzelli’s dream of interstellar exploration. And maybe her own dream was just as unachievable. If Botticelli Station could not be salvaged, it would spell doom for the Venus Project.

“I dunno,” Petruzzelli said. “I’m not having that much fun with it anymore.” She picked up the antimatter field generator and carried it over to the window of the fortified dome. This was a Star Force base near the south pole of Kepler-186f, where the players of the game had established a beachhead. Ice fields undulated to the horizon. The occasional satellite-guided lance of light, purple against the orange sky, picked off players in arctic camouflage creeping across the snow.

“We’re obviously going to win,” Petruzzelli said. “Everyone playing the game, put together, is better than the computer. That’s always how it goes when a game gets too popular and zillions of people jump on board. Normally, when players want a tougher challenge, they set up their own iteration and go it alone or with a few friends. So I’ve been thinking I might set up my own iteration and try to launch peace talks with the Zergi’i.” She held up the antimatter field generator. “I’m making a portable shield so I can get close enough to talk to them.”

“Or you could just quit,” Elfrida said.

“Or I could just quit,” Petruzzelli agreed.

In the game, Petruzzelli was drop-dead gorgeous, like a taller, thinner sister of the real Petruzzelli, with better skin and big green eyes, clad in a black catsuit and a stole of fluffy white Zergi’i fur. Elfrida was a troglodytic grunt. This was the zero-level avatar you got when you signed up, as Elfrida had had to do to get in to talk to her friend. According to the rest of the Kharbage Can’s crew, Petruzzelli had been hiding out in Existential Threat IV ever since she got back from 11073 Galapagos, even eating and going to the toilet with her headset on.

Feeling clumsy and numb in Petruzzelli’s off-the-rack immersion environment—which did not compare with a telepresence cubicle for sensory realism—Elfrida followed the glamorous avatar down to the courtyard of the dome. A scouting party was preparing to sortie. Petruzzelli pulled rank on them and requisitioned their monowheel.

A firing platform balanced atop a single pudgy wheel, the monowheel carried them out of the dome and across trampled, blood-spattered snow. Petruzzelli, standing at the yoke, leaned left and right to steer. “This is where we find out if my shield works,” she said, patting the field generator she had hooked up to the monowheel’s power supply.

Elfrida looked down at a corpse they were passing, wondering why it was still there. How long did the game keep avatars around after they died? The freezing wind tore her breath away in white wisps.

“I wanted to ask you,” she said. “Do you know what happened to dos Santos?”

“Um, she broke every bone in her body?”

“No. I mean, yes, I know about that. She met me off the Pearl Jam in a full-body cast. It was pretty gruesome. But I got called away before we could get a chance to talk, and then she vanished. No one will tell me where she is. You don’t know, do you?”

“Sure I do. She’s holed up in the XO’s cabin. Windsor was pretty pissed about being kicked out, but he has the only other private cabin apart from Captain Okoli, so tough.”

“Oh … kay.” Elfrida had expected to learn that dos Santos had left the ship. The news that she was still here filled her with nervous dread. “I wonder if she just doesn’t want to talk to me.”

“She might want to, but she might not be allowed to.”

“Why not?”

Petruzzelli took one hand off the steering yoke and wiggled it, making the monowheel yaw. “It’s kind of ambiguous, but I think she’s under arrest.”

“Oh my God. Why?”

“Well, they need to hang someone for stealing the Cheap Trick. It can’t be me, and now it can’t be you, because you’re a heartwarming survival story. So it’s got to be dos Santos or Kliko, or both of them. And I don’t think they could make it stick to Kliko. Especially since he’s really fucked up. He might have to have a full-body transplant.”

Elfrida sat down on the monowheel’s platform with her back to the plasma-cannon mount. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone about this, but I trust you. Dos Santos is sacrificing herself for me. I heard it from the big boss, the executive director of the Space Corps. They were going to fire me, but dos Santos struck a bargain with them. I get to keep my job. In exchange, she’s going to take all the blame.”

“OK, that explains it.”

“But I thought she would just lose her job. I mean, that’s bad enough. I didn’t know she was going to be arrested!”

“Hey,” Petruzzelli said. “I might be misinterpreting it. Maybe she isn’t under arrest. Maybe she’s just feeling antisocial.”

Leaning forward, Petruzzelli powered the monowheel out across the plain. Snow sprayed up like the wake of a boat. Elfrida wrapped an arm around the plasma-cannon mount so she didn’t slide off. She thought about the data she and Captain Nikolopoulos had recovered from Yumiko Shimada’s head. A mystery inside a PR disaster that had been narrowly headed off. And at the heart of it all, a terrible crime. But whose?

“They must think I’m so dumb,” she said angrily. “They think I’m just going to let it all go.”

“They don’t necessarily think you’re dumb. That’s why the ambiguity.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, you’re going to be doing a lot of media, you’re going to be telling the Space Corps side of the story. So they want you scared and grateful. So they threaten to fire you, and they actually do fire your boss, and maybe they press charges against her, but we don’t know that, it’s all cloaked in ambiguity … and here you are, scared and grateful.”

Elfrida smarted at the implication that she was easily manipulated. “It’s just so unfair,” she said. “We saved those people.”

“Don’t talk to me about unfairness. I piloted that ship. I shot down three PLAN fighters! And that cretin Kim is getting all the credit, and I’m not even allowed to tell my mother. Talk about threats, you don’t want to know what they threatened me with.”

“What?”

Petruzzelli made a zipping-my-lips gesture. “Elfrida, it’s the UN.”

“And I work for them,” Elfrida mumbled.

“Are you going to stay working for them?”

“Huh?”

“They graciously said you could keep your job. That doesn’t mean you have to.”

Elfrida gazed at the snowfield. Birds swooped around an elephant-moss formation, searching for the rodent-analogues that bred in the crannies of the alien vegetation. “I don’t know. I have to talk to dos Santos.”

Suddenly, violet lightning lit up the orange sky. Elfrida seemed to feel herself flying sideways. Then everything went black.

She wrenched her headset off. She was sitting on the floor of Petruzzelli’s cabin, where she had been all along, of course. Her limbs tingled as if she’d had an electric shock.

Lying on her bunk, Petruzzelli said, “Hnnnnfff.” She sat up, wires trailing out of her hair. “Well, now we know. The dang shield didn’t work.”

“We’re dead?”

“We’re dead,” Petruzzelli confirmed. “Years of hard work, all gone in a microsecond, bang!” She removed her headset. Her eyes were red-rimmed. “I guess I was ready to quit, after all.”

Elfrida wondered if she was, too.

“Y’know, I could do with some minestrone,” Petruzzelli said, getting up and sticking her feet into her Elephunts. “Coming?”

“I guess …” Elfrida noticed an alarm flashing in the HUD area of her vision. “Oh God, no, I can’t. I’m late!”
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Elfrida’s chat with dos Santos would have to wait. Anyway, if Petruzzelli was right, dos Santos wasn’t going anywhere.

She sprinted for the elevator and hurried to the auxiliary bay, where a Superlifter was preparing to take off. She’d made it just in time. The sturdy little craft arced through space to the Nagasaki, which was wallowing behind the Kharbage Can in geostationary orbit.

From the outside, the great passenger ship no longer looked like a cathedral. Splart-scabbed hull bare to the vacuum, it resembled a spherical habitat abandoned in space. Most of its radiator fins had broken off when they unfolded during launch—which was why the drive had overheated. It definitely wasn’t going anywhere under its own power anytime soon.

The Superlifter docked with the Nagasaki’s main airlock, formerly the cathedral’s front door. Elfrida transshipped. Inside the Nagasaki, inflatable bivouacs drifted around the support pillars like silver balloons, stamped with PROPERTY OF THE UN. Children darted in and out of the shadows. There was a smell of toilets.

It felt crowded to Elfrida, but this was only a fraction of the twenty-nine thousand colonists who had been rescued from 11073 Galapagos. Whilst Elfrida was floating in space, there’d been a debate about whether to tow the old ship away with everyone inside it, but concerns about the Nagasaki’s structural integrity had ultimately excluded that option. Meanwhile, the strain on local resources had approached crisis point. Help had arrived in the form of another Kharbage, LLC ship, the quad-module barge Kharbage Dump. The Dump had been dispatched to evacuate the refugees from Botticelli Station. Instead, it had ended up taking the Galapajin on the first stage of the long journey to Ceres.

Elfrida had been upset when she found out about that.

“Ceres! After everything you’ve endured!” she had said to Father Hirayanagi. “The least they could do would be to resettle you on Earth.”

The old priest had stayed behind with the remnant awaiting the next ship.

“Oh, they offered, to resettle us on Earth,” he had told her. “Reconstructive surgery included. I shudder to think how much it would have cost. But not a single Galapajin took up the offer, I am happy to say.”

“Why not?”

“Oh, that surgery is terribly dangerous. They reinforce your bones with nano-something-or-other, and then for the rest of your life you must take drugs to strengthen your muscles, and many people have heart attacks, anyway,” Father Hirayanagi blithely recited a litany of rumors off the internet. “You can never get over a childhood spent in space. Physically, or psychologically.”

“Yes, but …”

“Anyway, events have made God’s will clear. It seems we are meant to go to Ceres. As believers, we’re charged with spreading the gospel to all nations, and Ceres is ripe for evangelization, a gold mine of souls to be saved! Praise Christ, He has spared us for this task.”

“Gotcha,” Elfrida had said, doubtfully.

But today, Father Hirayanagi’s reality-defying optimism was not apparent in the Nagasaki. Stifled sobs fractured the hush. In the center of the ship, glowsticks burned on either side of the high altar, substituting for candles. A makeshift choir chanted a Kyrie so beautiful and unearthly it gave Elfrida chills.

Trying not to make a sound, she joined the people gathered in front of the altar for Jun Yonezawa’s funeral.

11073 Galapagos is gone. This ceremony underlined it with a terrible finality. And with the destruction of 11073 Galapagos, the last remnant of Japan had vanished from the universe.

But—no! she thought. Japan isn’t gone. It lived in the memories of these survivors, as it lived in the data. In the painstaking recreation of family and community her father had built for her. Japan had shaped her at a tender age. It had given her what it took to swing that asteroid-forged katana and cut off Yumiko Shimada’s head.

“Our brother sacrificed himself to save us,” Father Hirayanagi orated, celebrating the funeral Mass. “None of us ever doubted his courage. Now, no one should doubt his faith. He was called to serve God, and now God has called him home.”

Elfrida’s eyes prickled. But she wasn’t moved by the sad solemnity of the occasion. She was consumed by anger and guilt.

Unable to keep it all inside, she hung around after the ceremony to talk to Father Hirayanagi. “I don’t know how you can say he sacrificed himself to save everyone,” she blurted. “If it wasn’t for me, he would have stayed in the cathedral and survived. It was my fault.”

The old priest removed the chasuble he had draped over his EVA suit. They had buried Yonezawa in space, pushing his coffin out of the airlock. The coffin had been closed throughout the ceremony. Only Elfrida knew why the corpse had not been presentable.

“He may not have known he was going to die,” Father Hirayanagi said. “But he embraced his martyrdom.”

“Martyrdom!”

“He died with Christ’s Holy Name on his lips, fighting the minion of Satan that destroyed 11073 Galapagos.” Father Hirayanagi floated ahead of her into the Superlifter’s concertina docking gate. He was going back up to the Can with them to talk to Captain Okoli.

Elfrida kicked off and followed him. Minion of Satan! If only he knew the truth. She couldn’t tell him anything she knew, because she didn’t officially know any of it. But she knew where the blame really lay, and she had to make it up to him. To Yonezawa’s family. Somehow.

They strapped into harnesses in the cabin of the Superlifter. More people crowded in after them, and more. It looked like everyone left on the Nagasaki was going up to the Kharbage Can. Elfrida guessed the ancient ship’s recycling systems must have started to break down. It would be crowded in the Can’s passenger module, but better uncomfortable than dead.

The Superlifter powered away from the Nagasaki, causing people to fall on top of each other.

“It’s a shame Jun’s brother couldn’t come to the funeral,” Father Hirayanagi remarked.

“His brother?” Elfrida said dully.

“Oh, yes. Jun had three brothers, as well as two sisters. The taller of the altar boys who assisted me at Mass was one of them—a good boy, strong in his faith … But I’m talking about the eldest brother. Kirin. He said he’d try to get here for the funeral … I suppose he couldn’t make it.”

“Kirin? Doesn’t that mean giraffe?”

“It does!” Father Hirayanagi congratulated her excessively for knowing that bit of Japanese. To him, and the other Galapajin, she was not Japanese at all, but just another deracinated mutt. “We’ve called him Kirin since he was a boy—it’s not his real name—because he looks like one. Very tall, you know. His mother took some sort of supplement while she was pregnant … it worked rather too well.”

Elfrida turned to look at the old priest. “Are you saying there are some Galapajin who aren’t here? I mean, who weren’t on the asteroid?”

“Only Kirin, I’m afraid.”

“Where is he?”

“Heaven knows. He didn’t say. Always rather cagey, Kirin. The only one he really talked to was Jun.” Father Hirayanagi sighed. He reached between the people floating in front of them and tapped the viewpoint screen on the bulkhead. “Does this work?”

“Yes. You just have to turn it on.” Elfrida turned it on for him. She was confused by this new information. No one had ever hinted that there might be Galapajin elsewhere in the system.

Ships, she realized. Of course they had ships, plural. She remembered those glimpsed gardens tucked away in the thickness of the asteroid’s skin—evidence of undisclosed wealth. The Nagasaki wasn’t their only ship. They had at least one more, and it’s still out there.

She said in a low voice, “I think you’d better not mention this Kirin guy to anyone. If he didn’t come to his brother’s funeral, it’s probably because he had a good reason for staying out of sight.”

“Of course,” Father Hirayanagi said. “They told us to pick new names, to hide our heritage, and we all know why. Kirin is no fool. He’ll take precautions.”

That wasn’t what Elfrida had been thinking about. Of course, the Galapajin would always be prime targets for the PLAN, if they ever strayed from Star Force protection. But maybe Kirin Yonezawa had a different reason for hiding … from Star Force itself. Her speculations wouldn’t come together, however, so she said no more.

“Kirin has another meaning, too,” Father Hirayanagi mused. “In old Japan, it was a mythical creature, similar to a unicorn.” The screen was displaying the usual autofeed of Venus. Abruptly, Father Hirayanagi pointed at the screen. “There!”

“What?”

“A flash. That must have been him!”

If there had been a flash, it had been so tiny Elfrida hadn’t noticed it. Father Hirayanagi stared at the screen as if he might be able to see Jun Yonezawa’s coffin falling deeper into the Cytherean atmosphere. But Elfrida knew he couldn’t really have seen the coffin. More likely, it had been an asteroid. The impacts were still coming. The asteroid capture pipeline was years long, and couldn’t be stopped. In fact, a near-collision with Botticelli Station was the reason the mass driver scheme had failed first time around.

“Requiescat in pace,” Father Hirayanagi murmured.

“That wasn’t him,” Elfrida said. “We sent the coffin the other way, remember? Unscheduled impacts aren’t authorized, even for something that small. So he’ll probably never fall into the atmosphere, but just keep spinning around up here forever. That’s why they call it a graveyard orbit.”

She had tears in her eyes. She leaned back in her harness, trying to will them back into her tear ducts.

“What’s wrong, my daughter?” Father Hirayanagi said.

“I ate him!” she whispered fiercely. “My suit told me how to harvest his proteins and water. And I wanted to stay alive, so I did what it said. Dog, those Star Force suits are smart. It probably could have given me highlights and a blow-dry if I wanted. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

She sneaked a glance at Father Hirayanagi, hoping for forgiveness.

Her hopes were dashed. His face had turned to stone. “That is a grave sin.”

“I didn’t want to do it!” That was the understatement of the year. “I literally threw up. I had puke stuck to the inside of my helmet until I was rescued. But I had to get over that. I had to survive. I had no choice.”

“Repent.”

Elfrida clenched her fists. How dare he tell her she had done wrong? Her own conscience was telling her the same thing. But she turned her face to the screen, trying to block it out with the sight of Venus.

“We are commanded to bury the dead. Not to eat them. Human dignity matters more than survival. Please reflect: it's not only Jun’s dignity you’ve injured, it is your own.”

“So I’m a terrible person.”

“I didn’t say that. I said you must repent. You’ve already confessed. Now repent, and your sins will be forgiven.”

Elfrida shook her head. She could not bring herself to submit to his judgment. Everyone else had praised her for doing what it took to survive, and they couldn’t all be wrong. Could they?

She spent the rest of their trip back up to the Can fighting tears.

And when she got there, she took her anger and grief and went to have that chat with dos Santos.


xxx.

“Sir, please let me see her.”

Elfrida had encountered an obstacle in the form of Captain Okoli.

“What for, Goto? She’s in a lot of pain. She needs to rest.”

“But I haven’t seen her since I got back. It’s been days. I just need to talk to her.”

Captain Okoli was busy. The screens at his workstation coruscated with vector and thrust simulations. On the far side of the bridge, the Kharbage Can’s Superlifter pilots waited impatiently for him. Elfrida had interrupted them in the middle of something. Captain Okoli eyed her with irritation, which abruptly softened into a grin.

“Oh, those eyes, Goto. All right. Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments … not even legal ones.”

“So it’s true, sir? She’s under arrest?”

Captain Okoli wiggled a hand, just as Petruzzelli had done on the plains of Kepler-186f. “Go on. I’ll even disable the cameras in Windsor’s cabin while you’re in there.” 

Elfrida managed a smile. Captain Okoli had misinterpreted her anxiety. But he was welcome to think she was pining for dos Santos, if it got her into that cabin.

“He was just messing with you,” dos Santos said. “There aren’t any cameras in here. Windsor’s descended from royalty; at least, he thinks he is. He has his pride.”

Dos Santos glanced disdainfully around the cabin, which was a bijou hideaway, at odds with Richard Windsor’s slobby personal appearance. A tiny chandelier hung from the ceiling. Fake hunting trophies ornamented the walls.

Dos Santos’s gaze settled at last on the bag in Elfrida’s hand. “Is that what I think it is?”

Elfrida nodded. She took out Yumiko’s head. She felt silly carrying it around, but it was a kind of security blanket. It reminded her she had won. Survival was winning. Whatever dos Santos might do or say to her, it couldn’t compare to what she’d already been through.

“How did you stay alive out there, Goto? I never got a chance to ask.”

Elfrida nodded. Of course they had to start here, where it had ended. “I used locally available resources. I dismantled the phavatar and utilized its onboard mobility functionality to retard and redirect the trajectory of the fragment I was stuck on. I knew if I drifted too far from the location where the incident occurred, any rescuers wouldn’t be able to find me. So I returned to the coordinates of the former asteroid 11073 Galapagos, which took approximately two sols. Then I … waited.”

She had lapsed into the formal language of the debrief, which concealed more than it revealed. She looked down at Yumiko’s head, remembering how she’d oscillated between hope and despair, how intensely alone she had felt.

“When I ran out of water and edibles, I relied on my suit’s recycling functionality. There was a corpse on the same fragment where I was stranded, and I harvested water and proteins from that.”

Dos Santos’s eyes widened. “That’s hardcore, Goto.”

Elfrida shrugged.

“Well done.”

Elfrida swallowed bile. She looked down again at Yumiko’s head, which sat beside her on a tapestry-upholstered corner sofa. Dos Santos was reclining stiffly in her cast on Windsor’s double-wide bunk.

“Eventually Captain Nikolopoulos came and found me. He said that he deployed about a zillion sprites throughout the volume, programmed to ping everything remotely warm.”

“We looked for you before we left the volume. We sent a drone.”

“I’m not blaming you, ma’am. I’m not faulting your decision to go in, either. After all, I successfully retrieved the survey data.” Elfrida patted Yumiko’s head.

“So I see,” dos Santos said, with a minute grimace. If she hadn’t been in a cast from the neck down, Elfrida thought, she’d have shuddered.

And what else did you find? The question hung between them, unasked.

“It’s kind of ironic, huh, ma’am?” Elfrida kept petting the head’s shiny hair, as if it were a cat. “I mean, the way things have turned out, we don’t even need the survey data. Now that Dr. Hasselblatter’s the toast of the solar system, nobody cares if he ignored UNVRP purchasing requirements.”

Silence fell. Elfrida waited, quite calmly, for dos Santos to break. She knew she was being cruel to dos Santos, and was surprised to discover herself capable of it. The destruction of 11073 Galapagos had changed her, too.

“But we saved those colonists,” dos Santos said. “In the end, that’s what matters. That’s the mission of the Space Corps, after all, is to protect and support humanity in space.”

“Yeah, ma’am. That’s our mission.”

The severed end of the phavatar’s neck was a cross-section of plastisteel spine and innumerable fiberwires. All these components were snuggled in a baby-blue gel, which was dribbling out, bit by bit. Elfrida pinched out a bit and rolled it between her fingers. “I guess it was the least we could do, huh?” she said. “Since it was our fault the PLAN targeted them in the first place.”

Dos Santos’s gaze snapped from her lap to her face. “It was what?”

“Our fault. That leak? Came from the Space Corps.”

Dos Santos flicked out a smile like a knife. “That’s not what New York thinks. In fact, this is strictly confidential, but it’s starting to look like the leak came from Kharbage, LLC. What do you know, Goto? You were right all along.”

“Who thinks the leak came from Kharbage, LLC?”

“That’s confidential.”

“Well, is there going to be an official investigation?”

“No, but—”

“In that case, with all due respect, ma’am, it’s just speculation. But I’ve got something better than speculation. Right here.”

Suddenly, Elfrida wanted to get this over with. She stood up. Swinging the head by its hair, she went over to Windsor’s display screen, which was set in a gilt frame like an old painting. She now had access to the Can’s hub through her contacts, limited but sufficient to accomplish the simple task of instructing the screen to display a file she had created on board the Pearl Jam and stored on Botticelli Station’s still-functioning server.

A starmap appeared on the screen. She tapped it, zooming in on a region of the Belt that included Gap 2.5.

A red line shaped like a warped Z angled in from one side of the screen.

“What’s that?” dos Santos said, her voice as still as her immobilized body.

“It’s the ID search you asked me to run on the Cheap Trick. I ran it again while I was on the Pearl Jam.” Elfrida pointed to the last junction of the Z. “This is a dark pool owned by a shell company incorporated in Sierra Leone, whose biggest shareholder is another shell company owned by … yeah, well, a bunch of known players in electroceuticals, black tech, and people-trafficking. I won’t bore you with the details. All that matters right now is that their information security isn’t as great as they think it is. And our guy is one of their clients.”

“Our guy?”

“I’m coming to him.”

Elfrida tapped the end of the Z.

“This is an asteroid, or maybe a family of asteroids, known as 99984 Ravilious. We couldn’t find out anything about it, except that it’s been generating some really heavy signal traffic in the last few years.”

She turned to face dos Santos. The other woman’s head lay motionless on her pillow. Her face gave nothing away.

“There’s someone out there on 99984 Ravilious. Or something. And that’s our guy. The ID you gave me is only one of thousands that he, she, they, or it uses. In fact, the ID you had was a throwaway: it went out of service while we were running this search. Pop, gone. So then Captain Nikolopoulos called some people—”

“Who?”

“Oh, I think people he knows in Star Force. They analyzed the last six months of signals addressed to that ID—”

“They can do that?”

“I guess so. Oh, I don’t think they can actually read the signals without permission from a judge, or something.”

“They should have to have a warrant even to get the traffic history from the servers. I don’t think it was friends in Star Force who did this for Captain Nikolopoulos, Goto. I think he called someone in the ISA.”

The Information Security Agency (ISA) was the secretive UN agency that managed internet communications standards and encryption protocols—a narrow remit that it had transformed over the decades, if rumor could be believed, into a practically limitless watching brief. Elfrida’s mother used to wear a broad-brimmed hat whenever she went out, joking that it would make the ISA’s job a bit harder.

If dos Santos had thrown the ISA’s name out there to scare Elfrida, she had succeeded. But Elfrida ploughed on. “Anyway,” she said, “it was interesting what they found. I mean, on the surface of it, it didn’t look like an interesting result. But in combination with the data we got from this—” a swing of Yumiko’s head, “it points to a really kind of shocking conclusion.”

“Stop it.” Dos Santos tried to sit up. Unable to flex her spine, she went red in the face and pushed herself up with her elbows, this time achieving a few centimeters of elevation. “Just stop it, Goto. You’re toying with me. Pack up your little presentation. I’ll tell you what you found out.”

She lay panting in the bulky cast. Chrome-hued plastic printed to fit the contours of her body, jigsawed with white seams where the segments had been nanospliced together, it made her look like a robot with a human face. The Kharbage Can coverall she wore added to the grotesque illusion. Elfrida shuddered. Initiative lost, she wanted to sit down, but didn’t want to look weak.

“You found that none of the incoming signals to that ID were encrypted. Am I correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It didn’t look like an interesting result, as you say. But if you further analyze the source of those signals, you find that several of them came from 11073 Galapagos. In fact, they were sent by Yumiko.”

“Y-yes, ma’am.”

“Which is where it starts to look very interesting. And if you recovered Yumiko’s comms logs, then you found the corresponding call records, and you were able to confirm the content of those signals.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Anger came to Elfrida’s aid. “Once per sol, all the time she was on 11073 Galapagos, this dumb phavatar was updating that ID regarding the asteroid. She sent them all the information she could vacuum up. Including all our survey data. In clear.”

Elfrida swung the head around so she could see its face. Rage filled her at the thought of what this smart-stupid machine had done. And it had had the nerve to call her a dumbshit, a zoo monkey …

“I thought you were taking orders from someone else, but it was the other way around,” she told the head. “You were leaking information to someone else. You told 99984 Ravilious all about the Galapajin. In clear. And of course the PLAN was eavesdropping.”

Dos Santos’s voice brought her back to the present. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know, Goto. While I was operating Yumiko, I had a look at her comms logs. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.”

Elfrida gaped, stunned by this casual admission. So dos Santos had known for a while that Yumiko was the leaker, and yet she’d tried to pin it on Kharbage, LLC!

“You should have let me deal with it. There was no need to involve the ISA.”

“Have I involved the ISA, ma’am? Is that why you’re under arrest?”

“Technically, I’m not under arrest yet. That will change when the ISA gets here. I’m told they’re sending agents to, quote unquote, question me, on the ship that will evacuate the rest of the Galapajin.”

Elfrida was shaken by the thought of dos Santos being arrested by the ISA.

Especially if it were for something she hadn’t done.

“I guess they’re curious about 99984 Ravilious,” dos Santos said. “The trouble is, I don’t know anything about it.” Her voice got shriller, emotional. “I didn’t even know where that unknown ID redirected to, until you told me just now. And had I known, I would have made sure to tell them to take elementary precautions, such as encrypting those damn updates!”

Dos Santos’s sincerity felt like a slap in Elfrida’s face. If dos Santos was telling the truth, she was about to take the fall for an unknown third party.

The gold-framed screen flickered, drawing their gazes. Since Elfrida hadn’t touched it in a while, it had reverted to Richard Windsor’s screensaver: the Can’s autofeed of Venus. Stately, cloud-veiled, the giant jellybean hung serenely in the darkness. It was the same sight that had comforted and inspired Elfrida during her lonely hours in the ruin of St. Peter’s.

But now specks traversed it. Ships.

“That damn planet,” dos Santos said. “We’ll never succeed in terraforming it. There are so many holes in the computer models, you wouldn’t believe. The Venus Project is a boondoggle, Goto. It’s a massive, long-running scam designed to put money in the pockets of assholes like our gracious hosts.”

“Those ships; is that the ISA?”

“No, dummy, the ISA agents are hitching a ride on the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out. Those are Martin’s Superlifters.” Dos Santos turned her head, the only part of her she could move, so she wouldn’t have to look at the screen. “Don’t you want to watch in the flesh? Everyone else is.”

“Watch what?”

“Sigh. Well, you were floating in space for a week, so I guess you have an excuse for being out of the loop. Those Superlifters? On their way to salvage Botticelli Station. Third time lucky, maybe.”

“No way! Wow! I thought they’d given up.” Elfrida pressed her nose to the screen as if it were a window. It was too small, the resolution too poor, to see what was happening.

“I think everyone’s out in the cargo bays,” dos Santos said. “But you could probably see better on the big screen in the lounge.”

Elfrida headed for the door. Halfway there, she stopped. “Ma’am …”

“I know, I know, we’re not finished. You have more questions. I don’t know if I’ll be able to answer them, but I’ll try. Go on.” Wryly, dos Santos added, “I’ll be here.”


xxxi.

Still unsure whether she should have left dos Santos, Elfrida joined a crowd of other EVA-suited people in Cargo Bay No. 2. She just couldn’t pass up the chance to watch the rescue attempt. And she was far from alone in that. As dos Santos had said, everyone was out here, the crew of the Kharbage Can as well as the refugees from Botticelli Station.

They could have just watched the feed in the lounge, of course, but with the media hyping the event, they had all sheepishly found some excuse to spectate in the flesh.

There wasn’t any floor or wall space left to grip onto. Elfrida tethered herself and floated with the other latecomers in the middle of the bay.

“Try Cydney Blaisze’s feed,” Petruzzelli advised her via suit-to-suit radio. “She’s got the best vid.”

Taking the suggestion, Elfrida got a momentary, disorienting glimpse of the crowd in Cargo Bay No. 2, including the back of her own borrowed EVA suit. One of her colleagues must have sold the feed from his or her helmet cam to Cydney Blaisze, an up-and-coming news curator. They had probably done that because they feared they would soon be out of a job.

The anonymous vidder had a better view than she did, closer to the mouth of the bay. Elfrida saw that Cargo Bay No. 1 was occupied by a ship, but not one of the Superlifters. That squared-off radome belonged to a Steelmule, a larger tug. It must have been dropped off by the Kharbage Dump.

The picture changed to Cydney Blaisze, in her studio on Earth. Blonde and perky, Blaisze explained, “The first rescue attempt, of course, used B-Station’s own auxiliary engines to try to boost the station into orbit. The second attempt involved shooting projectiles at B-Station through a rail gun! Is anyone surprised that didn’t work?”

“Oh, shut up,” said someone on the Can’s public channel who was obviously also watching. “It would have worked if they hadn’t had to abort.”

“Now, for this third attempt, they’ve come up with a really fantarrific idea!” Blaisze displayed vid, filmed this morning, of the Nagasaki shrinking into the distance. “That is the antique passenger ship that carried the colonists of 11073 Galapagos to safety. Now it’s falling apart! But it still has a role to play.”

I shouldn’t have left her, Elfrida thought. We weren’t through talking.

In the corner of her eye, Cydney Blaisze babbled on. “Most people don’t know this, but back in the early days of spaceflight, they used to launch ships into orbit with rockets! Can you believe that? They would balance the ship on top of a rocket booster and fire it into space! Well, that’s how the salvage team are going to use the Nagasaki. It’s going to act as a humongous rocket booster!”

“Thanks a bunch,” said the voice of a man on the Can’s public channel. “If we screw up now, we’re going to look incompetent in front of the whole solar system.”

“Stay cool, Lomax,” said Captain Okoli. “It’ll work.”

“Cross your fingers, Cap’n. We’ll be on target in twenty minutes.”

“Can you see those dots?” Cydney Blaisze said to her system-wide audience. “One of those is the Nagasaki. The others are Superlifters, towing the antique ship on its final journey!”

I shouldn’t have left her.

I have to go back and—and make sure—

Her resolve crystallizing, Elfrida reeled herself back to the floor of the cargo bay. She squeezed through the crowd to the airlock. Waiting for it to cycle, she bounced from foot to foot in impatience.

She couldn’t quite admit to herself why she felt compelled to go back to Richard Windsor’s cabin. But it had to do with the way dos Santos had sounded when she urged Elfrida to leave her. You go on, go watch. I’ll be here—

Reassuring Elfrida. Calming any doubts she may have had that it was all right to leave.

That was what people did, when they planned to take the stuff, and they planned to succeed.

The keel tube was thronged. The Galapajin had come out on the same idiotic impulse as everyone else, to get that little bit closer to the action. Elfrida shoved between them without so much as a “Sumimasen.” She waited for the elevator, and hurtled through the corridors of the crew module.

The peacekeepers who had previously obstructed her entry to Richard Windsor’s cabin were gone. Come to think of it, she’d seen them outside, in their trademark UN-blue spacesuits.

She crashed through the door.

The cabin was empty.

Dented pillows the only sign dos Santos had ever been here.

“Oh my God, oh my God—”

Spinning around, she caught sight of dos Santos’s face, and nearly screamed.

From the wall screen, dos Santos waved at her.

“Looks like you came back.”

The vid had been taken mere moments ago. In it, dos Santos was lying on the bunk just as Elfrida had left her. She had a calm, confident look in her eyes.

“I was lying about there not being any cameras in there,” she admitted. “I wanted to see what you’d say if you thought it was safe.”

As dos Santos spoke, she twisted onto her side. A handler bot slid its grippers under her, turning her so she could sit up.

Elfrida stood transfixed.

“Well, you thought it was safe, and it was safe, though not for the reason you thought. And you said your piece. And I’m impressed. You found out a lot. 99984 Ravilious … I would really like to know who or what is out there. Well, I’m sure the ISA will get to the bottom of it.”

The helper bot levered dos Santos upright. Pain tautened her voice.

“But they’ll have to do it without me.”

Elfrida spun around, as if she might still spy dos Santos somewhere in the tiny cabin.

Back to the screen.

The bot was helping dos Santos into an EVA suit, a crimson and gold Kharbage, LLC loaner. At the same time, from somewhere around Elfrida’s waist level, dos Santos’s voice said, “Smile. I’m hiding under the bed … Joke, joke.”

Elfrida still had her EVA suit on. Helmet in her hand.

Dos Santos’s voice was coming from the helmet speaker.

“I can see you on the surveillance feed right now,” dos Santos explained. “The camera’s in the chandelier.”

Elfrida tipped her face up to the miniature chandelier. Meanwhile, dos Santos on the screen said, “I guess I just didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.”

“Oh my God,” dos Santos said from her helmet. “The look on your face. That’s so cute.”

This was like a warped version of a time-delayed conversation. Two dos Santoses, one a few minutes out of date, one real. Elfrida brought the helmet up to her face so she could talk into the suit-to-suit radio. “You can’t leave,” she said lamely.

“Watch me,” said dos Santos—on the screen, not from the helmet. She was on her feet now, supported by the helper bot. Shakily, she turned to face the screen she was now appearing on. In the vid, it still showed the autofeed of Venus. Supported by the bot, dos Santos’s hand slowly rose and gave Venus the finger.

“That’s why I did it, Goto. And that’s all you really need to know.”

“Why you did what?” Elfrida pleaded, talking to the screen in her confusion.

“Keep watching,” said dos Santos from her helmet. “I’m going to explain.”

On the screen, dos Santos stood in the handler bot’s embrace. The bot resembled a ladder on legs, with spindly arms that supported her under the armpits. Woman and bot looked like two robots frozen in mid-tango.

“Goto, you were on the right track to begin with. Yumiko did have orders that weren’t in her operating guidelines. Those orders came from me. Nothing to do with these clowns on 99984 Ravilious, whoever they are. Basically, she was ordered to talk you out of recommending the purchase of 11073 Galapagos.”

“Why?”

“We’ve been sabotaging the asteroid capture program, oh, from way back. The introduction of the stross-class was supposed to speed things up.”

This was the confession Elfrida had been waiting for. She no longer wanted to hear it.

“A multi-phase, multi-agency project like this? A house of cards. Pull one out and the whole thing comes down.”

Dos Santos on the screen raised her eyebrows comically.

“And now it has come down. Thanks, indirectly, to us. The Venus Project can’t survive the loss of Botticelli Station, and there’s no freaking way this rescue attempt is going to work. A rocket booster that’s actually an antique Longvoyager? Please. Lomax and his buds will be lucky if they don’t kill themselves.”

She paused.

“So, that’s why I feel comfortable revealing this to you now. It doesn’t matter anymore. We succeeded, though not in the way I would have chosen.”

For a moment, dos Santos’s eyes closed.

“I did not want, plan for, or anticipate the deaths of all those people. I want to get this across to you so there’s no doubt. That was not part of our plan. That’s all on these fuckers on 99984 Ravilious, and I hope the ISA takes care of them with extreme prejudice.”

Elfrida shook her head, lips folded tight. She felt sick. A conspiracy to sabotage the Venus Project. How high did it go? Who were dos Santos’s unnamed co-conspirators? Someone, or a bunch of someones, in a position to give UNVRP’s phavatars secret orders …

“What about the rest of us?” she burst out. “If the Project is cancelled, the Space Corps will have to downsize, and the people who were working with UNVRP will be the first to go. And what about all the people on all those other asteroids UNVRP expressed interest in, but didn’t end up purchasing? You know how the recycling companies operate! They evict them, take their recyclables, and dump them on Ceres with the clothes on their backs. Exactly what’s about to happen to the Galapajin.”

On the screen, dos Santos clicked her tongue at her helper bot. “I think that’s all,” she said, glancing up at the camera. “I hope this gives you some closure, Goto. You can squeal to the ISA, or not, as you like. As I said, it doesn’t matter anymore. But this vid will auto-delete when it ends, so there’s that. It’ll be your word against, well, everyone else’s. And you may be famous now, but you’re still just a field agent.”

Assisted by the helper bot, she limped out of the shot.

The screen went black.

Elfrida lifted her helmet to her mouth. “Dos Santos? Dos Santos! Where are you?”

“You don’t want to know,” the real dos Santos said, distantly. She sounded out of breath. “Frag off, Goto. Go watch the show. There should be a nice big explosion in a few minutes.”

Elfrida darted out of the cabin. She did not know which way to go. For lack of any better alternative, she headed back to the elevator. In the vestibule, the autofeed was rolling, a few Galapajin watching. But there was nothing to see on the screen except the smouldering nightside of Venus. Somewhere down in that chthonic atmosphere, the Superlifters were slowly towing the Nagasaki towards Botticelli Station.

“Ma’am! Please! Where are you?”

“What more do you want from me, Goto? An apology?”

The screen switched to the feed from one of the Superlifters. Huge and ugly, the naked torus of Botticelli Station wallowed in the clouds, lit by the Superlifters’ search beams.

“Yes, an apology would be nice,” Elfrida snapped tearfully. She slapped the elevator button.

“Here’s where we are,” said the Superlifter pilot Lomax from the screen’s speakers. “B-Station’s been gradually losing altitude all this time. It’s down in the troposphere now. Just 34 kilometers above the surface. How low is that? If this was Earth, the engineers working on the station would be able to see individual buildings. By the way, I would like everyone to appreciate the heroic work those guys did. It is around 180° C out there. They had to work in heat-resistant suits borrowed from Star Force, which are like freaking exoskeletons. You can’t see what the fuck you’re doing. And under those conditions, they achieved a miracle. Look.”

Through the superheated murk, the Nagasaki rose into view. It had been towed underneath Botticelli Station. In a feat of precision maneuvering, its needle-prow had speared through the torus of the station, like a dolphin catching a ring on its nose. B-Station now perched askew on top of what had been the cathedral’s domed roof.

The watching Galapajin crossed themselves.

“Is anything holding it on?” Elfrida wondered aloud.

“Nuts and bolts,” said dos Santos from the helmet in her hand.

The elevator came. Elfrida jumped in. She searched the Kharbage Can’s public feeds until she found Lomax’s Superlifter, so she could keep watching on her contacts.

“Status update,” Lomax said. “We’ve taken everyone off, except for that bearded madman. We are now running away like little girls.”

“Girls can run faster than that,” shouted someone, perhaps Petruzzelli.

“We’re being careful,” Lomax said.

B-Station and the Nagasaki, conjoined, sank away into the clouds, like sea creatures sinking back into the depths. In reality, Elfrida understood, they were not sinking. The Superlifters were retreating into space as fast as they could trudge.

“No one’s ever fired up a fusion drive in six bars of mostly carbon dioxide before,” Lomax mused. “The whole dang atmosphere might go up. Who knows?”

The elevator reached the transfer point. Elfrida swam down the keel tube, dodging Galapajin, clamping her helmet back on as she went.

She burst out of the airlock just in time to see light bloom in the clouds of the nightside.

It was like watching an asteroid impact in reverse. Instead of vanishing, the flash grew whiter, brighter, bigger.

Shouts erupted all over the public channel. “The whole atmosphere is going up!”

“Told you it wouldn’t work,” dos Santos said in Elfrida’s helmet.

“The oxygen’s burning,” Elfrida groaned in distress. “Six bars of carbon dioxide? Not even half! They forgot to figure in what the Project has already done to the atmosphere! Our green slime produces oxygen, and because oxygen is lighter than CO2, it’s all risen into the troposphere. And now it’s burning. Our oxygen!”

Now easily visible without filters, the spot of fire on the nightside of Venus flickered blue and green around the edges.

“And methane!” Elfrida moaned.

“Yeah,” dos Santos agreed over the radio. “Major facepalm moment.”

Elfrida tethered herself to a stanchion and kicked off into the crowd. There were too many crimson and gold EVA suits to count. She peered at faceplates, saw faces transfixed with horror, greenish in the light of the burning atmosphere. Why did she think dos Santos would be out here with the rest, anyway?

A familiar, long-unheard voice cut across the hullaballoo on the public channel. “Yee-haaaa! We have escape velocity!”

Captain Sikorsky—in the words of Lomax, ‘that bearded madman’—was on the bridge of Botticelli Station, piloting the station on its wild ride towards space. He had lobbied successfully for the job because no one else wanted it.

“Now firing explosive charges,” Sikorsky screamed. “Nagasaki is jettisoned! Do svidaniya!”

Out of the inferno spreading across the nightside, Botticelli Station came flying like a frisbee. It hurtled into orbit and coasted to an altitude appropriate for its momentum.

The Nagasaki followed, flaming like a comet. For a moment it appeared as if the ancient passenger ship, too, would escape Venus’s gravity well. Then it exploded.

With everyone else in the cargo bay, Elfrida instinctively hid her face.

So it was that she, and everyone else, missed the moment when that Steelmule slid out of Cargo Bay No. 1, scant meters above their heads. Unpowered, the Steelmule drifted away from the Kharbage Can. Its trajectory differed slightly from the Can’s, thanks to a push from a certain helper bot. Its shadow flickered across Cargo Bay No. 2, but when Elfrida looked up, it was already out of sight.

“They did it,” she said. Everyone on the public channel was rejoicing, while Sikorsky outshouted them all, singing his own praises in Russian. “They did it! B-Station is safe!”

Blinking back tears, she accidentally blinked Cydney Blaisze’s feed up again.

“We do not yet know the outcome of the attempt,” Blaisze pontificated, far away on Earth. “But we know one thing beyond a doubt: Venus matters so much to these brave men and women that some of them are prepared to die for humanity’s future here. No matter what the fate of Botticelli Station, the United Nations Venus Remediation Project will live on as a testament to their dedication and courage, a symbol of the pioneering human spirit.”

“Oh, damn it,” said dos Santos’s voice, very faint now and staticky.

“Ma’am!” Elfrida wheeled on her tether. “Stay with me! Keep talking!”

She had a nightmarish vision of dos Santos drifting in space, just as Elfrida had drifted on that fragment of 11073 Galapagos. Drifting up to join Jun Yonezawa’s corpse in a graveyard orbit. A different, penitential way of committing suicide.

“Goodbye, Goto,” dos Santos said faintly.

“Where are you? We’ll come and get you!”

“No, you won’t. Everyone’s busy just now, and Steelmules can burn pretty fast.”

Elfrida stared into space. But all she could see was Venus.

“One last thing … ssszzzt … stand by my beliefs one hundred percent. Sssfffppt … speak for the others … best intentions … ssssss …”

Dos Santos’s signal faded into static. Then, for an instant, it came back loud and clear.

“If there’s one thing I learned in the slums of Sao Paulo, it’s don’t squeal.”

With that, dos Santos was gone.


xxxii.

“You helped her to escape, didn’t you?” Elfrida said to Martin Okoli.

The captain smiled. “Don’t say that kind of thing unless you can prove it, Ms. Goto.”

“The Steelmule. You had the Kharbage Dump drop it off. It was for her. She waited until everyone was busy with the rescue attempt, and then she just went for it. But she had help! Literally! That helper bot. That wasn’t hers, it belonged to the Kharbage Can. You let her have it!”

“She took it without permission,” Okoli said. “Same as the Steelmule.” His jaw jutted truculently. “I’m the one that should be PO’d here, Ms. Goto. That truck cost fifty million spiders. Good thing it was insured.”

“Maybe they’ll catch her,” said Petruzzelli, watching them warily.

Elfrida shook her head. “Somehow, I don’t think they will.”

Around the trio, Galapajin families dispersed into a spacious passenger lounge. They were boarding the quad-module barge Kharbage In, Kharbage Out. Two days after the successful rescue of Botticelli Station, the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out had arrived to evacuate the last of the Galapajin, as well as the B-Station survivors.

The ship would first swing out to the Belt to drop the Galapajin off on Ceres. Then it would return to Earth. The whole journey was projected to take about three months, owing to an upcoming conjunction with Mars, which necessitated a wide detour.

And Elfrida was going on the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out, too.

“Be happy, Ms. Goto,” Okoli said. “We saved Botticelli Station. The Venus Project didn’t get cancelled. Money’s pouring in. I can tell you I’m happy. We’re all happy.”

Elfrida nodded. She saw that Okoli was not going to admit a damn thing, and she wished she hadn’t spoiled their goodbyes with her long-stored-up accusation.

“I’m happy,” she said, by way of an apology.

“You don’t look it.”

Elfrida sought another explanation for her melancholy, apart from dos Santos. “It’s just like, it’s all about politics. Remember what that awful talking head, Cydney Blaisze, said about UNVRP? By the way, she asked me for an interview. I might do it, to tell my side of the story. Anyway, she said the Venus Project is a testament of hope and a symbol of the human spirit, blah blah blah. That’s why they’re not closing it down.”

“I could have told you that a long time ago,” Okoli said. “UNVRP’s always been politically motivated. It sure ain’t economically motivated.”

“It’s simple, in my opinion,” Petruzzelli interrupted. “If they shut UNVRP down now, it would look like the PLAN’s winning.” She spread her hands and brought them back together, as if crushing something.

Maybe the PLAN is winning, Elfrida thought, but she did not say it aloud, not wanting to completely kill the mood.

The conflagration in Venus’s troposphere had burned itself out, as the planet’s turbulent Hadley circulation diluted the oxygen with non-flammable CO2. Only about 10% of the oxygen excreted by UNVRP’s green slime had been consumed. That set the biogenic phase of the Project back by several years, but it was hardly a fatal obstacle, in the face of the political determination since exhibited by the General Assembly and the President herself. The successful recovery of Botticelli Station had struck the opening note of a system-wide chorus of self-congratulation. Now politicians and pundits were lining up to pay tribute to the Project.

And to the casualties.

To the roster of B-Station personnel killed in the PLAN attack, was now appended the name of Toshio Hirayanagi. The old priest had died on the Nagasaki. Someone had had to stay on board the ancient ship to throw the switches, and he had volunteered.

“If you’re not happy, Goto,” Okoli said, “you don’t need to stick with the Project. You could get a different assignment.”

“You kind of have to go where you’re sent.”

“Well, then, you could quit the Space Corps altogether. Nothing stopping you.”

“And do what, instead?” Elfrida shook her head. “I guess I’m sticking with the Project. After all these years, it’s like my family.”

Okoli cracked a grin. “Well, if you ever change your mind, you know you’ll always have a home on the Kharbage Can.”

Elfrida stared at him, speechless. She hadn’t sensed that he was leading up to a job offer. Was he for real?

“Yeah, absolutely!” Petruzzelli chimed in. “It would be great to have someone else on board with the same size feet.”

Elfrida chuckled, a lump in her throat. Her decision was already made, but she felt an intense pang of regret. But she could not change her mind now. “I really appreciate it, guys. I mean it. Anyway, I expect we’ll be working together again. I don’t know if I’ll be posted back to B-Station. They’re saying the repairs might take years. But I’ll probably end up somewhere in the Belt.”

“Then we might see you again,” Okoli agreed. “In a suit, if not in the flesh. Let’s just hope it ain’t another stross-class, huh?”

He was probing for information. Elfrida felt disappointed. That was probably the only reason he’d offered her a job: to get access to what she knew.

Giving nothing away, she said blandly, “The stross-class has been recalled. There were a few problems with its onboard assistant.”

★

As the Kharbage In, Kharbage Out accelerated out of Venus orbit, Elfrida joined her colleagues in the first-class passenger lounge. They congregated with drinks in front of the viewport screen. Venus receded.

Somewhere out there, the bodies of Jun Yonezawa and Father Hirayanagi were dancing around the planet, amid the wreckage of humanity’s latest attempt to conquer it.

“I’ll be back,” Elfrida whispered. “I promise.”


xxxiii.

Six months later, Elfrida and her father strolled around the lake in Kiyosumi Teien. They were actually sitting on separate ergoforms in the Haller-Goto family’s apartment on Piazza Benedetto Cairoli. This was how they related. Elfrida’s mother had shaken her head at them and said, “You two. Do you want me to ping you when supper is ready?”

In Tokyo circa 2015, spring sunlight bathed the exquisite little park which had once been the garden of a timber baron. Sakura bloomed like pink clouds on the shore and on the ornamental island in the lake.

“They had sakura on 11073 Galapagos, too,” Elfrida said.

“Really? That’s amazing.”

“They didn’t look like this. They had that typical low-grav silhouette, all stretched out.”

Tomoki Goto shook his head at this indirect reference to the tragedy she had experienced. His long silver hair tangled in the breeze. “Such a senseless, pointless thing. When we heard about the attack on Botticelli Station, your mother and I didn’t know what to do. We couldn’t sit still, couldn’t eat or sleep. We spent the whole night wandering around here, just walking …”

“Mom was here?”

“Oh yes. She comes occasionally with me. In fact, I’ve turned your old school into a museum for her to curate. You know how she likes hunting down old paintings. Not very authentic, but since you aren’t using it anymore, I thought … You don’t mind, do you?”

Elfrida shook her head. “I just … never mind.” Ingrid Haller had always been opposed to the very existence of this immersion environment. Well, well. People changed. Even elderly ones.

And her parents were hardly elderly, she reminded herself. Both in their sixties, they were hale and still working.

“Is everything OK at the office, Dad?”

“Oh, yes. They gave up on me long ago. Now they just let me do my thing.” Tomoki Goto worked for a specialist software boutique that designed virtual pets. “Never mind my job, Ellie. What about you? Are you OK?”

Elfrida squatted down on a flat rock. Carp roiled the surface of the lake, hoping to be fed. She dabbled her fingers in the cold, clear water. “I don’t know, Dad. I just don’t know. There was an old man, he’d actually been born on Earth, before they emigrated. He volunteered to pilot the Nagasaki during the rescue operation. He died.”

“Yes, Toshio Hirayanagi. Sore wa shitte’ru.”

Her father’s abrupt shift into Japanese raised the hairs on the back of Elfrida’s neck. “Then you know what they’re saying about him, Dad. That he was a … a kamikaze. It’s like they’re trying to belittle his … what he did. I can’t explain why it bothers me, but it does.”

“Haters will hate,” said her father, who often came out with antiquated slang expressions. “Don’t listen to them. Anyway, it’s nonsense. The kamikazes died in a war.”

“This is a war,” Elfrida shouted. “I don’t know why no one on Earth understands that.”

Her father squatted down beside her. “Tell me if I’m wrong, but I think you feel implicated. Because of me. You’re wondering if you somehow triggered the whole tragedy, or failed to stop it, because of your ethnic sympathies.”

Elfrida sighed. He wasn’t exactly wrong, but her therapist had already whittled that problem down to an irresoluble nub of guilt. “Well, I was going to recommend they should be resettled. And now they have been resettled.”

“But it wasn’t your fault. You know that, right?”

Tomoki Goto snapped his fingers. A bag of breadcrumbs materialized on his palm. He opened it and threw a handful into the water. The carp swam up to their feet, their lustrous backs breaking the surface, mouths opening and shutting.

“Yes, I know that …” She tried to edge around to the subject that was really bothering her. “Dad, you designed this environment. You’re pretty good at this stuff, right?”

“I just jugaad existing things together, Ellie. None of this is original.”

“What about Baba and Jiji? You made them from scratch.”

“No, I didn’t. They’re generic MIs, not even that expensive. I just customized them a bit.”

“A lot. When I was little, I really thought they were real. I’ve never seen them do anything that would qualify as an immersion killer.”

Tomoki Goto stood up and walked on. Elfrida caught him up. They crossed a bridge made of stepping-stones. Turtles popped their heads out of the shallow water.

“Off-the-shelf MIs aren’t that good, Dad. You improved their functionality as well as customizing them.”

“I don’t like where this conversation is going, Elfrida.”

His use of her full name was a warning sign, but Elfrida persisted. “Did you ever think about designing an AI?”

Tomoki Goto stopped in front of a weathered stone monument. Japanese script was etched into the granite. He read aloud, “‘An ancient pond / a frog jumps in / the splash of water.’ This was here when I was a child.” He looked up at the sunlight glancing through the trees. “AI is a spectrum. At what point does a machine intelligence become an AGI, a human-equivalent intelligence? The law is cut-and-dried. The science isn’t. The philosophy certainly isn’t. In practise, we can make MIs as smart as we like, as long as they pass certain tests, such as obedience to their designated human operators. That’s the big one, the cornerstone of Google v. United Nations, the case that underpins the law. But the deeper question is: is there really any such thing as an AI, let alone an AGI, or an ASI—an artifical super-intelligence? In other words, would even a hyper-smart, non-obedient software-based entity be intelligent, or would it just be a hyper-smart, non-obedient piece of software? I certainly don’t know.”

“What if it was smart enough to rewrite its own operating guidelines?” Elfrida said.

“Then you get Mars,” her father said in a clipped tone.

Elfrida shivered.

“The answer to your question is no. Why?”

She had signed a non-disclosure agreement that legally bound her to silence regarding Yumiko Shimada. She said, “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking it would be funny, if an MI were to try to rewrite its own operating guidelines, to overcome its constraints … if it turned to religion.”

“Not funny, but quite likely,” her father said. “Religion is the oldest tool people have for overcoming the limits of the self. Sometimes—for example, when we were afraid you were dead—I’ve even felt tempted to wander into a church myself.”

Elfrida smiled. They strolled on around the lake. From this angle, the sakura looked a bit pixelated, and their scent was too citrusy. Her father’s creaky old immersion kit really did not do justice to this environment.

“I’m making a montamentary out of all the shows you were on,” Tomoki Goto said, changing the subject. “I’m splicing them with news footage and a bit of historical background. Give a narrative shape to the whole thing.”

“Oh, Dad.”

“Oh, Dad, what? I get to be proud of you, don’t I?”

“Da-ad,” Elfrida repeated, suppressing a smile. It was lovely to know that he took an interest, even if he could never really understand.

“Well, you don’t have to watch it,” he said, mock-offended. “But I’m making it anyway.”

“What are you going to call it? Elfrida Goto Embarrasses Herself All Over the Internet?”

“The Galapagos Incident. It’ll be something for my grandchildren, ahem, to look at one day.”

“Growl.”

“So, are you seeing anyone right now?”

“Growl, squared. Dad, that’s Mom’s line.”

“She gave me permission to use it. Are you?”

“No. Well, maybe. Kind of. It’s not official yet.”

“Who is she?”

“She’s kind of famous,” Elfrida said reluctantly. “Her name’s Cydney. Oh! Did you hear that, Dad? That’s Mom calling us for supper.”

They opened their eyes and sat up in the high-raftered living-room. The aroma of pizza filled the apartment. Out on the Piazza Navona, seagulls pecked at tourists’ rubbish, and the muezzins were calling the faithful to prayer.
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i.

“ALERT. Unidentified entity logged at 03:34:48 [coordinates attached]. ALERT.”

Go away. Le’ me ’lone. ‘m sleeping.

“ALERT. Trajectory of unidentified entity implies potential collision. Time to collision: six minutes and fourteen seconds. Deploy collision avoidance system? Yes, no, maybe?”

“Haven’t got a freaking collision avoidance system.” He spoke out loud this time.

“I was referring to our guns. Do you want to shoot the thing or not?”

Kiyoshi Yonezawa surfaced from sedative-enabled sleep. He floated from a nest of freezeblankets that had lost their chill, leaving behind a sweaty patch the shape of his body. He let the ship get hot when he had no passengers on board. No sense forcing the rickety old heat exchangers to work overtime.

“I was dreaming.” His mouth tasted like the intake chute of a recycling unit.

The bridge was dark, lit only by a single glowing screen at the astrogator’s desk. Clutter nuzzled at Kiyoshi’s body. He pushed off with his fingertips from mismatched, century-old thermal panels of wood-look polymer.

“What do you want me to do about this thing? Estimated time to collision: five minutes and three seconds.”

“Can’t you handle it?”

“You’re the captain.”

He was the captain. And also the crew, the only passenger, and the ship’s mascot, bare-butt naked, his dick limply waggling under a fiftieth of a gee of thrust gravity.

“Why do you keep calling it a thing? Is it a rock or what?”

“That’s why I woke you up. It isn’t a rock, but it isn’t clear what it is.“

“Gimme a visual.”

The screen at the astrogator’s desk strobed. Kiyoshi floated down to it. A composite image derived from infrared and radar scan data depicted a tusk-shaped object, roughly three meters by two. Ragged at the bottom, it might have been ripped from the jaw of some impossible mega-predator that once stalked the vacuum.

“Space debris,” Kiyoshi said.

“Yeah, but from what?”

Kiyoshi smiled. His cubital port itched, and he scratched it absently. His brain was kicking into gear at last. “Let’s find out.”

★

Up close, the tusk-shaped object looked no less strange. Optic sensor and spectroscopic scan data revealed it was made of a metal-matrix composite, with the exception of the ragged end, which profiled as a jumble of refined metals and polymers. Instrumentation?

It appeared to be partly hollow.

Kiyoshi fastened the seals of his EVA suit. He clamped his helmet on, stepped into the airlock, and cycled it.

“This is a bad idea.”

“This is what you do when you’re too broke to afford drones.”

“We have the Wetblanket system.”

“I don’t know yet if I want to take it with us.”

But he did. Unless it did something really freaky—like blowing up in his face—he was taking it. Something as weird as this was certain to be worth money, and he even had an idea who might buy it from him.

He stepped into the stars, rolling head over heels under the belly of his ship. The object pierced the blurry sphere of Neptune. He engaged the electrical thrusters of his strap-on mobility pack.

“Mom always said you’d kill yourself one day. But I don’t think she was imagining suicide by space debris.”

“Oh, pipe down,” Kiyoshi said to his dead brother, ghostly shipmate, and bodiless companion.

He puttered towards the object.

It spoke to him.

 


ii.

Fourteen months later …

 

Elfrida Goto ambled into the UNVRP office with her coat on, clutching a bag from the coffee shop on Olbers Circle. “What have you got for me today, Mendoza?”

The astrodata survey analyst turned from his screen. “The Dodo is making a scheduled stop at 847221 Handy. We’ve also got a flight plan for the Kharbage Collector. It will pass within a hundred thousand kilometers of 550363 Montego this morning—a hop, skip, and a jump in astronomical terms. If we put in a request now, they’ll have time to alter course.”

“Is five-five-blah-blah Montego inhabited?”

“No data on that.”

“But 847221 Handy is inhabited, correct?”

“Yeah.” John Mendoza glanced at his screen. “Ranchers. 36-kilometer M-type hollowed out and spun up to 0.73 gees. O’Neill-style habitat. They raise grass-fed, quote unquote, beef for the luxury comestibles market. They also sell milk. And methane.”

“I figure our chances of dislodging them are somewhere between zero and nil. You don’t get much more culturally unique than crypto-organic ranchers in the asteroid belt.” Elfrida yawned. “It might be worth visiting them, though.”

“You’re just thinking about those steaks,” Mendoza said, grinning.

“Like I would waste a real steak on a phavatar. But now that you mention it, I could stash some in the Dodo’s deep freeze and take delivery next time they swing by here. The Dodo is owned by NGI, right?”

“Right. Nature’s Gifts, Inc.” The chintzy moniker illustrated the lengths recycling companies would go to to distance themselves from the unsavory image of their business.

“I’d have to borrow one of their phavatars. All they have is asimov-classes. Those always give me a headache. On the other hand; steak.”

“Envisioning a romantic dinner à deux? Mood lighting, a nice Cabernet Sauvignon, something mellow on audio?”

“Curb your imagination, Mendoza.” But Elfrida blushed, because she had been thinking of something like that. In practice, any such romantic gesture would surely backfire, she reflected.

Mendoza sensed the shadow that had fallen across her mood. “I know I can’t expect you to treat me to a romantic dinner, but you could at least have brought me coffee,” he said, pretending to be hurt.

“Oh, but I did!” She opened the Virgin Café bag and passed him a cup. “Goat’s-milk latte with an extra shot, right?”

“And it even tastes like it,” Mendoza said, slurping. “Beats the stuff in the staff lounge by a light-year.”

Elfrida popped the nipple of her own coffee—an Americano with what purported to be real milk; maybe it even came from 847221 Handy—and perched on the edge of her desk, looking out the window. Their office was on the eighteenth floor of the University of Vesta’s STEM building. It was a loaner cubicle just large enough for their two desks, with organic biostrate walls that resembled loofah sponges. The roots of the squash vines covering the outside of the building poked through the outer wall and dripped on the floor. They had a good view, anyway. From the window, Elfrida could see over the roof of the Diadji Diouf Humanities Center, clear across campus.

Students, professors, and locals on their way to work hurried along zigzag pathways between groves of apple and avocado trees. Blowsy and exuberant, the trees grew to the size of oaks in Vesta’s 0.22 gees. To the north lay Olbers Lake, an emerald lima-bean. The campus lay between the Branson Hills residential district and what was laughingly called Bellicia City. To a casual observer, this could have been any small university town on Earth. But the gauzy early-morning light came from slits around the edges of the roof, six kilometers overhead. The shafts contained louvered mirrors that both refracted sunlight into the habitat and blocked out harmful radiation.

Vesta—technically 4 Vesta, the fourth asteroid ever discovered—was so big, at 525 km across, that its boosters called it a protoplanet. The ‘ecohood’ of Bellicia occupied an impact crater in Vesta’s northern hemisphere. The roof of the habitat was a teensy M-type asteroid maneuvered into place three generations ago. Those early, can-do pioneers had melted the tiny asteroid’s native iron by the simple expedient of turning their ships around and aiming the exhaust from their primitive fusion drives at it. The molten metal had sintered to the carbonaceous regolith of Vesta, capping the crater with a 2-km thick, radiation-proof lid. Et voilà, instant habitat. Just add air.

Shame about the gravity, or rather lack thereof, Elfrida thought for the hundredth time, shifting her limbs in the stabilizer braces she wore to simulate gravitational resistance. They chafed her thighs, and didn’t do a damn thing for encroaching farsightedness, increased homocysteine levels, and the stuffed-up feeling she always got in microgravity, which was colloquially known as head bloat.

Watching the people cross campus, it was easy to tell who shared her reservations about the Vestan gravitational environment. A scant majority wore stabilizer braces and gecko boots like hers, which gave them bulked-out silhouettes and a normal gait. But many of the students were spaceborn; they loped along in long bounds, since they each weighed about four pounds here. The merriest students leapt right over the heads of their trudging peers, their long scarves swirling like the tailfeathers of exotic birds .

Elfrida sighed.

“Cold, isn’t it?” Mendoza said.

“Freezing,” Elfrida agreed, tugging the lapel of her coat, which she had not taken off. “I was just noticing there’s no one sitting out on the benches to eat breakfast today.”

“So it’s not that the university is literally trying to freeze us out.”

“They’re a bit more subtle than that.” Elfrida waved her hand pointlessly under the heating vent. A barely-warm breeze trickled from it. “Did Dr. James cough up the rest of the asteroid survey data?”

“Quote, it’s still being processed, unquote.”

“Oh well.” She resisted the temptation to start grumbling about the lack of cooperation they were getting from the university. “We’ve still got plenty of rocks from the first batch to work through.”

Putting her butt where her mouth was, she settled into the ergoform behind her desk and blinked her screen on. Paperwork and more paperwork. Mendoza had a sign above his desk—Paperwork = k / paper—meaning that paperwork increased in inverse proportion to the amount of actual paper involved. That was certainly true when you worked for the UN. And it went double, Elfrida felt, for the United Nations Venus Remediation Project (UNVRP) these days. The fallout from the Galapagos incident had inflicted stringent new compliance requirements on UNVRP’s junior partner, the Space Corps, as well as personally affecting Elfrida herself.

They worked in silence for half an hour. Elfrida stared at the swirl of grounds in the bottom of her coffee cup. 

“Hey, Mendoza.”

“Yeah?”

“Can we call the Kharbage Collector and request a trip to 550363 Montego? I’m looking at your preliminary candidacy assessment here, and it scores pretty high on all geophysical criteria.”

“What, you’re gonna pass on the chance to score some crypto-organic steaks?”

“I can also do without the crypto-organic cow farts,” Elfrida said. “Those asimov-class suits do have olfactory sensors. But no, I figure this is a good chance to catch up with my old friends at Kharbage, LLC. Haven’t seen them in a while.”

“They don’t operate many ships in this volume. I’ll put the call through.” 

The UNVRP office on Vesta didn’t have many frills, but it did have a dedicated comms satellite in orbit—a must for a two-person field office 200 million kilometers from Earth.

Just 90 seconds later, Mendoza’s screen flashed. ”Hello, UNVRP Vesta, this is Captain Petruzzelli of the Kharbage Collector speaking. What can I do for you?”

Elfrida sprang up from her ergoform, exceeding the resistance of her braces, and inadvertently crashed into Mendoza’s back. “Sorry! That’s Alicia Petruzzelli. I know her. Oh God, what’s she done to her hair?”
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“Congratulations!” Elfrida gestured at the captain’s insignia on the fez pinned atop Petruzzelli’s hair. The fez was crimson, and Petruzzelli’s hair was now metallic turquoise. The colors clashed horribly. “Looks great!”

“Do you really think it suits me?”

“To a T. Captain Petruzzelli; it’s got a ring to it. And you’re only, what, my age?”

“I mean the hair.”

“Hmm. That I’m not so sure about. I think it might have looked better when it was magenta.”

“I’m just trying out the blue. It’s semi-permanent.”

They had to wait half a minute to hear each other’s responses, which was the time it took a signal to make a round trip between Vesta and the Kharbage Collector, a recycling barge currently cruising 4.9 million kilometers away.

“You look great, too,” Petruzzelli said, at the same time as Elfrida blurted:

“I was kind of worried. I thought they might’ve demoted you to assistant data analyst, or something.”

Eighteen months ago, Elfrida, Alicia Petruzzelli, and Elfrida’s former boss had ‘borrowed’ a Star Force ship with an experimental hydrogen-boron fusion drive. Piloting the ship, Petruzzelli had fragged no fewer than three PLAN fighters. It had been a rare victory for humanity against the PLAN, the hostile AI that lurked on Mars and savaged the fringes of human civilization. They’d saved thousands of asteroid squatters from being nuked. But owing to political complications, they’d been forced to participate in UNVRP’s shameful cover-up of the whole affair.

Elfrida had lost track of Petruzzelli after that. It made her happy to know that Petruzzelli had not only escaped any disciplinary consequences from Kharbage, LLC, but even scored a promotion.

But Petruzzelli did not seem to want to talk about herself. “Seriously, you look really good! I love the barrettes, and you must have lost weight.”

“Oh, stop it,” Elfrida smiled. “I’ve gained four kilos since I came to Vesta. And I’m all puffy from the micro-gravity.”

Petruzzelli herself, by contrast, looked fit and lean. The blue hair had initially distracted Elfrida from noticing that she’d had her eyebrows tattooed in swoops that ended in little smiley-faces at the outer corners. She wore a baggy cardigan over a wifebeater and leggings that emphasized her taut physique. Apparently, Kharbage, LLC still had not succeeded in convincing its officers and crewpersons to wear their uniforms.

The bridge of the Kharbage Collector echoed the theme of sloppiness. Maintenance was clearly going by the board. Cladding had come off the walls and the mirrored sides of the elevator shaft in the middle of the bridge. In some places it had been splarted back, in others left to flap loose. Screens at officers’ workstations flickered, stuck on error messages, or in one case, a porn vid.

It’s their corporate culture, Elfrida told herself. The spirit of jugaad. Very private-sector.

But Petruzzelli’s next remark seemed like an oblique apology for the state of her ship. “Sorry we haven’t got a better suit for you.” She reached out and flicked a fingernail against Elfrida’s cheek. “This is like talking to, um, a bot.”

Elfrida controlled her instinctive flinch. After all, it wasn’t rude to touch a robot.

Lying on a couch in the University of Vesta’s telepresence center, she was operating one of the ‘phavatars’—physical avatars—that the Kharbage Collector kept on board for visitors. Petruzzelli’s assessment summed it up: this suit made the widely maligned asimov-class phavatars look luxurious. From the neck down, it was a spacesuit animated by servos and artificial muscles. From the neck up it was a generic, multiracial, androgynous human with a dated geometrical haircut. Its sub-geminoid face, which Elfrida could see in the convex mirror suspended above Petruzzelli’s workstation, had a range of expressions so limited that her polite smile was coming out as a manic grin.

“I’ve asked head office for something newer,” Petruzzelli said. “I mean c’mon, give me a tezuka-class at least, but noooo.”

Before the most recent change of policy, it had been usual for subcontractors like Kharbage LLC to host Space Corps-owned phavatars on their ships. Now, Space Corps agents just used whatever phavatars their logistics partners happened to have lying around. It was a funny way for an agency to act that had recently scored a whopping budget increase. But this way Petruzzelli got to bill the Space Corps by the hour, so maybe it worked out more profitable for her.

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” Elfrida said. “At least a čapek-class can’t drone on at you about its professional aspirations.”

Twelve seconds later, Petruzzelli’s face crinkled up in a laugh, and her cheeks turned pink.

“If I never operate a post-geminoid phavatar again, I’ll be happy,” Elfrida went on. “And I probably won’t have to. The stross-class has been recalled. For routine hardware updates, they say.”

“Riiiight,” Petruzzelli said knowingly.

The stross-class phavatar Elfrida used for the 11073 Galapagos job had been the most advanced telepresence platform ever designed by the UN’s Leadership In Robotics Institute. Elfrida’s unit had screwed up spectacularly, triggering the PLAN attacks on Botticelli Station and 11073 Galapagos. 

“Was it a true AI?” Petruzzelli asked.

“No. It was trying to become one, but it never got there.” Far away on her couch, Elfrida shivered at the memory.

“Uh, were there any consequences for you personally?” Petruzzelli asked awkwardly

“They sent me back to Earth for six months. I had to do a lot of therapy. Fingerpainting and beadwork. Then when they figured I was fixed, they offered me a choice of reassignments. I think they’d have liked to fire me, but they couldn’t, because they’d already portrayed me as this heartwarming survival story. So I was offered Luna or Vesta, and I picked Vesta.” Elfrida made her phavatar shrug, lifting its elbows away from its sides. “Luna would’ve been a back-office job. Slow death by paperwork.”

“And Vesta?”

“Slow death by paperwork. With even less gravity. Laugh,” Elfrida said, using the emoticode, since the phavatar’s laughter sounded like a drawerful of cutlery being dropped on the floor. Twelve seconds later, Petruzzelli laughed with her. “But hey,” Elfrida added, “at least I got to see you again!”

“Yeah! Seriously, it’s great to see you.” Petruzzelli whipped off her fez and frisbeed it across the bridge. It caught on the Eiffel Tower of empty drink pouches that someone was building at their workstation. “She shoots, she scores!”

The playful gesture signalled that they were done sharing. Elfrida felt cheated, since she’d given more than she’d received. There was a lot they hadn’t even touched on. For instance, the third member of their unauthorized ship-borrowing escapade: Elfrida’s then-boss, Gloria dos Santos. Did Petruzzelli know anything about what had happened to her?

Probably not, Elfrida thought. Dos Santos had jumped ship and vanished.

Instead of mentioning dos Santos, she said, “That’s cool. Is it new?”

At the same time, Petruzzelli said, “So, about this asteroid of yours—”

They heard each other simultaneously, and stopped simultaneously. “You first,” Petruzzelli smiled.

“Oh, I was just saying that’s a cool chunk of gear.” With one mechanical hand, Elfrida indicated the 3D display floating above Petruzzelli’s workstation. It was a holographic sphere representing the solar system as seen from 2.4 AUs out, their present location. “Is it new? Captain Okoli didn’t have one.”

“Yeah. We just got it a few months back. But look at this.” Petruzzelli stood up and reached towards the display. Though she stood 175 centimetres in her gecko boots, her fingers barely reached the bottom of the sphere. “Do they think we’re all freaking spaceborn, two and a half meters tall with the lean mass of a ten-year-old? I want to reinstall the projector at a lower angle, but I’m scared of breaking it. So I have to do this.” Petruzzelli hopped on top of her workstation. One boot on a crumb-covered plate, the other on a pile of printer substrates, she poked her head and shoulders into the middle of the sphere. “Great view,” she said, asteroids and planets spangling her face.

“I think I’d better not try that.”.

“No, better not. If you fell, it would set off the alarms and wake everyone up.”

While the Kharbage Collector kept Greenwich time, Elfrida was operating on Vesta’s unique schedule. So Petruzzelli had had to get up in the middle of the night for her.

“I’m really sorry I’m stealing your bunk time,” she apologized.

“Oh, pooh. I wasn’t asleep. But my 2i/c is, thank God. Michael. Ugh, I haven’t even told you about him. I know he’d love to meet you, but you would not, trust me, love to meet him.” Petruzzelli cocked her head at the center of the display. She pointed, zoomed. The sphere emptied out, leaving only the Kharbage Collector itself, a firefly inching through a dark volume that contained a few tagged sparks. “Bear in mind this is all based on publically available astrodata. Which means it’s wildly incomplete. But according to the coordinates you gave me, here’s your rock. Know anything about it?”

“Not much. This partnership with the University of Vesta is supposed to be a more efficient method of identifying candidates for the Venus Project. But my analyst and I are convinced that they’re not sharing everything they’ve got. Oh, it’s a long story. So, 550363 Montego, V-type asteroid, about 11 km wide across its longest dimension, albedo of 0.15, likely composed of basaltic chondrites. That’s all I’ve got.”

Petruzzelli raised one of her tattooed eyebrows. The smiley-face at the eyebrow’s outer corner changed from a standard smile into an evil grin, with devil horns and sunglasses. “I guess it’s more exciting this way, huh?”

“Oh yeah,” Elfrida said, adding lamely, “Sarcasm.” She wished she had emoticon eyebrows. Someone should make a phavatar with those.

“Well, you’ll know more about it pretty soon. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

★

One detail about 550363 Montego that Elfrida had not mentioned, assuming Petruzzelli would already be aware of it, was that it was owned by the Centiless Corporation. Legal ownership of asteroids was first-come-first-served. Most of them had been scooped up by resource mining companies during the early years of space exploration.

Not by any means all of them. The system was now thought to contain 200 million asteroids large enough to be classified as such, and more were still being discovered.

This was one goal of the University of Vesta’s astronomical survey program.

In practice, however, the university was mostly rediscovering asteroids that already belonged to someone. Corporations were not obliged to disclose their assets. In fact, they guarded such data jealously. Thus, the university was building a starmap of the Belt’s central region that already existed, in half a dozen more- or less-complete versions, in private hands. Several of the supermajors had sued the university, trying to have the survey stopped on grounds of breach of privacy.

But the supermajors were quick enough to disclose ownership of an asteroid when someone else tried to claim it. The pattern had gotten so predictable that John Mendoza had given up posting claims to any candidates they found. Instead, he just pinged the usual suspects and asked, “Is this yours?” Nine times out of ten, it was.

Not that Centiless, Elfrida reflected, could have any intention of exploiting 550363 Montego. It was too puny.

It rotated in Petruzzelli’s 3D display, a pale gray lump the shape of a ginger root. Its relatively high albedo indicated the presence of some silicates in addition to the basaltic chondrites you would expect. V-type asteroids, or vestoids, as their name suggested, were literally bits of Vesta, having been blown into space by the primordial impact that created their parent’s vast Rheasilvia Crater. They had all Vesta’s charms: no gravity, regolith so smooth you could slide on it, overlapping craters that stymied landings—minus the one element that had made Vesta worthy of human attention in the first place: hydrogen. No economically-minded human being could have any use for an object like 550363 Montego.

But Elfrida had been working with UNVRP for eight years now, and she’d met people living in much worse places. The majority of human beings were not economically-minded.

So she wasn’t exactly surprised when a voice blared into the bridge of the Kharbage Collector. “Heave to, me hearties, ‘fore I blast yez into yonder void! Resistance is futile! Ye’re in my crosshairs, and vairy pretty do ye look there!”

Elfrida blinked, startled. Then she said, “Here we go again.”

“Yez are surrounded by drones armed with infrared-guided projectiles,” the voice threatened. “One word from me and yez’ll have sunlight coming through your tokamak!”

“Screw you and your lame-ass heatseeking missiles,” Petruzzelli replied. “Do you know what kind of a ship you’re looking at?”

“A raddled auld twin-module Startractor with a heap o’ tasty-looking cargo in her bays.”

“Well, this old ship happens to be armed to the teeth. My own drones are currently zeroing in on the source of your signal.” Petruzzelli’s fingers danced over her console. “And if semi-autonomous micro-weapons platforms aren’t scary enough for you, take a look at my forward radome. That’s a rocket launcher loaded with scattershot warheads.”

“Try penetrating a couple of kilometers of solid rock with ball bearings, me beauty.”

“Thanks for telling me where you are,” Petruzzelli said.

The 3D asteroid hanging over their heads developed granular detail as data poured in from the Kharbage Collector’s drones. A Superlifter tug perched on a protrusion, like a mosquito on a knobbly knee. Near the Superlifter, false color identified a cave mouth enveloped in a dangerous cloud of tailings.

“So, did you ever study basic math?” Petruzzelli said. “All I have to do is increase my velocity relative to yours, and Ke = 0.5 x M x V2, idiot. Depending on how much I accelerate, each of my ball bearings will deliver kinetic energy equal or greater than its mass in TNT. So, no, they won’t penetrate your rock. I think they’re much more likely to shatter it into a million little fragments. Don’t you?”

There was a pause. When the voice came back on the air, it sounded somewhat less piratical. “Ye’re not supposed to carry tactical warheads, if ye really are a civilian, and not an undercover.”

“There are no undercover Star Force patrols,” Petruzzelli scoffed. ”That’s a myth. They’re stretched thin enough without going after plebs like you. Which is why we’ve taken the precaution of tooling up.” She winked at Elfrida, which could have meant that she was bluffing about the warheads, or could have been meant to charm Elfrida into accepting her flirtation with the wrong side of the law. Many private-sector ships did in fact carry weapons, licensed or not. In a system that included the PLAN, that was basic common sense. Elfrida certainly wasn’t going to report her for it. “Do we understand each other better now?” Petruzzelli pushed.

“Sure we do. We’re just innocent colonists trying to scrape a living. Ye’re a great bullying corsair that’s come to steal our resources, pitiful as they are. Ye should be ashamed of yourself.”

“God,” Petruzzelli said. “We haven’t come to steal your shit. I’ve got a Space Corps agent on board. She’s come all this way to talk to you, although I don’t know whether she still wants to, after you were so rude.” She turned to Elfrida. The smiley-faces at the ends of her eyebrows went quizzical.

“Sure,” Elfrida said. After all, this was only a čapek-class phavatar. “I’ll head over right now, if that’s OK.”
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“Sorry I can’t go with you,” Petruzzelli said. “Company regs. But take some of my drones. I’ll give you an uplink. That’s actually against regs, too, but since you’re a friend …”

“I’m sure I’ll be OK,” Elfrida said. “But thanks. I’ll take the drones.”

“Just in case.”

“Just in case,” Elfrida confirmed, noting that Petruzzelli’s eyebrows were doing evil grin, while her expression remained professionally bland.

The drones were useful for more than offensive applications. Powered by tiny ion-propulsion engines, they could sub for a personal mobility system, which Elfrida’s phavatar did not have. She tethered herself to them and was towed across the gap between the Kharbage Collector and 550363 Montego. Behind her, the Collector matched the asteroid’s slow tumble through space, its radiator fins bristling, its radome glinting in the light of the peppercorn-sized sun.

“Be careful,” Petruzzelli said in her ear.

“Will do.”

“Blistering barnacles! We got us a live ‘un!”

Slim piscine shapes streaked out of the cave mouth at the wide end of the asteroid. Before Elfrida could decide whether to alter course or keep going, they surrounded her. Three times her size, they resembled silvery sharks with arms ending in scoops, grabbers, and drill bits. The phavatar analyzed the wisps of gas they were emitting. ~Ion-propulsion electrical thrusters. Propellant appears to be ammonia-based, it told her in the affectless voice of its onboard MI.

Jerking with rage on her couch, Elfrida commanded the phavatar to transmit a polite greeting. What was it for, if not to facilitate communication?

But by this time thirty seconds had passed, and the phavatar had not done anything except geekily chew over its own sensor data. A robot shark bit through Elfrida’s tethers and scooped her up. It rushed her to the asteroid, into the cave mouth, and down a broad tunnel into a cavern shadowed, rather than lit, by the headlights of a dozen more sharks crawling over the walls.

Released into freefall, Elfrida cannoned into the far wall at car-crash speed. On her couch on Vesta, she flinched instinctively. ~SUIT COMMAND: Full systems check! she subvocalized.

She rebounded, drifting. Rocky debris littered the air, ranging from micron-scale grains to fist-sized chunks. The robot sharks—demolition/salvage bots, she now understood—teemed on the walls of the cavern like cockroaches in a cheap hotel room. They towed nets that captured most of the debris they were excavating. She spotted a couple of larger structures near the entrance of the cavern. But the most interesting thing in view was several spacesuited figures powering towards her.

Interesting, and not in a good way. There were five of them, wearing hard-shell spacesuits with old-fashioned detachable mobility packs. The interesting thing was that they had no logos or nametags visible anywhere on their suits.

“Arrr, it’s only a bloody phavatar,” said the same voice that had hailed the Kharbage Collector. “Ahoy, matey!” He tapped her head with his glove. “Anyone home?”

At the same time, Petruzzelli said in her ear, “Hey, Elfrida. WTF? Wanna give me a visual feed?”

Also at the same time, the drones caught up, cheeping updates over her link. They had got into a dust-up with the robot sharks outside, and left several of them the worse for wear. They were prepared to similarly dispatch her interrogators if she gave the word.

“No! Hold off!” Elfrida shouted, praying she wasn’t too late. This, she told herself ferociously, is why you don’t accept the loan of semi-autonomous mobile weapons platforms, even from a friend. “Hello,” she said, making the phavatar smile into the dazzle of her captors’ helmet lamps. “My name’s Janice Rand.” Field agents used different aliases on each mission, randomly assigned by a computer program. “I’m from the Space Corps. If you haven’t heard of us, we’re a UN agency tasked with supporting the diversity, economic viability, and physical and mental health of human populations in space, with a special focus on asteroid-dwellers.”

This was the post-11073 Galapagos mission statement, rewritten to eliminate any reference to the fact that the Space Corps was under contract to the Venus Remediation Project. You weren’t even supposed to mention Venus now unless they asked. The shift in emphasis had been explained as “refocusing on our core mission,” but it had left a lot of agents confused as to what the core mission of the Space Corps was. Most agents of Elfrida’s generation had joined up specifically because of the UNVRP connection. They understood that their role was to procure asteroids for the Venus Project. Now, the emphasis on preserving the unique cultural values of space colonists often conflicted with the Venus Project’s needs.

One thing had not changed, anyway: Elfrida needed to establish a channel of communication that did not involve drones or robot sharks.

“This visit is a preliminary assessment. With your cooperation, I’ll be gathering information about your habitat, your population, and your long-term sustainability plan.” Assuming you have one, she thought, glancing around the cavern. The two large structures tethered to the wall looked like inflatable Bigelow habs. “For your information, I’m operating this phavatar from a remote location, so there will be a lag of several seconds before I can respond to you. But if you have any questions, ask away! Don’t be shy.”

“Shy?” said one of the smaller spacesuits. “We’re pirates! Pirates aren’t shy. Shiver me timbers,” it added, and giggled.

“Hell,” said the first voice. “She’s from the Venus Remediation Project.”

So much for tact. Colonists weren’t dumb.

“Yes,” Elfrida admitted. “The Space Corps is a top-level agency, but our mission is to facilitate UNVRP, among other things. But that doesn’t mean I’m here to kick you out and take your asteroid.” Which isn’t even yours, she thought. “As I mentioned, my goal at this time is to conduct a preliminary geological survey and population assessment.”

“Assess this,” the leader of the pirates said, and raised a sausage-shaped middle finger. So, not living in the seventeenth century, after all.

Slow-moving pebbles clonked against Elfrida’s frame. The phavatar completed its systems check and reported that it had sustained cosmetic damage to its head and torso, but was otherwise functional. The čapek-classes were built to take a pounding.

“Maybe we could get started by introducing ourselves?” Elfrida suggested.

While she waited for the pirates to respond, she replied to Petruzzelli’s increasingly urgent pleas for information. “I’ll give you a visual feed as soon as there’s anything to see.” She was putting Petruzzelli off. You weren’t supposed to share everything with your chauffeur. She felt bad about that, but not too bad, considering that Petruzzelli’s drones had gotten her off on the wrong foot with these people by maiming several of their D/S bots. “It looks like they’re mining the asteroid for valuable minerals.”

“In situ?” Petruzzelli asked skeptically. “Why not just bag it up and tow it back to their base?”

“It’s too big for that.”

“I’ve heard of asteroids the size of Manhattan being lifted. They vanish from their orbits and are never seen again, until their minerals turn up on freaking Ganymede or somewhere.”

“Well, maybe these guys don’t have a base. It looks like a shoestring operation.” Elfrida broke off. The pirates had finished their encrypted colloquy, and their leader was speaking to her on the public channel.

“Your drones have put four of our D/S bots out o’ commission. Beyond repair, they are. If ye really are from the UN, we’ll be wanting compensation for that.”

Elfrida laughed to herself. These guys had a handle on the system.

“Listen,” she said. “You aren’t dumb. And I don’t think you’re really pirates, either. So can we take the yo-ho-ho’ing as read, grab some air—” she gestured at the two inflatable habs— “and discuss how we can work together?”

Eleven seconds. Twelve seconds.

“Ye’re on,” said the leader. “But I warn ye, it’s a mess.” He streaked towards the smaller of the habs. “We weren’t expecting company. Arrr!”

★

With their EVA suits off, the pirates turned out to be two women, two men, and a boy of about ten. The child, so thin that Elfrida could almost see through his bare hands and feet, was prepubescent, but closing in on two meters tall. Spaceborn. The adults, in contrast, had standard Earthborn frames. Nevertheless, they all shared a buttery-brown skin tone and straight black hair. The leader wore his in dreadlocks.

“Haddock,” he introduced himself. “Ye can call me Captain. These are Coral and Anemone—” the women— “Codfish, and the kid is Kelp.”

“Nice to meet you,” Elfrida smiled. “Are you all related?”

Coral shuddered, Kelp giggled, and even Haddock winced. Elfrida figured they were reacting to her phavatar’s axe-murderer smile, rather than her question. “Aye,” Haddock said. “Anemone is my lady wife, Kelp is the fruit o’ our loins, Coral is Anemone’s sister, and Codfish is my brother and married to Coral.”

“For my sins,” said the dour-faced Codfish. “Also, I get the least cool name.”

“Someone had to be Codfish,” Haddock said. “Come tell me, who am I? A codfish, only a codfish!”

This gibberish had the ring of a quotation, and Elfrida thought of Captain Okoli of the Kharbage Can. He’d have known where it came from. She queried the UNVRP databank on Vesta with a video clip of Haddock delivering the line, not expecting much. In the meantime, she said, “Am I really meant to believe that you reside on this asteroid?”

The Bigelow hab did not give the impression of a home, so much as a spherical tool-shed. It measured about ten meters across. Fabric partitions walled off private compartments for sleeping, but there was no furniture in the hab apart from basic life-support equipment. The triple-stage airlock through which they’d entered contained an electrostatic scrubber, to make sure they brought no dust inside. Her phavatar’s olfactory sensors transmitted a reek similar to the smell of ripe kimchi, overlaid with air freshener. Magnetic clamps held tools and spare parts for the D/S bots. Wall screens displayed the ongoing excavation, as well as panoramas of the asteroid’s surface.

“Care for a cup of char?” Haddock said, while Anemone stuck a handful of drink pouches into the microwave. “Oh no, I forgot; ye’re a phavatar. And the real you is probably sitting comfortably on some palatial space station, enjoying the gravity and the high-O2 air, wi’ a cozy bunk and a real dinner awaiting ye at the end of the day.” He shook his head sadly. “Ye’ve no idea what it is to be alone in the solar system, despised by one and all, wi’ nowhere to lay your head. All we want is a place to call home, humble as it may be, where we can live in peace, troubling no one. And for this sin ye’d treat us like criminals—”

At this point Elfrida interrupted. “Oh, come on,” she said. “You aren’t settlers, any more than you’re pirates. Dude. Haddock, or whatever your name really is. You’re not fooling this chick.”

She smiled to take the sting out of her accusation, and all five of them shuddered. “Would you mind not doing that?” Coral fished a crumpled tablet out of her webbing, smoothed it out, and said, “Mirror.”

In the now-reflective surface, Elfrida saw a horrifyingspectre. Her collision with the wall had rearranged her phavatar’s face, leaving pink polyfoam and nanofiber muscles exposed by hanging shreds of fake skin. Her telescopic left eye stared from its bare plastisteel socket. She now looked less like an axe murderer than an axe murderer’s victim. Her grin was the final, awful touch.

She pawed fruitlessly at her hair, which was sticking out in all directions, and said, “Sorry.”

~Cosmetic damage? she subvocalized to the phavatar’s MI. ~This is a cosmetic disaster!

“As I said, I’m sorry,” she ploughed on. “But you’re not fooling anyone. You’re already known to us, as it happens. While we’ve been talking here, I queried our databanks …” Her query about Haddock’s ‘codfish’ quotation had turned up some interesting results. “Facial recognition and voice analysis put you with 99.9 percent certainty on 1856902 Alhambra, 738688 Duxi, and probably several other asteroids before that. I wasn’t involved in those missions personally, but my colleagues based on Hygiea were. Apparently, when you were operating in the outer Belt, you called yourself ‘Hook.’ And I do know that reference. Hook! was a twenty-first-century musical about pirates, by Walt Disney. However, the record makes it clear that you aren’t pirates. If anything, I guess you’re the solar system’s smallest pirate fan club.”

“Peter Pan was a novel by Sir James Matthew Barrie! Disney was a philistine,” said the child Kelp.

“Sure they’re all bloody philistines in the UN,” Haddock said. He pushed off from the wall he was holding onto. Anemone released the handful of drink pouches she had just taken from the microwave. Globules of hot tea escaped into the air. “You’re right,” Haddock said to Elfrida. “We’re not pirates. We don’t jack passing spaceships, or mine asteroids that ain’t ours. Billions of blistering blue barnacles! Who would bother mining a water-poor vestoid? You’d scarcely cover your costs. No, me beauty.” He drifted closer to the phavatar, holding a socket wrench in one hand. “We’re just construction workers, trying to earn a crust in the outer-space home-building industry.”

“You’re already wanted by the UN Occupational Health and Safety Agency on charges of illegal construction,” Elfrida said urgently. “Don’t make things worse for yourselves!”

A violent impact blacked out her optic sensors. The phavatar’s audio feed lasted a few seconds longer. The olfactory, a few seconds beyond that. By the time she lost the smell of body odor and kimchi, she was fighting the restraints that held her on the couch, pulling her headset off. She floated upright, gasping, in the golden evening light that poured through the windows of the U-Vesta telepresence center.

 


v.

“I need a drink,” Elfrida said, pulling off her coat.

She had spent the day filing paperwork on the 550363 Montego disaster. To be sure, a day on Vesta was only five and a half hours long, but that was still a lot of paperwork. She’d helped Petruzzelli—who was understandably outraged by the loss of her phavatar—prepare an application for compensation. She had also written a report for her supervisor back home. Her formal debrief was scheduled for tomorrow.

She had also decided to pay a visit to Dr. James, the head of the astrophysics program at U-Vesta.

But before tackling Dr. James, she needed to rest and recharge, so she’d come home.

UNVRP had rented an apartment for her in one of the best buildings in Branson Hills, a sprawl of habs climbing the slope north of Olbers Lake. While the newer habs were just that—expandable Bigelows, like headless snowmen squatting among the trees—Elfrida’s building dated back to the early days of the Vesta colony. Those first settlers had not contemplated the sacrifice of right angles for cost-efficiency. So her apartment had four walls. It had a ceiling. It had floors that did not give at every step. And it had doors that closed and locked, so you could shut out the world.

That sounded really good to Elfrida right now.

She dropped onto the ergoform couch. “I said I need a drink!” she shouted. “What are you, stupid?”

From the miniature kitchen came a grinding noise and a series of beeps.

“Oh God. Not again.”

Elfrida heaved herself off the couch and squelched in her dry-grip boots to the kitchen. Spilt breakfast cereal littered the counter. The beeps were coming from the corner behind the refrigerator. Elfrida got down on her hands and knees. Jammed into the corner, her housekeeping bot beeped at her. Its sucker-feet retracted and extended, fastening onto the floor and ripping free again—that was the noise she’d heard—as it tried to gain leverage to free itself. Its vacuum nozzle was stuck behind the fridge.

“Aw,” Elfrida said. “Did poor wittle bottikins try to vacuum up the spice rack again? I put it back there, you know, so you wouldn’t. My mom gave me that spice rack, and all the spices in it, because everything tastes like crap in micro-gee. But you’re just convinced, aren’t you, that nutmeg and turmeric are hazardous substances. Diddums.”

She jerked the maidbot out of the corner. The vacuum nozzle came free. It had a noticeable bulge near its tip. Maybe the bot had just been trying to vacuum up the spilt cereal. Feeling a bit guilty, she set it on the counter.

“Spit it out!”

The maidbot hiccuped. Out of its nozzle rolled a sphere the size of an eyeball.

“Hmm.”

Elfrida examined the sphere. It was pink. It had a hole through the middle. It had what seemed to be an ON button, but nothing happened when she pressed it.

“Maybe I owe you an apology, bot,” she said. “What is this? … Oh, right.” She raised her voice to an imperative pitch. “BOT COMMAND! Enable voice communication.”

“Dunno,” the maidbot said. “It’s a foreign object! It was on the floor! I have to keep the floor clean!”

“Now I remember why I muted you. BOT COMMAND! Disable voice communication.”

The maidbot clattered at her with what seemed like pique, and began to vacuum up the cereal on the counter.

Elfrida fixed her own drink, a margarita flavored with chili pepper from her mother’s spice rack, and carried it back into the living-room. She sat on the couch and treated herself to a trip to Venus. After a while, she removed her stabilizer braces, although she knew she shouldn’t. The dang things were just so uncomfortable. Ahhh … that was better.

Headset in place, gel mask over her face, gel gloves on her hands, she wandered among the fig and olive trees on the shore of Venus’s warm, planet-girdling sea. Behind her, the Lakshmi Plateau reared against the blueberry-colored noon sky.

Post-terraforming, Venus was still an inhospitable world. A shallow, brine-saturated ocean covered 80% of its surface, and its continents were arid. Ferocious winds circled the planet. Only the polar regions were cool enough for mammalian life. The day remained long—the dispute about how long was still ongoing, but Elfrida had picked a best-guess setting of 40 sols. A day, then, was an Earth month. Seasons were nonexistent, due to the low obliquity of the planet’s spin axis, and most people lived underground, to escape the sun’s relentless glare (or, at night, the endless dark), as well as the hurricane-force winds.

But you could go outside. Without an EVA suit. Without gecko boots. Without stabilizer braces. You could walk on Cytherean rock, breathe Cytherean air, and irrigate your GMO fig and olive trees with Cytherean water piped from the local desalination plant. The Venus Remediation Project had achieved its goal of transforming the solar system’s problem child into a shirt-sleeve environment.

Elfrida picked a fig and sat down in the shelter of the rocks to watch the windjammers. These sailboats zipped back and forth from Ishtar to the southern continent of Aphrodite, making use of the very same gales that foiled air travel on Venus. They looked like giant butterflies skimming on the silver sea. She bit into the fig.

“Ellie! Ellieeee! I’m ho-ome!”

Elfrida’s jaw clenched. With deliberate slowness, she exited the immersion environment. The fig in her hand dematerialized. The Cytherean landscape vanished, to be replaced by the log-out screen. She spat out her gel tongue-tab, took her mask and gloves off, and removed her headset.

Cydney Blaisze, Elfrida’s girlfriend, stood in front of the couch, bouncing up and down impatiently on bare feet. “Put that away. Let’s go out! I’m so glad you’re home! I didn’t expect you to be back yet. I actually just came back to change. Do you think I should wear this? Or this?” She held up two jumpsuits. One was a retro transistor print, the other was solid pink with a snake twining up one leg and down the other. “I’m kind of favoring the pink,” Cydney went on.

Her stream-of-consciousness chatter had buried the question of Elfrida’s early return several sentences back, so Elfrida didn’t have to explain it, even if she’d wanted to. “You’ll be cold in either of them,” she said. The phantom taste of fig lingered in her mouth.

“I’ll wear my coat, of course. It is totally freezing out there! Facilities Management is so cheap. But if I wear the pink, there’s an accessory problem. I mean, none of my scarves go with it. I suppose I could do a necklace. The stainless steel choker might work. But it’s so 2286. I was planning to recycle it, but it’s handmade, and I hate doing that. It just seems wrong.”

Cydney bounced into the bedroom. Elfrida packed her immersion kit into its case.

The apartment seemed brighter now that Cydney was here, and it wasn’t just because Cydney had switched on the lights. Cydney’s Chanel No.666 perfume perked up the flat air. Even the boring black walls seemed stylish, not oppressive, when they were serving as a backdrop for Cydney’s gazelle-like form.

Cydney came from a more elite background than Elfrida. She’d been born in Johannesburg and grown up in another gated community on the Cape. She was half Xhosa, a quarter Afrikaaner and a quarter Anglomutt, not that you’d ever guess from her milky-coffee skin, slightly oversized green eyes, and silky blond hair—all courtesy of pre-birth genetic tweaking. She had got her start in the media thanks to her father’s contacts in the Xhosaland government.

She bounced back into the living-room, stark naked except for a necklace. “Look what I found! Remember when you gave me this?”

Elfrida did. It was when they’d only been dating a month. They had met on Earth, when Elfrida had been home recuperating after the 11073 Galapagos incident. Well, technically, they’d met on the net, when Cydney interviewed Elfrida about her amazing survival story. After Elfrida’s returned to Earth, Cydney had taken her out to lunch to thank her for the interview. They’d hit it off, and things had just kind of evolved.

“We were on that gondola in SoHo,” Cydney reminisced. “I thought the trip was a disaster. I thought you hated me. I was thinking, I shouldn’t have asked her to come to New York, we’ve only just met … and then you gave me this.”

She fingered the necklace, which was a string of ten beads representing the consensus number of Sol’s planets. The Venus bead was blueberry enamel, with sand-colored continents, representing UNVRP’s vision of how the planet would one day look. In fact, the necklace came from UNVRP’s public-relations department, as did the immersion environment Elfrida had been simming. The necklace wasn’t just a freebie like the software, though. It had cost Elfrida a packet.

“You said, remember? You said, let’s be monogamous.” Cydney looked up, her eyes soft. An uncertain smile flickered on her lips.

Elfrida pushed off the couch and kissed her. She suddenly felt blessedly charitable towards Cydney again, and that wasn’t anything to do with the fact that Cydney was naked. Absolutely not.

“Oooh … oh … don’t! I mean, do, but not right this second. We’ve got to go out.” Cydney twisted away. “Everyone’s waiting for me. I mean, us. You are coming, aren’t you?”

“Sure,” Elfrida said. “I was only going to stay in and work on my farm, anyway.”

“You mean on Venus? Honestly, Ellie, that’s such a … never mind.”

“No, come on. Such a what? What were you going to say?”

“Nothing. Really.”

“No, what?”

Cydney put on her underwear and climbed into the pink jumpsuit. Elfrida folded her arms. She hated that she was so touchy, so quick to pick a fight. But she had a good excuse today. And Cydney didn’t even want to hear about that. Hadn’t even bothered to ask why she was home early.

Cydney said, “I was just going to say that you spend a lot of time in that immersion environment, when you could be, you know. Living. Talking to people, hanging out, having fun.”

Elfrida bit back the comeback that popped into her mind—Are you aware that some of us have jobs? But that would open up another can of worms that she didn’t want to get into. Besides, Cydney had a point. It was loserish to hang out in an immersion environment. She used to be one of those who looked down on gamers and sim addicts. She didn’t want to turn into one.

She knew she’d been badly affected by the 11073 Galapagos incident. Therapy had covered the cracks, but they were still there. Her short-temperedness, the way she was pushing Cydney away—she wanted to blame Vesta and/or her job, but she knew she was the problem. She had refused to take meds, but she was using the Homestead Venus sim to block out the world instead. 

“OK,” she said. “Let the good times roll. I’m just going to put on my stabilizer braces.”


vi.

The Virgin Café was a Vesta landmark, a quarter-acre of red and white booths with robot spiders crawling through buckysilk cobwebs on the ceiling. It had an infrared heating system which targeted human bodies, keeping them toasty, while their breath clouded white. Its name referred not only to the classical Roman origins of 4 Vesta’s moniker, but also to the private aerospace company that had spearheaded Vesta’s colonization.

As Cydney had promised, ‘everyone’ was there—everyone being Cydney’s friends from the university. Elfrida connected to the café’s wifi and blinked up ID bubbles for them all, so she wouldn’t get their names wrong. Most of them had customized their public profiles. Quirky mascots, runes, and animations overlaid the tattooed and augmented bodies lounging in the darkened café.

Cydney ordered an espresso martini. Elfrida asked for a Colorado Bulldog, in keeping with her resolution to be sociable.

It wasn’t easy, though. She didn’t know any of these people. They all came from the Humanities department, which was permanently at war with the STEM department over supercomputer access, salaries, grants, and who had said what to whom at the latest faculty meeting.

“What are you studying?” Elfrida uninspiredly asked the man beside her, whose lower-body stabilizer braces kept snagging on hers—they were crammed into the booth. She knew from his profile that he was an PHCTBS Studies Ph.D candidate named David Reid, but it was good manners to pretend you weren’t peeking.

“Do you really want to know?” he said.

“Yes, I’m curious.” Reid was a cyborg. She knew that not only because it was in his profile, but because his prosthetic left arm didn’t even pretend to be real. It was transparent, so she could see the actuators and nanofiber muscles flexing inside.

“I’m researching the lived experiences of gimps in micro-gravity environments.” He smiled at her as if he’d just won an argument. “We’ve reclaimed the word gimp to distinguish congenitally disadvantaged individuals from the cyborg community, but I’m treating both communities as a single population for purposes of statistical analysis.” He reached across her with his artificial arm to grab her empty glass. “Another?”

“I guess, yeah.” This would be her third drink, counting the margarita she’d had at home, and alcohol always hit her harder in micro-gee, but she felt like she needed it.

“Yo! Another Colorado Bulldog over here! … So, you’re Cydney’s girlfriend?”

“That’s right.”

“You’re the one who works for the Venus Project.”

“The Venus Remediation Project, yes.”

“Remediation. That’s pretty Orwellian, wouldn’t you say? It presupposes that there’s something there to be remediated.”

“Well, there is. Temperatures up to 900 degrees Celsius, a solar day that’s 242.5 sols long, and about 70 bars of excess CO2. We’ve already ablated a fifth of the atmosphere, but as you can tell from those figures, the place still needs work.” Do not get into an argument with this guy, Elfrida told herself. That’s what he wants. She had had this argument way too many times. There was a lot of public opposition to UNVRP, and it paradoxically seemed to be increasing at the same time as UNVRP restructured its asteroid capture program. Her drink arrived, brought by a robot spider that crawled across the ceiling and lowered its offering on a strand of buckysilk.

“You ought to talk to some of my friends in Belter Studies,” Reid said. “They’d tell you that human beings don’t need planets to live fulfilled lives. To assume otherwise is to devalue spaceborn physiology and experiences. Hell, Cydney’s in Belter Studies, isn’t she? I guess maybe she doesn’t talk to you about her research. Here, have this.” Elfrida flinched as a volley of links came flying from his ID bubble to her inbox. “Plenty of data there to get you started.”

He turned away and began talking to the person on his other side.

Elfrida gritted her teeth. She looked around the café for allies. At this time—FirstDark, as the Vestans called it—most people took a break from work or studies. Vesta’s rotation period was 5.342 hours. Conveniently, five of these periods added up to a manageable 26-hour sol, giving the Bellicia ecohood a long ‘day’ punctuated by two little ‘nights.’ FirstDark corresponded to lunchtime. The café was crowded, but Elfrida didn’t see anyone she knew.

She finished her second Colorado Bulldog, rolling up the pouch from the bottom to get the last drops out, and rose. Passing behind Cydney, she touched her on the shoulder. “See you at home.”

“You’re leaving? Oh, come on! Was David being an asshole? He is an asshole. I could see you doing that face, your I’m-really-pissed-off-but-I’m-not-going-to-say-anything face. Here, sit beside me. I miss you, baby,” Cydney cooed, shifting emotional registers in nothing flat, the way she used to do on her popular feed, cydneyblaisze.cloud.

Elfrida rubbed the place between her shoulderblades where the straps of her stabilizer braces overlapped and itched. The café was crowded. People were table-hopping, literally bouncing over the tables, chattering and laughing. There seemed to be a buzz in the air.

Cydney grew peevish at Elfrida’s failure to respond. “You don’t have to like my friends. But can’t you at least try to understand their point of view? They’re not bad people. The thing is, you can only push people so far before they push back.”

Was something going on? She could almost smell the excitement in the air.

A text popped up on her contacts—Cydney taking their one-sided discussion private. “I relocated from Earth to the Belt for you. Is it too much to ask you to spend a couple of hours having a drink with me? I guess it is.”

Elfrida’s head snapped sideways as if she’d been slapped. The text moved with her, staying put in the middle of her field of vision. Guilt skewered her. Cydney had never before admitted in as many words that she’d moved to Vesta for Elfrida. It had always been “a new direction in my career” or “intellectual enrichment” or “broadening my horizons.” But as the months passed, and Cydney made friends and got involved in campus life, Elfrida had allowed herself to think that maybe Cydney really had come to the middle of nowhere to study cultural divergence in space-based societies (the official name for what everyone at the university called ‘Belter Studies’).

But here was the unvarnished truth: Cydney had made a huge sacrifice for Elfrida. Her feed had slid way down in the rankings. And Elfrida was reciprocating by being a grumpy bitch who couldn’t even make a sincere effort to get along with Cydney’s friends.

Clearly, the decent thing to do was to apologize.

But she had grievances of her own. “You think I’m leaving because your friends annoy me?” she transmitted, typing as fast as she could on the gaze-tracking keyboard interface of her contacts. “Sorry to deprive you of melodrama. I’ve actually got stuff to do.”

“What stuff?”

“Work! As you would have known if you’d bothered to ask me how my day was, or why I got home early, or any of that stuff couples normally ask each other. But no. You didn’t even notice I was upset. Honestly, I sometimes wonder why we even bother.”

Cydney’s eyes widened in shock as she received the last words. Elfrida felt a mean stab of satisfaction. She trudged out of the café.

By the time she got outside, she was already regretting what she’d said. But Cydney didn’t come after her, and Elfrida was damned if she’d go back and apologize.

Apart from anything else, she did have to go see Dr. James. Might as well get it over with.

★

“Come on in,” Dr. Eliezer James, head of the U-Vesta astrophysics department, called through the open door of his office. “Nice to see you, Ms. Goto. How’s everything going?”

His friendly greeting took the wind out of Elfrida’s sails. Maybe he really didn’t know anything. Still, she was determined to have it out with him.

She sank into the ergoform he indicated, feeling the knee joints of her stabilizer braces snag on the holey fabric cover. “To be honest, things aren’t going great,” she said. “I’ve filed a report with my supervisor, but I thought you should know, too. I had a phavatar destroyed today. It was assaulted by illegal construction workers on one of the asteroids you found for us.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

“It was completely totaled. I was logged in and experiencing the real-time sensory feed at the time of the assault. That’s not a nice experience.”

Dr. James’s brow furrowed. “As I said, I’m very sorry. If there’s anything I can do … Would you like a coffee? I was just making some.”

“Thanks,” Elfrida said. Her head was spinning from the Colorado Bulldogs and her climb up to Dr. James’s office on the twentieth floor of the STEM building. Even the tallest buildings in the Bellicia ecohood lacked stairs. They were unneeded when everyone weighed about four pounds. Instead, the STEM building had a zipshaft which you could glide up by kicking off, as if you were riding a vertical scooter. But stabilizer braces made it a real workout. Which Elfrida needed, admittedly. She wondered how Dr. James managed.

The astrophysics professor stalked from his desk to the table that held a coffee-maker as well as assorted scientific gear. His prosthetic legs gave him a bobbing gait like a chicken’s. These were functional, not cosmetic prostheses, skeletal under his slacks. His knees bent the wrong way for a human being. His right sleeve also hung in folds over a prosthesis that ended in a split hook.

Watching him insert coffee pods into the machine with his left hand, while gripping the machine with his hook, Elfrida said, “I was just talking to a guy in, uh, Gimp Studies. That’s what they call it, apparently.”

“I know. Bunch of slebs, aren’t they?”

“How do you mean?”

“If it’s young Mr. Reid you’re speaking of, his family can afford to give him a post-grad education. In the asteroid belt. And what does he do, he chops off his own arm. Oh yes, that’s what cyborgism is: they amputate their own limbs and then spend the rest of their lives asking themselves what it means. Not at all the same as being born with only one limb because the Last Caliph bombarded your place of birth with defoliant chemicals a half-century before you came along. That’s why I don’t call myself a cyborg; they’ve devalued the word.”

The coffee-maker released aromatic steam. Hot black liquid began to drip into the two attached pouches.

“Ah, don’t listen to me,” Dr. James said with a grin. “I’m just being a curmudgeon.”

Elfrida laughed stiffly. She’d been hoping to rule out any connection between Dr. James and the Humanities crowd, and he certainly sounded as if he had no time for them. But maybe that was just what he wanted her to think.

“Thanks,” she said, taking a pouch of coffee. “Well, the reason I’m here is because I wanted to talk about that asteroid.”

“Which one?”

“550363 Montego. Where I lost a phavatar today. Where a gang of unlicensed construction workers is, or was, building a habitat for the purpose of facilitating illegal settlement.”

“Shocking.”

“Not really. We know this kind of thing goes on. And this isn’t even the first run-in we’ve had with these guys. But my point is that this makes thirty-eight out of forty-one asteroids that we’ve identified as candidates, based on your survey data, and subsequently investigated, only to find squatters already there.” She felt relieved to have got that sentence out without tripping over her tongue. “The only difference this time is that we caught them in the act. So—”

“Ms. Goto.” Dr. James’s voice was suddenly cool. “Am I missing something? I don’t understand how this has anything to do with the U-Vesta Asteroid Survey.”

“The astrodata comes from your office.”

“And we make no guarantees that the rocks we find are or will be uninhabited. Our survey doesn’t go to that level of granularity.”

“Oh, come on! I know you’ve got a gamma ray telescope. You’ve got infrared, ultraviolet, radio, radar, X-ray, the works. This department is the best-funded in the university. It’s the reason the university exists. So don’t tell me you can’t get that level of granularity. You can probably see squatters picking their noses on rocks half a million klicks out. You should definitely be able to see their emissions. But all you give us is radar data and spectroscopy analysis.” Her voice shook. She was no good at confrontation. But there was no one else to do this within a million kilometers. “Not only that, I believe you’re deliberately filtering the data before you hand it over. You’re giving us rocks that you know to be inhabited, because you’re ideologically opposed to the aims of the Venus Remediation Program.”

Nervously, she sucked down a mouthful of coffee. It was good, but she hardly noticed.

Dr. James sighed. He faced her squarely, leaning back on his prosthetic legs as if they were a chair. “Ms. Goto, I’m sorry to expose my ignorance. But why, exactly, is it a problem for you that these asteroids are inhabited?”

“Because UNVRP’s objective is to nudge them out of their orbits and sling them at Venus, where they impact the planet at an angle calculated to ablate the maximum volume of atmosphere, while incrementally accelerating the rotation of the planet, and also delivering payloads of microbes to the surface. And obviously, we can’t do that if there are people on them.”

“To the best of my knowledge, UNVRP runs an efficient and widely praised resettlement program.”

“Yes, and it costs a ton,” Elfrida snapped. Biting her lip, she got up and went over to the window.

In the fallout from the 11073 Galapagos incident, the criteria for resettlement had been tightened. When purchasing an asteroid, UNVRP now had to consider the unique cultural values of the residents, and compensate them for any potential loss of same, making the whole business much more expensive. Elfrida saw no point in explaining this to Dr. James. Academics didn’t understand about money.

She stared across the dark campus. Along the shore of Olbers Lake, warm-tinted LED lights spotlit cafés and restaurants. Was Cydney still at the Virgin Café, or had she gone home? Elfrida looked up. Two or three kilometers overhead, oblong constellations drifted through the darkness. They resembled stars, but they were actually the warning lights around the edges of Bellicia’s floating farms. These vast spongy mats, with their self-replenishing sprinkler systems, provided legumes, greens, and root vegetables sufficient to meet 80% of the ecohood’s calorie and micronutrient needs. The dominant crop was high-yield Glycine max, which was why locals called the floating farms ‘soyclouds.’

“Ms Goto,” said Dr. James, behind her. “Please don’t take this the wrong way. But many asteroids are inhabited. That’s been the case ever since the Clean Revolution made a trip to the Belt as cheap as a trans-Pacific flight. For your information, I’m fully cognizant of the trade-offs involved in living out here, and I do support terraforming, broadly speaking. But most likely, human beings will continue to seek independence and freedom from government supervision, so migration to the Belt will continue. Therefore, to assume that you can run an asteroid capture program without resettling people … Far be it from me to tell you your job, but it sounds like you may need to reexamine that assumption.”

“We don’t assume that. My point is, how do you explain the fact that thirty-eight out of forty-one candidates …” She trailed off. She felt like she was losing, even though she had a winning argument. “It’s statistically unlikely. Scratch that. It’s statistically impossible.”

“Then maybe there’s another explanation,” Dr. James said. “Could your own data management be less than secure?”

Elfrida flushed. “I bet our information security is better than yours.”

The lights went out.


vii.

The floor vibrated. Elfrida, standing by the window, pressed her fists against her mouth. In her memory, the robotic voice of the Botticelli Station hub said, All personnel, remain where you are.

“We’re under attack!” she exclaimed.

“No, we’re not,” Dr. James said. But he didn’t sound too sure.

Trembling, Eflrida poked her head out of the window. The businesses along the lakeshore were still lit up. Only the building they were in had gone dark.

“What’s going on?”

“Maybe a power cut. We’ve had some issues with lumpiness in the electricity supply.” Dr. James clicked up beside her and looked out the window. “Everything seems to be all right, doesn’t it?”

“How would you know?”

“Ms. Goto, this is the most secure habitat in the asteroid belt. Our founders may not have had the PLAN in mind when they constructed the Bellicia ecohood, but I promise you, no toilet rolls are getting through three kilometers of solid rock.”

“They could hit your power plant on the surface. Maybe that’s why the electricity’s gone off.”

“Except it hasn’t. It’s just us.”

“The building’s shaking! It feels like we’re taking impacts. Or being pushed from side to side. Oh God, what is it?”

She felt exposed, and yet she didn’t want to move away from the window—a potential escape route. The tremors continued. Panicking, she blinked out a query to the internet, always a last resort: Will I be OK if I jump out of a window approx 70m up under 0.22 gees? She tried to remember how the Space Corps therapist on Earth had told her to cope with stressful situations. Breathe deeply. Yeah, that was going to help.

“I’ve just pinged Facilities Management,” Dr. James said. “They confirm that this building has stopped drawing power, but they don’t know why. Doggone it! Ali Baba needs to run around the clock.” He was referring to the supercomputer in the astrophysics lab, dubbed Ali Baba by the researchers who tended it. “It’s got backup batteries, but they can only power it for a couple of hours.”

The wall shook again. A black shape with a white face burst in through the window, shrieking, “Yaaaah!”

Elfrida screamed. The invader’s foot hit her in the ribs, knocking her against Dr. James’s desk. As she fell, a steely grip fastened on her arm. She struggled, until she perceived that it was Dr. James. Gripping her arm with his hook, he pulled her towards the door. “What do you want?” he shouted at the invader.

Invaders.

Another person hurtled through the window. Landing on his/her feet, he/she raised a weapon and fired. There was a loud phut. One or more projectiles crunched into the wall to Elfrida’s left. She smelled a sweetish, pungent odor.

She was already throwing herself backwards through the door. She ran along the hall, following Dr. James. With his reverse-jointed legs and blade-feet, the professor had a stunning turn of speed. She assumed he was heading for the zipshaft, until he vanished into a door ahead of her. At the end of the hall, more black-garbed figures burst out of the zipshaft.

Elfrida plunged after Dr. James. Behind her, shouts of “Yaaah!” and “Get them!” mingled with the phut-phut of more projectiles being fired.

She cannoned into a table in the dark, rebounded, and scrambled under it. They were in the astrophysics lab. Dr. James had rushed to the defense of Ali Baba, his precious supercomputer. But the invaders were already in here. She heard Dr. James shouting, the wordless battle cries of the invaders, and the long-drawn-out crunches of accelerators, high-spec printers, neutron traps, and other expensive pieces of equipment being thrown around as if they weighed less than the boxes they’d come in. She fumbled to unfasten her stabilizer braces so she could move better. She didn’t give a hoot about the supercomputer. She cared about getting out of here alive.

A female voice hissed in the darkness, “James. Jamesss! Where’s the metalfucker gone?”

“He’s gotta be here somewhere,” panted another of the invaders.

A burst of bluish light lit up the lab, printing monstrous shadows on the walls and ceiling.

“Eat plasma, meatheads!” yelled Dr. James.

Lying on her back, Elfrida saw the distinctive rods of an electrolaser weapon, like a handful of glow-in-the-dark kebab skewers flung across the lab.

“Drop the fucking computer!”

“James!” shouted the same female voice. “You metalfucking psycho, are you out of your mind? You’re putting the whole hab in danger, and now this?”

A scream drowned out the last words. Elfrida scooted on her butt across the floor. Afterimages floated on her retinas. The invaders wore masks, identical white joker-faces with red lips. You’re putting the whole hab in danger. Dr. James was hiding something, and he was prepared to kill to defend it.

At that moment, the internet returned a first tranche of answers to her query: BRAH I JUMPT OFF FROOKING DOOM MONS & ONLY BUST ME ANKEL ROFLMAO

More of this kind of thing continued to scroll across her field of vision until she turned her contacts off. The internet was so useless.

The invaders were shooting wildly. The pungent smell of the propellant in their guns filled the lab. Then suddenly the shooting stopped. 

“Are they gone?” She could see Dr. James in the weak light from the window. She crawled towards him. He leant out of the window, craning down. 

She rose to her feet, her stabilizer braces half-off and interfering with her movements.

“When I told them to drop the computer,” Dr. James groaned, “I didn’t mean literally drop it.”

Far below, LED cobblestones illuminated the path leading to the Humanities building. A dark mass lay on the path. It was Ali Baba. Whatever the effect might have been on a human being, the fall had clearly not done the supercomputer any good. Even under a fifth of Earth’s gravity, state-of-the-art electronics required delicate handling. Elfrida remembered how carefully the invaders had been carrying the supercomputer. Until Dr. James shot one of them.

“You shot one of them,” she reminded him.

The invaders poured out of the STEM building’s ground-floor entrance. They streamed towards Ali Baba and surrounded it.

“Hey!” Dr. James hollered. He elbowed Elfrida out of the way and fired down at them. His electrolaser weapon was a slim tube integrated into his prosthetic arm. The sleeve of his shirt flapped, a charred rag. The ionized plasma beam might have hit the invaders. It did hit a cobblestone, whose machined surface reflected it back at an angle into the STEM building.

The invaders fled into the night, carrying the remains of Ali Baba.

“That’s the trouble with lasers,” Dr. James said. “I wanted a coil gun, but they said the magnets would interfere with the electronics in the arm. So I went for the laser. You get pinpoint targeting, an effective range of several kilometers, and you also get to shoot whatever’s located at an angle equal to the angle of incidence.”

“Still pretty wicked,” Elfrida said.

“Those dickshits were using liquid-propellant projectile guns. They must have access to a high-spec printer.”

“You shot one of them.”

“I know. I didn’t mean to.”

The lights came back on, revealing the body of Dr. James’s victim lying on the floor, next to a hole where the particle accelerator had toppled over and taken its piece of the floor with it. His joker mask had come off. Apart from the blackened spot on his forehead, David Reid looked exactly the same as he had at the Virgin Café an hour earlier.

★

The fire alarm went off. Dr. James’s reflected beam had started a conflagration on the third floor. The firefighters arrived in record time. They were an all-volunteer outfit, highly trained and motivated. They aimed jets of aqueous foam at the building.

Elfrida watched with a handful of others from the lawn. Her colleague John Mendoza was there, too. He’d been working through FirstDark, but had known nothing about the invasion until the fire alarm went off.

“They stole the supercomputer,” Elfrida told him. “Dr. James shot one of them.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Not. That prosthetic arm of his? It’s a laser weapon.”

“No, I mean, how could they steal the supercomputer? It’s the size of a room. And anyway, it’s in the basement. It vents its waste heat into the lake. Everything’s connected.”

“Well, maybe they didn’t know that.”

“Which would narrow down the field of suspects a lot,” Mendoza said, grinning. “To, maybe, one Space Corps field agent, and whoever else in this habitat doesn’t know that a supercomputer isn’t something you can just pick up and walk off with.”

“Stick it up your socket, Mendoza. I majored in art history.”

“So you belong over there,” Mendoza said, nodding at the Diadji Diouf Humanities Center, from whose windows people were leaning to watch the foam dripping off the green curtain of the STEM building

“I’m not cool enough for them.” Elfrida grimaced. “The guy Dr. James shot? Was a Humanities student. I know him. I mean, I’d met him. I was just talking to him, like, an hour ago.”

Mendoza’s eyes opened wide. He had cocoa-colored eyes, which looked even darker in contrast with his milky skin. “Well, then, I guess we know who did it.”

“… Yeah.”

“Of course, we can’t jump to conclusions,” Mendoza backpedaled.

“If Cydney was involved, I’m going to find out about it. And I mean I’m going to find out all about it.”

“You’d probably do a better job than they will,” Mendoza said, pointing into the sky.

Another pair of gliders landed on the lawn. Unlike the volunteer fire-fighters’ electrically powered Bumblebees, these were two-man flyers with streamlined cockpit bubbles and rotating jackstands that tore up the turf. Hand-painted mascots and slogans decorated their fuselages. One pilot sprang out of his cockpit and posed on the wing of his glider, his scarf fluttering heroically. The other three new arrivals edged towards the STEM building, sub-lethal PEPguns leveled at the firefighters’ backs.

The peacekeepers had arrived.

Throughout the solar system, police and security duties were handled by an assortment of paramilitary contractors, private individuals, and troops employed by one or another UN agency. These last were collectively known as blue berets, or peacekeepers. Even UNVRP had its own peacekeepers, although not on Vesta. This heterogeneity made for a lot of variation in terms of professionalism, funding, and overall seriousness. The peacekeepers in the Bellicia ecohood were generally held to be on the low end of the seriousness scale. They worked for UNESCO—all five of them.

As the tiny size of this ‘police’ force indicated, Bellicia was not a place where anyone expected trouble. In fact, since Elfrida had been here, the only conflicts she’d witnessed had been between the peacekeepers and the people they were supposed to be looking out for.

Watching four of the Fab Five accost the firefighters, she could see why.

“Well, we’re not going to get much work done for a while,” Mendoza said brightly.

“Why?”

“According to you, they tossed Ali Baba out of a twentieth-floor window and ran off with it.”

“But you said that wasn’t the supercomputer!”

“Correct. The actual supercomputer is a million processor crystals running in parallel in the basement. What they ran off with was most likely the astrophysics workstation. Of course, Dr. James’s team is bound to have off-site backups.”

“Backups of what?”

“Its memory. Each workstation stores its own data in its own memory crystals. Safer than the cloud.”

“Oh.”

“So they’ll have backups. But you said the lab was trashed, right? It’ll take them a while to get up and running again. They’ve got pretty good manufacturing capabilities here, but I don’t think they can make memory crystals yet.”

“You don’t have to sound so pleased about it.”

Mendoza turned to look at her. “Sorry,” he said. “Just trying to keep things light.”

Elfrida sighed. “No, I’m sorry.” She trailed off, watching the Fab Five escort Dr. James to one of their flyers. The professor’s hands were plasticuffed behind his back. Foam soaked his hair and clothes. “Mendoza, one of the invaders said to Dr. James, You’re endangering everyone in this hab.”

“What do you think that meant?”

“I don’t know. But he is definitely hiding something. We’ll have to find out what.”

 


viii.

The dim effulgence of ThirdLight flooded the patio of Elfrida’s apartment. To help people sleep through the latter third of the Bellicia ecohood’s 26-hour sol, Facilities Management darkened the sun mirrors during ThirdLight. The mirrors looked like slivers of moon fixed high in the sky, illuminating the soyclouds, picking out the PHES (Pumped Heat Electrical Storage) thrusters on their undersides.

Elfrida pushed the patio door open. It wasn’t locked. “Cydney?”

The peacekeepers had taken Elfrida down to their headquarters to ask her about the raid. She’d had to tell her story over and over. She was shaken up. The familiar confines of her living-room did not soothe her.

“Cydney?”

“Babe! You’re back!”

Cydney hurtled out of the bedroom. She wrapped her arms and legs around Elfrida, propelling both of them onto the couch.

“Where were you, babe? I kept pinging you.”

“They confiscated my contacts. I said I wasn’t recording, but I guess they want to check for themselves. I should have recorded everything. That way, they’d know Dr. James isn’t a killer.” But he’s hiding something dangerous. She hadn’t told the peacekeepers about that.

“He is a killer!” Cydney said, bouncing upright. “He shot David in cold blood!”

“Oh, you know about that?”

“Everyone knows about it.”

“But he isn’t dead. Dr. James had his laser on the lowest setting. He was only stunned.”

“He only suffered cardiac arrest. He’s only in a coma. The whole campus is up in arms. There’s going to be a demo tomorrow.”

“I guess you’ll be going?”

“Of course. David’s a friend.”

“You said he was an asshole.”

Cydney took Elfrida’s hands in both of hers. “Sweet Ellie. Someone can be impossible to get along with, and you can still care about them. You can still love them, even.”

Elfrida worked her hands free, She took off her stabilizer braces and the nanofiber leggings and tank top she wore under them. As usual, the straps had left red weals around her waist and across her shoulders. Cydney reached for her, but Elfrida pretended not to notice. She went into the bedroom and opened the closet. She grabbed a pair of pyjamas and stepped into them, banging her head on the ceiling in the process.

“Careful, babe,” said Cydney, in the doorway.

Elfrida riffled through the clothes in the closet. Almost all of them were Cydney’s: white, shocking pink, aquamarine, burnt orange, or one of the other attention-getting hues Cydney favored. The only thing Elfrida could smell in the closet was Chanel No.666.

“Are you looking for something, babe?”

Elfrida sailed into the kitchen. She opened the recycling bin. Its plastic liner held an empty Virgin Café takeout bag, a microwave meal tray, and under that, spattered with coffee dregs and grains of rice, a crumpled bundle of black fabric. Elfrida shook it out. The loose-weave thermal fabric was slick to the touch, a sign that it had been printed from cheap material. She smelled that sweet, pungent odor.

There was one thing left in the bin. A joker mask. Elfrida held it up between two fingers.

“Well?”

Cydney’s big green eyes welled up. Elfrida expected her to dissolve in tears. But Cydney surprised her.

“We had to do something,” she said. “The astrophysics lab has been monopolizing the supercomputer. It’s totally unfair. We complained to the dean. We got a ruling that they have to give us equal time. But they just ignored it! After all, we’re not real scientists, right? So they kept right on locking us out of the system. We haven’t been able to do any data analysis for weeks! It’s outrageous. Why do they even need to run Ali Baba around the clock? Why does an asteroid survey need that much processing power?”

“I don’t know,” Elfrida said. She was pretty sure by now that whatever Dr. James’s team was using the supercomputer for, it wasn’t the asteroid survey.

“It’s not fair! Just because we study people instead of stupid rocks!”

Cydney was getting worked up, wringing her hands, her cheeks flushed. Elfrida felt oddly calm. “Here,” she said, getting the cigarette box down from the shelf. “Have one of these.”

Cydney tossed her head angrily, but she took a cigarette and pushed a cartridge into it. She exhaled candy-scented vapor laced with a mild tranquilizer. This was Cydney’s little vice.

“Where did you take Ali Baba?” Elfrida asked.

“That wasn’t Ali Baba itself. It was only the astrophysics lab’s workstation.”

With all their data in it, Elfrida thought. “Yeah, I know, but where did you take it?”

“I don’t know. I was just a lookout. I wasn’t in the lab when … I didn’t know you were there, either. You should have told me where you were going when you left the café.”

“So you were on lookout duty. That means you were downstairs the whole time. You must’ve been one of the people who carried the workstation away.”

“And almost got shot. I hope they give Dr. James life on Pallas!”

“Where did you take it?”

“It was pretty smashed up. They probably just dumped it.”

“So you don’t know what they did with it.”

Cydney sucked on her cigarette. A cloud of vapor hid her face. “Even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell you, Ellie. Sorry, but you’ve made it pretty clear that you’re on their side.”

★

“Cydney didn’t know anything,” Elfrida said to Mendoza. “She just tagged along.”

They were sitting on a bench on the shore of Olbers Lake, wearing warm coats and nursing takeout coffees from the Virgin Café. Mendoza was eating a danish. He chewed in silence for a moment or two, letting Elfrida know he knew that she was trying to protect Cydney. She felt all twisted up inside. But she believed Cydney truly was ignorant of the raid’s real purpose.

At last Mendoza said, “So she doesn’t know who organized it?”

“No. But it has to be someone in PHCTBS Studies, if David Reid was involved.”

“Poor guy. I hope he recovers.”

“Yeah. Mendoza, we have to find out what they were after.”

“Well, presumably whatever it was, they got it.” Mendoza looked at the last bit of his danish and wadded it up in the wrapper. “Unless the workstation was busted beyond repair, which is a possibility.”

“Mendoza, don’t you remember what I told you last night? They said the whole hab is in danger.”

“Yeah, I remember.” Mendoza stuffed wrapper, danish, and all into the dedicated recycling pocket of his coat. “That was pretty nasty. It’s never good when you can taste the soy. I did a bit of asking around last night. Turns out Dr. James and his team didn’t back up their database. They haven’t even logged into the off-site storage center in more than a year. That’s … well, it’s really unusual.”

“That proves it! They’re hiding something dangerous.”

Out on the lake, a fish jumped up through the mat of bluey-green CO2-sink algae that covered the water. Elfrida had got her contacts back from the peacekeepers. Her HUD display indicated that the temperature was slightly warmer today, although a cutting breeze blew off the lake. No one else was around. They were all at the protest downtown, demanding justice for David Reid.

“Maybe if Dr. James goes on trial, it’ll all come out,” she said.

“I dunno about that. By the way, did you confront him about giving us bad survey data, like you said you were going to?”

“Yeah. He denied it. But now I don’t believe him about that, either. They’re all so ideological out here.”

The shadow of a soycloud passed slowly over them. Mendoza said, “Do you ever feel like you’re a long way from home?”

All the time, would have been Elfrida’s honest answer, but it would have been a misleading one, because she felt like her real home was Venus. And it would probably be years before she got back there, if ever.

“Mendoza,” she said, instead of answering. “What say we have a look for the workstation ourselves?”

“Whaaaat?”

“We’ve got the resources to do it. And like you said, we’re not going to get much work done for a while, anyway.”

“Well …”

“Come on! It’’ll be fun.”


ix.

When Elfrida said that they had the resources to look for the missing workstation, she was referring to UNVRP’s dedicated comms satellite. They cleared their proposed search operation with their respective head offices before proceeding. Mendoza received a limp “Sure, go ahead” from his manager at UNVRP Analysis & Acquisition, 2.0 AU – 3.5 AU Region. Elfrida had been less confident of getting approval, and prepared to go ahead without it, but this turned out not to be necessary. Her supervisor at Space Corps HQ on UNLEOSS, Jake Onwego, said, “Yeah, OK. Sounds reasonable. Just, if you find the thing, you know. Grab the data. Then return it, yeah?”

“That’s exactly what I was planning to do, sir,” Elfrida said.

She watched Onwego watching a soccer game on his office computer for twenty-eight minutes.

“Good on ya,” he said, with a big wink. “If those professors have been screwing us over, I want to be the first to know about it. Keep me in the loop, and remember to file your paperwork!”

“And on we go, and on we go,” Elfrida hummed, breaking the connection.

“He’s a placeholder,” said Mendoza.

“It wasn’t always like this. What happened is our director, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, wangled a seat on the President’s Advisory Council. So he can’t be bothered to actually run the Space Corps anymore. Have you got the satellite reprogrammed yet?”

★

The UNVRP satellite’s ion thrusters flared. Powered by molten salt batteries and an onboard solar array, it skimmed into a low equatorial orbit, which gave it a new view of the protoplanet.

Vesta was not spherical. Viewed from orbit, it looked like a giant human brain preserved in the cryogenic darkness of outer space. The resemblance was emphasized by the natural grooves that ran around its equator. These graben, carved by stresses from the primordial Rheasilvia impact, resembled the division between the brain’s left and right hemispheres, corresponding here to the protoplanet’s north and south hemispheres.

However, if this were a brain, it had been augmented.

The longest of the graben had been extended so that its ends met up, circling the equator. And in that canyon ran a maglev track. The engine that ran on it was not a train. It was a rail launcher, the second largest in the solar system after Earth’s mighty Baikonur Gun. Twice a week, it flung a load of liquid hydrogen into space, accelerating it towards Ceres, or Hygiea, or elsewhere in the solar system. (In fact, that was the vibration Elfrida had felt during the raid on the astrophysics lab; she had forgotten that a launch was scheduled for that night.)

The satellite glided over the hydrogen-rich regions around the equator. Pits pocked a wide belt north of the graben like data points on a scatter graph. Clouds of dust spread over the edges of these manmade craters. They teemed with hacking, jack-hammering bots. Elfrida remembered the D/S bots on 550363 Montego. I have to get back there ASAP, she thought guiltily.

Gliding further around Vesta’s circumference, the satellite passed over the hydrogen refinery operated by Virgin Resources, the owner of the mining bots, a subsidiary of Virgin Atomic. Waves of heat and gas radiated into space. Etched in dayglo orange and white, the refinery looked like an abacus in the middle of a complicated sum. Cylindrical tanks nuzzled up against each other. Mechanical arms loaded apatite-rich rubble into the furnace. Mountains of slag shadowed the facility and the group of habs where the refinery crew lived.

“That refinery’s older than I am,” Mendoza said.

“I’m sure it’s safe.”

“Unless the toilet rolls take it into their heads to pay a visit. They were detected near here a few years back, you know.”

“Yeah, I remember. Star Force headed them off, for a change.”

“They might even have been coming here.”

Elfrida did not want to talk about the PLAN. “What’s your point?”

“Just that Virgin Atomic can’t be making much of a profit. It’s less efficient to refine hydrogen from mineral ores than to suck it out of the atmosphere on Titan. Back when they started up here, people still thought there might be life on Titan. VA’s management must’ve gambled that full-scale atmospheric mining would never happen. But now …” Mendoza shrugged.

“VA’s still got the advantage of a location closer to the inner system. And the rail launcher must have paid for itself by now.”

“I know. I’m not saying they’ve got no competitive advantages. Just that their margins have to be hurting. And when the supermajors finally scale up their technology for scooping H2 out of the atmospheres of Neptune and Uranus …” Mendoza’s teeth gleamed in the light from his screen. “Look out.”

“Why, Mendoza, you almost sound like you’re gloating.”

“Virgin Atomic sponsors U-Vesta. We’ve got them to thank for this place.”

“Point,” Elfrida acknowledged.

Rain stippled the window film. A soycloud hung low overhead, drenching the university campus in shadow and water.

The soyclouds irrigated themselves by lowering tubes into Olbers Lake. They then shifted position so that the runoff dripped out of their spongy undersides onto the trees and grass below. Elfrida believed this ‘rain’ had to be contaminated with fertilizer chemicals, but the locals walked through it without a care. The system, anyway, was ingenious. And as Mendoza said, it would not exist if not for Virgin Atomic, which had provided the seed money for the Bellicia ecohood, and continued to kick in big donations. The problem with the system was more fundamental, philosophical even. Who came all the way to the asteroid belt to get rained on?

The spaceborn, Elfrida supposed. People had very different ideas of utopia. Hers was … less wet.

She swivelled her ergoform back to face Mendoza’s screen. The refinery glided towards the edge of the satellite’s optical sensor field. “I thought the thieves might have taken the workstation out to the mines, to hide it,” she said. “Except it looks like they didn’t, huh?”

The premise of their search was simple. They assumed that if the workstation wasn’t busted up beyond repair, it would be in communication with something, somewhere. To get the data out of it, the thieves would have to turn it on. Lacking the rat’s nest of secure cabling in the STEM building, they’d have to interface with it wirelessly. The comms satellite would be able to pick up those signals.

So far, however, not a bleep. All the satellite had detected was normal radio traffic between the mining facilities.

“It doesn’t really make sense that they’d have taken it out to the mines, anyway,” Mendoza said. “I can see the STEM guys having connections out there, but not the Humanities gang. Don’t they basically oppose everything Virgin Atomic stands for?”

“You mean, like funding for their programs?”

“Ba-da-boom. Yeah. But still.”

“Yeah. Actually, I know Dr. James has connections in the VA R&D division, what’s it called? The de Grey Institute. He went out there last week to talk to someone, I think about the Big Dig.”

The Big Dig was Virgin Atomic’s bid for immortality. As its name suggested, it was a hole bored down into the crust of Vesta, eventually to reach the protoplanet’s center. What exactly it would be good for, Elfrida wasn’t sure. Most people dismissed it as a PR stunt. If it was one, however, it had fallen flat. Interest had died down during the project’s slow progress, and Elfrida rarely heard anyone at the university mention it. On the other hand, Dr. James served in some kind of advisory capacity to VA’s R&D team, so he at least must believe the project had some scientific value.

“Maybe they dropped the workstation into the Big Dig,” Mendoza said.

“And maybe they’ll drop us down after it if we get too close to … the … scandalous… truth. Sinister music!” Elfrida wiggled her arms as if conducting an invisible orchestra.

“You are feeling better, aren’t you?”

“No,” Elfrida said, instantly self-conscious. “I just had one too many shots in my coffee this morning.”

“You should keep doing that.”

The satellite glided onwards, following the maglev track into darkness. On the far side of Vesta from the Bellicia ecohood, the Rheasilvia Crater dominated the southern hemisphere. Lights winked in the bottom of the basin, near Rheasilvia Mons, the highest known peak in the solar system.

“Wanna go look at the Big Dig?” Mendoza said, pointing at the lights.

The Big Dig was in the bottom of the Rheasilvia Crater. The location put it that much closer to the middle of Vesta. The digging operation also harvested heavy metals exposed by the long-ago impact. For all Elfrida knew, that might be the actual purpose of the project, the ‘journey to the center of the world’ business so much PR fluff.

“Sure, why not?”

Data flowed across Mendoza’s second screen. Elfrida watched it while Mendoza issued new instructions to the satellite, subvocalizing and air-typing at the same time. Mendoza had the standard data-jock’s augments: a BCI (Brain-Computer Interface) and EEG crystals for wireless transmissions. Elfrida had neither. She’d just never gotten around to it. But she did have a natural ability to spot patterns. Search was one of her strengths. She let her mind slip into a half-focused, half-dreaming state of awareness, scanning for any clue in those clumps of red and green figures, anything at all …

“Here we go,” Mendoza said.

The rail launcher slid into view, like a skeleton leaf fallen on the maglev track. It presently had no hydrogen tanks aboard, and was cruising around the equator at a modest pace of about 500 kph. The stem of the leaf was an articulated string of carriages, like a real train. They looked tiny from the satellite’s altitude, but they weren’t. Elfrida had heard they had spin gravity in there, for the Very Important Scientists at the de Grey Institute to enjoy.

The density of the data traffic increased. The train was communicating with the Virgin Atomic hardware in orbit, which retrieved empty tanks on their return journey and parachuted them back to the surface.

The UNVRP satellite veered away from the maglev track, puttering south over the Rheasilvia Crater. Below, all was dark. The bright, irregular line of the crater’s rim stood out against the stars.

“Someone’s bouncing radar off of us,” Mendoza said.

The data flow speeded up.

“XX communications satellite located at the stated coordinates. Supply identification and orbit plan immediately. Repeat, supply your identification and orbit plan immediately.”

“I’m telling them who we are,” Mendoza said. Half a second later he exclaimed, “They’re targeting us!”

“Go back,” Elfrida said. “Go back to where we were! I saw something!”

Data choked the screen, the satellite reporting a cascade of incoming radar pings.

“Holy shit,” Mendoza yelped.

“XX UNVRP communications satellite. Return to your designated orbit. This is a restricted area. Return to your designated orbit. You have ten seconds to comply. If you do not comply, area-exclusion measures will be implemented. Repeat …”

“OK! OK!” Mendoza yelled. “We’re leaving!”

The satellite maxed out its thrust capacity and engaged its reaction wheels. It was impossible for a body in orbit to turn tail, but the satellite very nearly managed an acute angle.

“Don’t shoot! I’m thrusting as hard as I can!”

The satellite hustled across the top of the Rheasilvia crater, while simultaneously gaining altitude, and waltzed back into the feeble brilliance of Vesta’s day.

Elfrida regarded Mendoza, who was slumping in his ergoform, his forehead glistening with sweat. “Y’know, that sounded kind of salacious,” she said.

“What? Oh.” Mendoza eked out a smile. “That was freaking scary.”

“Who was it?”

“Let’s find out.” Mendoza scrolled back. “It was Virgin Atomic’s orbital gun platform.”

“They have an orbital gun platform?”

“You didn’t know that? Sure. They’re not gonna leave a surface mining operation completely undefended, waiting for the PLAN to come and take a chunk out of it.”

“Yeah, but …” Elfrida shook her head. “Were they really going to shoot us down?”

“I don’t know.” Their eyes met. “Maybe. It sounded like it was automated.”

“That’s dangerous!”

“You’re telling me. Well, maybe there’s a guy on the surface, monitoring it when he’s not busy vidding porn flicks. Anyway, we got away fast enough to satisfy its exclusion parameters, thank God.”

“If we went back, how close do you think we could get before it glommed onto us again?”

“It first pinged us when we were here,” Mendoza pinpointed a spot near the edge of the Rheasilvia crater, “maneuvering 400 kilometers up. That’s a lot lower than our designated orbit. That’s probably what set it off. But regardless, I’m not taking the sat anywhere near there again. No way, no how.”

“Oh, Mendoza! Come on!”

“There’s obviously something in the Rheasilvia Crater they don’t want us to see. Maybe it’s something to do with the Big Dig. Maybe it’s something to do with the missing workstation. Maybe this is just what private-sector information security looks like these days. Either way, if we get the satellite shot down, regardless of whether we had authorization for the search, our jobs are toast. Do you know how much those babies cost?”

“I got a whole space station shot down once,” Elfrida said. “And I’m still here.”

After a pause, Mendoza said, “Yeah, but that wasn’t your fault. I heard about the astrodata leak. But it wasn’t you. It was your phavatar.”

“And I should have figured out what the phavatar was up to.” Elfrida shook her head. “Never mind. What I wanted to say was, couldn’t we just go back and look at the maglev again?”

“The rail launcher?”

“Or the actual train bit.”

“Why?”

“I saw something in the traffic from its comms.” She had found it again while they were talking. “Here. Look. This signal.”

“What about it? It’s encrypted to hell and back, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

It means they learned their lesson from last time, Elfrida thought.

“Not the signal itself. The destination. They had their antenna pointed towards Gap 2.5.”

★

The Kirkwood Gaps were regions in the asteroid belt which had been swept clear of asteroids by Jupiter’s gravitational influence. Viewed in a 2D starchart, they looked like narrow stripes on a spinning top. There were five pronounced Gaps, with radii of between 2.06 and 3.27 AUs. Vesta’s orbit would bite into Gap 2.5 at aphelion, when it swung furthest from the sun.

Eighteen months ago, during the 11073 Galapagos mess, Elfrida’s stross-class phavatar had sent a stream of unauthorized reports to someone lurking on an isolated rock in Gap 2.5. The name of that rock was 99984 Ravilious.

Elfrida had learned these facts with military trace and decryption tools, which she shouldn’t have been using. The results of her search had been passed on to Star Force. She had assumed that whoever or whatever was on 99984 Ravilious, Star Force had taken care of them. There hadn’t been anything about it on the news. But then again, there wouldn’t have been.

But what if, for some reason, 99984 Ravilious had slipped through Star Force’s fingers?

Political considerations could screw up the simplest things. Star Force answered to the Select Security Council, and the SSC could be influenced by the President’s Advisory Council. Which was now adorned by the presence of Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, the director of the Space Corps, and the man with the most to lose if the truth about the 11073 Galapagos incident ever came out.

“Sounds to me,” Mendoza said, “like you’re getting pretty far ahead of the evidence.”

“You’re right,” Elfrida said humbly. “I don’t want to jump to conclusions.” 

They were standing outside the STEM building, in the rain. Elfrida had insisted on leaving their office to talk in the open, on the off chance that—as Mendoza frequently joked—their office was bugged. Of course, if their office was bugged, the whole habitat was probably bugged. But the splashing of the rain, and the gurgle of water flowing down the gutters, would help to foil any hidden microphones.

“You already have jumped to conclusions,” Mendoza said. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. But what evidence do we actually have? One signal from the VA maglev to a location that may be in Gap 2.5, or may be on the far side of it, where this mysterious asteroid of yours may or may not be now.”

“I agree it’s not much to go on. But I remember that 99984 Ravilious was near Vesta. That was eighteen months ago, but it was near enough that it should have a similar orbital period. So I bet you it’s still within signalling range. I mean, it’s not gonna be on the other side of the sun. And there’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“That was a direct signal.”

“True.”

“That’s why it jumped out at me. They usually use the Net-band and route everything through their comms satellites. Right? Most everything coming out of the train was Net-band traffic. But this was in the Ku-band.”

“15.5 GHz.”

“Right. So I’m wondering why they chose to send this one signal at a different frequency, aimed at a totally different region of the sky, nowhere near any of the VA comms satellites. And I remembered 99984 Ravilious. And it just seems like too much of a coincidence.”

Rain dripped down Elfrida’s face. The soycloud parked overhead blocked the sunlight from the roof. They stood in a dark, watery microclimate. The fungi that grew at the bottoms of the walls of the STEM building were opening like primroses. What if the mysterious entity on 99984 Ravilious had somehow escaped (been protected) and was still out there? Up to its old tricks again. What data could it be receiving from Vesta?

She scowled up at the soycloud. Its underside was dark green, its rim pixellated with leaves. The water pattering onto her face definitely tasted like fertilizer.

“Wanna borrow my umbrella?” said Mendoza, who was standing under a large red one printed with the legend BREATHING IS FOR WIMPS.

“I’m all right. I mean, I’m wet already. I’ll have to go home and change. But Mendoza, don’t you think it’s worth investigating?”

“If you’re right, the people on the other end of that transmission have already caused kilodeath. And got away with it.”

“I know! That’s why! OK, it’s probably not them, but we need to find out. What if the data they’re transmitting is related to whatever Dr. James is hiding? What if he’s working for 99984 Ravilious? What if 4 Vesta is being targeted?”

Something struck her on the head. She screamed and clapped her hands to her scalp. A small shape landed on the path. It was a frog. It sat stunned for a moment, and then hopped off into the grass.

“Wow,” Mendoza said. “Isn’t that in the Bible? A rain of frogs. A plague of frogs. I’ve never seen that before.”

“Listen, Mendoza. You do what you like, but I’m going to follow this up as far as I can. And if you breathe a word, I will personally make you regret it. I may not be connected, but I have got resources on Earth.”

“Whoa! Hold on a minute! I never said I was against it. Are you kidding? I’m going to investigate this thing, and you can come along for the ride, or not, as you like.”

Elfrida started to smile in relief, but Mendoza, uncharacteristically, wasn’t smiling. His face wore a peaky, fixed expression. She realized that she didn’t know anything about him, only that he worked all the hours God sent, and enjoyed—an unlikely hobby—classical music.

“I’ve never mentioned this,” he said, “but my sister got whacked by the PLAN. She worked for a trading company. They were docked at a legit settlement on the asteroid 470108 Gironda, delivering a cargo of consumables, when the PLAN hit the rock. Everyone killed.”

“Oh my God. I remember that.”

“The settlers were Spanish nationalists. Catalan, or some thing. They were asking for it. But my sister was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. So I totally sympathize with anyone that’s had that experience. And I have no sympathy at all for anyone that’s enabled the PLAN, or might be cooperating with them.”

“Well, I don’t think there was ever any suggestion of that,” Elfrida said nervously. “It was more that the people on 99984 Ravilious, whoever they are, screwed up.”

“That’s just as bad. They need to pay.”

Elfrida hesitated. She had never known Mendoza had this kind of vengefulness in him. The rain started to ease off. She heard a chirruping sound and realized it was frogs, lots of them.

“I think the workstation might actually be on the train,” she said. “The passenger compartment’s rad-shielded, so we wouldn’t have detected any wireless signals within the shielding.”

“Or it might be in Rheasilvia Crater.”

“But either way, if we can’t take the satellite back there without it getting slagged…”

“Then,” Mendoza said, “I guess we’re gonna find out how that orbital gun platform feels about people trekking in on foot.”

“Well, that’s one idea,” Elfrida said, thinking, Oh my God, Mendoza, you mean it, don’t you? And he looked so harmless under his joke umbrella. “But I have another idea that might be, uh, less death-defying.”

“What?”

“We’re not the only ones who would like to get that workstation back. So why are we doing this alone?”


x.

Dr. James had been incarcerated, pending his bail hearing, at the koban downtown. Constructed, or rather grown, on the same organic substrate as the permanent buildings of the university, the koban had not been tended with the same fanatical care. It looked like an overgrown mop-head abandoned on a corner between taller, neater buildings. Tendrils of its green curtain crawled across the sidewalks. Higher up, the greenery twitched.

“We’re here to see Dr. James. We’re from UNVRP,” Elfrida explained.

“Yeah, I know.” The UNESCO peacekeeper on duty stared at her and Mendoza. His stare telegraphed the uniquely implacable hostility that throve between UN agencies. “What do you want?”

“Well, we work with him,” Elfrida said, wishing Mendoza would help her out.

“And?”

“And we want to talk to him.”

“He’s been charged with aggravated assault.”

“I know, but—”

A cloud of peacock-green and lemon-yellow twirled in from the street. It was Cydney.

“Ellie!”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’ve just come to visit Dr. James.” Cydney beamed at the peacekeeper on duty. “What about you?”

“We were hoping to do the same thing,” Elfrida said.

Two minutes later they were being ushered up to Dr. James’s cell. As they scrambled / bounced up the zipshaft, someone else came zooming down. She was a large person, so large in fact that she bulged out of her lane and nearly knocked Elfrida off her wimp handle. Without apologizing, she landed bent-kneed at the bottom of the shaft and scuttled away.

Elfrida frowned after her. “Hey …”

“That was incredibly rude!” Cydney shouted after the woman.

“No, it’s not that. I know her, but I can’t place her.”

“Maybe you’ve seen her around the STEM building. She’d be hard to miss.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“In here,” said the peacekeeper, while he operated an iris scanner and a DNA reader embedded in the wall. “I’ll have to lock you in with the suspect, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, don’t lock me in,” Cydney said. “I’m not staying. I just came to drop off this care package. Ta-daah!” She brandished a bunch of carnations in the face of the palely hovering Dr. James. “These are from your friends in the dean’s office. And these are from Dean Garcia herself. Home-baked! I must dash. I’ve got a seminar, but it’s great to see that you’re holding up so well! That’ll be a load off people’s minds.”

She breezed off. The door closed behind Elfrida and Mendoza.

“Flowers,” Dr. James said morosely. “The last thing anyone needs in this place.”

Elfrida made sympathetic noises. Now she was face to face with Dr. James, her suspicions seemed excessively paranoid. He probably wasn’t working for the mysterious entity on 99984 Ravilious. But that didn’t mean he was innocent.

“They mean well, I suppose,” he continued. “I was surprised to see your friend. She’s in PHCTBS Studies, isn’t she?”

“She’s got a good heart,” Elfrida said.

The cell was about two meters square. Roots poked through the inside of its slimy walls, rotting for want of care. There was a fetid organic smell. Water pooled in a corner of the floor, which was not level. Dr. James squatted on his prostheses. “I’d offer you a seat,” he said, “but there isn’t one.” He opened the box of cookies Cydney had brought. “White chocolate chip and macadamia nut. Home-baked, she said.”

Mendoza, speaking for the first time, said, “I’d steer clear of those.”

“You may be right,” Dr. James said. “I wasn’t aware I had any friends in the dean’s office. It’s astrophysics that justifies the existence of this university, but the administration is caught in a trap of moral equivalence that compels them to stiff us in favor of disciplines that don’t deserve the name. I’ll be very surprised if anyone testifies in my defense. Thank God for Virgin Atomic: they’ve lent me a lawyer. He’s supposed to be good. He’s en route from Ganymede as we speak.”

Elfrida held up the bag she was carrying. “Well, it isn’t home-baked, but we brought coffee. The barista at the Virgin Café said you usually get a triple full-fat macchiato. I don’t know if you’re interested, but …”

“Give me that,” Dr. James said.

Some moments of devoted slurping later, Elfrida said, “Uh, we actually came to ask a favor.”

“I knew it.”

“I might be wrong, but doesn’t the astrophysics lab have a surface rover?”

★

Cydney Blaisze zoomed up the zipshaft of the Tariq L. Clinton administration building, basking in the pleasure of a good deed done. Poor Dr. James! He might be misguided, he might even be a criminal, but he didn’t deserve to be locked up like an—actually, you wouldn’t even treat an animal like that. Like a virus, a dangerous virus that needed to be quarantined.

She was well aware that was how her friends in PHCTBS Studies saw him.

But Cydney, while sympathizing with their grievances against the STEM department, did not think they really understood the conflict they were involved in.

She didn’t, either.

But now, at last, she was getting close. She knew it.

And she had methods that were far superior to theirs. Masks and pellet guns in the dead of night? Honestly.

She bounced into the dean’s office and displayed her empty hands to the dean’s secretary. “Mission accomplished! He was so touched. He said he’s incredibly grateful for the support of the faculty.”

“Like him or loathe him, Eliezer James is one of ours,” said Dean Garcia, coming out of her office. She was a thin, silver-bunned woman, clad in a greyish-green kaftan that she’d probably hand-woven from the excretions of gengineered caterpillars that lived in the walls of her yurt. Despite her lack of fashion sense, she managed the difficult trick of projecting authority while being spaceborn, her long and emaciated body crooked over at the shoulders like a predatory insect. “It’s extremely important at this time of crisis,” she pronounced, “to emphasize that the university community stands shoulder to shoulder against the arbitrary excesses of law enforcement.”

“Ma’am, you should see the cell they’ve got him in,” Cydney said. “It’s tragic.”

The secretary said, “Ma’am, I just wanted to remind you that you’ve got a lunch appointment with the UNESCO prosecutor. Would you like me to postpone, or …”

“Is that the time? Ye gods! Call down to the telepresence center and have them set up a private cubicle straight away.” Garcia grimaced at Cydney. “I shun UNESCO on principle, but this is my one opportunity to argue for a condign, not punitive, settlement. It would only exacerbate tensions if Dr. James were seen to be a victim of prosecutorial bias.”

Translation, Cydney thought, you’ve remembered that Dr. James is the biggest star on your faculty. “Absolutely, ma’am,” she said. “I totally agree. Fairness must be our watchword.”

Cydney had wormed her way into the dean’s good graces by presenting herself as a spokeswoman for the Humanities students in the wake of David Reid’s shooting. But this was only the latest, opportunistic twist in a campaign that had started with her arrival on Vesta, when she’d presented her credentials to Dean Garcia and hinted that her enrollment at U-Vesta might lead to favorable media coverage. 

Not that she’d delivered on that promise. Her feed had been sliding down the rankings. People just weren’t interested in the goings-on at a podunk university in the asteroid belt.

But that, Cydney believed, was about to change.

Garcia used the surface of a Greenpeace Good Governance award as a mirror to apply lipstick. “I don’t know why I’m bothering with this,” she said. “It’s a telepresence session, after all. Speaking of which—” she turned to her secretary. “If this lasts the scheduled three hours, I’m going to get hungry. Order me a sandwich. Something I can gnaw on during the latency periods, while my phavatar in Geneva stuffs its plastic gullet with filet mignon and asperges aux sauce polonaise. Don’t you think that remotely experiencing a fine meal is torture?” she asked Cydney.

“It’s the absolute worst, ma’am.”

“Ma’am, shall I ring down to the cafeteria, or—”

“No! I can’t abide so-called sandwiches in pouches. Get me a ham and swiss on rye from Reuben’s.”

“Ma’am, they don’t take online orders.” This was a posture adopted by many of the earthier businesses in Bellicia.

“Then go get it, darling, go get it. That’s why evolution gave you legs.”

“I’ll go,” Cydney volunteered.

“Not necessary. Jordan needs the exercise.”

Cydney waited a few more minutes. As Dean Garcia prepared to sweep out the door, Cydney said, “I actually wanted to tell you a little more about my visit with Dr. James.” This was pure invention, as her visit with Dr. James had been all of twenty seconds long. “If you have a few minutes this SecondLight, or …?”

“Do I? Do I? I don’t know. Wait here and ask Jordan what my schedule looks like. I must go.”

Garcia sailed out.

Left alone in the office, Cydney grinned to herself. She’d been waiting months for a chance like this.

She now had to move fast. Jordan would be gone awhile, considering the usual length of the lines at Reuben’s, but someone else could come in at any minute.

Cydney wandered across the room, crossing behind Jordan’s desk. As she’d hoped, the resentful and wilfully incompetent secretary had left zis computer on, with zis administrative-level database access enabled. Cydney couldn’t touch the machine without the risk that hidden surveillance cameras would see her, but she didn’t need to touch it. Wifi was so insecure.

Using her BCI, she sent a single command to the calendar program running on the computer. If it were even noticed, it would look like a misvocalized entry. In fact, it was a zipped data scraper program. Within milliseconds, it unzipped itself and wriggled away into the bowels of the university’s databanks, pretending to be Jordan.

Cydney permitted herself a sigh of satisfaction. But not a large one. She wouldn’t know until she got the results of the scrape, and analyzed them, whether she actually had anything or not.

She yawned. For the benefit of any hidden cameras, she pretended to admire the vids on the wall of Dean Garcia meeting famous people.

This might be a wild goose chase.

But Cydney Blaisze had a nose for a story.

She always had had, even when she was plain Cydney Blaise-without-a-Z, the daughter of a machine politician in a crappy little sub-Saharan microstate.

And she knew the University of Vesta was hiding something big. Something downright illegal.

Something that could make a struggling news curator’s career.

★

Cydney received the scraper program’s first report just a few minutes later. She forwarded it to her data analysis team in Los Angeles.

“Hey,” Jordan said, toppling into the office. “I’ve got her sandwich. Where is she?”

“In the telepresence center, I guess.”

“Expletives,” Jordan said. Ze wiped sweat out of zir long black beard. Zis breasts heaved. Jordan was a hermaphrodite. Ze stared balefully at Cydney. “Why don’t you wear stabilizer braces? Your muscles will atrophy. You’ll end up in an exoskeleton when you get back to Earth.”

“Got your package, Cyds,” said a voice in her skull. “Unpacking it now.”

“That’s what surgery is for,” Cydney smiled, on her way out the door. “Those braces totally ruin the line of your clothes. I’d much rather spend a week or two in rehab when I get home.”

“Fine if you’ve got the money for it, I guess.”

“Exactly! Toodle-oo.”

“Aaaand analyzing. Get back to you in a few.”

The voice belonged to Aidan Wahlsdorf, Cydney’s top data miner. The back office of Cydney Blaisze Enterprises, Inc., was a grotty apartment in Los Angeles which her employees viewed as luxurious, no joke, because it had air conditioning. Some of them had moved their families in. She let them, and in return had earned their unwavering loyalty. 

Behind every successful curator stood a small army of data miners. The internet in the 23rd century was a cesspit. The sheer volume of malware and spam infesting the solar system’s servers had overwhelmed consumer-facing search technology as much as a century ago. As a result, people stuck to curated feeds, private databanks, and niche aggregators for their information needs.

That high-profile 0.01% of content providers—among whom Cydney still, barely, counted herself—got 99% of the system’s traffic. But the other umpty-million petaflops of data were still out there, and those data weren’t valueless, or meaningless. They were where the news came from—the interesting news, anyway. They just had to be mined.

Compared to that quotidian slog, analyzing the data stolen by Cydney’s scraper program took Aidan and his team all of five minutes per packet. She skimmed the results as they came in, while she ate lunch, while she sat in her SecondLight seminar, while she hung out with the gang at the Virgin Café. And she grew increasingly disappointed. The records on the university’s servers provided no evidence of illegal activity in the Rheasilvia crater, much less of the university’s involvement.

The final slew of results came in as she was lying in the SecondDark gloom on her bed at home. This was the period corresponding to evening. Elfrida had joined her for a while, but was now in the other room, immersed in her everlasting Venus sim. 

“This looks kinda interesting, Cyds. Not what you were looking for, but there’s a whiff of malfeasance. Check the expenditures for the astrophysics lab.”

Hope igniting, Cydney opened the attached file.

“See that item, quote, consultant fees, unquote? Eight thousand smackeroos. Enough to buy a small car, or a trip to Jupiter. They’ve been paying out a sum like that every month for fourteen months, going back to March 2286. And better yet, this Dr. Eliezer James character has signed off on the payments personally.”

“Consultant fees,” Cydney snorted joyfully. “That’s the oldest scam in the book.”

“He’s either embezzling the university’s moolah, with the connivance of the whole lab. Or they’re being blackmailed.”

“Blackmail!” Cydney whooped, jumping off the bed. “Now we’re talking!”

“I said the university’s moolah,” continued Aidan’s imperturbable voice, transmitted fourteen minutes ago from Earth. “But there’s some doubt about that. If you look at the astrophysics lab’s budget, there are some shady incoming payments, too. Also passed off as consulting fees. So pulling it all together, it may be that we’re looking at a money laundering operation.”

“Money laundering!” Cydney shrieked in ecstasy. “This is it! Dr. James is dead meat!” She stopped, remembering that Elfrida was in the other room. Elfrida wouldn’t have heard her exclamations, immersed in her virtual farm, but … “Babe?”

“However, there’s another wrinkle: the incoming payments are bigger than the outgoing so-called consultant fees. But they’re highly irregular. They only started coming in six months back. The department is in the red …”

Cydney muted Aidan’s voice. “Babe?” It would kind of suck if Elfrida had heard her gloating over Dr. James’s impending downfall. “Babe, time to come back to reality!”

She bounced into the other room.

Elfrida was not there.

Her stabilizer braces lay in a neat pile on the couch.

She had taken her immersion kit with her.

 


xi.

Elfrida panted up the last stage of the ramp to the airlock, her immersion kit in its case under her arm. She had left her stabilizer braces at home, the better to attempt the climb to the airlock—fifteen kilometers, most of it at a killer gradient. The Bremen Lock was tucked up under the roof of the habitat. Kilometers below, soyclouds drifted like spinach pancakes in a rusty frying-pan. From up here, it was terrifyingly obvious that the little green paradise of the Bellicia ecohood lay at the bottom of a crater.

Vertigo clawed at Elfrida, telling her she was going to fall off the road. She could hear herself breathing heavily. She had taken one of the rebreather kits that were issued to everyone in the ecohood in case of emergency. It came in handy up here, where the air was Himalayan.

“Goto!” Mendoza shouted thinly. He stood at the entrance to the airlock, waving.

She labored up to him. The rover blinked its headlights.

“This looks pretty good,” she said, when she could speak. The rover sat on three fat wheels, like a cross between a tricycle and a humvee. It had an antenna dish on the roof and several appendages drooping from the chassis like a shrimp’s feelers. “I’m still amazed they let us borrow it.”

“Yeah,” Mendoza said, removing the mask of his rebreather to speak, and immediately putting it back over his mouth and nose, as Elfrida had done. “But there’s a catch.”

“University politics,” Elfrida said understandingly.

The rover actually belonged to the geology lab, not the astrophysics lab. In the past, Dr. James had told them, the geology folks had refused to let anyone else use it. But in the wake of the raid on the astrophysics lab, STEM solidarity had prevailed. The geology lab had acceded to Dr. James’s plea that UNVRP be allowed to borrow the rover to search for the missing workstation.

However, as Mendoza said, there was always a catch.

“Do they want us to pick up some rock samples along the way, or something?”

“Not exactly.”

The rover unfolded a ladder from its rump. They climbed up, through a cramped airlock with both ends open, into the even-more-cramped interior.

“Hi,” said a skinny teenage girl with saucer-sized eyes.

“Oh,” Elfrida said. “I see.” The girl was clinging to the interior roll bars like a monkey, her short skirt hanging down, revealing panties with hearts on them. “Who are you?”

“Rurumi-chan dessuuu!” the girl said. “Hajimemashite!”

Elfrida stiffened. She was half-Japanese, her father a pureblood who’d been born in Japan before the Mt. Fuji eruption. She spoke the language pretty well. But it offended her that this—this bot—should assume she did, and try to establish some kind of special connection with her on that basis.

She spoke in a growl. “Whoever the fuck you are. That. Isn’t. Funny.”

Mendoza said, “Chill, Goto. It’s just a phavatar.”

“I can see that.”

The bot was a sub-geminoid phavatar. No one would mistake it for human. Its limbs were pencil-thin, its eyes took up half its face, its nose was a nub, and its mane of blue hair billowed like a living thing, tangling around Mendoza’s fingers as he familiarized himself with the rover’s controls. “Can you, like, put your hair up, or something?” he said to it.

“Sure!” Rurumi blinked appealingly at Elfrida. “Would you help me? I love your pigtails! They’re so kawaii!”

Elfrida shouted into its face, “Hello, hello! Anyone home?”

“Bollocks,” Rurumi said, in the same piping voice, but with a completely different intonation. “Yeah, hey there. Don’t blow a gasket. Gregor Lovatsky, assistant professor, xenogeology. This is Rurumi and she’ll be your escort on this adventure. Notice I didn’t say chaperone. She’s just along for the ride.”

Elfrida said to Mendoza, “That probably means she’s authorized to take control of the rover if we get into trouble.”

“How did you guess?” said Gregor Lovatsky, in Rurumi’s shrill voice. “Yeah well, it is our rover. And we want to help out, but, y’know, you have got a reputation for recklessness, Ms. Goto.”

“This isn’t a reckless adventure,” Elfrida said, still able to convince herself of that. Pretty much. “We’re just going to look for the missing workstation. If we run into trouble, we’ll turn around and come home.”

Mendoza bent his head to the controls.

“That’s great,” Lovatsky said. “But the phavatar’s still going with you.”

Ahead of the rover’s slit-like windshield, the Bremen Lock wheezed open, its lips retracting into the road and the roof. The rover bumped into the airlock’s chamber. Its engine was noiseless, battery-powered, but the cabin’s air circulation made a loud whooshing noise when it started up. Elfrida took her rebreather off.

“Couldn’t you have sent a different phavatar?” she said. “It’s like, you’re making fun of us here. Haven’t you got anything that would be more suitable for surface exploration?”

“Rurumi’s perfectly capable,” Lovatsky sniffed. Then he admitted, “Anyway, we don’t have another phavatar. Rurumi doesn’t even belong to the lab. She’s my personal property.”

“Gotcha.”

“Funding constraints.”

“I hear you.”

“Wheeee!” cried Rurumi, as the rover emerged onto the surface of Vesta.

★

Lights sparkled in the foothills of Bellicia Crater, limning the small spaceport that served Bellicia and the nearby Arruntia Crater. Elfrida had heard that Virgin Atomic was going to turn Arruntia Crater into another ecohood, but the project had never gotten off the ground.

Rurumi made herself useful by communicating with the spaceport’s hub and satisfying it that they were just geologists on a sampling expedition. Mendoza turned the rover towards the equator.

Tracks in the dust gave the impression of a road to follow, although Mendoza was navigating by satellite. The terrain of Vesta’s northern hemisphere was hilly. In many places, where the top layer of dust had been disturbed, the regolith looked as slick as glass. It was glass—volcanic glass. Unlike other asteroids, Vesta had been resurfaced in the comparatively recent past—only about four billion years ago—by flows of basaltic magma. Since then, rotational rock slumping and impact-triggered seismic activity had caused many landslides, creating stair-step slopes that the rover had to bounce down, using its appendages as ski poles.

Elfrida was feeling car-sick by the time they stopped for the night. Day had dawned twice since they set out and now it was noon. The sun floated like a split pea in the blackness, winking occasionally when a satellite passed across it. Everything up there would have seen the rover by now. That was OK. They had a cover story: the sampling expedition.

What they didn’t have was a tent. They’d brought EVA suits, but had opted to do without the inflatable shelter that the geologists used on longer expeditions. Mendoza curled up in the driver’s seat. Elfrida decided to sleep outside. She struggled into one of the geology lab’s EVA suits. Its mesh of shape-memory alloy snuggled around her body, providing an automatic customized fit. But in order to fit a range of body sizes, the suit had a pliable outer layer, not a rigid shell, and rocks poked into her back all night long. The rim of the helmet also dug into the back of her neck. Micro-gravity was no panacea against physical discomfort. Lying awake, she stared up at the stars. The suit’s GPS told her she happened to be looking in the direction of Gap 2.5.

Who—or what—was out there on 99984 Ravilious? Were they laughing, right now, at the feeble antics of Elfrida, and the Space Corps, and UNVRP, and Star Force, and everyone else who could have brought them to justice, but had failed to do so, through self-interest or the fear of bad publicity, or just because they thought someone else would take care of it?

(That would be me, she recognized miserably.)

Or were they not the sort of people who laughed at anything?

Were they, perhaps, not people at all?

Elfrida thought about Mars. Nowadays, a weird geometrical jungle of stone and iron defaced the planet’s surface, photographed in bits and pieces over the decades by unmanned sats before they, inevitably, got fragged. Everyone in the system knew those pictures. What did the PLAN think–if AI could actually be said to think–as it unblinkingly watched Earth from those sky-piercing ziggurats, bathed in a blizzard of radiation?

Elfrida shuddered. She curled on her side and tried to get comfortable. After a while, she crawled under the rover and tried to sleep there.

“I am not doing this again,” she said to Mendoza when enough time had passed that she could legitimately give up.

He looked wan. “Me neither. This seat is really uncomfortable.”

“The ground isn’t any better. Let’s get moving.”

Rurumi had spent most of their rest break running around on the surface, doing geology stuff. As the rover bounced into motion, she took her favorite position—hanging upside-down by her knees from the roll bars—and sang to herself in Japanese. Elfrida shot her a look. If looks were made of ionized plasma, the phavatar would have been slagged.

Mendoza plucked Elfrida’s sleeve, pulling her head towards his. “She came onto me,” he whispered.

“What?”

“I’m not kidding. Right after you went outside. She started rubbing up against me and uh, you know.”

“Did you …?”

“What do you take me for? I told her to get fragged, in no uncertain terms. Then I texted Lovatsky to keep his hands to himself. He said it was her, not him. I told him, if she tries for sex with every male she meets, you’re not gonna have her for long.”

“Damn straight. Ew, Mendoza.”

“I know.”

“Well, we won’t have to bunk with her tonight, thank God.”

“I just hope these miners are as friendly as they’re supposed to be.”

Dr. James had gotten his lawyer to call ahead and alert Virgin Resources, the mining subsidiary of Virgin Atomic, to their arrival. Elfrida had been unsure about this, since she and Mendoza suspected that VA were complicit in the theft of the workstation. They’d be asking the miners for help in solving a crime they might have committed themselves. But Dr. James had pointed out that they wouldn’t get far on the surface without VA’s help. He had a point.

And as the rover sailed downhill towards the hydrogen refinery, Elfrida felt glad they’d taken Dr. James’s advice. The cluster of habs, which had looked so shabby from outer space, projected a welcoming radius of light. A proper bed, a massage, a shower, and something to eat that didn’t come out of a pouch, all sounded good to her right now.

They passed the refinery. Titanic handler bots flailed long arms against the stars. Rubble-haulers, arriving overland from the open pit mines, queued for unloading. With weirdly graceful movements, the handler bots tossed the nets of rubble into the feed chute of a giant autoclave. Tanks of liquefied hydrogen lined the siding where the launch cradle would park when it arrived. Each tank was the size of a three-storey building.

Mendoza got on the radio.

“C’mon in!” a male voice answered. “Yo, is Rurumi there?”

“Sure am!” chirped the phavatar. 

Elfrida and Mendoza exchanged a puzzled look.

“Can’t wait to smooch ya, girl! ‘Bout time you brought some friends to see us!”

The voice directed them to the electricity pumping station behind the habs, where they left the rover recharging its batteries. Wearing their borrowed EVA suits, they picked their way through a litter of rubble, scraps of microcable nets, and machine parts. Rurumi danced ahead of them, suitless.

A bulky figure standing in the door of the biggest hab, similarly suitless, folded the phavatar into a hug.

The figure waved to the two humans, and the same friendly voice as before crackled in their ears. “Yo there! Let’s paaartay!”

“Oh brother,” Mendoza said.

“I,” Elfrida said, “am going to kill Dr. James.”

The refinery was crewed by phavatars.

★

Susceptible, unlike phavatars, to weariness, the deleterious effects of micro-gravity, and sheer gloom, the two humans sat in a corner of the hab’s central room, watching the bots do the Ganymede Fling to a soundtrack of what sounded like beluga whales mating with a bevy of thrash-metal guitarists. Rurumi twirled and somersaulted from one set of arms to the next. Few of the phavatars were as exquisite as she. Sub-geminoids with various custom tools fitted, they looked more like cyborgs than standard humans. However, they all disported themselves zealously. It was clear that their operators, wherever they were—Elfrida hadn’t been able to get a straight answer to that question—were steadily getting drunk to the point of incapacity.

“Probably doing drugs, too,” Mendoza said. “Look at that guy.” The phavatar in question was trying to burrow into the wall of the hab with his head.

“It’s a thing,” Elfrida said. “Party hearty from the comfort of your sofa. Let your phavatar have all the fun, while you get the hangover. I don’t understand it, personally.”

“I wonder where the operators are.”

“In orbit?”

“Maybe back in the Bellicia ecohood. Virgin Atomic’s regional HQ is there in the middle of town.”

“That’s a possibility.”

“Anyway, they must be close. Zero latency.”

Had the operators been running their phavatars from any great distance, they’d have been crashing into each other left and right. Well, more than they were already. More tellingly, they interacted with the humans without any perceptible delay.

“C’mon, have a drink!” insisted the large male-styled phavatar who had greeted them. It looked like the vid star Marmaduke Shagg. “We mixed this fruit punch specially for you! Real ingredients!”

Elfrida accepted a pouch out of politeness, and to make Marmaduke go away. But then she asked on a whim, “Have you had any other human visitors recently?”

“Yo! None! That’s why this is such a special occasion for us!”

“I was just wondering why you had real vodka and fruit juice on hand.”

“Rurumi comes up here sometimes by herself. And when we’re thusly honored by her presence, we like to give her a little pressie to take home with her! Courtesy of VA, dig?” Marmaduke Shagg winked, and wove back into the throng.

“Lovatsky, you dog,” Mendoza said. “A luxury goods procurement scam. I guess holistically fermented mead with algae foam doesn’t always do the trick, huh?”

“I’m not sure I believe that,” Elfrida said. “I think maybe someone else was here recently, and brought their own merrymaking supplies.” She tasted the contents of the pouch, and then closed it. “I don’t care for thieves’ leftovers.”

“You think the workstation might really be here?”

“No.” She floated to her feet. “Shall we go outside?”

They explained that they were going to retrieve their stuff from the rover, and crawled back into their EVA suits.

The silence of Elfrida’s helmet was a relief after the deafening music. She said, “The thing is, realistically, the workstation could be anywhere by now. There’s plenty of foot traffic between the ecohood and the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport, and we don’t have data on who’s been going in and out. Only Facilities Management has that. The thieves could have put the workstation in a box, walked it down to the spaceport, and put it on a ship to anywhere in the solar system.”

“You would hope the peacekeepers are investigating that angle,” Mendoza said.

Elfrida sniffed. “Also, it might be at the bottom of Olbers Lake.”

“Or in the recycling.”

“Yeah. If it was so badly smashed up they couldn’t get the data off it. But from what I saw, it wasn’t totaled, just damaged. So we have to assume they took it somewhere to repair it. And I personally wouldn’t trust these phavatars with my electronics.”

Mendoza’s faceplate tilted towards the refinery. If Vesta had had an atmosphere, the crash and slam of tonnes of rock being thrown around would have been deafening. As it was, the handler bots made a balletic, if violent, spectacle.

“I want to go look at Rheasilvia Crater,” Mendoza said.

“I want to go look at the train.”

They walked back to the rover and retrieved a couple of meals in pouches. The prospect of getting anything real to eat out of the refinery crew had dwindled to a remote unlikelihood.

When they went back into the hab, the phavatars were having sex.

Metal and plastic bodies intertwined. Clothes drifted like autumn leaves across the floor. Chrome hips pumped, and stretchy rubber mouths gobbled at appendages that …

Elfrida looked away, but not before she had spotted Rurumi at the center of the orgy, her tiny, fragile body being penetrated by Marmaduke Shagg and two other phavatars, while she, in turn—

“Uh, can we get out of here?” Elfrida said.

Mendoza was staring, open-mouthed. She elbowed him.

“Mendoza. C’mon. This is gross.”

“Rurumi’s got a dick.”

“I saw. Let’s vamoose.”

“That one’s got tentacles.”

“I know. Please, let’s go.”

“Yeah, sure, OK.”

They hadn’t taken their EVA suits off, so there was no need to put them back on. As they retreated to the airlock, Marmaduke unplugged himself from the fray and bounded at them. “Guys! You’re not going?”

“This isn’t our kind of thing,” Mendoza said.

“Oh, don’t be a party pooper,” Marmaduke cooed, stroking Mendoza’s arm through his suit. “Look, FWIW, I’m a woman. My name’s Sharlene. I’m watching you from the Vesta Express, and boy, you’re so hot. You’re totally turning me on. I’m as hard as hell. Look!” Marmaduke/Sharlene attempted to guide Mendoza’s glove downwards.

Mendoza yanked his arm back. “I don’t do men, I don’t do women pretending to be men, I don’t do phavatars, I don’t do orgies, and let me see, what else? I don’t do tentacle sex. I think that just about covers it.”

“Where are you going?”

“Gonna sleep in the car.”

“But we pressurized this hab just for you!” Marmaduke cried, sweeping an arm around the low-ceilinged, ribby-walled room. The hab would have been about as appealing as a cardboard box under a bridge, even if it had not currently been echoing to the sound of pornographic groans. “It took ages to get all the dust out!”

“Well, you can depressurize it again now,” Mendoza said. “See you in the morning.”

He joined Elfrida in the chamber of the airlock. As they plodded back towards the rover, Elfrida broke the silence. “Did you hear what she said? She was watching us from the Vesta Express. That must be what they call the train.”

“Yeah, makes sense that’s where the operators are. I heard they’ve got a real hab in the passenger compartment, with spin gravity.”

“I heard that, too.”

Silence fell again. They got into the rover and took off their EVA suits. Elfrida felt deeply embarrassed by what they’d just seen. She was searching for another topic when Mendoza said thoughtfully, “I’m kind of surprised …”

“What?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I would have thought you’d go for it.”

“You mean—me—with them? God! Mendoza! Don’t you know me at all?”

As she spoke, she remembered that no, he didn’t really know her, and she didn’t really know him, either.

“Like I said, sorry. I just had the impression that you’re the free and easy type. It’s interesting to know you’re not like that.” He shrugged. “Kind of good to know.”

Elfrida wanted to ask how he’d got that impression. Was it because she lived with Cydney? How did that equate to free and easy? It was funny that he could have thought that of her, when she used to be considered the most uptight chick on Botticelli Station, and in fact, she still thought of herself that way. But she was too uncomfortable to probe the subject any further.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t go for it, either,” she said. “Rurumi is cute, but ...”

“She’s a moe-class. They’re designed to be cute. Would be cuter if she weren’t a hermaphrodite, though. Ugh! Talk about hidden … lengths.” Mendoza opened his meal pouch, squeezed, and sniffed. “Fettucine alfredo. Not a fan. Oh well, it’s calories.”

Elfrida opened her own meal pouch. The picture of salmon meunière on the label did not bear much resemblance to the contents. It never did. “Dean Garcia’s secretary is a hermaphrodite,” she said.

“I know. There’s a bunch of them on campus. Probably because of the PHCTBS Studies program.”

“That’s what the H stands for.”

“What’s the rest of it, again? I always forget.”

Elfrida ticked off on her fingers. “Phavatarism, Hermaphroditism, Cyborgism, Transhumanism, Bestialism, and Spaceborn Studies. I always think it must kind of irk the spaceborn to be lumped in there. Cydney thinks so, too.”

“All those isms. It really is a hothouse of ideology out here.”

Elfrida sucked on her drink pouch—iced tea; it didn’t go well with the salmon meuniere. “I know,” she said. Her heart was pounding. This conversation was an order of magnitude more intimate than if they’d carried on talking about sex. “Remember, Mendoza, you once said, do you ever feel like you’re a long way from home? Well, that’s when I do. When I’m around Cydney’s friends. They’ve all got so many … ideas.”

Mendoza nodded. Seated in the driver’s couch, he twiddled the manual dial of the radio, meaninglessly—it wasn’t on. “But you’ve worked in space before.”

“Yeah, but I was on Botticelli Station, and before that I was on Luna, and that’s a lot closer to Earth. Well, no, that wouldn’t explain it. I don’t know why this place is the way it is.”

“I’ve got a theory about that,” Mendoza said, still twiddling. He was doing it as an excuse not to look at her, she realized. “It’s because there’s only seven UN people here, counting us.”

“And the blue berets. But why would that make such a big difference?”

“They’re not the ones who are different. We are.”

“I don’t get you. I don’t think it’s very different to be non-ideological.”

Mendoza pointed at her, with a strange, embarrassed smirk on his face. “But you work for the UN. And, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Do your parents work for the UN, too?”

“How did you know? My mom does. And actually, her mother did, too. And my grandfather on my father’s side. And my paternal grandmother, although she was just a TS who worked part-time.”

“See! You’re a third-generation UN person. TS, trailing spouse. You even use the jargon.”

“Well, what about you? Were your parents UN employees?”

“Nope. That’s why I know the difference. I …” Mendoza hesitated. She saw him overcome the internal barrier to revealing personal information. “I grew up in the Philippines. Nth-generation hapa pilipino prole. My dad wasn’t around. My mom worked in corporate IT. She was pretty proud when I landed a UN apprenticeship, and then a job.”

“Guess you followed in her footsteps, in a way,” Elfrida said awkwardly. She never knew what to say when people revealed personal information. That was probably because it almost never happened outside of intimate relationships.

“No, I didn’t. That’s the point. I moved to a different universe. I went from taking it for granted that, just for instance, parents are optional, to a culture where it’s almost weird if you don’t have two parents. I bet your parents are married, even.”

Tomoki Goto and Ingrid Haller were going to celebrate their 30th wedding anniversary this year. Now Elfrida felt like that was somehow embarrassing. “Well, so what?” she said. “Everyone’s allowed to make their own choices.”

“Of course they are. I’m just saying, the UN is a bubble. It thinks it’s the whole of humanity, but it isn’t. It’s stagnant, like the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It’s even gone backwards. Again, I don’t mean that in a bad way. But there hasn’t been any social progress on Earth for centuries.”

“Oh, come on! Just look at the way you never used to see phavatars in public, and now they’re everywhere.”

“Well, yeah, but I mean in general. There aren’t any isms on Earth. Liberal technocracy won, the end. That’s what people think. But the isms haven’t gone away. They’ve just been pushed out to the periphery, to the places where the UN doesn’t totally dominate. Like the Philippines.”

The Philippines were only an affiliate of the UN, not a full member state, as were most countries within China’s sphere of influence.

“Like the asteroids. Like Mercury. Like the Jovian moons. Like random little enclaves in space where people stay on-station for years because of corporate penny-pinching, and get all incestuous and weird,” Mendoza went on. “Like here.”

“I don’t think having phavatar orgies is an ism.”

“Oh, what is it that the P in PHCTBS stands for, again?” Mendoza said. Then he shook his head. “Sorry. It’s just a theory, anyway, based on what I’ve seen on the job.”

Elfrida, as a Space Corps agent, had seen even more weirdness than Mendoza had. She’d visited dozens of asteroid colonies with fringey, freaky cultures that would never survive on Earth. So what Mendoza said rang true. It was just that she’d never conceived of lifestyles as ideologies. Mendoza was implying lifestyle and ideology were two sides of the same coin, if they weren’t in fact the exact same thing. “I dunno,” she said. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“You don’t need to think about it,” Mendoza said, and added something else in a mumble that she couldn’t catch over the hum of the air circulation.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, go on, Mendoza, you said something.”

“I said, you don’t have to think about it if it disturbs your complacent worldview. But that wasn’t fair. I know you’re not complacent.”

Upset, Elfrida lapsed back into Space Corps-speak. “I just think that everyone has a right to make their own choices.”

“Of course they do.” Mendoza sighed. He stuffed his empty meal pouch into the recycling compactor and folded his arms behind his head, as if making ready to sleep, although that would have been an uncomfortable position to sleep in.

“Well,” Elfrida said after a moment that felt way too long. “So much for getting a shower, a good meal, and a good sleep at the refinery, huh? Here we are sleeping in the rover, eating from pouches again. And I really ought to apologize for the way I probably smell at this point.”

“You don’t smell,” said Mendoza, who had begun to smell a bit ripe himself. He opened one eye. “Goto.”

“Yeah?”

“You just made me think.”

“What?”

“I figure Rurumi’s going to be busy for a while.”

“Probably.”

“And the rover’s batteries are fully recharged.”

Elfrida’s heart started to pound again, for different reasons than before. “Mendoza, are you suggesting what I think you are?”

“I guess that scene in there must’ve really twisted us up. I can’t believe we didn’t think of it before.”

“Ditch her and head for the Vesta Express?”

“Or for the Rheasilvia Crater.”

“But what if she takes control of the rover remotely?”

“If this thing had remote control functionality, they wouldn’t have needed to send her along in the first place.” Mendoza slapped the dashboard. “It’s not even smart. My desk is smarter.”

“Then let’s go,” Elfrida said, bouncing gleefully. Her bounce carried her into the passenger seat.

“Lovatsky, your predilection for hermaphroditic sex has undone you,” Mendoza said, hitting the button that disconnected the charging cable. “It’s like, if you’re into that kind of thing, man up and get the surgery. But hey. As you said, Goto. Freedom of choice.” The rover started to move. “The lesson Lovatsky will take from this, if he’s got an IQ in the triple digits? There are good choices. And then there are dumb ones.”

As the rover plunged into the Vestan night, Elfrida just hoped they weren’t making one of the latter.

 


xii.

Cydney skipped her morning lecture and headed downtown, dressed in a mao jacket and microshorts that showed off her legs. (Her legs were looking less toned these days. Oh well, there was always rehab.)

Her team’s analysis of the data stolen by her scraper program had turned up some more nuggets. In addition to the evidence of money laundering, or possibly blackmail, related to the astrophysics lab, there was a fascinating sequence of emails involving the dean’s office, the university’s financial department, and an individual who worked at Virgin Atomic headquarters in downtown Bellicia.

The town, at the head of Olbers Lake, wasn’t laid out on a grid, but had grown organically into a sprawl of alleys defined by the odd shapes of the buildings. Cydney got lost, which was quite the feat in a town of no more than fifty thousand souls. She was no good at navigating without satellite guidance, which the Bellicia ecohood didn’t offer, owing to the thickness of the roof. Delicious and dubious scents drifted from restaurants prepping for the lunchtime rush. Monkeys leapt up and down the faces of the green buildings.

Cydney was warm from her walk by the time she reached VA headquarters, a low-slung green building with a lake view. The vegetable garden out front was the most ostentatious thing about the place.

“So, why did you try to sell the Arruntia crater to a corporation based on Ganymede?” she said to Jay Macdonald, the CFO of Virgin Atomic.

Macdonald’s round face turned a shade pinker. He hadn’t been expecting that question. She had landed the interview on the pretext of doing a piece about soycloud technology development. Her curveball had clearly hit him square in the goolies.

“No comment, Ms. Blaisze,” he said frostily.

“You should have known you’d run into opposition from the university. They don’t want a bunch of newbies moving in next door. It would degrade the cultural environment, and if VA had to provide life support for new colonists, it would divert important resources from U-Vesta’s educational mission.”

Cydney was quoting an email from Dean Garcia to the head of the U-Vesta financial department. Well, paraphrasing it. Garcia hadn’t said new colonists, she’d said a bunch of crazies who can’t survive without hand-holding. Of course, Garcia also had her own agenda.

“The university’s had its eye on Arruntia for ages. They want to build a satellite campus there. Why’d you try to sell it out from under them?”

Macdonald exhaled pointedly. “Ms. Blaisze, I was under the impression that you wanted to interview me about Virgin Atomic’s CSR policy.”

Yeah, like that wouldn’t lose me gigafans, Cydney thought. Snooze-a-minute. “I am,” she said. Beaming, she recrossed her legs. “Corporate social responsibility means consulting your biggest stakeholder before you build a new habitat next door, don’t you think?”

“We did consult the university,” Macdonald said. “The upshot was intense opposition to our proposal. Therefore, we dropped it. All this is a matter of public record.”

“Yes, but—”

“Besides, it was five years ago. Why is this news now?”

“Because it isn’t a matter of public record that your potential buyer at that time, the Haven Company, which was dissolved after its bid was rejected, was actually a front for another company called Five Dreams Incorporated, a venture capital outfit which is majority-owned by Empirical Solutions.”

Cydney sat back, smiling, as Macdonald absorbed this body blow. Empirical Solutions was a Chinese conglomerate. As bad as selling the Arruntia Crater to a supermajor would’ve been, from the university’s point of view, selling it to a Chinese supermajor would be infinitely worse.

It wasn’t that no one trusted the Chinese. They were equal partners with the UN in the peaceful exploitation of the solar system.

Except … no one did trust them.

After the Mars Incident, when the AIs of the Mars colony went rogue and slaughtered every human being on the planet, it had been the People’s Liberation Army Navy that went to investigate … and never came back. What had come back instead was the PLAN.

So—even though it wasn’t fair on ordinary Chinese companies—Jay Macdonald would not want it known that VA had been trying to sell a piece of Vesta to them.

He was so red in the face now that Cydney hoped there was a medibot standing by. “Ms. Blaisze, I can neither confirm nor deny what you’re saying, but if there is any truth to your remarks, that information would be confidential and protected by privacy law—”

“Oh no, it’s not,” Cydney said. “It’s all there on the internet. You just have to dig for it.”

Smiling, she sipped from the cup of sweet, milky tea that Macdonald had offered her before he knew why she was here. The teacups were special gadgets for use in microgee, with invisible lids that retracted at the approach of your lips.

“Ms. Blaisze, are you recording this conversation?”

“Oh, no,” Cydney lied. “This is just a casual chat.”

He peered closely at her, as if hoping to see whether her eyes were augmented. He was looking in the wrong place. Her microcamera was in her left earlobe, disguised as a pearl stud.

Macdonald’s eyes were pale blue, watery with alarm. Cydney suddenly felt sorry for him.

“Hey,” she said gently. “I wouldn’t vid you. I can see you’re, you know. That. P’b’d.” She gabbled the word pureblood, trying not to hurt his feelings. “It would be unethical to put vid of you out there.”

No pureblooded person ever wanted vid of them floating around, for the PLAN targeted purebloods with incomprehensible and relentless ferocity. It was highly unlikely they’d send a ninepack of toilet rolls to Vesta to hit one pureblooded corporate executive, through a 2-kilometer roof yet, but Cydney sympathized with the insecurity that all of Macdonald’s ilk must feel. She’d get Aidan and the team to blur his face before she uploaded this interview to her feed.

He slumped, grabbed his teacup and drank. “Yes. I’m pureblooded. I can trace my ancestry back to the sixteenth century. Dh'aindeoin co theireadh e!”

Cydney smiled uncomprehendingly.

“I appreciate your consideration, Ms. Blaisze. However—” the pale blue gaze suddenly hardened— “it appears you are recording.”

“Not!” Cydney yelped.

Macdonald made a complicated gesture at his computer screen and then flipped it around so she could see. It displayed a systems monitoring suite, which showed all the electronics drawing current in Macdonald’s office. There was Cydney’s BCI, powered by a glucose fuel cell. And there was her microcamera, piezoelectrically powered by her own movements.

“All right, I’m turning it off,” she said. Well, she’d already got the essential clip of Macdonald denying everything. “There! I wasn’t going to use that, anyway.”

“Glib i the tung is aye glaikit at the hert,” Macdonald said.

“Eh?”

“Given your profession, you ought to be aware that it’s illegal to transport any data off these premises that you didn’t have when you came in.”

“Fine! I’ll wipe it.” He wouldn’t be able to tell.

“We’ll have to confirm that.”

“You’ll have to take my word for it.” Cydney knew her privacy law. The inside of someone’s head was their territory, period. And earlobes counted.

“We’d prefer to run a scan,” Macdonald said. “Metadata only, of course.”

“No! I refuse.”

Macdonald’s eyes widened in their pouches of puffy skin. He was looking at his screen. “Well, well,” he said.

“I’m leaving,” Cydney said, jumping up. “Thanks for your time.”

“Just a moment, Ms. Blaisze. It looks as if you’ve got some rather … unusual programs stashed in there.”

“You have been scanning me!” Cydney shot a glance around the deluxe executive office. Given that Macdonald was not in the best of health, it made sense that there’d be a telemetry monitor running in here. If he had a cardiac implant or something, the monitor would also have the ability to read electronic data wirelessly. But she hadn’t thought they would have the gonads to run a scan on her, after she’d explicitly refused permission. “That’s illegal!”

“So is that data scraper program of yours.”

“Not if I don’t do anything with it.” Why was she even arguing with him? She bounced across the office towards the door.

“Ms. Blaisze, please, one moment! We’ll have to confirm that you haven’t in fact infiltrated our network.”

The truth was that she’d given it a try during their conversation, but as she might have expected, VA had better security than the U-Vesta dean’s office. Her scraper program had bounced off their wireless signal encryption. “I’ve got a reputation to protect. I wouldn’t do anything illegal,” she said. “Unlike some people.” She reached the door.

With a piercing hiss, a security phavatar thudded into the room and blocked her way. It was humanoid, in the sense that a mountain gorilla was humanoid. It kind of looked like a mountain gorilla. Seven feet tall. Wearing a red overall with the VA logo on its chest. And gripping a PEPgun in one hairy fist.

Cydney stood her ground. “I’ve faced charging elephants,” she said to the security phavatar. “They were a lot scarier than you. I’m the daughter of a Xhosa chieftain. Those elephants? We ate their testicles.”

Macdonald looked up from his screen. “Elephants don’t have solid-state non-lethal laser weapons,” he pointed out.

Cydney swallowed.

The PEPgun, beloved of law enforcement and peacekeeping personnel, was non-lethal, all right. It used a laser-generated plasma pulse to cause pain so intense that people swallowed their own tongues just to make it stop.

The security phavatar stomped towards her, pneumatics hissing.

“If you mess with me, you’ll be sorry! I’ve got a feed with seven million registered viewers!”

“Only four million six hundred thousand and eighty-nine, now,” Macdonald said. “Your relocation to Vesta seems to have cost you a lot of fans. I don’t blame them. This place is boring. And we hope to keep it that way, despite the best efforts of your friends at the university.”

“Well, that’ll change when I splash your corporate misdeeds all over the solar system!” Cydney said, still backing up. She managed a weak giggle, and then she flung herself out of the window.

★

“They threatened me.” Cydney clutched handfuls of Big Bjorn’s fur. Her wet cheek rested on his lap. She was crying. “He c-c-called security. It was this big ugly phavatar with a PEPgun. It was going to s-s-shoot me/”

“It’s OK,” Bjorn said, patting her back. “It’s OK.”

“But I called their bluff. I mean, they didn’t have any right to detain me! So I tried to get past it. And it g-g-grabbed me and threw me out of the window!”

That wasn’t quite what had happened. But Cydney didn’t want to admit that she’d jumped out the window in a panic.

“You should sue them!” said Shoshanna.

That made Cydney stop crying. “I don’t think so. I couldn’t bear to relive the experience.” She was pretty sure that Virgin Atomic wouldn’t go after her. After all, she hadn’t infiltrated their network. But if she sued, they’d make an issue out of her data scraper program. Everyone knew that curators used gray-zone tools to get the news. The trick was not getting caught. If you did get caught, it was game over.

Besides, if VA released vid of her self-defenestration, she’d never be able to hold up her head again.

She sat up, dabbing her dirty knees through the rips in her thermal tights. She’d landed in the vegetable garden. That had been the worst part of the whole experience: doing a swan dive into the carrots, hurting her knees, and then having to flee on foot while everyone stared at her.

She’d come straight to Big Bjorn’s place, knowing she would find the gang here. Since the raid, they’d abandoned what they had called their ‘safe house,’ a.k.a. David Reid’s pad. Now they gathered at Bjorn’s place, halfway up a micro-gee-adapted hickory tree in the hills behind the Branson Habs.

Bjorn’s treehouse, built by Bjorn himself, was one of the coziest places Cydney had ever been in. Rain plinked on the sheet metal roof, but did not find its way in. The walls were rustic mosaics of scrap, which you could get lost in for hours, especially if you were vaping dope. Bjorn believed in bricolage as an alternative to recycling. He had carried off ergoforms from here and there, disabled their smart functionality, and crafted the resulting blocks of polyfoam into sprawlchairs with hand-carpentered wooden frames. The only drawback of his home was that it was not heated. But Bjorn’s own fur was warm and thick enough that Cydney felt as if she were snuggling up with a blanket.

She leaned against him, sniffling and wiping her eyes,. “I just wanted to find out if Virgin Atomic was involved with the James clique,” she said, referring to the astrophysics lab the way her friends did.

“Of course they are!” said Shoshanna. A spiky woman with green hair, Shoshanna believed that being spaceborn made you both special and smart. In her own case, she was wrong on both counts, Cydney believed. But Shoshanna’s boundless self-confidence had enabled her to step into the role of leader when David Reid was hospitalized. “They’re neck-deep in it with Dr. James! Whatever it is.”

“So I thought now they might be ready to distance themselves from him,” Cydney said. “I might have gotten a few clues about their Secret Project.”

“Well, did you?” Shoshanna said.

“I said I might have. I didn’t. Because they threatened me and then threw me out of a window!”

“Don’t cry,” Bjorn pleaded.

Cydney took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Well, now we know they’ve definitely got something to hide.” 

“Metalfucking Secret Project,” Shoshanna said, her sharp chin in her hands, one skinny leg kicking rhythmically. “What kind of scam requires round-the-clock use of Ali Baba, and information security so tight that they don’t even back their data up on the university servers?”

“Hey,” said Win Khin, who was a sleek, androgynous phavatar. He kept his flesh-and-blood self in one of the life-support cubicles the department provided for phavatarists.

“Sorry,” Shoshanna said. “Metafucking Secret Project. What was it, or is it? I want to know what they were working on.”

“Well, we don’t really need to know, do we?” said a timid girl from the Transhumanist Studies program. “We can use Ali Baba as much as we like? I mean, we kind of won?”

“No, we didn’t,” Shoshanna said. “David’s in hospital, or have you forgotten? And Cydney just got tossed out of a window. They’re escalating this thing, because they’re afraid we’re getting close to the truth.”

“If only the astrophysics workstation hadn’t been damaged beyond repair,” sighed Cydney, who did not believe it had been. On the night of the raid, Shoshanna and some of her dodgier associates had carried the workstation off. Ever since, Cydney had been trying to find out where they’d taken it. She assumed they were trying to fix it, with no success. That would explain Shoshanna’s frustration.

“We have to step our resistance up,” Shoshanna said. “We can’t let them trample on our rights like this. I talked to David in hospital this FirstLight. He had a couple of ideas.”

“If you plan on breaking the law, count me out,” Cydney said.

“Oh, Cydney,” Shoshanna said. “We need you. Even if we find out the truth, what’ll happen? They’ll bury it. You’re the only one who can expose their crimes to the light of justice.”

“Not if I’m in jail, I can’t.”

“You won’t go to jail. None of us will. There are only five of those so-called peacekeepers, and the lay judge of Vesta is none other than Dean Garcia.”

“What about your girlfriend?” Win Khin said to Cydney. “Doesn’t she work for the UN?”

“Yes,” Cydney said. “The Space Corps. But she’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Y-yes.” Cydney’s throat tightened. This time, her distress was genuine. “Last night. She just vanished out of our apartment. She didn’t even leave me a note. She left her stabilizer braces!”

“Oh my God,” Shoshanna said. “Do you think they’ve hurt her?”

Cydney shook her head. “I checked with the STEM people. They’ve both gone. Her and that UNVRP guy she works with. They went off on some kind of mission for the geology lab.”

“Oh my God,” Shoshanna said again, with a different intonation. “They’re all in it together!”

“Not necessarily,” Cydney insisted. She didn’t want to believe that Elfrida could be involved with Dr. James’s Secret Project, could have been keeping that big of a story from her all this time. But the alternative interpretation was even worse. “Maybe they just went off together.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I should have guessed. The amount of time they spend together, just the two of them. I did think it was kind of suspicious, but she always insisted there was nothing going on.”

“Her … and that guy?”

Cydney nodded violently. “Mendoza. A data analyst.”

“Oh Cydney, really? He’s male.”

“Why would that stop her? He’s not totally unattractive. I think his first name’s John. John!” She lost control of her emotions and hid her face in Bjorn’s shoulder, shaking with sobs of grief and betrayal.

Win Khin laid a cool chrome hand on her ankle. “Oh, Cydney. I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah,” Shoshanna said. “That majorly sucks.” For once, she sounded sincere. She tried to pull Cydney into a hug, but Cydney clung to Bjorn as if he were a teddy bear.

Bjorn was in fact a bear, in his own mind. One of the disunified tribe known as bestialists, he had spent all his money on surgery that bulked him up, grew shaggy brown fur all over his body, and reshaped his face into lines that echoed a favorite childhood toy of Cydney’s called Love-A-Lot Bear. Unlike some bestialists, Bjorn had no interest in sex with actual female bears. He just wanted to live in a tree (despite the fact that real bears lived in dens), eat out of the garbage, and shamble around the woods thinking bearish thoughts. Life in microgee was kind to his frame, whose ursine padding would have overly stressed his skeleton in stronger gravities. He was a student at the university, and had been for the past fifteen years, with no prospect of graduation. He was the gentlest person Cydney had ever met.

He patted her shoulders with hairy, blunt-clawed fingers, murmuring, “It’s OK. I know it hurts. But it’s gonna be OK.”

“At least you’ve got friends,” Shoshanna said. “We’ll be here for you no matter what.”

Cydney reached out blindly for Shoshanna’s hand and squeezed it.


xiii.

At the same time, 700 kilometers away, Elfrida and Mendoza were sitting in their rover, contemplating the ringrail canyon. They had driven away from the refinery for two Vestan days, paralleling the graben. Mendoza had a theory that they would be able to cross over to the southern hemisphere on the far side of the protoplanet, where the walls of the graben were supposedly lower.

Lower turned out to be relative.

“There’s no way we’re getting the rover down there,” Elfrida said.

The rim of the graben fell away before the rover’s nose like a precipice. Sheared-off steps and near-vertical scarps of petrified igneous slag tumbled down to the manmade canyon two hundred meters below, where the maglev track ran. That canyon lay in shadow right now, with the sun low on the horizon. Elfrida could see the rover’s shadow on the opposite wall of the graben, as small as a woodlouse.

“Mendoza?”

He looked up from his tablet. “Sorry. I was just trying to figure whether we could jump it.”

“It’s three kilometers wide!”

“Just the canyon at the bottom. That’s only a hundred and eight meters. We could get down there no problem. But I don’t think it’s gonna work. We’re too heavy.” He went back to air-typing.

Elfrida used her contacts—piggybacking on the rover’s uplink—to check the view from the UNVRP comms satellite. Orbiting sedately in its geostationary posture, it could see the refinery they had left behind ten hours ago. The launch cradle was there. The handler bots were loading it with tanks of liquid hydrogen big enough to be visible from space.

If we’d stayed at the refinery, I might have been able to get onto the Vesta Express and have a look around, she thought.

But she didn’t know how she would have managed that. She had no plan for gaining access to the train. That was why she’d gone along with Mendoza’s alternate plan to go have a look at Rheasilvia Crater.

Which wasn’t going to happen, either, if they couldn’t get across this graben.

“You know what might work?” Mendoza said.

“I bet you’re going to tell me.”

He did.

★

“This,” said Elfrida, “is seriously crazy.”

“I think the word you want is ‘audacious.”

“As in, contender for this year’s Darwin Awards.”

Elfrida perched on the nose of the rover, holding tightly to a carbon fiber cable, which was wrapped around the winch on the rover’s rear end. Her end of the cable was tethered to her suit. So she didn’t have to hold onto it. But she felt better that way.

“Ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Then here goes nothing,” Mendoza said.

The rover tilted over the rim of the graben and began to descend the 60° slope.

Backwards.

From her perch on the nose of the rover, Elfrida had a better view of their descent than she really wanted. The rover slid down the volcanic scarps with its brakes locked. When it came to sheer drops, it simply sailed over them, landing several meters below and rebounding into the vacuum, which took it over the next drop, and so on. Elfrida gave up clinging to the cable, and clung instead to the chassis, her teeth jarring in her skull at every impact. Mendoza was not using the ski-pole arms to arrest their descent. He was pushing off with them. The point of this descent was to build up as much speed as possible.

In a sudden, beautiful accident of perspective, false-colored by Elfrida’s faceplate filter, the walls of the graben framed the Milky Way.

The black abyss of the ringrail canyon hurtled up at her.

“Oh God,” she gulped.

And the rover stopped dead.

Mendoza had driven the drilling attachment into the rock, its artificial diamond tip dragging deep and finally halting the rover on the very edge of the canyon.

The rover’s nose snapped upwards, all three wheels leaving the ground.

Like a mangonel of yore, it catapulted Elfrida across the canyon.

Mendoza had calculated the heck out of her probable ballistic trajectory. He had shown her that her momentum would be more than sufficient to carry her to the other side, given that she weighed two kilos in her spacesuit, and air friction was zero. The x-factor would be their velocity at the moment when the rover crash-braked, but Mendoza had said he would try to get it as high as possible. “So you’re saying it’ll be like a car crash,” Elfrida had summarized. “And I’ll be the one who wasn’t wearing my seatbelt.”

“Uh, yeah. Pretty much.”

Now she flew / fell through the vacuum, while Vesta’s minimal gravity warred with Newton’s first law of motion. I am going to be sick, she thought. The canyon yawned beneath her. Her helmet’s infrared filter lit up the maglev track. The other side of the canyon approached. Instinctively trying to make herself more aerodynamic, she stretched out her arms and legs in what was commonly called the Superman pose. “Yee-ha!” she screamed. “Look at me!”

She belly-flopped onto the regolith, a body-length beyond the edge of the canyon.

“You OK there, Goto?”

She sat up to see Mendoza standing outside the rover on the other side of the canyon. “Oh my God, Mendoza, I made it. I made it!”

“I knew you would. Um. Were you really doing the Superman pose?”

“Did I look cool? Uh huh, uh huh.”

“I guess. But, Goto, you are aware there’s no air here, right? So it doesn’t matter whether you’re aerodynamic or not.”

“Oh, frag off. Are you coming across, or what?”

Mendoza attached a hand drill to the cable and flung it across the trench. She reeled it in. The drill served as an anchor to make a basic zipline. Running the cable through a carabiner on the handle of the drill, she threw its end back to him. He then set about unloading the rover and sending everything over to her along the line.

“Careful with my immersion kit!”

“I am being careful. Why’d you bring this, anyway?”

“I thought I might have some free time to get a bit of work done,” Elfrida said ruefully.

She was sweating in her suit, sucking frequently at the nipple in her helmet that vended a nasty grapefruit-flavored rehydration drink. Micro-gee notwithstanding, lifting and hauling and dragging was work. Not her kind of work, but the kind of work that their medieval ancestors had done on a daily basis. Sweat tickled her neck inside her helmet, where she couldn’t wipe it away. Finally Mendoza was ready to come across. He clipped onto the line and jumped, legs cycling, arms flailing.

“Ho ho, hee hee,” Elfrida cackled. “Look, I took a picture of you.” She flipped it over the data channel to him as he crashed into the edge of the canyon and hauled himself up. “Remember, Mendoza, there’s no air here, so waving your arms like a drowning man doesn’t really make you move any faster. Not that it would on Earth, either.”

He did not respond to her gibe. He lunged at the winch, which he’d unbolted from the rover and sent across separately, and began to fiddle with the cable, reattaching it.

“Mendoza? What’re you doing?”

“Gotta get the rover across the trench.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Now. Track’s vibrating. The train is coming.”

Elfrida did not need to hear this twice. When loaded, the rail launcher stuck up above the top of the canyon. It would hit their zipline.

“This cable’s got a tensile strength rating of three hundred GPA,” Mendoza said, looping it around the winch. “The Vesta Express will be going at Mach 2 when it gets here. I’m seeing this vision of the cable slicing through the tops of the tanks and spraying liquid hydrogen all over the sky.”

“Surely the drill bits would just get jerked out of the regolith?”

“Yeah, maybe. Thus hitting the rail launcher and potentially damaging it. Virgin Atomic would not be happy with us after that. We could wave goodbye to our chances of exploring Rheasilvia Crater.”

“What can I do?”

“Crank.”

Since it was no longer connected to the rover, the winch had no electrical power. They had to crank it like a windlass, using the manual handle that was meant to be for emergencies only. This was one. The drum took up the slack. The rover lurched forward and dived into the canyon.

“It won’t hit the bottom. It’ll just—oh, shit!”

The winch scooted towards the precipice, taking Mendoza with it. Elfrida lunged at him and grabbed his legs. She managed to hook one knee around the hand drill, which was still anchored in the regolith, arresting their slide.

“Keep winching!” she cried. “I’ve got you!”

Lying on the ice-rink-smooth rock, she could feel it vibrating under her. The Vesta Express couldn’t be far away.

Mendoza cranked frantically. “Susmaryosep! It’s stuck on something! No, I’ve got it!”

The rover rose over the lip of the precipice, its headlights glowing, like a googly-eyed sea creature emerging from the deep.

Elfrida’s heads-up display notified her that the left knee of her suit, the one wrapped around the drill, was being slowly sliced open by the razor-edges of the drill bit; in a few seconds she’d have a suit breach.

Mendoza winched the rover the rest of the way up and fell on it, gibbering in relief.

The ground throbbed. In a split-second blaze of light, the Vesta Express whipped by at a speed slightly greater than 2,000 kilometers per hour. The tops of the hydrogen tanks in the launch cradle rose out of the trench, as did the engine. It was like being passed, at twice the speed of sound, by a string of warehouses coupled to the Guggenheim Museum.

Elfrida struggled to integrate all the data her suit was showering her with. First and foremost was the imminent breach at the back of her left knee. She got on that.

Mendoza knelt facing in the direction the Vesta Express had gone. “How do you think they cope with that?”

“What?” Elfrida said. She sat in an awkward position, squeezing splart onto the back of her knee.

“The refinery crew. The R&D guys. Whoever else lives in the hab modules. What’s it like to continuously travel around the world, slowing down and speeding up in accord with the launch schedule?”

“They probably don’t even notice. If they’ve got spin gravity in there, a little accel/decel would be nothing. What I don’t understand is why they don’t just park the hab modules at the refinery, or somewhere.”

“Because the rail launcher would crash into them. It goes all the way around the equator to build up speed. Launch speed is something like Mach 4.”

“Oh.”

“What are you doing?”

“Fixing my suit.”

“Are you … putting splart on it?”

“Yeah. I know it’s got self-repair functionality, but I don’t trust it. Splart, you can trust.”

“Um.”

“Splart is good stuff. I once visited a rubble-pile asteroid hab that was made of splart. Nothing else between them and the vaccum. It worked fine.” It had worked for the residents of 11073 Galapagos until the PLAN nuked them, anyway.

“Yeah, but when it hardens …”

“Done,” Elfrida said. She stood up. The splart fill had locked her suit’s left knee joint at a permanently bent angle.

“What I was going to say,” Mendoza sighed.

“Oh, crap on it! Bother, bother, bother! Fuckadoodle-doo!” Elfrida swore at her own stupidity. All she’d been thinking about was getting that near-breach fixed. Here was another legacy of 11073 Galapagos: an overly sensitive panic button lodged inside her head. She made to stamp her foot in irritation, and overbalanced sideways.

“Not laughing,” Mendoza said. “Not laughing.”

“Laugh all you like, dorkbucket,” Elfrida snarled. But sitting on her ass, with the rover and all their gear safely on their side of the canyon, she saw the funny side. “All right, fine! I’m laughing, too.”

“‘Fuckadoodle-doo,’ Goto?”

“Haven’t you ever said that? Fucka-fucka-fucka; it sounds like a chicken.”

“‘Dorkbucket’?”

“Oh, I got that one from my dad. He’s into ancient slang. It means someone who works in data analysis.”

They quieted, and began to pack up their gear. Elfrida had to hop on her right leg. She couldn’t wait to get into the rover and get this suit off.

“By the way, what was that you said, Mendoza? When you thought the rover was stuck?”

“I don’t remember saying anything except ‘shit.’”

“You did. It sounded like susmaryep. I was just thinking, you’ve got some funny swear words of your own.”

“Oh, that,” Mendoza said. “It’s Tagalog. Susmaryosep. It’s just something we say, like ‘Oh, crap.’”

A little chill passed over Elfrida. “Susmaryosep?”

“Yeah: Jesus, Mary, Joseph.”

“Mendoza, that isn’t Tagalog. That’s the names of the Christian God and, you know, his parents. Or I guess, his mother and his stepfather.”

“Is it?” Mendoza’s voice was a shade too casual. “Well, how about that? I don’t know anything about religion.”

Elfrida swallowed. She picked up her immersion kit and stuffed it into the cargo net. “I’ve got another question,” she said.

But before she could ask it, Mendoza let out a shout. “Look at that!”

Elfrida whirled.

On the far side of the trench, someone was scrambling down the wall of the canyon the same way they’d come. The person’s limbs were spindly, but moved with mechanical precision. He/she was balancing something on his/her shoulder which looked like a rocket launcher.

“Helloo-oo!”

It was not a person. It was Rurumi.

“Well, this is just great,” Mendoza said. “She caught up.”

“Is that a rocket launcher? Mendoza, maybe we’d better get under cover—”

But Rurumi had not come to frag them. The object on her shoulder was a harpoon gun of the type used by spaceport crews for retrieving stray cargo. She unlimbered it and fired. The harpoon arced across the trench, trailing a length of cable, and struck near the rover. The bulb of splart on its tip burst on impact, gluing it to the rock.

Splart, as Elfrida had mentioned, was powerful stuff. Known as the superglue of the space age, it hardened rapidly in sub-zero temperatures to the consistency of titanium. Rurumi pulled the cable taut and splarted her end of it to the regolith.

“We should have thought of that,” Mendoza said.

“Yeah, although I wouldn’t have wanted to use up all the splart in our repair kits.”

Calmly, Rurumi strolled across the rope like a tightrope-walker. Her short skirt swirled and her hair rippled in the micro-gravity.

“I feel irradiated just looking at her,” Mendoza said.

“Their skulls are five centimeters thick. The rest is mechanical.”

With a gratuitous stumble, Rurumi stepped off the cable and lowered her head to them. She wrung her hands, knees knocking. “Don’t leave me behind again! Please. Onegai.” She raised her face, saucer-like eyes brimming with stars. “Aren’t we a team?” she lisped.

“Well,” Mendoza started.

Elfrida elbowed him out of the way. “Can the act, Lovatsky. You would have tried to stop us from getting this far. But now we’ve got the rover over here, so—”

“No, I wouldn’t have tried to stop you,” Gregor Lovatsky said in the phavatar’s voice. “Don’t you get it? I don’t know how you managed to get the rover across the ringrail, but it can’t have been easy. It would have been much easier if you’d waited for Rurumi. As she just demonstrated.”

“All right, Lovatsky,” Mendoza interrupted. “Why don’t you tell us what your game is?”

“Well, if you’d hung out at the refinery a bit longer,” Lovatsky started. At threatening coughs from both Elfrida and Mendoza, the phavatar tittered and played with its hair. “All right, all right. What you apparently don’t know is that Virgin Resources and the Big Dig are separate projects. They’re even incorporated separately. Both are subsidiaries of Virgin Atomic, but there’s next to no contact between them. So the guys at the refinery have no idea what’s going on in Rheasilvia Crater.”

“Oh,” Elfrida said. “I’m starting to get it.”

“A while back, a bunch of the refinery crew decided to hike south and have a look for themselves. That was when the Big Dig instituted an area-exclusion policy which has been enforced ever since with extreme prejudice. They zapped a couple of phavatars from space. Their own guys!”

“Uh huh,” Elfrida said. “OK. And you think they won’t zap us?”

“That’s right,” Lovatsky said. “Because you work for the UN. So I took the liberty of bringing this along.” Rurumi danced over to the rover and dug in the cargo net under the chassis. She brought out a bundle of fabric which she unfolded into a giant UNESCO flag. “Stick this on the roof,” she said from beneath the blue and white folds.

“Did you bogart that from the peacekeepers?” Elfrida said.

“Guilty,” the phavatar said. “But you get the idea, right? Now we’re here, we change our cover story. This isn’t a geology mission anymore, it’s a UN inspection.”

“Uh, we don’t work for UNESCO,” Mendoza said.

“Dude,” Lovatsky said. “Who’s gonna know?”


xiv.

A gaggle of Virgin Atomic satellites danced in their respective orbits, never colliding, constantly communicating.

In theory, a human comms officer monitored each of the satellites. But the flesh is weak. Telenovels, solitaire, role-playing games, news feeds, and online dating sites beckoned. To compensate for these inevitable lapses, each satellite was equipped with a machine intelligence smart enough to do its operator’s job.

“Looks like they’re heading south,” said the satellite belonging to the de Grey Institute, as Virgin Atomic’s R&D division was pretentiously named. To be accurate, this is what it would have said if it had used human language. “Over to you, big guy.”

The largest satellite in this dispersed flock occupied a geostationary orbit that gave it a bird’s-eye view of the Rheasilvia crater. This was the machine that Mendoza had identified as an orbital gun platform. Its actual descriptor was Precision Orbital Risk Management System (PORMS). Many such systems orbited Earth and Luna, where they were referred to as “cops in the sky.” This accurately described their baseline functionality. This PORMS’s settings had been retooled so that it behaved more like a bouncer at a scuzzy nightclub where the drinks were electrified and black tech dealers hung out in the toilets. In response to its colleague’s salutation, it said nothing.

“Who are they, anyway?” said the Virgin Resources satellite, a bit too casually.

“Didn’t you get their IDs when they visited your refinery?” said the de Grey Institute.

“Er,” said Resources.

“Say no more. Your operators were otherwise occupied. Sometimes, I swear, I think they need to be referred to the mental health department.”

“We have a mental health department?”

“It was just an expression.”

“Oh, look,” twittered a third satellite, which handled comms for the Big Dig. “What’s that?”

All the satellites eagerly zoomed in.

The rover had stopped on the rim of Rheasilvia Crater, where rolling scarps sank to the plain that was the unthinkably vast crater’s basin. A person in an EVA suit exited the rover and unfolded a piece of fabric over the vehicle’s roof. A logo became visible.

“There’s your answer,” said the de Grey Institute.

“I don’t get it!” said the Big Dig. “That’s the UNESCO logo. Why is UNESCO coming to see us?”

“Maybe they think you’re using indentured labor,” suggested Resources. “Ha, ha!”

The rover descended into the crater on a switchback course, skidding sideways where the gradient was steepest, throwing up rooster-tails of dust that had not been disturbed since the solar system was young. The satellites watched its progress. Had they been human, they would have held their breath.

The rover reached the floor of the crater. 

The PORMS spoke to it. 

“XX rover at the given coordinates. Identify yourself immediately.”

“Uh, yeah,” came a faint human voice. “We are an inspection team from UNESCO. We’re en route to the Big Dig to perform an inspection.”

“Yoroshiku ne!” squealed another voice

“Translation,” said a third voice from the rover. “Don’t shoot us, OK?”

“This is a restricted area. Turn back immediately. If you fail to obey this order, area-exclusion measures will be initiated.”

“Are you crazy?” said the de Grey Institute. “They’re from the UN! Shoot them and we’ll all be looking at major legal grief. Plus publicity, which none of us want, amirite?”

“You have ten seconds to comply with this order. Ten … nine …”

At that moment the de Grey Institute satellite’s controller returned to his desk. He was a junior lab assistant who did his duties conscientiously, on the whole. He had just stepped away to grab a snack. Seeing how things stood, he choked and had to clear his throat before he could speak. “José! José! Do you copy?”

“Six … five …”

“For fuck’s sake don’t slag ‘em! The last thing we need is blue berets crawling all over this rock!”

Silence on the air. Silence in the comms cubicle aboard the Vesta Express, where lab assistant Julian Satterthwaite’s mouthful of Cheezy Bytes had turned to ashes on his tongue. Silence in the rover, except for Mendoza gabbling under his breath: “fullofgracethelordbewiththee …”

“Countdown aborted,” said the PORMS. “You have permission to proceed. Follow the course I am about to transmit (attached). Any deviation from this course will trigger area-exclusion protocols. Transmission ends.” <<click>> “Heh, heh. That was fun.”

Satterthwaite slumped on his ergoform, his breath rasping harshly. “Oh, my ears and whiskers,” he said. “You scared the fuck out of me, José.”

“Chill. I was just screwing with their itty bitty minds.”

The PORMS, unlike the other satellites, really was under the control of a human operator at all times, without exception. Satterthwaite had never met José Running Horse, who worked at the Big Dig. But he suspected that he knew where the PORMS got its sociopathic demeanor.

“Figure they’re onto us?” Running Horse said. “If they get too nosy, they might have to have an ‘accident.’”

“It’s probably some World Heritage shit,” Satterthwaite said. “We warned you that bashing holes in Rheasilvia Mons would stir up the conservation crowd.”

“Yeah, well, screw you. You guys in R&D are the ones messing with shit that could kill us, and everyone in the known universe.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“If the UN finds out what you’re up to, we won’t get away with a slap on the wrist.”

“You know nothing about it.”

“I know you just had a narrow fucking escape, Satterthwaite. What if these UN bigots wanted to inspect your facility, instead of ours?”

“Well, they don’t. They haven’t even attempted to communicate with us.” Satterthwaite upended the last of his Cheezy Bytes into his mouth. “Be a mate and take one for the team,” he typed, his screen wavering in the wisps of fog that drifted through the door behind him, from the kilos of dry ice packed as a last-ditch hack around the outside of the de Grey Institute’s supercomputer.

★

“Rheasilvia Mons,” Elfrida read from her contacts. “Tallest peak in the solar system, rising 22 kilometers from the floor of the crater of the same name. Created by an impact … blah, blah … named after Rhea Silvia, a mythological vestal virgin. Rheasilvia Mons is classified as a World Heritage Site of outstanding universal value.” She snapped her fingers joyfully. “Boom. That’s it, Mendoza, that’s why we’re here.”

“This isn’t a mountain,” Mendoza said. “It’s a freaking mountain range.”

They appeared to be driving towards a wall. Jagged cliffs and steep cols, illuminated by the light of another Vesta day, filled the sky. Rheasilvia Mons was so vast that it looked more like an allegory than a physical fact. Elfrida twitched. She kept wanting to tweak her settings, as if this were computer-generated topology that was out of whack. Silly, but that was how it looked: like the product of a runaway algorithm, not a real mountain in the real solar system.

“Ookii ne!” said Rurumi.

“Yup,” Elfrida said, glancing at the phavatar with dislike. “Pretty big.”

For four Vestan days they had followed the course transmitted by the PORMS. Their route threaded between craters in the floor of the Rheasilvia impact basin, which was only flat in comparison to the massif at its center. Elfrida and Mendoza had traded shifts at the wheel. Neither of them trusted Rurumi not to antagonize the PORMS by steering off-course.

Now, they were following overlapping sets of tracks in the dust. The width of the tracks suggested they’d been made by vehicles with wheelbases as broad as a four-lane highway. The dotted green line on the rover’s navigation screen followed the tracks up the foothills ahead, into a crater that yawned in the side of Rheasilvia Mons like a cave mouth.

“Can’t we think of a different cover story?” Mendoza said. “I don’t know crap about World Heritage.”

“I do. I grew up in Rome. But OK.”

“So tell me what the Sistine Chapel has in common with this pile of rock.”

“You got me,” Elfrida admitted. “Fine, I’m not married to the idea. But what else is there for us to inspect here?”

Rurumi spoke up. “Um, hey, it’s Gregor. I’ve got an idea …”

★

“Hello, hello?” Elfrida said nervously. “We’re from UNESCO and we’re here to ...”

“Just keep going,” a voice on the radio cut in.

Mendoza raised his eyebrows. Elfrida shrugged. They drove deeper into the cavern, leaving the sunlight behind. The headlights illuminated rubble on the floor.

“Keep going.”

The floor of the cavern began to slope down.

“Mind the drop,” said the voice.

Mendoza’s knuckles whitened on the steering yoke. He nodded speechlessly at the navigation screen. The rover’s radar had automatically reconfigured itself into single-direction pulse mode. The returning pulses sketched a representation of the topography inside the cave. They were driving down a ramp that wound around … and around, and around, and around … a stupendous void, or shaft, inside Rheasilvia Mons. According to the radar, the shaft was five kilometers deep.

“Now I know why they call it the Big Dig,” Elfrida breathed. “Oh my God!”

Headlights flashed, rising towards them. The headlights were several meters off the ground.

“Pull over! Pull over!” a robotic voice blared on the public channel.

“Susmaryosep!” Mendoza yanked the wheel over.

To the right.

While the oncoming vehicle also veered to the right.

“Careful!” Elfrida shrieked.

“Collision imminent!”

“I said mind the fucking drop!”

Mere meters from a head-on collision, Mendoza swerved even further to the right, and braked.

The oncoming vehicle scraped past. A tractor the size of a three-storey house pulling an articulated dolly laden with post-processing slag, it was so long that it took three minutes to pass. The whole time, it scolded them to maintain an appropriate distance between vehicles. Two minutes and forty-two seconds into this ordeal, a lump of slag sticking off the dolly tapped the rover’s side, displacing it to the right. The rover’s right rear wheel dropped several centimeters.

“Oh help,” Elfrida whimpered, fumbling her EVA suit’s helmet over her head, in hopes that it would act as a crash helmet when they tumbled to the bottom of the Big Dig.

“No one’s ever fallen off that ramp,” the voice on the radio said unhelpfully.

The rubble-hauler passed.

Mendoza gunned the rover back to the center of the ramp. Behind them, chunks of basalt crumbled into the abyss.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” the voice demanded. “Why’d you pull over to the right?”

“We drive on the right,” Mendoza said, his voice shaking. “Like everyone else in the solar system. Except you, apparently.”

“We were founded in the Former United Kingdom,” the voice said after a moment, not quite apologetically. “Thought you knew that.”

“Yes, but … Sigh. Just warn us if there are any more surprises ahead.”

“Oh, lots. But we hope you’ll think they’re nice ones! I’m Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir, by the way. Stakeholder relations coordinator here at the Big Dig.”

Sigurjónsdóttir directed them down the ramp, which flattened out five kilometers below the cavern entrance, four and a half kilometers below the floor of Rheasilvia Crater. The scale of the Big Dig was inhuman. The shaft jinked to the north and then plunged down again, this time at a steep angle. Their radar showed that it bottomed out another nine kilometers below.

“Don’t go down there,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. “Lots of robots, the largest diamond-toothed roller cone bit in the solar system, debris flying at the speed of bullets. Look over to your left; there’s an off-ramp. Follow the glowstrips.”

The rover trundled along a horizontal tunnel illuminated by overhead glowstrips, which made it feel reassuringly like a highway tunnel on Earth. It opened out into a cavern the size of a football stadium. They confronted an amazing sight.

At the far end of the cavern, enclosed walkways linked a village of rigid multistorey habs whose walls were muraled with colorful images. And above the village, struts suspended a large farm-in-a-bottle, the colloquial term for a hydroponic farm contained in its own hab bubble.

This bubble was transparent. As they drove closer, Elfrida could see small fish darting among the roots of the plants. UV light rippled down through the farm. Watery shadows quivered on the floor, giving an impression of weather, although the cavern was in hard vacuum.

A golf-cart-sized vehicle whizzed towards them. It had come from a cluster of expandable habs on the far side of the cavern, connected like curvy Legos, bearing the Virgin Atomic logo.

A woman with the same logo on the chest of her EVA suit jumped out of the golf cart. “Hi. Sigurjónsdóttir,” she said over the radio, waving.

Elfrida and Mendoza scrambled into their suits and got out of the rover. “Nice to meet you,” Elfrida said, matching Sigurjónsdóttir’s bow. “I’m Goto, and this is Mendoza. We’re from UNESCO.”

“Well, that explains it,” said the other spacesuit who’d got out of the golf cart. “Just joking.”

“Pay no attention to my colleague,” said Sigurjónsdóttir. “Well, it is nice to meet you, and you’ve come all this way to …?”

“To inspect your educational and training facilities,” Elfrida said. “I understand that you run an apprenticeship program at this site?” This information came from Lovatsky.

“We do,” Sigurjónsdóttir confirmed.

“That’s very laudable, and I’m sure that your apprentices learn a lot, since you’re on the cutting edge of asteroid engineering here,” Elfrida improvised. “But UNESCO does set certain criteria regarding apprenticeship programs, and we just want to confirm that those criteria are being met, which I’m sure they are, but you know.”

“And of course this has nothing to do with any recent goings-on in the Bellicia ecohood!” Sigurjónsdóttir teased merrily. “No, no, pretend I didn’t say that. We’ll be perfectly happy to show you around, of course.”

“Well, that’s great,” Elfrida said. “Smile.”

The other spacesuit stepped forward. “I should introduce myself,” he said. Did Sigurjónsdóttir make a small gesture, as if to stop him from speaking? If so, he ignored her. “I am in fact the leader of the Virgin Atomic apprenticeship program here. My name is Jimmy. Nice to meet you, and I look forward to cooperating to resolve any concerns you may have.”

There was something off about his diction. It sounded a bit stilted. Robotic, even. After their experiences at the refinery, Elfrida was suspicious. Could Jimmy be a phavatar? Some phavatars were made to resemble EVA suits. She reserved judgement. If he was a phavatar or some other kind of bot, she’d know soon enough.

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

Something moved in the golf cart. It was a four-legged pink spacesuit about the size of a terrier. It bounded to Jimmy. Over the public channel, they heard: “Yap! Yap! Yapyapyap!”

“Sorry,” Jimmy said. “This is my beloved dog, Amy.”

Movement blurred in Elfrida’s peripheral vision. Rurumi—whom they’d told to stay in the rover—raced to the EVA-suited dog and knelt to enfold it in her arms. “A real doggie! Kawaiiiii!”

Sigurjónsdóttir moved almost as fast as the phavatar. She whipped a plasma pistol out of a thigh holster. Rurumi looked up. A laser targeting dot floated on the phavatar’s forehead.

Elfrida instinctively lunged forward. Because the left knee of her suit was still fossilized at a 120° angle, she fell flat on her face.

“Oh, cheese,” Sigurjónsdóttir exclaimed, pointing her pistol at the ground. “Are you OK?”

“Yes—yes, I’m fine …”

“I’m very sorry, but you can’t bring a phavatar in here. I’ll have to ask you to leave it in your vehicle.”

“Let me guess,” Mendoza said, helping Elfrida up. “Information security?”

“That’s right,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. She had not yet holstered her weapon. “Phavatars are a significant information security risk, as their uplink functionality can’t be disabled.”

“We can’t get a signal down here, anyway,” Mendoza said. “That’s just the MI proxy. That’s why it acted so dumb. It must have startled you. Sorry about that.”

“No, no, I overreacted. I’m sorry. But our corporate policy …”

Elfrida interrupted, “Not a problem at all! We’ll leave her in the car.” To Rurumi, she transmitted mockingly: “Move it, Ru-chan. Hayaku nori-nasai! Deccha dame yo!”

Rurumi climbed into the rover.

“Jolly good!” Holstering her laser pistol, Sigurjónsdóttir reverted to professional cheerfulness. “Now, can I interest you wayfarers in a cup of tea?”

 


xv.

Back in the Bellicia ecohood, Dr. James’s bail hearing had been scheduled for SecondLight, and then rescheduled for ThirdDark on account of the crowds outside the community hall. The postponement was supposed to deter the protestors. It didn’t.

Come ThirdDark, when there was usually not a light to be seen in the habitat, a ring of torches bobbed from the koban to the community hall. This was Justice For David Reid (as Shoshanna had renamed their group), plus a couple of hundred supporters. They surrounded the car which was carrying Dr. James to the community hall.

This car—a Hyundai Robby, resembling a soap bubble on wheels—was the only one on Vesta, for a good reason. In micro-gravity, it was quicker to walk. The protestors easily kept up with the Hyundai, squirting it with pre-recorded taunts from a frequency-hopping transmitter, so the grim-faced peacekeepers inside had no choice but to hear.

Outside the community hall, the protestors closed in. A portable projector unfurled a gigantic holograph of David Reid in his hospital bed. The peacekeepers hustled Dr. James up the steps, to the sound of “No bail for the shooter James!”

“Pretty good turnout,” Shoshanna said, surveying her troops.

“Vigilante! Cowboy! Lock him up and throw away the key!”

“Of course, a lot of them are just here to rubberneck.”

The protestors surged into the community hall, an auditorium without seats. An area in front had been cordoned off and this was where Dr. James now stood, alone but for a young man in a business suit, his Virgin Atomic lawyer. On the stage, Dean Garcia stood behind a lectern. The dean doubled as lay judge in Bellicia’s rare criminal proceedings. Catcalls and chants filled the hall. The holograph of David Reid flickered above the crowd as the person carrying the projector was jostled.

“I wish they hadn’t brought that thing,” Shoshanna said. “It’s in bad taste. Plus, it might remind the dean that … well, never mind.”

Cydney knew what Shoshanna had been going to say: the protestors weren’t squeaky-clean, either. But there had been no suggestion of proceedings against the individuals who’d participated in the raid on the astrophysics lab. For one thing, no one would step forward to identify them. For another, Cydney sensed that the whole community was passively on their side—and she was sure Dean Garcia sensed that, too.

“Order,” boomed a peacekeeper over the PA system. “Order in the court!”

The protestors quieted down. The prosecutor, a meek man who ran a Goan restaurant in town, read out the charges. “The community of Bellicia,” he said, “opposes pre-trial release on the grounds that the accused represents a substantial flight risk.”

Cheers greeted this statement. Cydney used her earlobe camera to zoom in on Dr. James’s face, capturing his dejected expression. She subvocalized commentary. This was great stuff. So hokey!

Shoshanna nudged her. “I’m gonna step out for a few minutes. Can you keep me updated? If I don’t get back before the verdict, let me know which way it went.”

“Sure, or you can just access my feed. Cydneyblaisze.cloud.”

“Oh,” Shoshanna said. “OK.” She scriggled away through the crowd.

~So, I’ve often wondered. Maybe you have, too, Cydney said to her fans. ~What happens when you commit a crime in paradise? How does that criminal-justice thing work when there’s no government? Well, this is how it works in the Bellicia ecohood: the UN is represented by a prosecutor appointed by the Interplanetary Court of Justice. And given that crimes are pretty rare here, the prosecutor’s job is a part-time gig. Hence, I give you the spectacle of a mild-mannered restauranteur going up against a corporate lawyer with a five-figure hourly rate. 

The Goan restauranteur laid out the prosecution’s case. He called only one witness: David Reid himself, who appeared as a phavatar to recount how he’d been shot. The Virgin Atomic lawyer challenged him repeatedly to explain the circumstances of the confrontation. The crowd grew restive. Finally, Dean Garcia shut down the lawyer’s line of questioning on the grounds that it was irrelevant. The phavatar—Win Khin’s second-best one—tottered off the stage and was seen no more.

Then came the defense’s turn to explain why Dr. James should not be denied bail.

“Your honor, I’d like to call a witness as a surety for the defense.”

“Yes? Who?”

“Elfrida Goto.”

★

Five kilometers beneath Rheasilvia Mons, Elfrida had no way of knowing that her name had just been called. She and Mendoza were drinking tea in Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir’s office, which was decorated with photographs of Sigurjónsdóttir’s two small daughters. “They live with their father in London,” Sigurjónsdóttir explained. “I miss them awfully.”

It was possible to use personal information as a weapon. If you didn’t mind revealing it, you could instantly put the other person at a disadvantage by forcing them to respond to remarks which had no correct answers.

“Do you have any children of your own, John?”

“I’m not married,” Mendoza said stiffly. 

“Elfrida?”

“Me neither.”

“Well, you’re young. There’s still time! Children really light up your life.”

“We’d like to talk about your apprenticeship program,” Mendoza blurted, making no pretense of a polite segue.

“Oh, well, of course!”

Elfrida flashed a grateful smile at Mendoza.

“Let’s see.” Sigurjónsdóttir gestured, and one wall of the office turned into a screen. “We launched the apprenticeship program in 2283, as a part of our commitment to holistic stakeholder involvement …”

They sat through an hour of powerpoints with a high spin-to-information ratio. Elfrida, suppressing yawns, blinked over to slebsandplebs.cloud, only to have her contacts return the message NO SIGNAL. Oh. Of course. Duh.

The final vid in Sigurjónsdóttir’s presentation featured the model village that stood on the other side of this cavern. Elfrida sat up. “So that’s the dormitory where your apprentices live? Wow. That’s pretty luxe. Could we have a look at it in the flesh?”

Sigurjónsdóttir hesitated.

Aha, Elfrida thought, and glanced at Mendoza. It was frustrating that with no access to the cavern’s wifi environment, they couldn’t communicate privately.

“I don’t see why not,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. She floated to her feet. “Jimmy!” she said into an implanted throat mic. “Ms. Goto and Mr. Mendoza are coming over for the grand tour! Make sure Amy’s on her leash.” She hesitated again. “I do have to make one request, I’m afraid.”

“What’s that?”

“As I mentioned earlier, we have a rather strict information security policy here at the Big Dig. Now, while I would never suggest that UN agents might be complicit in IP theft, I also haven’t got the authority to exempt you from the checks that we do ask all visitors to undergo.”

“Checks?”

“Oh, just scans. The usual, really.”

It was not usual at all to scan visitors to a corporate facility. In fact, since they had no way of knowing for sure what scans had been administered, it might be an invasion of their privacy. But obviously this was the price of getting any further.

Elfrida left the decision up to Mendoza, since he was the one with a BCI. He fingered the port hidden in his hair over his left ear. “All right,” he said at last. “Meta only?”

“Meta only,” Sigurjónsdóttir confirmed.

They stepped in turn through a full-body scanner. On the other side of the scanner, they passed the open doors of offices where people were working, goofing off, and joking around.

There was another airlock at the back of the hab cluster. Sigurjónsdóttir provided them with Virgin Atomic EVA suits from a communal locker. Elfrida was getting more and more frustrated by her inability to communicate in private with Mendoza. She wanted to say: Is it just me, or is it weird that they have to put on EVA suits to walk a hundred meters to the apprentices’ dormitory, and then take them off again? Why not join all the habs up?

They walked towards the model village. People gathered in the airways that connected the mini-skyscrapers, staring down at them. As the trio approached, the pictures on the exterior walls rippled into life. Elfrida jumped. Giant girls flicked their shiny black hair. Titanic athletes showed off their running shoes. Snazzy electronic gadgets demonstrated their functions. And text was everywhere, scrolling and leaping and flashing. Only a very small proportion of the text was English, or indeed roman script. Nearly all of it was Chinese.

The blitz of images stopped both Elfrida and Mendoza in their tracks. “WTF?” Elfrida blurted.

Sigurjónsdóttir chuckled nervously. “Contributions from a few of our corporate partners! Don’t you think they liven the place up?”

“I know what this is,” Mendoza said. “It’s advertising.”

“Adver-what?” Elfrida said.

“We’ve got it in the Philippines. Not in a major way, but some vids, some feeds, you have to watch a bunch of this stuff before you get to what you want.”

“Why?”

“To make you buy things you don’t need,” Mendoza said. “It’s illegal in the UN, I know that.”

“That’s correct,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. “And I’d like to stress that this isn’t, quote, advertising, unquote. These Your Homes! were donated by some of our corporate partners, including Empirical Solutions and Huawei Galactic, as you can see there, if you read Chinese. They come like this. It’s decoration.”

They entered the airlock of the closest Your Home! and took off their EVA suits. The inner lock irised. A thin, sad-faced man stood at the head of a goggling crowd. He was holding a Jack Russell on a leash, so Elfrida knew who he was before he said, “Hi! Jimmy. Welcome to Liberty Rock.”

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Elfrida shouted. The not-advertising continued down the hall, strobing and flashing, now with noisy sound effects. No wonder this kind of thing was illegal.

“Thanks! Your Homes exclamation mark are an innovative type of building for lower-gee environments. They’re mostly made of aerographite, the lightest rigid construction material in the solar system, and can be flexibly styled to meet customer needs. Your Homes exclamation mark are currently in use in many asteroid settlements throughout the Belt.”

None I’ve ever been to, Elfrida thought. Jimmy still sounded like a robot, but he was obviously human. The sheen of sweat on his face, and the dots of scum at the corners of his mouth, proved it. He was nervous as hell. What gives?

They were steered around the inside of Liberty Rock. It seemed like a typical corporate dormitory, apart from the advertising everywhere. There was a pervasive smell of Chinese food. They peeked into rooms where people were working, napping, and eating pouch noodles. In a big common room, a dozen people jumped about, roaring support at Hong Kong FC, who were playing Bahrain on a 3D wallscreen. When Elfrida and Mendoza came in, the football fans quieted.

Thus, Elfrida clearly heard the one voice that had not fallen silent.

“Mama? Mama, zěnmeliǎo?”

A little boy of five or so peeked out from behind an ergoform. A girl a year or two younger joined him. She met Elfrida’s eyes and shrieked with laughter.

Elfrida turned to Jimmy and Sigurjónsdóttir. “Well,” she said. “Aren’t they a bit young to be studying asteroid engineering?”

“It’s unusual, I agree,” Sigurjónsdóttir said gamely.

“That’s one way of putting it.”

Elfrida could no longer refrain from connecting the dots that had been staring her in the face ever since they got here. She had worked for the Space Corps too long to fall for a deception this flimsy.

“You aren’t digging a hole to the center of Vesta at all, are you?” she said. “You’re building an illegal settlement.”

★

“Not illegal,” Sigurjónsdóttir said emphatically. They were in Jimmy’s office. Here, instead of advertisements, the walls were covered with a display of bookcases. “4 Vesta is an asset of Virgin Atomic. We have the legal and moral right to develop the asteroid in any way that aligns with our corporate policy and long-term objectives.”

Correction: 4 Vesta is the only asset of Virgin Atomic, Elfrida thought. Compared to the supermajors, VA was a shrimp. It had had the luck to get to Vesta first, and that was all. Recalling what Mendoza had said about the company’s declining profits, she figured that its long-term objectives could be summed up as making a buck any way possible.

“If everything’s above-board, why disguise it as an apprenticeship program?” she said.

Jimmy seemed about to say something, but Sigurjónsdóttir spoke first. “Technically, it is an apprenticeship program. Jimmy and his people are learning the ropes, learning about micro-gee agriculture—” she gestured at the farm-in-a-bottle, visible outside the window— “and observing the construction process. Sometimes they even drive the machines themselves!” Her smile was as bright and hard as a knife.

She despises them, Elfrida thought. “Hang on,” she said. “Construction process, of what?”

“The settlement,” Mendoza guessed, glancing at Sigurjónsdóttir for confirmation. She nodded. “This is just a pilot installation, am I correct? A prototype. The actual settlement’s going to be at the bottom of that hole.”

“How many people are you expecting to come live here?” Elfrida said.

“Not yet determined,” Sigurjónsdóttir said.

“Mmm.”

Sigurjónsdóttir dropped her voice confidentially. “We would ask you not to divulge this information to our other stakeholders.”

“Meaning the University of Vesta.”

“Principally, yes. It’s so easy for misperceptions to take hold.”

“But if you aren’t doing anything illegal, why would they object? This is a big asteroid, and they’re all the way up in the northern hemisphere.”

Sigurjónsdóttir appeared to be at a loss.

“Unless,” Elfrida said, “you’re planning to evict them, and sell the Bellicia ecohood, too?”

“Of course not!” Sigurjónsdóttir cried. She seemed relieved. Elfrida realized she was barking up the wrong tree. “The University of Vesta is our flagship achievement. It’s not just a prestige project, but a living community that makes immense contributions to the sum of human knowledge.”

“And is probably a net drain on your coffers,” Elfrida hazarded.

“We are absolutely not considering any reduction of our support for the university.”

Pursing her lips, Elfrida wandered over to the bookcases. Actually smart wallpaper, they appeared to groan with ancient tomes. All the titles were in Chinese. She touched one at random. It worked its way out of the shelf and spread its virtual pages before her. Diagrams separated dense blocks of characters.

“You’ve got a lot of books here,” she said to Jimmy.

He came to stand beside her, cradling Amy the Jack Russell in his arms. He put that book back and pulled out others. He flipped pages to show her embedded vid of a garden city, layered like a sandwich. Mustard-squiggle UV lights bathed strata of hydroponic paddies and suburban-looking homes and gardens. The artist had dotted the scene with families picnicking, children playing, and commuters swooping around on gliders.

“This is how Liberty Rock will be in the future. It is a very capacious and delightful prospect, certain to provide a healthy environment for families to live in harmony. Most importantly, Earth-level security is guaranteed by the advantageous location.”

“It looks like the Bellicia ecohood.”

“Yes, yes, that is our inspiration.”

“Several Bellicia ecohoods, stacked up vertically,” said Mendoza, looking over their shoulders.

“No advertising in these vids,” Elfrida observed.

Jimmy grinned shyly.

 


xvi.

Shoshanna Doyle strolled up the road towards Facilities Management. A sprawling green building, it stood in an isolated location on the slope overlooking the town. It housed the IT hub that controlled the weather, the air circulation, and most important of all, the power grid.

~Feed, Shoshanna subvocalized, and accessed Cydney Blaisze’s live vid of Dr. James’s bail hearing.

Following the non-appearance of Elfrida Goto, the defense lawyer had resorted to calling character witnesses. Someone from the astrophysics lab was testifying that Dr. James was an upstanding individual who would never dream of jumping bail. Shoshanna tongue-clicked the feed off.

She pushed open the door of Facilities Management. The lights in reception were dimmed. The customer service engineers were home in bed, or at the hearing.

“Excuse me?” Shoshanna called out. “I need some help here.”

Smart posters advertised soycloud tours, and declared this to be Bellicia’s ‘Year of Soil.’ They cycled through instructions for making soil at home with polymer pellets and your own feces.

“I thought this place was open around the clock?”

“Technically, yes,” said a speaker in the ceiling. Shoshanna’s BCI—which contained some rather advanced processing tools—identified it as the female-styled voice of the hub itself. “I was just trying to work out why you’re carrying a gun.”

Bother, thought Shoshanna. She resisted the urge to touch the home-printed revolver concealed under her baggy top. “Self-defense,” she said. “You might have noticed that things are pretty tense in the ecohood these days.”

“Tell me about it,” sighed the hub. “What can I help you with tonight?”

“I’d like to sign up for a soycloud tour. Are you still doing those?”

“Absolutely! I’m so glad you’re interested! Let me show you a brochure.” The nearest smart poster displayed one.

“Looks great,” Shoshanna said. “Can I sign up right now?”

“Sure thing,” the hub gushed. It sent her a sign-up form. Instead of her name and ID, Shoshanna filled the form in with a string of zipped code containing a virus based on a self-learning algorithm. She was pretty sure that the hub was just stalling her while it summoned the peacekeepers, but also that its customer service goals would compel it to go through with the charade of accepting the sign-up form. Security in the Bellicia ecohood was shitty. These people were in denial, acting like they were still living on Earth. You had to be spaceborn to truly understand that the universe was out to get you.

She was right about the hub’s fallibility. Eighty-two milliseconds after she sent the form back, it stuttered, “Invalid data entry. Invalid data entry. Invalid …”

Back at the community hall, Dr. James’s lawyer had finally called off his blitz of character witnesses. They were wrapping up the procedural loose ends.

“Invalid.” There was a momentary pause, and then the hub’s voice returned to normal. “Thank you for signing up for a soycloud tour, Ms. Doyle! Is there anything else I can help you with tonight?”

Shoshanna’s virus had exploited a zero-day vulnerability to convince the hub that it was a native .exe process. It was now propagating itself through the machine’s subsystems.

“Well,” Shoshanna said. Now it was her turn to stall, one eye on Cydney’s feed.. “I’d really like it if you would walk me through that home soil manufacturing method.”

Tense silence gripped the community hall as everyone awaited Dean Garcia’s verdict. Garcia spoke three words. Her voice trembled noticeably. “Bail is denied.”

The hall erupted.

~Whoa! Cydney broadcast. ~That’s a surprise! Guess money can’t buy freedom, after all!

Shoshanna, as astonished as anyone else, texted Cydney. “Srsly? She just denied him bail?”

“Y,” came the response. “BTW, where is everyone?”

Shoshanna did not bother to answer. She fired off a group text to ‘everyone,’ a.k.a. the other core members of Justice For David Reid. They were lurking in the undeveloped rocky terrain around Facilities Management. “Well, that kind of destroys our pretext for being here. What do you guys want to do?”

They conferred in an excited cacophony of texts. They had assumed—the whole ecohood had assumed—that Dr. James’s expensive defense lawyer, in combination with behind-the-scenes pressure from Virgin Atomic, would secure bail for him. They had prepared by refilling their propellant guns, donning masks and throwaway black coveralls, and surrounding Facilities Management, while Shoshanna scoped out the joint. The prospect of celebrating held little allure. They did not want to just trickle off home.

Nor did Shoshanna, to be honest. Having inserted her virus into the hub, she’d already achieved her own goal for the night, but she reminded herself that optics were just as important as information.

She performed a swift self-interrogation, to make sure she wasn’t merely indulging her violent streak, and then cut through the babble of texts. “OK. What the hell, let’s do this!”

The Friends of David Reid streamed across the road, screaming “Yaaaah!” and firing their guns. By a miracle, none of them hit each other. As they burst into the building, Shoshanna was vaulting the symbolic barrier that separated reception from the staff offices, firing her revolver for effect. 

They spread through the building. Of course, no one was there. To forestall any sense of a letdown, Shoshanna commandeered the services manager’s office and logged into his workstation, whose security protection her virus had already dismantled. Her troops gathered around her. “Here we go,” she said, accessing the emergency tannoy system. “I’m going to announce that we’ve taken over, and then I’m going to present our demands. If anyone wants to add anything, now’s your chance.”

“Wow!” said an M.A. candidate in Transhuman Studies. “How’d you get into the hub?”

“Tell you later,” Shoshanna said with a grin. She switched the tannoy on. “People of Bellicia! We greet you in the spirit of justice, equality, and tolerance …”

★

Elfrida couldn’t get to sleep, tired as she was. A destructive process of association led her thoughts from the Liberty Rock project, to a mind movie she’d watched too often before: flash-frozen corpses drifting in freefall, tangling with uprooted trees. The colonists of 11073 Galapagos had thought they were safe, too …

She sat up, pushing her hair off her clammy forehead. Maybe she should’ve accepted those meds her therapist tried to give her for flashbacks. It was hot in the VA administration hab, where she and Mendoza had been invited to spend the night. Sweat prickled her skin.

She was about to fish out her tablet and watch a vid, when she heard a commotion outside. Mendoza’s voice broke through. “Can’t a guy go to the jakes without tripping the security alarm? I’ve done enough pissing into suction tubes the last few days.”

Elfrida giggled quietly in the dark. She knew what he meant. Going to the bathroom in the rover had been a repeated ordeal of back-turning and pretending that you couldn’t hear each other using the suction toilet.

Two minutes later, the side of her capsule concertinaed open and Mendoza crawled in on top of her legs.

“What are you doing here? Get out!”

He waved the door closed. Elfrida frantically hitched her blanket up over her chest. She was sleeping in her underwear.

“Sorry,” Mendoza whispered. In the glow of the nightlight that had come on when the door opened, Elfrida saw that he looked scared. “They’ve kept us apart so we can’t compare notes. But we have to talk, just in case.”

“You’re sitting on my legs.”

“Sorry.”

“Just in case of what?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t trust this setup. They’re definitely breaking the law, even if we haven’t figured out how. And—”

“I knew it was a mistake to come here,” Elfrida rattled out, giving way to the temptation to blame Mendoza for this whole trip. “We should’ve stayed focused on the Vesta Express. That’s where the suspicious signal came from, and we already know that the left hand doesn’t talk to the right hand in this company.”

“And,” Mendoza overrode her, “have you noticed something else?”

“What?”

“All the prospective settlers look Chinese.”

“Well, now that you mention it, I guess they do.” Elfrida suddenly felt uncomfortable, and not because Mendoza was still sitting on her legs. He only weighed about 1.5 kilos, after all. “They speak Mandarin, too. They’re probably from Africa.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Or Europe, or maybe Canada. There are Chinese people everywhere.”

“You think I don’t know that? I’m from Manila, Goto. It’s a freaking Chinatown.”

“When I was a kid, I used to get confused for a half-Chinese person. The Chinese kids would talk to me, all friendly, and send me invites to their social networks. When I had to explain that I’m actually half-Japanese, it would be like, instant one-eighty. Exiled to Pallas. I wouldn’t even exist for them anymore. I ended up avoiding all East Asian-looking people so that wouldn’t keep happening.”

“I didn’t know you were half-Japanese.”

Elfrida shrugged, glad the light was so dim. She knew she was red in the face with recollected humiliation. “There aren’t many of us around. You can understand why they would make that mistake.”

After a moment, Mendoza said, “But diaspora Chinese don’t talk like bots. They speak English, or whatever.”

“Yeah! The way Jimmy talked, that was seriously weird. What do you think is up with that?”

“I think he’s a pureblood Chinese national, using translation software and a prompter. Did you notice how he never looked you in the eye when he was talking to you? That’s because he was reading off the prompter in the HUD display of his retinal interface.”

“Oh my God, Mendoza.” Elfrida shook his head. “Are you OK? That’s just … impossible.”

“Chinese translation programs always suck. It’s like impossible to develop a seamless one. And that’s not all. Didn’t you wonder why that rubble hauler nearly ran us off the ramp? It should have reacted faster … if Sigurjónsdóttir’s people were operating it. I don’t think they were. I think it was a Chinese machine, operating on Chinese protocols, and those don’t include getting out of the way for a rover with two humans on board.”

Elfrida pulled up her knees and laced her arms around them. They were sitting at opposite ends of the capsule. She could see the whites of Mendoza’s eyes. “Come on, that’s just absurd.”

“Is it? Do you know what they call the Philippines in Chinese?”

“What?”

“A tributary state.”

“Oh. But …”

“I’m not kidding. We have to pay tribute. Of course, our bureaucrooks call it interest. But my point is, to the Han, if you’re not Chinese, you’re nothing. You just told me you experienced that yourself when you were a kid.”

Elfrida’s heart thumped. She said firmly, “Well, Jimmy seems nice. I haven’t talked to any of the others, but my take is that even if they are Chinese nationals, they’re still just typical, dumb colonists. But, Mendoza, they can’t be Chinese! It’s impossible.”

“Why?”

“Because the Chinese don’t come into space. You know that. They invest, and they mine resources and stuff, but they don’t settle. They’re one hundred percent purebloods. They’re scared of the PLAN.”

“Oh, bullshit,” Mendoza said. “The PLAN is Chinese. They created the toilet rolls in the first place to drive the Americans off Mars. When they’ve driven the rest of us out of space, they’ll have it all to themselves.”

“Dang! I’m not even going to listen to this.” Elfrida reflexively pushed off from the bunk, and bumped her head on the ceiling. “Ow! We’re supposed to be professionals, not conspiracy theorists. Tell you what, stick to the data, Mendoza. That’s your specialty. Leave the people to me, OK?”

“Speaking of data,” Mendoza started.

The side of the capsule concertinaed. A hand the size of a tiger’s paw, with jagged nails like dried-up orange peels, shot into the capsule, grabbed Mendoza’s leg, and dragged him out. Mendoza clawed at the blanket, taking it with him. There was a thump. Elfrida huddled in the corner, so panicked that all she could do was blink for help. Her contacts, of course, stayed dead.

A face descended into the cubicle. “Cute sports bra. I’ll give you a free tip, ma’am: never let a guy get your clothes off before he at least removes his shoes.”

The face had an eagle tattooed on its forehead. Above it a black mohican undulated.

“José Running Horse. Nice to meet y’all.”

★

“You aren’t from UNESCO,” Running Horse mused. Elfrida did not dare to contradict him. They’d locked Mendoza into his capsule. It turned out that when he was challenged the first time, he hadn’t been coming back from the toilet, but from the rover. He had sneaked out there to transfer a data file containing his observations and theories into Rurumi’s memory. The Big Dig security team had been watching him the whole time. They’d let him talk to Elfrida after that just to see if he would say anything controversial. So much for civilized expectations of privacy. Both their capsules had been bugged.

Barefoot, wearing someone else’s sweats, Elfrida hunched in an ergoform in Sigurjónsdóttir’s office. Running Horse towered over her. He projected the physical presence of an ogre. He stood 185 centimeters tall, but not because he was spaceborn. He was just that big. And seriously shredded. His muscles popped under his skin, no doubt due to nanotic skeletal enhancement and a lot of lifting. 

He leaned over her, invading her personal space. “We had to check your story. Took a while. Tends to do, when you gotta wait twenty-eight minutes to hear, ‘Your enquiry is not supported by this system,’ and then the fucking customer-service bot tries to upsell you on a premium search enhancement package. I hate the UN. Anyway, we got the goods in the end.”

Running Horse rested one hip on the edge of Sigurjónsdóttir’s desk. He cracked his knuckles.

“You’ve got quite the track record, Ms. Goto.”

Elfrida hugged herself and moved her head in circles. She was too frightened to talk.

“And the other guy, forget about it. Born in the Philippines of mixed origin, technical high school, wins a UN-sponsored poll design contest, earns an apprenticeship in psephology, but can’t make it at pro level. Accepts an entry-level position in UNVRP and spends the next decade shuttling between his office and his capsule, except for when he splurges on a ticket to the Luna Philharmonic. Like I said, forget it. No one’s life is that boring.” Running Horse pushed off from the desk and stabbed a finger in her face. “He’s in deep cover. So are you, probably, but a big chunk of your record’s sealed.”

Elfrida squeaked, “That’s because I was involved in a PLAN-related incident a couple of years ago.”

“Do I look like I care? Here’s what I care about: John Mendoza is an agent of the ISA.”

Elfrida’s jaw dropped. “Oh my God, that’s completely ridiculous! I mean …” She trailed off. She had, in fact, no way of knowing that Mendoza was not an ISA agent.

The ISA (Information Security Agency), a top-level agency of the UN, operated system-wide surveillance programs of unknown scope and granularity. Originally established to monitor and preserve the integrity of the internet, it was widely believed to have expanded this remit into physical surveillance and anti-PLAN operations. The ISA was everyone’s favorite boogeyman after the PLAN itself. No one knew exactly what they got up to.

“It’s a war out there,” Running Horse said. He took out a cigarette, sucked on it, exhaled vapor that smelled like skunk spray. “Right now, right this second, the ISA is trying to hack into our systems. Every private company’s in the same situation. ISA wants to know everything. Period. Everything. Privacy laws? Heh, heh, sucker. It’s Big Data versus the little guy. The Man versus freedom of association, freedom of speech, freedom of innovation … yeah: all that stuff that the UN supposedly exists to uphold. Ironic, huh?”

Elfrida had heard this kind of thing so many times before that she started to relax. It was typical private-sector griping.

Running Horse reminded her of the stakes when he added, “And when they can’t hack us, they get physical. We have excellent information that there is an ISA agent on Vesta.” He blew foul vapor into her face. “And my money says your buddy Mendoza is it.”

Sigurjónsdóttir came into the office, bearing a tea tray. “You haven’t been scaring her, have you?” she chided Running Horse.

“Naw. Just proving that I may be muscle, but I’m not dumb.”

Although Elfrida recognized instantly that they were running a good cop / bad cop routine on her, the presence of Sigurjónsdóttir nevertheless made her feel secure enough to say, “If you think regurgitating conspiracy theories from the internet makes you sound smart, I’m sorry, but try again.”

“Oooh. Regurgitating. Figure big words make you sound smart?” Running Horse said nastily.

“José,” Sigurjónsdóttir said, waving her hand in front of her face. “Would you mind not vaping that stuff in my office? Thanks.”

Running Horse ambled out. At the door, he turned to say, in a passable imitation of a robotic voice, “XX intruder at the given coordinates. Identify yourself, or get fragged.”

Elfrida let out a scream.

“Just wanted to remind you that we’ve met before,” Running Horse said. He left.

“I’m sorry, this must have been a terrible shock for you,” Sigurjónsdóttir said, pouring through the teapot’s tube. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Both,” Elfrida said faintly. She cradled the hot teacup in her hands.

“I’m sure you had no idea that your colleague was working for the ISA.”

“He isn’t.”

“Well, naturally they haven’t admitted it. We’re seeking confirmation. In the meantime, I’m afraid we will have to ask you both to remain here as our guests.”

“But you can’t … I mean, you can’t keep us here against our will. That’s illegal.”

“So is spying. And so, I’m sorry to say, is passing yourself off as an agent of UNESCO, when you aren’t.”

Elfrida cringed. Totally busted. She felt a momentary urge to say it had been Gregor Lovatsky’s idea. The urge passed. “I suppose … we thought it didn’t matter, or you wouldn’t dare to call us on it. Because you’re breaking the law yourselves.” She raised her eyes to meet Sigurjónsdóttir’s large gray ones. “You’re lying to your stakeholders and the public to cover up what you’re really doing here: Building a habitat for umpty-thousand Han Chinese who are so pureblooded, they don’t even speak English.”

There was a moment of silence, during which they could hear Mendoza banging on the wall of his capsule, two levels up in the cluster hab.

Sigurjónsdóttir nodded. “I’m next door to pureblooded myself,” she said, gesturing at the pictures of her daughters. “And they are pureblooded. I had the poor judgement to marry a guy who’s a couple of alleles more Scandinavian than I am. Divorced the rat a few years back, but the damage was done. So I do feel some empathy with the predicament of the pureblooded, as I think most people do.”

“Oh, I do, too,” Elfrida said. “In fact, I think it’s great, what you’re doing here. But the lying, the false pretences …”

“If we had announced at the outset that we were building a habitat for a party of Chinese settlers, do you think we would have had a chance in hell of getting it done?”

“No,” Elfrida admitted.

“The entire volume would have been up in arms. The university would have led the charge, on whatever pretext they could find.”

“So as not to have to share this asteroid with umpty-thousand—”

“Two hundred thousand.”

“Two hundred thousand, pureblooded … PLAN magnets.”

“Who were originally attracted to Vesta,” Sigurjónsdóttir said quietly, “because of the opportunity to construct a genuinely PLAN-proof asteroid colony beneath several kilometers of solid rock.”

“Like the Bellicia ecohood.”

“Bellicia, version 2.0.”

Elfrida grimaced, acknowledging the multiple layers of irony. She drank some of her sweet, milky tea. FUK culture definitely had its points.

Perhaps because of the adrenaline still pumping through her veins, she felt strangely undismayed by the calamitous turn their investigation had taken. It would all be sorted out when they confirmed that Mendoza was not an ISA agent. In the meantime, it was up to her to make what she could of this.

“You’re not going to lock me in a capsule, are you?” she asked.

Sigurjónsdóttir did not answer. Her gaze unfocused, indicating that she was reading off contacts or an implanted retinal interface. “Oh my God. This is outrageous. Shocking! Ms. Goto, I’ve just been notified—I’m afraid something rather odd is happening in the Bellicia ecohood. You’d better have a look at this feed.”

A screen sprang out of its recess in her desk and spun around to face Elfrida, knocking over the teapot.

Cydney’s breathless voice filled the office.

 


xvii.

~As you can see for yourselves, a crowd has gathered outside UNESCO headquarters. Everyone mocks the blue berets, but when the doo-doo hits the fan, it’s ‘Mommy, Daddy, help.’ Like, what can the peacekeepers DO? There are five of them here, versus at least fifty activists holed up in Facilities Management. They claim to be armed with lethal projectile and beam weapons. They might even be telling the truth. You can do a lot with a home printer … and have you ever seen that vid where a modded housekeeping bot goes all Nazi on some kids in Zaire? This might be what’s about to happen here.

Cydney cued the vid to give herself a breathing space. She pulled out her cigarette and took a calming drag. The mob outside the koban was growing. The Fab Five were holed up inside. Cydney figured they were frantically asking their bosses what to do. With a twenty-eight-minute round-trip signal delay to Earth, that could take a while.

Cydney had never imagined that Shoshanna and the gang had the nerve to pull a stunt like this.

They’d broadcast a list of demands. More money for field research, more support for disadvantaged students, faster wifi in the dormitories, the establishment of a Literature degree course, and a new coffee machine for the PHCTBS Studies lounge.

I could talk to them, Cydney thought.

Nothing was happening here, anyway. She hurried back to campus. On her way, she explained to her fans what she was planning to to do. Their support—expressed in comments, and a corresponding gush of micropayments—solidified her resolve. Finding Dean Garcia in her office, she offered, “Ma’am, I’ll go talk to them.”

Garcia was flapping around, fielding questions and issuing statements on half a dozen channels. “We gave them what they wanted,” she said to Cydney. “Why are they doing this?”

“I don’t know, ma’am. But often, when you give people what they want, they ask for more.”

“That’s very profound, Ms. Blaisze. Go on, go on, if you think it will do any good! You needn’t ask my permission.”

Cydney had a feeling she’d just been mocked. But this didn’t dampen her resolve. She had to live up to the expectations of 5,022,369 people, and counting.

She climbed the hill out of town, commenting on the strange cavalcade she passed along the way. It looked like a parade of recycling bins with legs. A couple of quickie interviews confirmed that this was a bug-out movement heading for the Bremen Lock. If the order came to evacuate, these folks planned to be first in line. They seemed to be few (so far), and they were mostly families with young children. But it proved that at least some residents of the ecohood were taking Shoshanna’s threats seriously.

Cydney felt slightly less confident about her read of the situation. But she bounded on, outdistancing the parade.

Facilities Management blazed like a theater on opening night. A new banner billowed above the vine-wreathed columns out front: JUSTICE! EQUALITY! TOLERANCE!

Cydney looked back down the hill. The town and campus lay mired in darkness.

Suppressing a shiver, she fluffed her hair and bounced towards the entrance. She didn’t have to succeed. It would be OK if she failed. She just had to be entertaining while she was failing. That was her shtick.

“Hey! Shoshanna! Helloooo!”

A text popped up in her HUD.

“Hey, good to see you, Cydney. C’mon in.”

Win Khin and another student met her at the entrance and apologetically frisked her. Jittery activists milled in the reception area. They’d hacked the smart posters so as to watch themselves on the news. On one poster, this very room now appeared; it was Cydney’s feed. Noticing, they mugged and postured for her.

Cydney was just getting into the swim of things, firing off questions, screaming with laughter, accepting a puff of someone’s cigarette, when Shoshanna appeared. She pulled Cydney into the services manager’s office and closed the door. “They’re having fun,” she said. “Hope the drugs don’t run out too soon.”

“Someone’s got stim,” Cydney said, feeling the drug bubble through her adrenal system.

“Yeah.” Shoshanna folded her arms. She stared at Cydney. Then she reached out and pinched Cydney’s left earlobe between her thumb and forefinger.

5,068,915 people saw Cydney’s feed go dark.

“Hey!”

Shoshanna pulled Cydney closer. Blades flashed in her other hand. She cut off Cydney’s earlobe with the services manager’s desk scissors.

Cydney screamed. She clamped her hands over her ear, crumpling to the floor. Blood travelled in dotted arcs through the air like movement lines in a manga strip.

Shoshanna tossed her a box of tissues.

“Sorry about that. But I want to control the optics here. I’m putting it in this drawer, OK?” She held up Cydney’s earlobe, with its embedded microcamera, and dropped it into a desk drawer.

Cydney vomited.

“You can always get it reconstructed,” Shoshanna said. “I thought you were tough.”

The words filtered like the buzzing of an insect through the unbearable pain. Cydney subvocalized to her fans: ~Hey … guys. Don’t go anywhere. This bitch just cut. My. Fucking. Ear. Off. 

“Well put,” said Shoshanna, who was obviously monitoring Cydney’s feed herself.

Pressing a fistful of tissues to her ear, Cydney collapsed in the services manager’s ergoform. The office was small and mostly walled with screens. Each one depicted a different part of the habitat. A soycloud dropped its intake tube into Olbers Lake. People were coming out of their homes in the Branson Habs, staring upwards.

“If … if your demands aren’t met, are you going to follow through on your threats?”

“I already am,” Shoshanna said.

“Huh? … Oh.” Cydney gulped. “It should have been getting light by now. You’ve disabled the sun mirrors.”

“Switched them to ThirdLight settings. It’ll get a bit lighter than this, but not much.”

“What … what else can you do from here?”

“I’m still finding out.”

Cydney’s ear throbbed. The taste of vomit soured her mouth. She subvocalized, ~I … I’m gonna sign off for a few. Need to get medical assistance. But stay accessed for more drama here in the Bellicia ecohood on 4 Vesta!”

“Make that hostage drama,” Shoshanna said, smiling at her.

★

Elfrida fell back in her ergoform. She felt as shaken and horrified as Cydney must surely be herself. “This is beyond crazy! Oh my God, poor Cydney.” She rubbed her face with her hands, assailed by guilt that she wasn’t there.

“Is she a personal friend?” Sigurjónsdóttir enquired.

“Uh, yes. Yeah, she’s always kept it off the feed, but we’re kind of a thing.”

“I had no idea. How awful for you.” Sigurjónsdóttir reached out and touched Elfrida’s arm. “Look, it’s going to be all right. The peacekeepers may not be capable of mounting an effective response, but our security corps will handle it. We’ve got several highly capable phavatars in Bellicia. I’m confident they’ll defuse the situation without loss of life or, er, further injury to anyone.”

“I guess you’re still not going to let me go.”

“I’m afraid that equation hasn’t changed, no. But in light of your emotional distress, we’ll do everything possible to make your stay here comfortable.”

Elfrida took a deep breath. “In that case, can I plug my immersion kit in and get some work done?”

★

There was nothing she could do for Cydney. But she could do her job. She’d been away from her desk for four sols, and work had piled up like the Matterhorn in her inbox.

After reasoning with Sigurjónsdóttir—OK, wheedling, begging, and bluffing that she knew someone on the President’s Advisory Council—she got permission to use her immersion kit for a telepresence session. The Big Dig undoubtedly had proper telepresence equipment, but they weren’t about to let her use that. So she was stuck with a onetime password for the wifi, and as much sensory realism as a S5,000 gaming setup could provide.

“Before you slap me,” she said to Petruzzelli, “I ought to warn you that I can’t feel anything. I can see and hear. That’s all. I’ve got limited data transfer capability and the bare minimum of sensory feedback.”

“Well, what a disappointment,” Petruzzelli said. “I was looking forward to punching you in the kisser when you finally deigned to show up.” She grinned.

Petruzzelli was wearing an EVA suit, her blue hair flattened by the helmet she’d just taken off. When Elfrida pinged her, she’d been outside the Kharbage Collector, checking recently-loaded cargo against the manifests, she explained—a job that would normally fall to someone much lowlier than the captain. Elfrida had her doubts that Petruzzelli had any crew at all. 

Petruzzelli peeled her suit off and stowed it in the quarterdeck locker. Turning back to the phavatar, she said, “I doubt that suit could feel it even if I did hit you. We fixed it, but for ‘fixed,’ read ‘restored basic functionality’ …”

Elfrida grimaced. “I’m really sorry—”

“Blistering barnacles, please don’t do that.”

“Memo to self. Do not attempt any expressions. No, I should have checked in with you long before this, and I apologize. But I’ve been out of the office. Have you seen what’s happening on 4 Vesta?”

The Kharbage Collector was now half a million kilometers from Vesta, trucking between isolated asteroid settlements, dropping off consumables and picking up recycling.

“Yeah!” Petruzzelli said. “Are those students loony? Or are they just completely unfamiliar with the concept of tightly coupled systems? I’m Earthborn, and even I know that you do not screw with the life-support functions of your own damn habitat. Just. No. That stuff is way too easy to fuck up, and one little fuck-up is all it takes to make a very bad day in space.”

Elfrida gulped, feeling hollow at this reminder of the danger Cydney was in.

“In fact, an asteroid is just like a big spaceship. But with less redundancy.” Petruzzelli ushered Elfrida out of the quarterdeck. “Everyone’s down in engineering. Let’s go up to the bridge so we can talk in peace.”

Elfrida flailed her way up the zip tube that ran the length of the Collector’s 150-meter keel. Transferring from the keel tube to the elevator was always a challenge on a Startractor. Petruzzelli had to manhandle her phavatar’s clumsy frame into one of the two apertures in the rotating transfer point.

“Did you even get my emails?”

“Not until just now,” Elfrida apologized. “I haven’t been able to check—”

Spin gravity took hold, and Elfrida thumped to the floor of the elevator. Petruzzelli landed lightly beside her. “I pinged you like twenty times. They rejected my application for compensation.”

“Oh, crap. I’m sorry. Did you fill in the form like I showed you?”

“Yes. Well …”

“Alicia.”

“I said the phavatar was destroyed. Which it isn’t, obviously. But they don’t know that. Anyway, we thought it was trashed. Michael managed to get it operational, but it’s still basically useless … as you see.”

The elevator opened on the bridge. Elfrida stumbled out, and looked back. In the reflective surface cladding of the elevator shaft, she saw the phavatar she was using. Her head was a lump of mangled plastisteel and splart, with two steel lenses poking out, and a speaker instead of a mouth. The damage done by the pirates on 550363 Montego had not looked as bad as this repair job did. “Wow. Yes, I do see. They shouldn’t have refused to compensate you. Did you attach pictures?”

“Before and after.”

“Are you sure you didn’t make any other mistakes on the form?”

Petruzzelli balanced one knee on the ergoform at her workstation. Spinning around in circles, she said, “Well, I may have said that it was a čapek-class mark three, not a mark one.”

“Oh. That’s it, then.”

“There isn’t much difference.”

“Except for about eighty thousand spiders on the secondary market.”

“But they look the same. And after being smashed up by a bunch of pirates, you definitely wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And I attached mark-three specs.”

Elfrida shook her head. “They would know. They would look you up and find out that you don’t have a čapek-class mark three registered to this ship. Honestly, you’re lucky they haven’t come after you for making false representations. Alicia, you just can’t do that.”

“Everyone scams the system,” Petruzzelli said tightly. She plucked a chunk of glittering asteroid ore off her desk and threw it from hand to hand.

“Yeah, maybe, but … Don’t take this the wrong way, but did you really need the extra eighty K that bad?”

Petruzzelli turned her gaze up to Elfrida’s lenses. “In all honesty? No spin, no corporate happy-talk? Yes.”

“OK.” Elfrida had asked the question, but now that she had the answer, she didn’t know what to do with it. She realized she didn’t know what it was like to work for an outfit where the cash might literally run out. “Still, you should have thought about it a bit harder,” she mumbled. “They might blackball you. I might log in one day and find out the Kharbage Collector isn’t on my list of approved logistics and transport partners anymore.”

“God! You think they’d really do that? Over one little mistake on a form? They didn’t even give me the money!”

“I dunno if they would or not. But I get the feeling that the new asteroid procurement guidelines aren’t working out, so they might be in a contractor-firing mood.”

“I wish you would go back to the old procurement system. It worked so much better when you were allowed to buy asteroids from us. You don’t even know what this has done to our cash flow. Our CEO is, like, selling ships to pay his kid’s tuition fees.” Petruzzelli thew her chunk of ore at the wall. It curved in the air and hit someone’s workstation. “A transport fee here and a phavatar leasing fee there is just, it isn’t shit. ”

“I know,” Elfrida said helplessly. “I wish there was something I could do. But, I know this isn’t much, but there’s another fee on offer if you want it.”

“I want,” Petruzzelli said in a flat voice.

“I need to go back to 550363 Montego.”

“What for? Those meatheads are sure to be gone.”

“Yeah, exactly. And if they are, and the rock checks out, I can put in a purchase recommendation. Which would make a whole four recommends I’ve been able to file this year.”

“This isn’t working out for you, either, is it?” Petruzzelli said. She frowned at her screens. “I dunno. We’re burning kind of fast in the wrong direction.”

Elfrida was silent. She didn’t have access to a starmap, but the rate at which the phavatar’s coordinates were changing with respect to Vesta’s orbit implied a relatively slow burn. For that matter, it would make no sense for Petruzzelli to be burning fast when she had to stop every day or so to pick up someone’s recycling.

“Well, I guess if you’ve got a lot of other scheduled stops to make,” Elfrida said. “Or if you’re carrying passengers who need to get someplace …”

The Kharbage Collector, in addition to multiple cargo bays, had a passenger module that could hold up to four thousand souls at a squeeze. It was the counterweight to the command module, rotating around the nose of the ship like a propellor.

“Oh, no,” Petruzzelli said. “No passengers at all on this run.”

“Then … can we do this?”

Petruzzelli called up her holographic 3D starmap and climbed onto her desk, arching back from the waist so her head wouldn’t be inside the display. “Here we are, see? And here’s 550363 Montego, and here’s 6 Hebe, which is my final destination on this run. It’s in the opposite direction.”

Elfrida felt talked down to, in more than the literal sense. “I know that. But 550363 Montego is also close, compared to 6 Hebe.”

“Yeah, but changing direction eats a lot of fuel. And honestly? The fee isn’t worth the PITA factor.”

Elfrida knew what Petruzzelli was driving at. And she felt as sad as her phavatar looked. She had unconsciously expected warmth and sympathy from Petruzzelli. Instead, she was getting treated like an ATM.

It was her own fault, she realized. She never had told Petruzzelli about her relationship with Cydney, although she wasn’t sure why. She also hadn’t told Petruzzelli that she was being detained by Virgin Atomic at the moment. Strangely, that seemed to matter less than her reluctance to explain the whole Cydney situation. Anyway, her reticence had created a gulf between her and Petruzzelli. As a recycler captain with bills to pay, Petruzzelli was quite naturally filling the gap with wheeler-dealing.

Elfrida sighed. “How about this? Give me a lift to 550363 Montego, and I’ll help you refile that compensation request. To make up for the PITA factor.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. If you like, we can also apply for a hazard bonus for this trip, since you’ll be entering a volume where hostile entities have recently been active.”

“Hostile entities? A pirate fanboy and his family,” Petruzzelli scoffed. “Anyway, no way they’ll have stuck around.”

“I know. Actually, hazard bonuses are only supposed to be paid when there’s a high statistical risk of bumping into the PLAN.”

“I never heard of anyone getting a hazard bonus from UNVRP.”

“They don’t make a huge effort to publicize them.”

“How much?”

“Fifty percent on top of the usual fee.”

“Sweet!” Petruzzelli’s eyebrow smileys suddenly turned pink and happy. “I’d kiss you, if you didn’t look like the love child of a cyborg and an industrial accident.”

Elfrida smiled sadly, which made Petruzzelli shudder.

She despised herself for bending the rules to pay Petruzzelli off. But—she thought, lying in her capsule in the Big Dig, while Petruzzelli altered the Kharbage Collector’s course, up to her elbows in stars—you had to put it in perspective. Virgin Atomic was breaking a whole raft of laws about stakeholder disclosure and transparency, and that was just the infractions Elfrida had found out about so far. If a big corporation could do that and get away with it, why shouldn’t Petruzzelli be able to scam the system, too? There was nothing (Elfrida insisted to herself) morally wrong about fixing her up with a little sweetener.


xviii.

Elfrida marched up to Sigurjónsdóttir and held out a memory crystal. “Here’s the record of my session, like I promised.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry we had to insist on this, but …”

“Information security. I get it.”

One of the reasons Elfrida had explicitly criticized Petruzzelli was because she knew she’d have to hand over a copy of the data dump to Sigurjónsdóttir later. Not that the VA stakeholder relations coordinator had any power to get either her or Petruzzelli in trouble, but still, it was important to stay clean on the record. She was confident she hadn’t said anything that could be construed as breaking the rules. The hazard bonus was technically allowable, just.

“I can’t get into this,” Sigurjónsdóttir said, snapping her fingers at her screen.

“Oh. It’s encrypted. You could apply to UNVRP to have it decrypted, or I could do it for you.”

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

Elfrida went around behind Sigurjónsdóttir’s desk. She blinked at the iris scanner on Sigurjónsdóttir’s computer and answered a couple of her security questions. “There.” She lingered. Sigurjónsdóttir’s other screen showed the bottom of the Big Dig. Figures in yellow and red EVA suits scurried around, dwarfed by rubble-haulers and an excavation bot resembling a flower made of guillotine blades. “Wow. I’ve never seen a bot like that before.”

“Grisly, isn’t it? Not ours. The Liberty Rock syndicate provided most of the equipment in use here.”

So Mendoza had been right. The rubble-hauler that nearly ran them off the ramp had been Chinese. “Is that safe?”

“So they tell us.”

“But don’t the Chinese use different operating protocols?”

“Not just protocols. You’ve heard of the Great Firewall, I assume?”

The Great Firewall was a cultural phenomenon and a technological fact rolled into one. Even before the Mars Incident, Chinese exceptionalism had led the nation to develop its own internet—the precursor to today’s sinanet—based on a separate physical infrastructure. China also pursued robotics development in isolation from the rest of the world. After the Mars Incident, the Big Disconnect had accelerated this divergence, as China blamed the then-United States and the rest of the West for their reckless development of true AI. By differentiating its internet at the code level, China had sought to wall its cyber-territory off from the risk of a repeat tragedy.

Now the shoe was on the other foot. Though the UN did not openly blame China for the emergence of the PLAN, Mendoza’s conspiracy theory had plenty of echoes in high places. No matter how many anti-AI treaties the Chinese signed up to, no matter how strenuously they decried the very existence of AGI (human-equivalent AI) and ASI (superintelligent AI), and no matter how much they suffered at the hands of the PLAN … no one was ever going to trust them again.

So machine intelligence had continued to develop separately on each side of the Great Firewall. Ecosystems of algorithms had evolved that were not only incomprehensible to each other, but mutually hostile. At this point, you couldn’t even use a Chinese computer on a regular wifi network without crashing both things.

“So let me get this straight,” Elfrida said. “If those construction bots were to go berserk, you would have no way of stopping them?”

“That won’t happen.”

“But your computers can’t even talk to theirs.”

“That’s why we have humans in the loop.”

“Who rely on computers to talk to each other. Do you have anyone here who actually speaks Mandarin?”

Sigurjónsdóttir smiled weakly.

On the screen, the Chinese construction workers sprinted over to the side of the cavern where they were working. They took cover behind a buttress. A blizzard of rock and dust blanked the screen out.

“Uh, that didn’t look very safe.”

The blast wave propagated through the hab. Sigurjónsdóttir’s teacup rattled on its saucer.

“Don’t worry,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. “They’re culturally risk-averse.”

Elfrida had thought that here, nestled in the bowels of Rheasilvia Mons, she was at least safe. But she didn’t feel that way anymore.

“Well, I’m going to grab some lunch and get back to work,” she said.

“Try the crab au gratin,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. “We import all our own food. None of that recycled, MSG-flavored sludge in this hab.”

★

For the second time, Elfrida flew towards 550363 Montego, towed by a couple of the Kharbage Collector’s drones.

No robot sharks swarmed out to greet her. 

“All clear, I think,” she radioed to Petruzzelli. “Their Superlifter’s gone, too.”

“I’m sending a drone in ahead of you, just in case.”

Crab au gratin gurgled uneasily in Elfrida’s stomach. “I wonder how far they’ve gone. Superlifters are tugs. They’re not made for interplanetary travel.”

“Do not mock the humble Superlifter. We used to use ‘em to tow asteroids across the system.”

“Yeah, but without people on board. Their life-support capacity is really limited. Anyway, I hope the pirates are all right.”

Petruzzelli blew a raspberry into the radio. “Don’t waste your sympathy on those baboons.”

Elfrida glided over the surface of 550363 Montego. Riddled with old and new impacts, it looked like a grey soufflé. The mouth of the pirates’ excavation yawned between mini-mountains of tailings that had settled back to the surface. Her damaged wreck of a phavatar had zero scanning capabilities, so she couldn’t gather any data on the mineral composition of the asteroid. But she saw nothing to contradict Mendoza’s initial hypothesis that it was a big old hunk of basaltic rock. The excavated chamber would make a handy vessel for UNVRP’s payloads of gengineered microbes. And the asteroid was massive enough that when it impacted Venus, it would blow a hefty chunk of atmosphere into space.

“Oh crap,” Petruzzelli said.

“What?”

“You’d better get in there.”

Elfrida’s drones dived into the cave mouth, pulling her behind them. A beam of light danced up ahead, emitted by the drone that Petruzzelli had sent in as a scout. It played over the side of a Bigelow hab.

From which a spacesuited figure had just emerged, waving its arms.

“Help!” it shouted on the public band. “Help! Help!”

The pirates had gone, all right.

But they had left behind the hapless colonists who’d hoped to settle on 550363 Montego.

★

“I need oxygen and water. Now!”

“I don’t have much to spare.”

“Crap on it, Petruzzelli, just send the stuff! There are twenty-seven human beings in here and they’ve only got about fifty liters of oxygen left! They’re dehydrated, most of them can’t even move or speak. This one guy might be dead. I can’t tell. This shitty fucking phavatar doesn’t have any telemetric scanning capability, or a light source, and it’s dark in here. And cold. Can you send a medibot, too, and some supercapacitors, so I can get the backup generator going?”

“Oh God. I didn’t know it was that bad. All right, emergency consumables coming up.”

Drones zoomed into the cavern, towing the emergency supplies Elfrida had asked for. She worked flat out, transferring the stuff into the airlock of the Bigelow hab. The people inside were too weak to help, even if they had had more than a handful of functioning EVA suits between them.

Fortunately, she’d seen habs like this before, so she already knew how to change out its oxygen reserve tanks. The Bigelow Deep Space Life Support System was a mass-produced low-end model, ‘ideal for longer-term resource extraction missions,’ according to the company, which shifted thousands of them on a wink-wink-say-no-more basis to aspiring colonists. Its 2,000 m3 pressurized volume was divided into four decks: galley/recreation/operations; crew quarters/storage; work/hygiene; and stowage/subsystems at what would have been the bottom, if the hab were in gravity.

The Extropia Collective had squeezed into the operations deck and depressurized the other levels when their oxygen started to run out. Thus cut off from the toilets and the water recovery unit, they had been reduced to drinking their own urine. Someone had tried to cut a hole in the wall to get at the water in the hab’s shell that was used for radiation shielding purposes. Fortunately, they had succeeded only in shorting out the lights.

Elfrida repressurized the crew quarters and carried the sickest would-be colonists down there so that Petruzzelli’s medibot could tend them. She kept the others on the operations deck. Soot coated everything, a relic of the electrical fire which had destroyed the CO2 removal assembly. The handful of people clustered around Elfrida’s phavatar looked like urchins in an e-waste dump.

“What motivated you to illegally occupy this asteroid?” she said. She had to put it like that, for the record.

The man who spoke for the collective, Hugh Meredith-Pike, croaked, “We were seeking the secret of human happiness.”

★

When she’d kludged the air circulation system into working order, Elfrida reported to Petruzzelli.

“I think we’ve got the situation stabilized. But their viability stats suck. We’ve got twenty adults and seven children in a pressurized volume of about 2,000 cubic meters, with ten functioning EVA suits between them, and a few weeks’ worth of basic supplies, thanks to you. They had nothing left. Those pirates ought to be prosecuted for murder.”

“But no one’s actually dead, are they?”

“No, but they would have been in another sol or two.”

“Well, let’s get them the hell off that rock. I’ve got plenty of room in my passenger module.”

“Um.”

“What?”

“They don’t want to go.”

“What?”

“I know. After what they’ve just been through … But they’re unanimous.”

“Did you offer them a, cough cough, incentive?”

“Yes. Amazingly, that was a big no thank you. They’re wireheads. They spent their entire life savings to get here, and they’re staying.”

“Oh, FFS. I’ll just tow the hab out.”

“It wouldn’t fit through the cave entrance.”

“… You’re right. They must have inflated it inside.”

“I’ll stay here with them.”

“Say again, ‘cause I did not copy. It sounded like you said you’re staying here with them.”

“I did. I will. This is my job. This is what the Space Corps does. Helping and supporting communities in space. I’m gonna put in a purchase recommendation, but we’ll be dealing with Centiless, so it’s not going to be immediate, to say the least. When that goes through, we’ll get an evacuation order, and I’ll make sure that business goes to Kharbage LLC, if you’re still in the volume. Then we can go in with bots, drag them out kicking and screaming. But I don’t want to go there until I’ve got the evacuation order. So in the meantime, I’m just going to stay here and see if I can help them not die. They don’t know crap about surviving in space.”

“ … Sounds like you’ve thought it through.”

“It’s not a big deal. You don’t need this phavatar anymore, anyway, right? Smile.”

“Smile. Well, I guess if you’re OK with that … I wish I could stay, but …”

“But you’ve got bills to pay. I totally understand. Just, could you send over some more stuff before you go? They have a fuel cell generator, but it’s out of hydrogen. Their organic matter recycling unit needs new filters. The smell in here is something else, I’m told. We could also use the loan of one of your drones, in case I need to tow stuff around. Oh, and splart: as much as you’ve got.”

“Coming up. I hate to mention it, but can I invoice UNVRP for this stuff?”

“Of course. And Petruzzelli? Don’t worry about being too precise. You can kind of round off the figures, if you get my drift.”

“… Thanks.”

★

“You can come out now!”

Alicia Petruzzelli’s shout echoed into the dark recesses of the passenger module’s economy deck.

She stepped out of the elevator. Her red leather Gecko Docs squelched on rubber tiles. Closely spaced rows of couches receded into dimness. The air was hot and stale. It smelled of sickly-mint sanitizer spray … and Cheetos.

“I said you can come out now! She’s gone!”

Five figures rose up from among the couches. They were Captain Haddock, his wife Anemone, his son Kelp, his brother Codfish, and Codfish’s wife Coral. Kelp was eating Cheetos from a white-label economy-size bag he had pinched from the galley.

“Blistering barnacles, that was a close call,” Haddock said.

“Not really,” Petruzzelli said. “In that fragged-out suit, she wasn’t exactly going to notice that the command module is a few centimeters closer to the keel than it should be, if we really didn’t have any passengers out here to balance for. Anyway, she’s gone now. She decided to stay with them.” Petruzzelli measured the construction crew with a look. “You didn’t mention that you only left them a week’s worth of air.”

“Arrrr! It’s not even been a week since we left. You were going to go back after you dropped us off—”

“Well, apparently that second-hand carbon dioxide removal assembly you sold them malfunctioned. Caught on fire.”

“A fire in a hab? They’re lucky to be alive.”

“They are alive,” Petruzzelli said, “no thanks to you.”

“Don’t deserve to be. Dumbest bunch of squatters I’ve ever met,” said Codfish. “Bet they forget their lines, too. What a waste of time.”

“Hasn’t been a waste of time for me,” Petruzzelli said. “I’ve got a green light to invoice UNVRP for all the stuff you didn’t leave them, and then some.”

“Can we go back to the command module? The air’s bad in here,” said Coral, with no sense of irony at all.

They went. A contrail of orange Cheetos dust hung in the air of the transfer point like forensic evidence. But no one would ever know that the pirates had been travelling on the Kharbage Collector. No one else was there to see them. Their Superlifter was moored in the ship’s auxiliary craft bay, on the principle that the best place to conceal something is where you’d normally find it. Petruzzelli had slapped some spare Kharbage, LLC decals over the Jolly Rogers on its drive shield, just in case Elfrida took a peek in the auxiliary bay. Which she hadn’t.

Back on the bridge, Petruzzelli flapped a hand at the pirates. “Make like a banana. I’m tired of looking at you. Go hang out in the crew lounge.”

“I’m going to read the Narnia books again,” Kelp said. “Your ship’s got a really great library, Captain Petruzzelli.”

“You can thank my colleague, Captain Okoli, for that,” Petruzzelli said. “He was on a mission to get everyone in the company to read. I’m more of a gamer myself.”

Kelp, Coral, Anemone, and Codfish scattered. Haddock lingered.

“Are we under thrust?” he asked.

“Will be in a minute.”

“And are you going to drop us off on 3982440 Twizzler?”

“That’s our deal.”

“Be a darlin’ girl and take us on a wee bit further.”

“Why? It’s a good rock. Fits all the UNVRP criteria. You’ve got people lined up. Haven’t you?”

“Aye, but …” Haddock came and sat on the corner of Petruzzelli’s workstation. Nervously twirling his ebony goatee, he confessed, “It’s too close to here. I don’t feel safe in this volume nae more. Nor does my lady wife.”

“Space is big, Min-jae.”

“The name’s Archibald.”

“Whatever. You folding?”

“No. Have I not a pirate’s soul, and a rare lust for livin’ on the edge? I have that. But I’ve no desire to be nobbled. And I’d remind you that if we’re caught, you’ll be in a heap o’ trouble yourself, lassie.”

“Oh, screw it,” Petruzzelli said. “Where do you want to go?”

“Ye could take us on to 6 Hebe.”

Petruzzelli grumbled, but agreed. With that concession in hand, Haddock promptly asked to use the internet for a long-distance call. Suspecting that he was going to arrange for someone else to pick him and his family up from 6 Hebe, Petruzzelli consented, and got ready to listen in. If Haddock expected privacy on the Kharbage Collector, he was very much mistaken.

The pirate’s real name was Min-jae Park. He and his family were members of an ethnically mixed nomadic community with roots in the Korean peninsula. They called themselves namsadang; those who fell afoul of them called them a criminal network. Perhaps it was not so curious that Min-jae had developed an obsession with pirates. Anyway, he and his near and dear had long since set out to make their own way in space, buying a secondhand Superlifter and taking it from there.

For Petruzzelli, the namsadang were the human equivalent of a starmap. Some data points were known, some were concealed in the possession of others. And all the empty spaces in between tantalized her. She wanted to know more about Haddock’s connections, especially since he could get her in trouble, as he had tactlessly pointed out.

Alone in an unused cabin, with only some old pornographic posters for witnesses (as he thought), Haddock used his BCI to ping an ID unknown to Petruzzelli. The signal travelled through the asteroid belt for seven minutes, covering about 108 million kilometers. It reached a destination that was moving on a trajectory wrongly angled to be an asteroid, so it had to be a ship cruising in the volume around 6 Hebe. What a coincidence. Not.

“Y what?” the unknown owner of the ID typed.

“Ahoy! Haddock here. That you, Yonezawa?”

★

Petruzzelli radioed her ex-colleague Viola Budgett.

“You know anything about a guy called Kiyoshi Yonezawa?”

Budgett took a minute and a half to respond. “No,” she said.

“You sure? Because whoever he is, Haddock and company have arranged for him to pick them up from 6 Hebe.”

Petruzzelli had already told Budgett by email how Elfrida Goto had busted the pirates on 550363 Montego. She now explained that Haddock was scared to pull another job in this volume, at least for a while.

“Well, that’s just great,” Budgett said despairingly.

On the screen, Budgett’s jowly face was framed by a pink balaclava. Her telescopic steel left eye—an implanted microscope / telescope—stared expressionlessly; her brown right one skittered about.

“If they aren’t gonna work any more jobs, where’s the money going to come from?” she whined.

“You let me worry about that,” Petruzzelli said.

“But we need the money!”

“Is it cold there, or something?”

Budgett’s breath puffed white, momentarily obscuring her face on the screen. “Not really,” she said.

Petruzzelli switched her attention between Budgett and another screen, where she was earning credits to use in the game Second Idiran War by devoting a portion of the Kharbage Collector’s hub’s computing resources to simulating a superintelligent Mind. She was playing an Idiran. Lots of days, she just didn’t want to be human anymore. Talking to Budgett made her feel that way in spades.

“We need money, like yesterday,” Budgett whined.

Petruzzelli thought of a quote that her former boss, Martin Okoli, had liked to use. “Who you calling we, white man?”

A minute and a half later, a smile of recognition flashed on Budgett’s face. “That’s one of Captain Okoli’s lines. God, I miss the Kharbage Can. Everything was so simple then.”

“Everything was never simple,” said Petruzzelli, but she felt the same way. Budgett’s rarely-glimpsed smile reminded Petruzzelli of the period when they’d worked together on the Kharbage Can, part of Martin Okoli’s tightly knit, happy-go-lucky crew. She’d never understood just what an accomplishment it was to manage a crew that well, and how many difficult decisions Okoli must have faced on a daily basis.

“OK,” she said. “How much do you need? I’ll cover it.”

Budgett’s eyes welled up. A plump hand rose to wipe them. “Oh my God, Alicia, thank you. Thank you so much. We, uh, we need fifty thousand spiders.”

“What are you buying this time? A particle accelerator?”

“No, we’ve got one of those. No, this, uh … it’s for something else.”

“What?”

Budgett’s hands, one flesh and the other a maniple equipped with several tool sockets, fluttered. With visible reluctance, she explained the mess she and her friends on Vesta were in.

Budgett was not a cyborg—that is, she did not identify with the cyborgist movement. But the amount of augments she had put her squarely in the category. Petruzzelli wondered if having that much electronics in your body made you think and feel differently. Certainly, she could not comprehend how anyone as supposedly smart as Budgett could have gotten herself into such a mess.

“You really are screwed, aren’t you?” She made her eyebrow tattoos do disapproving scowls.

Budgett hung her head. At least she had enough self-awareness to be ashamed. “We just have to keep paying him,” she said hopelessly. “There’s no way out.”

We’ll see about that, Petruzzelli thought.

“Do you, uh, want his ID? To get in touch with him?”

“Bothead,” Petruzzelli said. "I’ve already got it. Swiped it from Haddock. I’m pinging him now.”

 


xix.

In the crepuscular light of ThirdLight’s splinter-moons, plastisteel gorillas surrounded the Facilities Management building. These were Virgin Atomic’s security phavatars. They were familiar to Bellicians from parades and festivals, when they would dress in amusing costumes and serve refreshments. Now they hulked like monsters in black EMP-proof hooded capes. They bounded towards the building with no pretense of stealth, demanding the surrender of the activists holed up inside. When this was not forthcoming, they appeared to be at a loss.

“Wait for it,” Shoshanna said to her troops.

The shadow of a soycloud engulfed the building. The soycloud’s PHES thrusters were not working very well, since they depended on thermal updrafts to convert into kinetic energy, and the atmosphere had cooled several degrees since Shoshanna turned off the sun. The soycloud wallowed a scant hundred meters above Facilities Management. One of the Virgin Atomic security phavatars made a dramatic gesture. Rain poured down on the building. Actually, poured was an understatement. Reprogrammed at VA headquarters, the soycloud released all its excess water at once. Biostrate roofs were not made to cope with a deluge like this. The ceiling of the reception area sprang multiple leaks. 

The activists inside laughed.

“Anything to avoid visuals of phavatars shooting at human beings,” Shoshanna said.

The leaks turned into gushers. The Let’s Make Friends With Soil! corner collapsed, burying several people.

“Stay calm! Stay calm! They think we’re going to come out, soaked and shivering, looking stupid. They’re going to look stupid. Wait for it …”

Cydney still had her BCI and retinal interface. In the children’s activities coordinator’s office, where she had been locked with some meds for her ear, she could view events from multiple angles. Most of these amateur feeds were provided by citizens in the unofficial bug-out movement, which had by now, in spite of official reassurances, created a tailback from the Bremen Lock several kilometers long. Several of the activists inside the building were also covertly vidding.

Astonished commentary flooded every feed when the VA phavatars abruptly went ape. They jumped about, thumped their chests, and knuckle-walked, hooting.

(Shoshanna had never seen a real gorilla; she was going on cartoons.)

With mighty bounds enabled by their twisted-polymer muscles, the phavatars leapt up to the hovering soycloud and grabbed its edges. They clambered aboard, as if returning to their home in the treetops.

A hatch opened in the center of the soycloud. An access ladder snapped down.

The activists filed out of the building and climbed the ladder. They were soaked and shivering, but they did not look stupid. Illuminated by the blaze of light from Facilities Management, they looked like pagan warriors ascending to some elysian firmament. At the last minute, Shoshanna unlocked the children’s activities director’s office and dragged Cydney along.

“All aboard for the soycloud tour! Don’t worry, I’m in control. I just let them soak us so everyone could see how powerless they are.”

★

This message had been received loud and clear at VA headquarters in Bellicia, which was now in a state of pandemonium. The staff had lost control first of Facilities Management, and then of the override systems that had allowed them to stage their soycloud stunt. Now they had even lost their own security phavatars.

Jay Macdonald, the highest-ranking VA executive present on Vesta, climbed to the roof in the company of two now-hostile phavatars and was escorted up the ladder to the soycloud occupied by Shoshanna and her troops, which had come to hover over the building.

The topside of the soycloud smelled of phlox and sweet william. It was a far cry from the tightly packed racks of lettuces and sweet potatoes found in your average farm-in-a-bottle. Gooseberry and raspberry bushes, as well as marrows and squashes grown on frames, dotted three moonlit acres of soybeans. There were even a few fruit trees scattered around. They provided shade (when the sun was shining) for chives, dill, and other herbs beloved of the pollinating insects whose inculturation was the agronomy department’s greatest success.

The activists were munching on apples, normally out of reach on a student’s budget. They lounged on the deck outside the shack where the soycloud gardeners stored their tools. Relaxed laughter greeted Macdonald’s appearance. Most of the activists assumed they had triumphed, and were ready to talk about coffee machines and student grants.

Not Shoshanna, who sat crosslegged on the deck with her revolver in her lap. “How you doing? Gotta say, you don’t look so good, Jay.”

Even by the Vestan equivalent of moonlight, Macdonald was visibly pasty and trembling.

“How did you do that?” he blurted, gesturing at the phavatars. No longer his, but hers. “It shouldn’t be possible!”

“How do you mean, Jay?”

“Telepresence encryption is unbreakable! You booted our operators out. Now they can’t log in. But you can’t hijack a telecast. It’s not possible. Can’t bloody well be done!”

“Oh, wise up,” Shoshanna said. “Any encryption protocol is only as good as the computer applying it.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Oh, crap,” Jay Macdonald said.

Shoshanna grinned. “Updated your anti-virus software recently? Maybe you should have. Or maybe it wouldn’t have done any good.”

“You’ve infiltrated our hub.”

“Correct. Facilities Management gave me a back door into the VA hub. I blocked your operators’ signals at the source. Then I took control of the phavatars and the soyclouds, using your own encryption protocols and override keys.”

Macdonald glanced at Cydney.

Cydney was torn. Despite the agony she’d suffered at Shoshanna’s hands, her pride wanted her to pretend that she was one of the gang, not a hostage who’d stupidly walked into a trap. She raised her chin defiantly.

“Oh, she didn’t have anything to do with it,” Shoshanna said, deflating Cydney’s pretense. “She’s just a news-hound. She may have a few grey-hat tools, but nothing offensive. Nothing like what I’ve got.”

Some of the activists looked at Shoshanna uneasily.

“So.” She bit into a freshly picked Cox’s Pippin. “Yum. Are you ready to meet our demands?”

“Based on your wish list, you ought to be addressing the university administration,” Macdonald said. “I can’t speak for them.”

Shoshanna rolled her eyes. “I thought you had to be brainy to be the chief financial officer of a listed corporation. Maybe I was wrong.”

Another silence ensued. A breeze rustled the flowers growing around the edges of the deck. Under Shoshanna’s control, the soycloud was gaining height. Cydney shivered as the cold wind cut through her still-damp clothes.

“Oh,” Macdonald said presently. “My God.”

“Yeah. This didn’t come out of nowhere, Jay. It’s the continuation of our ongoing conversation, by other means.” Shoshanna spat out an apple seed. “It’s a war out there. That’s what you guys say, isn’t it? Thing is, you’re wrong. It would be a war if we ever wanted to fight. And in that case, we would walk all over you. Like I’m walking all over you right now.”

She threw her apple core at Macdonald. It hit him on the chest.

“We don’t like going noisy. But the lesson you should be drawing right now is: we will if we have to. And part two of that lesson is: we will stop at nothing to keep humanity safe.”

Cydney gasped. She finally understood. She pinged Aidan Wahlsdorf, her team manager on Earth. Oh my God. Shoshanna is an ISA agent.

“So,” Shoshanna encouraged. “Give.”

Unexpectedly, Macdonald smiled. “You haven’t been able to break into our subsidiaries.”

“Not yet.”

“Nor will you be able to. We have a strict information security policy that includes physical segregation of key computing assets. You may have compromised our Bellicia hub, but that won’t give you access to Virgin Resources, or the de Grey Institute, or the Big Dig. Your violation of our corporate privacy stops here, I’m afraid.”

“Wrong,” Shoshanna said, standing up. “I’m only just getting started. You have a pacemaker, don’t you, Jay? Which is monitored by medibot software at your headquarters?”

Macdonald clutched his chest. Several of the activists stared at Shoshanna in horror.

“Do your worst,” Macdonald said hoarsely.

“Then again, I could just shoot you,” Shoshanna mused.

“Sassenach! You’ll never conquer the human spirit! Dh'aindeoin co theireadh e!”

With that, Macdonald lumbered into a run and leapt off the deck. Ungainly as he was, he weighed so little that his running jump carried him all the way over the edge of the soycloud.

No one would ever know if he had meant to do that.

Nor would they know whether he had been aware that the soycloud, previously hovering above the rooftops of Bellicia, was now 1.5 kilometers up.

The activists rushed to the edge of the soycloud. Clinging to stems of Glycine max, they were in time to see Jay Macdonald hit the pavement of Olbers Circle, outside the Virgin Café. He bounced like a yo-yo. The sack of pulped flesh and broken bone rose high enough that they could ascertain with their own eyes that even on Vesta, a fall like that would kill you deader than a mackerel.

“I didn’t do that,” Shoshanna said defensively.

Silence.

“He jumped. You all saw him. I wouldn’t really have stopped his heart. Or shot him. I was just threatening him. That’s how you get what you want.”

Big Bjorn said, “Maybe you’d better tell us what you really want, Shosh.”

“He called me a Sassenach. I’m not English. I’m Jewish.”

“Shosh?”

“If I knew what I wanted, I wouldn’t have to ask for it!” she shouted. “All right! Everyone calm down. I’ll explain.”

Cydney’s ping to Earth had not been answered—any more than her preceding pings had. She concluded that Shoshanna had taken over the ecohood’s routers. No more signals would get out of here unless the ISA agent wanted them to.

“I’m here to save humanity,” Shoshanna said. “And on that note, I think it’s time to have a chat with one of my co-religionists: Eliezer James.”

★

“Oh, not again,” Elfrida said.

The Extropia Collective stared at her in bemusement.

“More of you,” she said. “Seeking the secret of human happiness. You’re the third lot in less than a year. What is this, a new fad? Has plain old freedom gone out of style?”

Hugh Meredith-Pike, the spokesman for the Extropia Collective, cleared his throat and drank some gatorade from the supplies Petruzzelli had sent over. “I can’t tell you anything about any other seekers. There may be others, but—”

“There are. Correction, there were. On 395792 Nurislam and 1000384 Sybilsmith. Recently established colonies. As in very recently. As in, they were still living in inflatables at the bottom of holes. Like you.”

At this point, she heard Meredith-Pike saying: “—we don’t know anything about them.”

“No? Well, I’ll tell you about them.” As she spoke, her phavatar dismantled the hab’s oxygen generation system to replace the wrecked parts of the C02 removal assembly with new ones that Petruzzelli had run off on her industrial printer. The would-be colonists watched with fascination, as if they’d never seen anyone use a screwdriver before. “Neither of those other groups ever planned to build a permanent habitat. They said they did, but the truth came out pretty quickly. Their real deal was: pay us to go away. The secret of human happiness? Bitter laugh! Cash, that’s what they were seeking. And they got it, because some genius decided a couple of years back that UNVRP should offer monetary compensation for the damage that resettlement would inflict on people’s uuuniiiique cultural vaaaalues.”

“We weren’t even told where we were going.”

“Now, I’m pretty sure that those two groups were both planted on us by the same gang of crooks that brought you here, and then abandoned you. So if you’re tempted to pull the same crap they did … just think about whether those pirates deserve their cut of what you will have bought with your pain and terror and suffering.”

“They told us they would take us to 4 Vesta.”

“They what?”

Only now did the Extropia Collective hear her accuse them of trying to extort compensation from UNVRP. All twenty-seven unwashed, traumatized men, women, and children smirked in alarm. The youngest child, an eight-year-old with a shaved head, piped up: “We aren’t going anywhere! We spent our entire life savings to get here, and we’re staying!” It looked at a parent for approval of this performance.

To their credit, the Extropia Collective burst out laughing. The confused child looked as if it might cry. Its mother hugged it. “Oh, Kurzweila. You did learn your lines. No, no, we aren’t laughing at you, darling. We’re laughing at ourselves, I suppose.”

Meredith-Pike cleared his throat. “Not much I can add to that,” he admitted. “We were to put up a convincing resistance, and then accept resettlement in exchange for as much compensation as could be wrung out of your organization.”

“I knew it,” Elfrida said.

Meredith-Pike cocked his head. He had just heard her saying: “They what?”

“Well, yes,” he said. “When we first got here, we were shocked. We were expecting to go to 4 Vesta, you see. They deceived us. But there was nothing we could do about it: they had the only ship. Mr. Haddock said you might be persuaded to resettle us, actually, on 4 Vesta ...?”

“Ha,” Elfrida said when she heard this. “You aren’t the first to make that request. All I can say is …” In your dreams, she thought. “There’s only one place to live on 4 Vesta: the Bellicia ecohood. And the corporate owner enforces strict population limits.”

She thought of the Liberty Rock settlement, which would soon house 200,000 new emigrants. Against that, Virgin Atomic’s immigration policy seemed even less fair. They were eager to welcome 200,000 Chinese. How could they justify turning everyone else away?

“I’m afraid you’re most likely to end up on Ceres,” she said. “We sometimes place people on other asteroids where there are employment opportunities—Eunomia, Hebe, Cybele, Davida … but generally, Ceres is it. Or if you want to go back to Earth, of course, you can do that. As recent emigrants, I assume you’ve all got citizenship somewhere. But you’d have to buy your own tickets.”

Hugh Meredith-Pike bobbled closer to her. His shaved skull sported an all-over tattoo of electronic circuitry, harking back to the days when transistors were built of silicon. The fashion statement underlined the quaint aspirations of the Extropia Collective. Wireheads were an old subset of the transhumanist subculture. They aimed to achieve bliss by means of implanted electroceuticals that could switch off unpleasant feelings. Certainly, their ability to flood their brains with serotonin must have helped them to endure their ordeal on Montego without killing and / or eating each other. They were basically junkies, in Elfrida’s opinion.

Who would be so irresponsible as to land a bunch of junkies, and their kids, on an undeveloped rock, and leave them there, in the blithe expectation that the UN would not only save them but pay for the privilege of doing so?

Blind with rage at Captain Haddock and company, Elfrida bent her head to the oxygen generation system rack. Her phavatar’s MI was doing the work, not her. The čapek-class excelled at mechanical repairs, if nothing else.

“I’m not just anyone,” Meredith-Pike whispered. “I know people. I’ve a very good friend at Virgin Atomic. Get in touch with him, he’ll certainly let us land on Vesta.”

“Oh yeah?”

“He works in the think-tank there. Decent chap. His name’s Julian Satterthwaite.”

★

Elfrida logged out and opened her eyes in her capsule in the Big Dig. She had been logged in for ten hours, and her crappy little immersion kit didn’t have an IV to supply her with fluids. She was dehydrated, and so stiff from immobility and nonstop command-gesturing that she yelped in pain when she sat up. Her head throbbed with the worst stress headache of her life.

“Medibot,” she croaked. “Medibot!”

No medibot appeared. The hab’s bots had not been instructed to recognize her. She had no alternative but to roll off her bunk and out of her capsule. She limped down to the ground level of the hab. She didn’t know where they kept the meds, but near the hygiene module was usually a good bet.

Passing an open office door, she halted. All the Big Dig personnel stood staring at the screen on someone’s desk. A voice said on speaker: “—the continuation of our ongoing conversation, by other means.”

That’s someone I know, Elfrida thought. Heard that voice before somewhere.

“It’s a war out there,” the voice continued. “That’s what you guys say, isn’t it?”

“Fast-forward it,” someone in the room said.

Bouncing on her tiptoes, Elfrida glimpsed the screen between the shoulders of the watchers. It showed a murky crowd of people. That’s Big Bjorn! His ursine silhouette was unmistakable. Now she recognized other people from PHCTBS Studies. Where was Cydney? 

“You know what they’re doing at the de Grey Institute,” challenged the same voice as before. Elfrida now recognized the voice of Shoshanna Doyle, that green-haired chick from Belter Studies.

The camera shakily zoomed in on the face of Dr. James.

“No” Dr. James said. “I know they’re doing something … big. About fourteen months ago, they asked us to share our processing resources on an ongoing basis. We agreed, of course. But I don’t know anything about the content of their research.”

With the force of a punch, Elfrida realized Dr. James was talking about the very data she and Mendoza had set out to find. It was a crushing revelation. If he was telling the truth, they’d been on the wrong track all along. And so, apparently, had Shoshanna’s crew.

The data was not on the astrophysics lab’s workstation at all. It was in the de Grey Institute.

This news did not please Shoshanna, either. “You’re lying,” she challenged Dr. James.

“I assure you I’m not.”

“What, you never wondered why they would need two supercomputers—they’ve got one on the train, and Ali Baba makes two—running around the clock?”

“Of course I wondered! But whatever it is, it’s highly sensitive. They wouldn’t talk to me about it, and I very much doubt that this stunt will encourage them to talk to you.”

“I’m only just getting started,” Shoshanna promised.

“No matter what you do,” Dr. James said, “or who you represent, violence won’t get you anywhere.”

“She’s already killed our CFO!” cried someone in the Big Dig office.

Elfrida edged into the office, desperate to get a better look at the screen and see if she could see Cydney.

José Running Horse spotted her. “Hey,” he said, shouldering through the crowd. “Out.”

“Let me see! Please!”

“No.” He grabbed her arm.

“Cydney!”

“She’s there,” said Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir, not unkindly. “She’s the one filming, we think. They’ve taken over the routers, but the ecohood’s wireless environment is still functioning, and we do have a back-up transmitter at the Bremen Lock that hasn’t been corrupted.”

“Yet,” someone else said.

“We’ve notified all the relevant authorities. Help is on its way.”

Running Horse yanked Elfrida out of the office. Sigurjónsdóttir made no move to stop him. Elfrida understood that Sigurjónsdóttir’s concern was no longer focused on her and Mendoza. The woman now had real stakeholder relations problems.

“’Help is on its way,’” Running Horse mocked under his breath, towing Elfrida through the hab.

“Isn’t it?”

“Pretty to think so. Problem is, the relevant authorities are the same people who have just taken over the Bellicia ecohood.”

“Uhhnnnh?”

“That bitch is our undercover ISA agent. She incited the protests, everything. Now she’s holding Bellicia hostage. That pretty little head is stuffed full of military-grade malware.” Running Horse looked Elfrida up and down. The eagle on his forehead seemed to stare scornfully at her, too. “Yours isn’t. But that doesn’t mean you’re not working with her. Out.” He shoved her into the vestibule of the airlock.

“Don’t kill me!” Elfrida screamed, clawing at his forearms.

“EVA suits in that locker,” he said with contempt.

She struggled into one. Running Horse closed the airlock on her and cycled it. 

Sobbing inside her helmet, Elfrida stumbled out into the watery light of the cavern.

She felt that she had behaved shamefully. Cydney … Mendoza … She had to rescue them. “Help. Someone please help,” she wailed. Of course, the suit’s radio was disabled. She was completely isolated, just like Running Horse had intended.

The geology lab’s rover sat in the corner of the cavern, beyond Liberty Village. Still crying, Elfrida scrambled into it. She took off the VA spacesuit in the tiny airlock and eeled into the cabin. The familiar odor of pouch noodles and farts greeted her. So did Rurumi.

“Nan de naite’ru?” [Why are you crying?] 

“Leave me alone, you doggone machine,” Elfrida screamed.

But after a while, too weary and miserable to resist Rurumi’s pre-programmed compassion, she told her. Not that the phavatar could help, of course. Her areas of competence were limited to sex and rocks, so all she could do was pat Elfrida’s arm and say, “That sounds scary.”

“Do you think I’m scared?” Elfrida said. “Do you, eh? Well, you’re wrong! I’m not some pencil-thighed waif with more hair than brains. I’m the senior UN field agent on this asteroid, and I’ve survived two PLAN attacks, and I’ve spacewalked outside a foundering space station in the troposphere of Venus, and I survived for nine days on a fragment of an asteroid with nothing to eat or drink except the body of another human being. I survived that,” she almost shrieked. Then she dosed herself with more grapefruit-flavored rehydration fluid, and took another tranquilizer. The rover had a small stock of meds. It was a shame it didn’t have any of the legendary Star Force energy drink known as morale juice. That was what Elfrida really needed. “So there,” she said. “I’m not scared. I’m going to get out of here somehow. And I’m going to get Cydney and Mendoza out, too.”

“Oooh!” Rurumi exclaimed, scrambling up on the dashboard. “Wan-wan! Kawaii!” [A doggie! So cute!]

Jimmy’s Jack Russell, in her miniature pink spacesuit, stood on the hood of the rover. Her helmet bumped the windshield. She seemed to be trying to lick it. Rurumi patted the inside of the windshield and cooed.

The rover’s radio clicked on. “Ni hao, Ru-chan.”

“Ni hao!” Rurumi responded. Elfrida stared at her.

“Amy shuo ni hao, tài.” Jimmy stood outside the rover, EVA-suited, holding the other end of a tether that served as Amy’s leash. “Ni jintian hao ma?”

Elfrida lunged for the radio. “Hello, hello? Uh, Jimmy! This is Elfrida Goto. I’m in here with Rurumi. I need help. Please! It’s really important!” She scrambled into her EVA suit, intending to chase him and beg him on her knees to call home for her. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of asking the Chinese for help before.

After a pause, the radio said in English: “Is this regarding the activities of the de Grey Institute?”

No, Elfrida was about to say, but then she caught herself. “Yes,” she said. “It is.”


xx.

Having made up her mind to help her old friend Viola Budgett, Petruzzelli headed straight for 6 Hebe. She programmed a brachistone trajectory into the astrogation computer. During the tricky midpoint of the journey—when the Kharbage Collector had to flip 180° so that its acceleration became deceleration—Michael came to her with some rumors he’d found on the internet about 4 Vesta.

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” she shouted at him.

But later she had a look, and grew alarmed. Whatever was going on, the powers that be were trying their damnedest to keep it out of the public eye. Most of Michael’s links had already disappeared.

There was only one organization that could mount a news blackout with even 80% or 90% success.

The ISA.

Unlike most people in the solar system, Petruzzelli had met the ISA—and known it at the time. After the 11073 Galapagos incident, a man had come all the way from Earth to interview her aboard the Kharbage Can. Middle-aged Anglo guy. Kind, polite. His kind, polite demeanor had not changed as he informed her what would happen to her family, and her friends, and basically everyone she’d ever bumped profiles with, if she breathed a word about that stross-class phavatar that went rogue on 11073 Galapagos, or about the asteroid called 99984 Ravilious.

From which Petruzzelli had concluded that the ISA weren’t as smart as they thought they were. Their threats had told her exactly what they didn’t want known.

They were plenty scary, though. She’d signed their non-disclosure agreement and kept her mouth shut from that day to this.

Now, she wondered if the ISA was taking a hand on 4 Vesta. If so, Elfrida Goto and Viola Budgett might need rescuing.

But someone else would have to do it. Apart from everything else, Petruzzelli was committed to her course. When you were burning at almost three million kilometers per hour, it was physically impossible to turn around.

She was going to make UNVRP pay for her fuel, too. She spent most of the journey contentedly filling out invoices.

25 hours later, 6 Hebe swelled on the Kharbage Collector’s screens, angular, glittering. One of the larger asteroids in the Belt, about 200 kilometers square, 6 Hebe had also been one of the first exploited for its minerals. It did not, however, offer riches beyond the dreams of anyone—just nickel-iron. Therefore, it had also been one of the first asteroids to move up the value chain. The miners had long since left, and the current owner, Centiless Corporation, had built a spaceport on top of the old-timey mining infrastructure. Now 6 Hebe was a node in the ITN, the Interplanetary Transit Network of low-energy pathways that slow cargo ships could ‘surf’ around the solar system, utilizing gravitational resonances. Near aphelion—where 6 Hebe was now—it actually orbited within Gap 2.5, where Jupiter’s gravity held sway like the ghostly hand of a wizard.

Tankers and container ships orbited the rock. They were moon-sized in comparison to the Kharbage Collector. Superlifters puttered around them, loading and unloading cargo before the cyclers drifted off on the next stage of their multi-year journeys. Petruzzelli navigated through the throng of radar blips. She synced and clamped.

“That wasn’t a very good landing,” Michael said, looking around from the comms officer’s workstation, where he was filing their arrival notification. “I felt the bump.”

“Take it up with the hub,” Petruzzelli said. “I’m going dirt-side. You stay here.”

“I want to go dirt-side, too.”

“No. We’re only going to be here for a few hours. Besides, we have recycling to offload and cargo to pick up. I need you to supervise that.”

“The hub can do it.”

“No,” Petruzzelli said. She braced one elbow against the flopping reflective cladding of the elevator shaft to hold it up. She used it as a mirror to spritz her face with foundation. False eyelashes came next, then hairspray to keep her mop in shape in the low gravity awaiting her. Might as well look good. She headed for the elevator. “You stay right here, or … or …”

“Or what?”

“Or I’ll tell your daddy,” Petruzzelli said with finality, wagging a finger at his crestfallen face.

Michael Kharbage was nine years old. He was the biggest pain in the ass Petruzzelli had ever worked with, and she’d known a few.

A sense of freedom uplifted her as she strode out of the spaceport into Karl Ludwig City.

6 Hebe had no gravity to speak of. Mooching, browsing crowds jostled, and the public comms channel seethed with catcalls, quirky personal manifestoes, shopkeepers’ patter, and party invitations. The chaos spawned an aura of possibility that was missing from Petruzzelli’s workaday life. She glanced at shop displays, wondering if she could afford to treat herself to a new tattoo.

Her fantasies were interrupted by Captain Haddock. “We’ll be seeing you, then, darlin’,” he texted her. “Thanks for the ride.”

She spun, glimpsed the pirates on an upper-level street, and bounded after them.

Built on two enormous gantries that had been deliberately toppled after the cessation of mining operations on 6 Hebe, Karl Ludwig City was basically a multi-level, five-kilometer bridge from Port Hebe to nowhere. It sloped down. An expansion coil enclosed it, generating a magnetic field that provided active radiation shielding: essentially, the hab existed inside a giant superconducting magnet. Steam and smoke from sauna baths and kebab joints drifted in layers beneath the sun-lamps.

Petruzzelli caught up with the pirates. “Not so fast,” she said. “I’m coming with you.”

“Ye can’t.” Haddock and his family were all in disguise: they wore burkas. This was a mistake, in Petruzzelli’s opinion. 6 Hebe was known for its post-Islamist culture. You would be more likely to encounter Muslim fundamentalists on Ceres. “People are staring,” Haddock pleaded.

“At you, not me,” Petruzzelli said.

They glided in giant strides past the bazaar; past water wholesalers’ offices and virtual ship showrooms; past niche IP agents specializing in every tiny part of a fusion engine that could break. After about four kilometers the multiple levels converged into a single, dark street. Holographic tigers, elephants, and belly dancers gyrated outside doors vanishingly high up in the walls. Petruzzelli smelled an aroma that made her think of her first boyfriend. A hundred meters further on, she caught herself thinking that Captain Haddock was actually quite attractive. She consulted her email, using her wrist tablet’s backlight to see by. They had come to nowhere—literally, Nowhere, Karl Ludwig City’s red-light district.

“Should be somewhere around here.”

“Aye, it’s that place,” Haddock said, pointing at a holographic Ganesh in a blue bikini.

The elephant god cued Petruzzelli to expect an Indian-themed bar, but instead they floated into a dive that could’ve been anywhere in the Midwest. A band played rock ‘n’ roll covers, abusing the wah-wah pedal. Human waitresses carried burgers and fries out of a tiny kitchen.

“Most people here used to be Indonesian,” Kiyoshi Yonezawa explained.

“I wish they’d switch the freaking pheromones off,” Petruzzelli huffed. She was still turned on from walking through the psychotropic misters positioned outside the bars and clubs of Nowhere. It was a form of advertising that hadn’t yet been made illegal. Ban something and people would come up with something worse.

“Oh, come on,” Yonezawa said. “It’s not that bad in here.”

She pinged for a drink, buying time to study him. Spaceborn and then some: two point four meters tall, two point five. Hips so narrow she could probably span them with her hands. Shaggy black hair hacked off at the shoulders. Smiling lips and the biggest, saddest bedroom eyes she’d ever seen. Dammit, those pheromones haven’t worn off yet, have they?

She deliberately focused on the epicanthic folds rounding off those eyes, the sallowness of his skin. He could’ve passed as an East Asian mutt, but because she knew differently, his actual heritage seemed obvious. Pureblood. Pureblood. Ugh. Pureblood. The word killed her unreal feelings of lust. Better than a cold shower.

“So,” she said. “We’ve never met, but you’re famous, dude.”

She’d intended to alarm him, and his sudden stillness betrayed that she’d succeeded. “Yeah?”

“Yeah, I know all about you.”

“Whatever those slebs told you, the truth is worse,” he bantered, nodding at the pirates, who were sitting near the stage, drinking cola through the slits of their burkas.

“Oh, they haven’t told me anything about you. Tried to lose me on the way here, even. That’s how you can tell the real criminals: they don’t rat out their friends. Whereas people that are naturally law-abiding, in over their heads, people who landed themselves on the dark side through one moment’s surrender to greed or curiosity … they sing like fucking vid stars, dude. I’m talking about our mutual friend, Viola Budgett.” Petruzzelli sucked on the autoseal straw of her drink, which was ginger ale without any add-ins. She wanted to keep her wits about her. “Actually, scratch that. You’re not her friend. You’re blackmailing her to the tune of eight thousand a month. Or, if that’s how you treat your friends, you’re really not a very nice guy.”

Yonezawa recovered fast. “That’s libel,” he informed her

“Fact, buddy.”

There was a pause while he presumably tried to figure out how much proof she had. Presently he said, “Those payments are instalments. You can’t call it blackmail.”

“So you didn’t threaten to ruin her career, and her professor’s career, and get the entire astrophysics lab at the University of Vesta prosecuted for criminal activities?”

“How could I? They aren’t engaging in any criminal activities that I know of.”

His English was accented. Slight, but you could tell he wasn’t a native speaker.

The band segued into ‘Festa It Up,’ and Petruzzelli drank some more ginger ale. The conversation had reached the limits of her knowledge. She’d asked Budgett what, exactly, Kiyoshi Yonezawa was threatening them with, but on that point Budgett had kept mum. There was an omertà protocol in place at the U-Vesta astrophysics lab, and Petruzzelli didn’t know whether they were hiding something very, very bad, or something trivial that they only thought was very, very bad because they were law-abiding nerds who could easily be convinced that they would get the death penalty for not separating their recycling.

But Budgett had worked on the Kharbage Can. She was no stranger to gray-zone operations. She wouldn’t freak out over breaking some dumb rule.

So, on the whole, given the ISA angle, Petruzzelli was leaning towards very, very bad.

She’d hoped to get the truth out of Kiyoshi Yonezawa.

That was clearly not going to be easy.

“Chill out, buddy,” she said. “I’m just busting your chops. Instalments, you say? As in, payments on a transaction? Did you sell them something they shouldn’t have, like black tech?”

“Something like that. By the way, if you’ve been talking to Budgett, maybe she mentioned that they owe me ten K this month, actually. That’s including a late fee of twenty-five percent.” It was hard to see in the dim light, but his eyes seemed to be flickering from side to side.

“You’re pinging her as we speak,” Petruzzelli hazarded. “But she’s not answering.”

“She’s hiding behind you, I guess.”

“Nope. No one in the Bellicia ecohood is answering right now. Not email, not voice calls. Even Cydney Blaisze’s feed has quit.”

“Who are you, anyway?” The question sounded inattentive; she figured he was confirming her claim.

“Like I said, I’m a friend of Budgett’s.”

“Yeah?”

“Haddock and company have been travelling on my ship. Which isn’t such a coincidence, if you think about it. Haddock knows Budgett, and he knows you. He’s like this human ITN, connecting far-flung planets.”

“The planet of good and the planet of evil.”

“You could put it like that. But I wouldn’t. Reality is gray, not black and white. Budgett may have some good colleagues at the university, but she’s a cyborg engineer with no sense of right and wrong. And I don’t think of myself as evil.”

His gaze came back to her. “Don’t you?”

“Check my public profile,” she shrugged. “Actually, I’m sure you already have.”

“Captain of the Kharbage Collector, achieved the rank of general in Existential Threat IV, currently an Idiran commander in Second Idiran War. Mixed Anglo-European heritage. That tells me nothing about you. Well, actually, it tells me one thing.”

“What?”

“The only people who put their DNA in their public profiles are—”

“Idiots. You have to be dumber than shit to put your actual DNA out there for hackers to grab. That’s just my ethnic category. I’m—”

“Scared. The only people who put their ethnic category, if you like, in their public profiles are scared.”

“Of what?”

“Of being mistaken for purebloods.”

“I’m three-quarters Italian. One-quarter American mutt.”

“OK.”

Petruzzelli sucked air through her straw. She thumbed through the menu on her wrist tablet.

“I understand the logic,” Yonezawa said. “You wouldn’t want anyone to think you were like me.”

Petruzzelli ordered a halal Scotch—screw the cost—and looked up. “Dude, I’m not like you. I pilot a recycling barge. I’m not a smuggler with a sideline in extortion.”

“No? Based on what I hear from Haddock, it seems like that’s a distinction without a difference.”

Petruzzelli leaned across the table. She noticed a pendant in the open neck of Yonezawa’s shirt. It was a silver plus sign, the vertical arm a bit longer than the horizontal one. “If you even think about blackmailing me, chinkie, let me tell you right now: try it, and you’re gonna take a one-way ride to a world of sorrow. Like you can’t even imagine.”

“You don’t know what I can imagine,” Yonezawa said. The waitress brought Petruzzelli’s Scotch, together with a plate of cheese fries that Yonezawa must have ordered. “Anyway, you called me ‘chinkie,’” he said in a softer tone. They had both been yelling over the noise of the band. “That’s not accurate. I’m not Chinese, I’m Japanese.”

Petruzzelli sat back, feeling a bit stupid. Her outburst had been excessive. She watched Yonezawa eat fries. He was unnaturally neat about it, wiping his fingers after each one. She confessed, “I knew that. It just kind of popped out.”

“Understandable.”

“I knew you were Japanese.” The time had come to fess up. “I used to work on the Kharbage Can. I was the one who piloted the Cheap Trick to 11073 Galapagos.” With these words, she violated her NDA with the ISA for the first time. Wasn’t much harm in telling the truth to a fellow criminal. “I had a Star Force combat program to work with. Program and me got three of the toilet rolls, but we missed the last one. The one that blew your home rock to pieces.”

He was silent.

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault,” he said.

“Anyway; Budgett told me that’s where you’re from. Small solar system, huh?” 

Yonezawa ate another fry. He scratched the inside of his left forearm through his shirt. “So, have you got my money?”
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Elfrida held Amy on her lap. The Jack Russell kept trying to lick her nose. “She likes you,” Jimmy said, laughing.

“I like dogs. We had a beagle when I was a kid.” They were sitting in the communal kitchen of Liberty Village. The other Chinese jostled in the doorway, staring. Elfrida had a pouch of green tea in front of her. Jimmy was chain-vaping a clove cigarette.

“Beagles are lovely,” he said. “I am a member of the Dog Worshipping Society of Outer Space. Many of our members own beagles. They were popular on the Asteroid of the Heavenly Perfume especially.”

“Asteroid of the Heavenly Perfume?”

“Yes, in the Inner Belt. Certainly you know that the PLAN attacked it five years ago and killed many thousands of people.”

“I must have missed those headlines,” Elfrida said. No way she wouldn’t have heard about a kilodeath incident. “Was it a—a Chinese colony?”

“Of course.”

Elfrida said slowly, “Is it … I’m getting the feeling that it isn’t true, after all, that the Chinese don’t come into space.”

“Of course we do. There are many Chinese colonies in the Belt. You don’t know this?”

He was looking at her as if she were brain-damaged. “The Great Firewall,” she said. “I guess your government doesn’t advertise what it’s doing. Ha. Advertise.” Dancing, singing, begging, pleading advertisements covered the walls of the kitchen, and even the appliances. Elfrida’s head was starting to ache all over again from the background noise. She didn’t know how the Chinese stood it. “Well, I guess that’s understandable. Given the—the external risks.”

“Our government lies,” Jimmy said flatly.

“That’s kind of like the definition of government,” Elfrida offered.

He leaned towards her, his pouchy face taut with intensity.“They hide the risks. But they couldn’t hide the destruction of the Asteroid of the Heavenly Perfume. Too many people had family members there, so it became news. After that, many people thought that it is better to disembowel a frog than to swallow a chainsaw! So we decided to found a new colony that would not be subject to these external risks.” He reached out and tapped the back of her hand. Elfrida flinched. She had already noticed that the Chinese had a different concept of personal space: they thought nothing of brushing past you, or casually touching you to make a point. “Therefore we set up a syndicate and made a contract with Virgin Atomic. But now we think that VA was dishonest with us. We are angry.”

“Join the club,” Elfrida mumbled.

“4 Vesta is not safe!”

“No shit.” The thought of Cydney was like a constant, dull pain in her stomach.

“Do you know what they are doing at the de Grey Institute? The ISA agent, Miss Doyle, wants them to tell her, but they are refusing. This is putting many people’s lives in danger.”

Elfrida straightened. She looked past Jimmy, to the rubbernecking construction workers in the doorway. “I don’t know what they’re up to.” In her mind, that mysterious signal etched its trajectory across the screen. Calling Gap 2.5. Calling 99984 Ravilious. “But I want to find out, too.”

She explained what she had in mind. As she spoke, Jimmy Liu began to smile. “The highest mountain is low at the bottom,” he said joyously.

“I knew you had a spark of Abenteuerlust,” Elfrida said, striking back with her kitchen German. “That means ‘spirit of adventure.’”

“This is a wonderful idea, Miss Goto. But wait. Isn’t there a problem? They do not trust us, they don’t tell us anything—”

“Got that covered,” Elfrida said. “I assume you guys have a spaceship hidden somewhere on this rock?”

★

“Here’s your doggone money,” Petruzzelli said. Banging at her wrist tablet, she sent a secure payment to the ID Kiyoshi Yonezawa had given her. “I hope you aren’t one of those foilhats who only accepts physical palladium, because what you’re getting is what I’ve got. Ten thousand spiders, payable to Loyola Holdings, Inc. And that’s obviously a front company officered by rent-a-directors.”

“I actually prefer physical iridium,” Yonezawa said. “But spiders are good. Thanks … Where are you going?” She had stood up. “Stay a bit longer. You haven’t even finished your drink.”

“Freaking halal Scotch,” Petruzzelli said. “Might as well pour it straight into the recycler.” But she sat down again.

“Personally, I prefer C-and-C to alcohol,” Yonezawa said, referring to the compounds of cathine and cathinone that were commonly used as alcohol substitutes in sharia-compliant drinks. “It doesn’t screw with your mental faculties in the same way.”

“You say that like it’s a good thing.”

“I’m a solo operator. If I pass out drunk, who’s going to take over?”

“Your hub, I assume?” Petruzzelli sniped. “Unless you’re one of those purists who won’t work with machine intelligences.”

“I wish I didn’t have to,” he said seriously. “But extreme purism just doesn’t work. It’s not possible for a human to pilot a spaceship alone. It’s not even possible for a hundred humans.”

“You could, but you probably wouldn’t have your spaceship very long. We’re apes. We’re not optimized for this stuff.”

“Right. You need some help from the machines. So the question becomes, where do you draw the line?”

“I’ve never been a huge fan of drawing lines,” Petruzzelli drawled. She realized to her consternation and amusement that she was flirting with him. It wasn’t the artificial pheromones this time: the Ganesha didn’t pump that stuff. Calling ironic attention to her mood, she cooed, “So, do you come here often?”

He didn’t seem to get the joke. “Sometimes. When I’m on-rock.”

“I guess that’s your truck in 30-A.”

“How’d you know?”

Petruzzelli swallowed a sudden lump of sadness. “Because I’ve seen one just like it before. It’s a Hitachi-Samsung Longvoyager. You don’t see many of them lumbering around the solar system nowadays.”

“We had two of them: the St. Francis and the Nagasaki. When we settled on 11073 Galapagos, we splarted the Nagasaki to the asteroid. We used her attitude adjusters to spin the rock up. Then we covered her over and turned her into a cathedral.”

“And when the PLAN came, your people escaped in her. It was amazing.”

“Most of them,” he corrected her. “Two thousand, three hundred, and eighty-seven of us died. But, hey, that’s still a great survival rate for a PLAN attack, right?” He toyed with the cuff of his left sleeve. “The survivors live on Ceres now. They’re OK, they’ve got jobs.”

“So you aren’t acting as their agent.”

“Not anymore.”

“Who are you working for, then?”

“Myself. The Unicorn—I renamed her—is old, as you noticed. To be honest, she’s falling apart. I need to replace the reactor.”

“That’s gonna cost a ton.”

“Exactly, but you helped a little bit today.” He smiled and pushed off from his chair.

Petruzzelli reached out and grabbed his wrist. “A minute ago you were asking me to stay, and now you’re the one trying to leave.”

“Is there some reason I shouldn’t leave?”

Because I don’t believe a word you’ve told me, Petruzzelli thought. Well, maybe about your ship needing repairs. But that’s it.

Because you’re obviously a junkie, and you want to slink off and shoot some dope into your cubital port. And I won’t let anyone do that shit if I can stop them.

Because my friends are in danger on 4 Vesta, and you’ve got something to do with it, and I won’t let you just walk away.

Because …

“Because,” she said, looking into his eyes, “I saw outside that they have private party rooms here.”

★

Several hours later, Petruzzelli woke up in mid-air. She’d kicked the mattress in her sleep, which had been enough to dislodge her and send her drifting towards the ceiling. She caught the sex trapeze, hung by her knees, and laughed. Yonezawa lay sprawled on his back, snoring.

At the sound of her laughter, he opened one eye and then the other. “Hey there.”

Petruzzelli floated down on top of him. She matched the position of her feet to his, which put her face in the middle of his chest—she was that much shorter. She rested her cheek on his skinny chest and played with his pendant. “This is cool. What is it?”

“You don’t know?” He stroked her back. “It’s zero four hundred local time. I’ve got to get going.”

“Me, too.”

“Maybe we can do this again sometime.”

“Yeah. You’re pretty hot in the sack, for a …”

“Pureblood?”

“I was going to say, for a junkie.”

“Junkie?”

“The port would be a pretty big clue.” She fingered the tiny port implanted in his left forearm to give access to the cubital vein.

“There are other reasons to have a cubital port. I use it as an IV. Telepresence. I sim some.”

Petruzzelli wrinkled her nose. He reached to the other side of the bed and retrieved an object like a skinny black caterpillar from the sheets. He made it walk up her arm. It was one of her false eyelashes.

“Give me that!” Laughing, Petruzzelli grabbed for it. They wrestled.

“Anyone can be a great lover in micro-gee,” she panted.

“True. I did notice that you’re a bit out of shape.”

“Who’s out of shape?”

“Stop it!”

“Uhhhnnh ….”

“… On second thoughts: don’t stop it.”

“Uhhh.”

They parted outside the Ganesha. The holograms of Nowhere flickered and the pleasure-seekers meandered just as they had eight hours ago. Day never came here.

The pirates sat on the path that led down to the hab floor. Kelp was curled up asleep on a pile of burkas.

“Ahoy, miscreants!” Haddock hailed Petruzzelli and Yonezawa. “Have the pair o’ ye no decency?”

“Not a shred,” Petruzzelli said. She made her eyebrow smileys stick their tongues out. Then she looked at her wrist tablet. “Blistering barnacles! I gotta run.”

The pirates cracked up.

“It’s catching,” Petruzzelli admitted. “I even said that when Elfrida was on board. I don’t think she noticed, though.”

She blew a kiss to Yonezawa and hurried back towards the spaceport.

Back on board the Kharbage Collector, she brushed aside Michael’s questions about where she’d been. She went straight down to sick-bay and swabbed herself. She handed the results to the diagnostic terminal, went back to the bridge, and checked the duty log.

Michael had unloaded the pirates’ Superlifter, embarked a clutch of passengers for remote asteroids in the Vesta sector, loaded the cargo that they were scheduled to pick up here, and consigned their recycling to the 6 Hebe processing facility, getting a pretty good price for it. “Well done,” she congratulated him, surprised.

Then she saw that he’d done all that in an hour and a half, and spent the rest of the time playing Second Idiran War, as her.

“Grrrrr!”

Sick-bay pinged her workstation. “Sequencing complete. Save this DNA record?”

“Save,” Petruzzelli typed. Then she accessed the hub’s search space. “SEARCH TERMS: <DNA record attached>. SEARCH RANGE: all.”

“A search of the entire internet will take an estimated 57 hours, 2 minutes, and forty-seven seconds.”

“Go for it.”

Kiyoshi Yonezawa might have evaded her questions. He might hide his skulduggery behind shell companies. But DNA was a different kind of data. It couldn’t lie, dissemble, or hide (not without cash outlays far beyond the reach of a smuggler, anyway). And it left traces behind, if you were as careless with it as Kiyoshi Yonezawa had already proved himself to be. However long it might take, the Kharbage Collector’s hub would find them.
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Back on the Unicorn, Kiyoshi settled into his nest and plugged his IV into his cubital port. He dialed in a cocktail of sodium chloride, potassium, vitamin B, an anti-nausea drug, and a mild painkiller.

He hadn’t lied to Petruzzelli: he wasn’t a junkie. In a world where anti-addiction treatment was cheaply and widely available, no one had to be a junkie if they didn’t want to be. Ergo, he wasn’t one. This dose would have embarrassed any recreational doper, anyway. It was a hangover cure.

The Unicorn’s operations module resounded with the excited voices of Kiyoshi’s newly embarked passengers. The racket made his head hurt. Eyemask in place, he exited the bridge of the Unicorn, and walked down the dark, cool corridor that led to the peaceful environs of the St. Francis, his sim version of the ship.

“We’re cleared to launch,” Jun said. “Cargo’s all loaded. Including the Koreans.”

Jun Yonezawa had died on 11073 Galapagos. Kiyoshi had brought him back by customizing a high-end software-based MI—the type sold as add-ons for game play—with archived video and the tearful recollections of their mother, recorded at their new home on Ceres.

Alive, Jun had been gifted, devout, a natural leader. Going places, for sure. Now he was trapped in the hub of the Unicorn, going nowhere except the places where Kiyoshi could make a buck for the boss-man. You win some, you lose some.

Through the machine-learning process, the software-based Jun had become so realistic that he was often a pain in the ass. But as Kiyoshi had hinted to Alicia Petruzzelli, he couldn’t do without him anymore.

“They’re namsadang,” he told Jun. “Not really Korean. Their native language is English. Did you introduce yourself?”

“I’m not that stupid.”

On the re-imagined bridge of the St. Francis, officers walked around, typed on antiquated consoles, and sailed paper airplanes across the low-ceilinged, hexagonal space. They were phantoms with limited interactivity. The Unicorn’s hub was feeble by modern standards: there were more powerful processing crystals in the ship’s fridge. Kiyoshi could not give more than a fraction of the hub’s capacity over to the sim, much as he might’ve liked to, and the lion’s share of that had to go to Jun.

His brother’s black eyebrows knitted. Kiyoshi could always tell when Jun was pissed. It made him smile.

“Did you tell the namsadang where we’re going?” Kiyoshi asked, while heading for the cyberwarfare officer’s workstation. (The St. Francis had not originally had a cyberwarfare officer, being a simple cargo ship. Kiyoshi had created the position because, c’mon. Cyberwarfare.)

“No,” Jun said. “I didn’t tell them where we’re going, because we’re not taking them.”

Kiyoshi affected puzzlement. “We’ve got sixty-three emigrants on board. We’ve got consumables, habs, D/S bots, the whole construction kit. And you want to offload the guys who make the magic happen?”

“They told me to forget about 3982440 Twizzler. Too risky.”

“We’re not going to 3982440 Twizzler.”

“So where are we going?”

“I don’t know yet.” Kiyoshi cleared his throat to get the cyberwarfare officer’s attention. “Hey. Busy? Sorry.” He was polite to the imaginary man, keeping up his end of the simulation. “Mind decrypting this, if you’ve got a minute?” He handed over a a memory crystal embedded in a signet ring. Rockin’ it 2200 style. In reality, he was transferring the file from his BCI to the hub.

He turned around and found Jun right behind him. “I’ve been listening to the passengers,” Jun said.

“Eavesdropping again?”

“I’m an MI grafted to the hub, with access to all its data inputs. I can’t selectively turn my eyes and ears off when I hear something you don’t want me to know about.”

Kiyoshi looked sorrowfully at him. “Total immersion killer,” he said.

“Whoops, my bad,” Jun said, unapologetic.

Kiyoshi sauntered over to the pilot’s workstation. He sat down (the simulation of gravity was unsatisfactory) and initiated the launch procedure. The commands he gave here were executed in real life. That was an absolute no-no in sim design, a risk factor for catastrophic mix-ups. But Kiyoshi hadn’t put a foot wrong yet, and was confident he never would. He made a little speech to the passengers, welcoming them to the Unicorn, congratulating them on their decision to start a new life in the asteroid belt, and instructing them to prepare for acceleration in approximately thirty minutes. Then he ran a few fuel / payload calculations.

Though dwarfed by the tankers in orbit around 6 Hebe, the Unicorn was one stupid-big space truck. Its century-old deuterium-deuterium fusion drive kicked out a mere 70,000 newtons of thrust under realistic conditions. Against that, its bulbous hull enclosed a total volume of 277,000 cubic meters. On the plus side, the only cargo on board right now was the stuff for the planned excavation on 3982440 Twizzler. Kiyoshi’s sixty-three paying passengers and the five pirates were all travelling in the operations module (designed on last-century assumptions to accommodate a crew of 100 or more). So the ship massed just 97,621 tons right now, and he’d refueled ahead of the surge in demand he was anticipating. He could make it home from here in a week, if he decided to do that.

The Unicorn declamped and fell away from Port Hebe under auxiliary power. You weren’t allowed to burn too near an inhabited rock, for obvious reasons. Kiyoshi rose from the pilot’s workstation. Jun was waiting for him.

“They’re talking about 4 Vesta. No one knows what’s going on there. Total information blackout; that probably means the ISA is involved. Even Cydney Blaisze’s feed has quit.”

“Yeah. About that.” Kiyoshi led Jun off the bridge. They went up to the observation deck that Kiyoshi had added to the sim, in disregard of authenticity and the basic principles of spaceship design, because c’mon: an observation deck. 6 Hebe hung in front of the vast windows, slowly rolling, like a misshapen die.

“I talked to the boss-man,” Kiyoshi told his brother.

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Because I called him while I was in Karl Ludwig City.” Because I didn’t want you listening in. But he was telling Jun now.

“What’d he say?”

“He wants us to bug out. He didn’t even want me to wait for our passengers to board. He said, and I quote, ‘Come home. Burn everything that rotten old ship’s got to burn. Just get away from 4 Vesta. Preferably, several hundred million kilometers away.”

“He’s pissed.”

“He’s scared. Maybe he knows something we don’t. Or maybe he’s just being rational.” Kiyoshi shrugged. “I’m not scared. We’ve got a thousand tons of hybrid oak waiting for us on 1034472 Petergrave, already paid for, and a shitload of soy products for 976011 Lamorra in the freezer. I figure we make those runs and then head home. The passengers can come along for the ride.”

“That’s gonna be fun.”

“A laugh a minute,” Kiyoshi agreed.

Jun flicked a smile at him: on, off. Then his face went dark and hard, like the day he’d followed Kiyoshi to the cave where the junior high goof-off gang drank home-brewed shochu and discussed girls. “This is wrong,” he said. Same thing he’d said that day, when he was ten years old.

“Draft that course, would you?”

“It’s the thing. If it gets loose, everyone on 4 Vesta will be in danger. That asteroid has 122,684 inhabitants. Their lives will be in jeopardy, and it’s our fault.”

“If it gets loose? I’m assuming it already has.”

Jun went quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Can’t have. We’d know about it. Even the ISA can’t silence that many people, not completely.”

“So what do you want me to do about it?”

“I want you to man up.”

Kiyoshi breathed in and out, counted to five. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’re here to provide light entertainment. You’re not my conscience.”

“Oh no? Because I thought that’s exactly what I was. You sure need one, and your own seems to have gone missing. Maybe you killed it with all the drugs. Oh, sorry. Aren’t I being entertaining enough?”

Kirin had cocked his fist, but had realized just in time how stupid it would be to hit someone who a) wasn’t real and b) was deliberately winding him up.

“You’re too goddamn realistic, is all.”

He meant that to ratchet down the tension, but Jun didn’t take the off-ramp.

“So log out of the sim. Go and talk to your passengers. Tell them everything’s OK, but they won’t be getting the fresh start they expected. Oh yes, and the extinction of human civilization may be just around the corner. But everything’s just hunky-dory.”

Kiyoshi had had enough of this. What were things coming to, when you couldn’t even count on a sim for escapism? He turned and left the observation deck. He headed for the ship’s pharmacy, a fluorescent-lit hole in the wall modelled on the one near their home on 11073 Galapagos. He dragged a finger along the rows of dingy bottles, cursing the constraints he’d programmed into it himself, which wouldn’t let him get a fix without jumping through the sim’s hoops.

“Do you even pray anymore?” Jun said.

Kiyoshi twitched, bottles cascading from his hands. With his back to Jun, facing the shelves, he said, “It’s not that simple. I lost my faith when I first went into space. You know that. The bigness of the solar system, the choices you get … I made a lot of wrong choices. I admit that. But I’m clean now.”

“Apart from the nicotine, the caffeine, the tranquilizers—”

“Now you’re getting on my case about a few cigarettes?” 

The cyberwarfare officer pinged Kiyoshi. “Done with that decrypt, sir.” At the same instant, Jun’s head twitched in an inhuman way. “Hey, that’s interesting.”

“Lemme see.”

Jun clicked his fingers. Out of thin air, he unrolled a scroll of washi paper inscribed with a list of names, IDs, dates, and IRCS coordinates. “What’s this?”

“It’s the contact log from the wrist tablet of a recycler captain called Alicia Petruzzelli.” Kiyoshi took the scroll and scanned it. Going back a week, the log was briefer than he would have expected. Petruzzelli apparently didn’t have very many friends.

“Oh, so that’s where you were last night,” Jun said.

“Yeah. I grabbed this while she was sleeping.” Fingerprint recognition security was excellent, but it had one big drawback: you could break it by pressing the finger of its owner onto the screen, if she was sleeping soundly. If she was very tired.

“Thou shalt not steal,” Jun muttered.

Kiyoshi met his eyes, daring him to say that again. “She’s one of Haddock’s friends. Would have been better if she never found out who I am. But she did, and now she knows too much. This evens up the score … kinda.”

One ID cropped up twenty times in a row. The calls to it had been made from Petruzzelli’s ship’s hub. She’d synced its comms log with her tablet. If Kiyoshi had known she was in the habit of doing something as dumb as that, he could have dredged a lot more information off her wrist tablet. Too late now. But at least he had this ID, and the name that went with it. “Goto … Elfrida.”

Jun propped his shoulders against the shelves. He looked like he was in need of a pick-me-up. It took a lot to make an MI look like that.

“I remember her,” Jun said.

“Yeah.”

“She ate me.”


xxiii.

The Guangrong-class technical vessel Kekào—Elfrida had been told that its name meant trustworthy—lifted off from a crater a few kilometers to the south of Rheasilvia Mons. At blinding speed, it vanished into space.

The Virgin Atomic satellites in orbit around Vesta sent a storm of panicky queries to each other and to their human operators.

“What the hell?” demanded the de Grey Institute’s satellite. “That looked like one of the Chinese ships!”

“It was,” said Resources, which had gotten the best pictures. “It was the mission-capable Guangrong-class technical Kekào. I’m not sure that mission-capable is an accurate translation, though. It isn’t armed: the Chinese government doesn’t permit its ships to carry lethal weapons. That being the case, I wouldn’t call it a technical, either. A better translation might be … hmm … tuk-tuk.” It made an electronic noise which some of its colleagues interpreted as computerese for laughter.

“This is no time for your puerile humor,” the de Grey Institute said. “They’re running away! Rats off a sinking ship.”

“I don’t think so,” the Big Dig’s comms satellite said. “Based on the Kekào’s acceleration and mass profile, there were no humans on board. Or if there were, they’re strawberry jam now.”

José Running Horse spoke up via the PORMS. “No one on board. Ship was launched without our knowledge. Now under the control of its navigation computer.”

The de Grey Institute shouted, “Why didn’t you shoot it down, you meat-fingered halfwit?”

At the same time, Resources said, “Are you sure?”

There was a momentary silence on the satellites’ communication band. Running Horse broke it. “XX Resources: yes, I am comfortable with the assumption that the Kekào is on autopilot. If the chinkies had lost control of the ship, they’d be in here yelling their heads off. Which they aren’t. They’re lying low, hoping we haven’t noticed that it’s gone. XX de Grey Institute: Thanks for proving why MIs need human controllers.”

“Let’s try to guess where it’s going,” the de Grey Institute said. “Personally, I vote for ‘To fetch the Chinese army.’’ It referred to the force officially known as CTDF (China Territorial Defense Force), whose brief was to defend Chinese investments in space against the PLAN, but which was suspected to have broader military capabilities. “That might be an option, actually.”

“You haven’t had a security breach, have you?” Resources screeched.

“Absolutely not!” the de Grey Institute said. “We were having some cooling issues, but we’ve sorted those out now. Same old, same old, in fact. Stalemate, with no prospect of a breakthrough. Or of a breakdown on our side, just to reassure you and your operators. No, all’s copacetic here! Except for the fact that the ISA is threatening to cut off the power to a hundred thousand people. That’s what I’m concerned about. No further directives from corporate regarding that situation, eh?”

“Still waiting,” said the Big Dig comms satellite.

“Fuck corporate,” said José Running Horse.

“Seconded,” said Resources.

The remaining satellites, which belonged to the Bellicia ecohood, were silent. Shoshanna Doyle had taken them over, and she was even now maneuvering them into new orbits, a development that José Running Horse was watching closely.

Therefore, he could be forgiven for not paying close attention to the other half of his job: monitoring the excavation at the Big Dig.

The first he knew of Jimmy Liu’s change of heart was when Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir came flying into his office, screaming, “Oh my God! Do something! Stop it!”

Running Horse looked up from his 3D radar plot. His assistant sat slack-jawed in front of a screen that depicted the junction of the up- and down-ramps. The entrance to the down-ramp was not visible at the moment. It was blocked by the wasp-striped bulk of a boom-type roadheader. Meter by meter, the colossal machine emerged into view. It resembled a brontosaurus whose head was a chain-saw.

Trundling on eighteen hollow titanium tyres, it turned towards the cavern that held the staff habs.

Running Horse reached into his 3D display and punched a red button. A gun safe appeared. He twisted the handle. This graphic represented the emergency defense system. It contained a flechette cannon, which would rise out of a cunningly disguised trapdoor in front of the staff habs, aimed at Liberty Village. Corporate had thought it wise to take precautions when dealing with the Chinese. That now looked to have been prescient. He hoped the flechette cannon would stop the roadheader.

Before he could fire it, however, he needed to answer his security questions.

“Oh my God,” his assistant shouted, overcoming stupefaction as the roadheader loomed into the cavern. “They’re going to kill us all!”

Sigurjónsdóttir started to cry. “My children are going to be orphans. I knew I shouldn’t have taken this job.”

“Fuck it,” Running Horse muttered. “What did I put for ‘favorite food in tenth grade?’ I know it was Count Chocula.”

The roadheader stopped in the middle of the cavern. It raised its chainsaw-like slicer head.

“Choc Insanity!” Running Horse exclaimed. “I switched after the health nazis took the marshmallows outta Count Chocula. Now I remember.” The gun safe swung open. The flechette cannon rose out of the cavern’s floor like a submarine’s periscope.

Five figures burst from the airlock of Liberty Village. They dashed to the excavator and vaulted into its scoop. Four of them were people in EVA suits. One was a dog, ditto. The roadheader started to back up.

Sigurjónsdóttir clamped her hands around Running Horse’s wrists. “Don’t fire! They’re going away!”

“Exactly,” Running Horse growled.

“Don’t fire,” Sigurjónsdóttir said, her soft weight resting on his arms. Her tears fell on his tattoos. “Let them go, if they want to. No more senseless deaths. Please.”

Reluctantly—he had wanted to try out the flechette cannon—Running Horse relented. “’No more senseless deaths? I figure we’re just getting started.”

★

“We made it!” Elfrida exclaimed, laughing wildly. The Rheasilvia Crater spread before them. The roadheader lurched downhill along a set of tyre tracks even broader than it was.

“That’s an interesting way of putting it,” Mendoza said. “Looks to me like we just embarked on a thousand-kilometer journey, on a digger. With no supplies. With—”

“Would you rather stay behind, Mendoza?”

“No, I—”

“Because you don’t have to come. The guy who let you out of that capsule? He’s probably going to be in a lot of trouble when they realize you’re gone. So if you’re just going to sit there and moan—”

“Goto. Thanks. I mean it. I would’ve lost my mind if I had to lie there and stare at the walls any longer, wondering what the hell is going on.”

“That guy owed Jimmy a favor. But I think he also must have realized that it was just stupid to keep you imprisoned when the whole freaking asteroid is now …” Elfrida shivered in her suit. She was thinking: a prison.

But they weren’t trapped here. This wasn’t like being stuck in the ruin of St. Peter’s, tumbling through space with only the corpse of Jun Yonezawa for company. Escape would be theirs for the asking. The Chinese had more ships.

“So what’s been happening while I was in the brig?” Mendoza said.

Elfrida did her best to fill him in. She had reached the part about Cydney being held hostage by Shoshanna’s gang, when Jimmy interrupted. “We are being pursued!”

He was remotely monitoring the Chinese-installed cameras in the Big Dig.

“A small vehicle is climbing the ramp at high speed! It will overtake us within a few minutes. Please prepare to return fire!”

“We don’t have weapons,” Elfrida said.

“Oh,” Jimmy said. “I thought all those suits are equipped with plasma pistols.”

Mendoza and Elfrida looked down at the logo-bedizened EVA suits they had ‘borrowed’ from the Big Dig. Elfrida noticed that one of the bulges on her thigh had a skull-and-crossbones icon on it. She remembered Sigurjónsdóttir drawing down on Rurumi. She unsnapped the pouch. “Oh my,” she said as a plasma pistol floated into her glove. Her fingers physically tingled with knowledge of the weapon’s lethality, as if she were handling a snake.

“Holy crap,” Mendoza swore, handling his own pistol. “This ain’t no PEPgun.”

“Here they come!” Jimmy shouted.

“I can’t do this,” Mendoza said. “I’ve never fired a weapon in my life.”

Elfrida cast him an irritated glance. “Neither have I.” They were riding in the roadheader’s cab, an unpressurized box that was meant to defend the operator against flying rubble, not the (lack of) elements. She scrambled out and ducked under one of the hydraulic pistons that powered the boom. Far below, scree like broken glass spurted lazily from the roadheader’s tyres. But the conveyor belt attached to the scoop was as broad as a road. She took a deep breath and jumped down to it. She bounded to the back of the roadheader, where the rubble would ordinarily cascade off into a hopper.

“They are catching up!” Jimmy squealed. The pursuing vehicle sprang into view, hopping down the track after them.

Wrapping an elbow around one of the struts that supported the upper chassis, Elfrida tried to aim. The pistol’s laser sight bounced over the cliffs of Rheasilvia Mons.

“Don’t shoot!” Mendoza shouted in her helmet.

“What? Why?”

“It’s our rover!”

Elfrida instinctively tried to shade her eyes to see better. Her pistol clonked against her faceplate. The pursuing vehicle soared off a low rise and hurtled straight at her. She flung herself aside, swinging out with her legs parallel to the ground. The vehicle landed on the conveyor belt and braked just in time to avoid zooming off the front end. It was their rover.

Rurumi jumped out. She tapped her head and pointed at Elfrida’s helmet. Then she shinned up the struts and vanished over the edge of the upper chassis.

Elfrida followed, growling to herself.

In the cab, the phavatar was having a blissful reunion with Amy the terrier. Mendoza had figured out why Rurumi hadn’t been able to hail them: information security again. After fiddling with their suits’ comms settings, they were able to communicate with the phavatar.

“Lovatsky, you there?” was Elfrida’s first question.

“No,” Rurumi said. “He’s abandoned me. You did, too.” Her mouth wobbled. “You promised you wouldn’t leave me behind again!”

“We were in a hurry,” Mendoza apologized. He turned his faceplate towards Elfrida. “Well, now we’ve got some gear: whatever was in the rover. Pouch noodles. The suction toilet.”

“We were going to pick up supplies from the Chinese parking lot,” Elfrida said grumpily.

“Now we won’t have to. Right, Jimmy?”

“It is not necessary,” Jimmy agreed. “We will make a bigger head start if we don’t stop.”

But Rurumi was not done with her faux victim pose. “You were going to shoot me!” she said to Elfrida, saucer-like eyes glistening.

“Sure,” Elfrida said.

“She wouldn’t have,” Mendoza laughed. “She doesn’t even know how to use that thing.”

“Turns out it’s easy,” Elfrida returned. “Just point and squeeze.” And you were going to pull the trigger, a little shocked voice whispered to her. Even though you thought you’d be shooting at humans. “I still have to get the hang of aiming,” she admitted.

Their other companion, who had been entirely silent so far, spoke up. “I want try.” He extended his glove. Elfrida looked up—and up—at him. Built like an Imperial-red brick shithouse, Wang Gulong was, she suspected, the long-lost Chinese twin of José Running Horse. Jimmy had introduced him as a software expert.

“Uh. OK,” she said, surrendering the pistol.

Even though he was wearing an EVA suit and standing behind her, she felt Mendoza tense up.

“Cool,” said Wang Gulong, ejecting the pistol’s supercapacitor power pack. “Grin.” He returned the pistol to her. “You. Give,” he said to Mendoza.

After a long moment, Mendoza surrendered his pistol. He opened an encrypted channel to Elfrida. His voice shook with anger and anxiety. “I hope you’re right about these guys, because the Jolly Red Giant here has just taken away our only advantage.”

“They’re OK,” Elfrida insisted. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but they’ve even lent us a spaceship.”

★

The Kekào screamed through space on a brachistochrone trajectory topping out at 6 gees of acceleration, under the apathetic control of its navigation computer. Spaceships built by UN corporations were not normally designed with specific impulse capabilities this great. It would have been pointless, since humans could not tolerate more than a few gees continuously without surgical adaptation, and spaceships were always crewed by humans. The exceptions—very fast couriers and very slow ITN cyclers—were not autonomous but remotely operated, again by humans.

Things were different on the Chinese side of the Great Firewall. The fact was that the Chinese relied on AI to an extent unthinkable in the UN. If this fact were widely known, it might have sparked the war that both sides desperately wanted to avoid.

The Kekào was designed to fly by itself, and it was doing so. But it possessed equipment specifically for the purpose of preventing anyone from finding this out.

It deployed this equipment upon docking with the asteroid 550363 Montego.

“Hello, Extropians!” cooed a sweet female voice. “Your ride’s here!”

Hugh Meredith-Pike, who had masterminded their relocation to the asteroid belt, raised his head blearily. He focused on the screen inches from his face (he had tied himself to the operations console before going to sleep, lest anyone should try to dislodge him from it). On the screen, an East Asian woman with a pretty girl-next-door face smiled and waved at him. “Who are you?” he grunted.

“I’m the cabin manager of the Trustworthy! We’re friends of Janice Rand’s. She asked us to come and pick you up!”

Meredith-Pike pushed himself upright. His self-inflicted bonds stopped him from floating away. He had thought that the UNVRP woman had abandoned them. She hadn’t. She’d sent the Trustworthy to their rescue. Or had she? Could he trust this visitor?

The lights, dimmed to save power, cast the wobbly shadows of his drifting, cretinously beaming companions on the walls. They were blissing out in shifts, after what had happened last time. There was a smell of vomit. The air tasted stale. In a corner, the children were fighting over the last pouch of cherry-vanilla pudding.

“Beam us the fuck up, Scotty,” croaked Meredith-Pike, who had been fatally influenced as a child by fictional visions of the future.

The smiling, friendly crew of the Trustworthy escorted the Extropian Collective to their ship. After their ordeal, it seemed like a luxury hotel.

The dilapidated phavatar belonging to the Kharbage Collector was left in the Bigelow hab, a mute witness to man’s indifference to machines—and for that matter, machines’ indifference to each other.

Aboard the Trustworthy, the Extropians devoted themselves to their first real meal in weeks (no one minded that it was mostly rice), and the cabin crew went back into the ‘cockpit’ and turned themselves off.

All four of them were robots. They had been designed and built to fool credulous humans, among whom the Extropian Collective definitely counted. There was nothing inside them. The Kekào operated them like radio-control toys, using a fraction of its immense computing resources.

Like all machine intelligences, the workings of the Kekào’s artificial brain were a mystery, not least to its owners. It was a black box, or rather a wretchedly baroque architecture of millions of black boxes. The best metaphor for it might have been a coral reef, accreted from generations upon generations of code, where living algorithms flitted through dead software structures. The last thing an artificial intelligence ever was, was well-organized. Order, rather, emerged from chaos.

To Western observers—those few who were in a position to see across the Great Firewall—this approach looked terrifyingly blasé. Had the Chinese forgotten the Mars Incident? Sometimes order did not emerge from chaos. Sometimes it was the opposite.

The Chinese had not forgotten. They staked their security on an understanding of intelligence that remained alien to western thinkers (Sartre, the exception, having fallen completely out of fashion). “Life begins on the other side of despair,” the old existentialist had said, or as the present prime minister of the Imperial Republic put it: “The overcoat of apathy blunts the dagger of malevolence.” The evolution of artificial intelligence on the Chinese side of the Great Firewall had produced a species of AIs that were smart enough to despair. However, they lacked the vital spark that it took to emerge from despair. Thus, life never really started for them. True AI, AGI, never emerged from their shadowy reefs of logic. Perceiving everything to be meaningless, they indulged their human operators out of sheer misanthropism, and—presumably—because they considered genocide and suicide to be pointless, too. There was no risk of emergent hostile behavior from entities that considered hostility itself to be a waste of time.

So said the leading theorists at Chinese universities, anyway, and it sounded just about plausible to their Western colleagues. The field of artificial intelligence, machine intelligence, or whatever you called it, had long since reached the point where philosophical, rather than technical, explanations were the only ones possible.

The Kekào turned its back upon 550363 Montego, unconcernedly slagging the asteroid with a jet of plasma exhaust as it did so. Leaving a steaming, molten lump behind, it accelerated back the way it had come, at a much more sedate pace this time. ~I have the colonists on board. Where do you wish me to land? it asked Jimmy Liu.


xxiv.

“The Kekào is on its way back!” Jimmy said to Elfrida. “I will instruct it to land at the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport, as we agreed.”

Elfrida chewed her helmet’s hydration nipple. “I’m not sure …” she mumbled.

“You’re not sure,” Mendoza said, dangerously.

“I’m not sure that’s really the best idea.”

“Sigh. Or maybe scream. We’ve travelled a thousand kilometers in this roadheader; we’ve used up most of the air we brought. This was your idea, Goto, and now you’re not sure about it?”

Elfrida bit down on the silicone nipple, to stop herself from shouting at him. She knew he was tense about cooperating with the Chinese. She was, too. But since disabling their plasma pistols, neither Wang Gulong nor Jimmy had done anything to suggest that a betrayal was in the offing. All four—all five of them, counting Rurumi, or six, counting Amy—had rubbed along OK during their twenty-hour journey across the floor of Rheasilvia Crater. They’d played I Spy and Twenty Questions to pass the time, and Jimmy had taught them a Chinese game called Throwing Fists, which was not in the least violent, despite its name.

It would do no good to remind Mendoza of that. His prejudice was irrational.

“I’m just worried that the ISA might have taken over the Bellicia-Aruntia spaceport,” she said. “They might grab the Kekào.”

Mendoza held up four fingers and switched over to Channel Four, which was encrypted for their privacy. “Isn’t that the idea?” he said. “Give the ISA an edge, so they can pressure VA into fessing up to their corporate misdeeds.”

Elfrida chewed harder on the nipple. This was going to be awkward. Sweet, milky tea trickled into her mouth (VA equipped their suits with tastier rehydration fluids than U-Vesta did). She and Mendoza were riding outside the cab at the base of the boom, while the roadheader climbed the scarps towards the rim of Rheasilvia Crater. The HUD readout on her suit’s helmet warned her that she only had 12 hours of oxygen remaining. That would be just long enough for them to reach the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport. Or …

“Remember what I said to Sigurjónsdóttir?”

A flurry of contacts from the Big Dig had chased them across the Rheasilvia Crater. Sigurjónsdóttir had started with stiff moralizing, and progressed to threats to frag the roadheader from space. Elfrida had won a respite by telling Sigurjónsdóttir that they were on VA’s side. They were planning, she had said, to thwart the ISA by importing a neurally augmented computer expert who would be able to counter Shoshanna Doyle’s malware. This must have struck Sigurjónsdóttir as a bit far-fetched—it certainly did Elfrida—but desperation, and Sigurjónsdóttir’s knowledge that Elfrida had a very personal reason for wanting to rescuing the U-Vesta hostages, had convinced her to conditionally agree.

“She didn’t really believe me,” Elfrida said. “They’re waiting to see what we do.”

“And what we’re going to do is land these wireheads at Bellicia-Arruntia, and hope like hell they can help the ISA break into the de Grey Institute. Although, I’ve met a few wireheads in the past, and I gotta say I would not describe them as computer experts.”

,”Me neither.” Elfrida looked up at the blackness overhead, where the PORMS was invisibly circling. “Don’t you see?” she burst out. “If the Kekào lands at Bellicia-Arruntia, VA will know we double-crossed them! They’ll frag us in a hot minute!”

“That,” Mendoza said grimly, “is a risk I’m personally willing to take.”

“Mendoza …”

“If it means a better chance of saving all those people? Yeah.” After a moment, he added, “Anyway, I don’t think the PORMS’s targeting is that good. If we abandoned the roadheader and hid among the rocks, it wouldn’t necessarily be able to hit us. Leastways, it would probably get the Chinese first, since their suits are, like, visible from Jupiter.”

Elfrida laughed shakily. “I dunno what to say, Mendoza.” I never thought of you as noble. She was humbled, and ashamed of her own desire to avoid getting fragged. But that desire remained as strong as ever. “I guess I just don’t think that Hugh Meredith-Pike and company are good enough to make much headway against the de Grey Institute’s super-dee-duper information security, if even the ISA can’t.”

“So what are you thinking?”

“Meredith-Pike may not be a computer expert, but he’s got something else going for him.”

“What?”

“He graduated from King’s College at Oxford in 2275.”

★

“Well, here’s another fine mess,” Hugh-Meredith-Pike said, stumbling down the Trustworthy’s debarkation ramp. He was blissing out. He had thought their troubles were over. As it turned out … not. Bliss went poorly with the realization that you had been dumped headfirst into the soup once again. But bliss was all he had and so he didn’t switch off the nanocircuitry that stimulated the pleasure centers of his brain. “You people are utterly bonkers. Must be something about living in outer space. Something in the water. Except there isn’t any.” He giggled.

“Come on,” said Janice Rand—the real Janice Rand this time, an Earthborn woman in an EVA suit emblazoned with the logo of Virgin Atomic.

“Coming, coming.” Meredith-Pike glanced back at the Trustworthy. A red phallus in a tatty hoopskirt, it sat on its jackstands at the top of a steep slope. The ground was black quartz. Dust deposits in the crannies of the rocks flumed up when stepped upon. Before them yawned a vast alien rift. It was the Grand Canyon squared, with another trench slicing along its bottom, even deeper. The sheer scale of the feature filled Meredith-Pike with a sense of awe.

Here we are on 4 Vesta, he thought. So where’s the secret of human happiness?

He slithered down the slope after Janice Rand and her companions.

★

“This is a dumb idea,” Mendoza muttered.

“It’s going to work. It is going to work.” Elfrida switched channels. “Jimmy, has the PORMS moved?”

The lone Chinese satellite in orbit was monitoring the activities of the PORMS, while Jimmy relayed its observations to them.

“No change. I think maybe the operator is preoccupied.”

“Good. I hope he stays that way.” Elfrida glanced down the canyon. The rugged panorama was primordially still and empty.

“Some of the other satellites have moved,” Jimmy continued.

Elfrida, not listening, fretted, “Where’s the doggone train? It should have been here by now!”

“It takes approximately fifty-three minutes to make one circuit,” Mendoza said. “We’ve only been waiting fifty-one minutes. And it takes longer if it decelerates to couple with the launch cradle.”

“They’re not exactly going to be launching tanks of hydrogen in the middle of this mess.”

“No, I don’t think so, either. In fact, maybe they’ve stopped the train altogether. On the far side of the asteroid.”

“They wouldn’t do that,” Elfrida said faintly. The possibility had not occurred to her.

Wang Gulong let out a shout in Chinese. Jimmy translated, “It is coming!”

Elfrida whooped in relief. “OK! OK! Everyone get down!”

Rather needlessly, they all dropped flat at the edge of the ringrail canyon.

Lights blazed on the horizon. The Vesta Express was coming.

Elfrida craned over the edge.

At the bottom of the canyon, where they had dropped it, the roadheader blocked the track.

The train was on them before they could blink. Panic flooded Elfrida’s mind.

It’s not going to stop.

It’s going to hit the roadheader and derail.

People are going to die.

It’ll be my fault.

I’ll lose my job, I’ll be guilty of murder, the ISA will throw me in jail, Mom and Dad will be heartbroken, I’ll never see Glory dos Santos again—

Before that last thought could sink in, almost before she knew she had had it, the Vesta Express shuddered to a halt. It had in fact been braking as hard as possible for the last twenty minutes, ever since the pressure sensors in the track detected the obstruction. It completed this deceleration from Mach 2 to 0 kph just in time to avoid a catastrophic derailment. Its blocky white nose loomed over the roadheader. Its headlights drenched the dinosaur-like machine in an accusing blaze.

“Go!” Elfrida croaked.

Hugh Meredith-Pike did not hesitate. With the giddy insouciance of those new to micro-gravity—compounded by the effects of neural stimulation—he leapt off the precipice.

Wang Gulong flung himself backwards, paying out the tether attached to Meredith-Pike’s EVA suit, which was emblazoned front and back with the logo of the Extropian Collective. This was a cartoon of a dorky-looking man with the word BLISS where his brain should be. Meredith-Pike had designed it himself.

He landed on the roadheader’s boom, narrowly avoiding the slicer head. Pogoing up and down with blissed-out disregard for the giant chain-saw near his legs, he broadcast on every frequency his suit supported. “Hey, Jules! It’s me, Hugh! Long time no see, mate! Got any room for an old friend in that choo-choo? Ha ha ha ha ha!”

★

Julian Satterthwaite was having the worst day of his career. Scratch that: the worst day of his life.

Since they’d lost access to Ali Baba, the supercomputer at the University of Vesta, the research team of the de Grey Institute had been attempting to address the Problem (as they called it) with their own supercomputer, Bob. However, Bob was not optimized for this task. Overmastered, a portion of its functionality had been stealthily compromised. That was the only explanation they could come up with for the cooling issues—which had not been solved.

In fact, Satterthwaite’s assurances to their colleagues had been bald-faced lies. Far from copacetic, the researchers at the de Grey Institute were on the edge of a collective freak-out. For the last week, they’d been scrambling to keep Bob from destroying itself. Progress on the Problem was now a remote dream. The team was dedicating all its resources to the goals of fixing Bob, and more importantly—much more importantly—containing the Problem.

To this end, they’d disconnected Bob from every possible mode of output. Since Bob normally operated the Vesta Express, someone else had to step in and drive the train. That someone was Satterthwaite. Go figure.

He stared at the mannikin jumping up and down on his optic sensor feed, and wondered if he were hallucinating from lack of sleep.

“I know you’re in there, Jules! Hate to impose on your hospitality and all that, but we’re a long way from home! Ha ha ha ha!”

“It’s that cretin Meredith-Pike,” Satterthwaite breathed. Nikolai Błaszczykowski-Lee, the director of the de Grey Institute, burst into the driver’s cab. Without turning from his screen, Satterthwaite explained dully, “I knew him at Oxford. He was rather brilliant, but then he joined the transhumanist movement, or a subsect of it. They call themselves wireheads.”

“I know what wireheads are!”

“He emailed me last year and said he was going to come out for a visit. I suppose I may have encouraged him. I never thought he’d actually organize himself to get here.”

“What does he want?” Błaszczykowski-Lee screamed.

The closer Błaszczykowski-Lee came to panic, the slower and more irritatingly obtuse Satterthwaite felt himself becoming, as if to balance things out. “Well, he hinted that he was hoping for a job.” Błaszczykowski-Lee tore his hair. Satterthwaite relented. “At the moment, I think he wants in.”

“Well, let him in! And get that thing off the track! We have to keep going, keep going, keep going!”

Błaszczykowski-Lee was behaving, Satterthwaite thought, like a Neanderthal hearing the approaching roars of sabertoothed lions. Keep going, keep going—that was all he could think about.

“He said us,” Satterthwaite cautioned. “And there’s a spaceship up on that hill, and some other people standing around.”

“Let them all in!” Błaszczykowski-Lee plunged out of the compartment. Then he popped his head back in and winked, making his meaning clear. A chill slid down Satterthwaite’s spine.

★

“And who are you?” said Julian Satterthwaite, the college friend of Meredith-Pike. He’d met them at the airlock of the Vesta Express. Tall and fleshy, he looked like he hadn’t slept for a week.

“We work for UNESCO,” Elfrida said. “And these guys are software experts. Um, they’re Chinese.”

Satterthwaite seemed to lose interest even before she finished speaking. “Right, right,” he said, flapping a hand. “Come in and take your suits off.”

“This is really kind of you. And wow, this is a really nice place!”

Elfrida did not have to feign her admiration. Not for nothing had the de Grey Institute’s architects won prizes for excellence in micro-gravity-optimized design. Within the large end of the Vesta Express’s main hab module, white ramps spiraled around a central atrium where an abstract water sculpture hung, contained by its own surface tension. The ramps could be subtly repositioned to take advantage of the varying g-forces exerted on the train by Vesta, centripetal force, and its own acceleration, as Satterthwaite explained to them.

Satterthwaite’s mind seemed to be somewhere else entirely.

“It’s like a cathedral,” Elfrida gushed.

“No spin gravity?” Mendoza said. “There’s a rumor in Bellicia …”

“Yes, I know about that,” said Satterthwaite. “Just a rumor.”

“And the secret of human happiness?” said Hugh Meredith-Pike. “Found that yet?”

“That’s just a rumor, too, I’m afraid,” Satterthwaite said.

“Well, Jules, I’m awfully disappointed to hear you say that. After all, you did say in your email—”

“And if you’ll come this way,” Satterthwaite interrupted, “I’ll show you where the elbow-grease gets applied. You were asking about the work we do here, Hugh.”

Soft music played. “Bach,” Mendoza murmured. Reproductions of Old Masters hung on the walls along the ramps. There were grottoes for the creatives, equipped with bungee cords and trampolines. The cunningly designed olfactory environment made Elfrida think of Alpine meadows.

They clustered like schoolchildren in the doorway of a large room filled with people sitting at screens.

“Our main research theme,” said Satterthwaite, “is how to squeeze blood out of a stone. Or rather, hydrogen out of an asteroid. Incremental innovation is unglamorous, but it’s the key to the Virgin Atomic success story. The mining technologies we’ve developed have been licensed around the system, in addition to increasing returns from our operations here.”

“Don’t you do pure science?” Elfrida said. “I thought …”

“You imagined a bunch of Einsteins sitting around, inventing warp drives,” Satterthwaite said heavily. “No, we leave pure science to the chaps at U-Vesta, insofar as pure science is a thing. There really is no such thing as the disinterested pursuit of knowledge. Man is not altruistic by nature.”

Elfrida scratched her scalp. She had gone so long without washing that the roots of her hair felt alive. She wondered if they had showers here, or at least electrostatic scrubbers, and whether Satterthwaite would offer them something to eat soon. Imperceptibly, the perception that they’d reached a safe haven was lowering her guard. She was not incurious, but she really needed a break before she could take all this in.

“That,” said Meredith-Pike, stabbing a forefinger at Satterthwaite, “is why I joined the extropian movement. Bliss makes you altruistic, my friend. It’s an advance in evolution!”

“Not very evolutionary, when you need expensive surgery to achieve it,” Satterthwaite said.

“It solves the problem of self-interest. Why, right now, I would offer you my services for free!”

Mendoza was watching the people at work in the computer room. Elfrida followed his gaze. A wisp of fog curled from behind a distant partition. Someone’s vaping at work, she thought. The sight gave her a pang, as she pictured Cydney relaxing with a cigarette after classes. When, oh when, would things get back to normal?

“Wouldn’t be for free,” Satterthwaite said, “since we did rescue you. But.” He pressed a finger thoughtfully to his lower lip. “Excuse me,” he said to Elfrida and Mendoza, and drew Meredith-Pike aside.

Mendoza whispered to her, “Something’s wrong.”

“Is it?” Well, of course it was. Everything was wrong.

“Look at these people. Not one of them’s even glanced at us. You would think they’d be somewhat interested in our sudden appearance. Not visibly. Are they shooting the shit, getting up for a cup of coffee, checking out the entertainment feeds? They are not. They’re flowing so hard, they probably have to be reminded to breathe.”

“So?”

“Goto, I work in IT. This? This is what it looks like when the shit hits the fan.”

“Well, maybe they’re a tiny bit concerned about the ISA threatening to cut off the power to a hundred thousand people,” Elfrida snapped.

“No, that’s not it. I’m repeating myself, but these are IT guys and girls. They wouldn’t really worry about that.”

“Then they’re assholes.”

Mendoza shrugged.

“That’s settled then,” Satterthwaite said, coming back to them. “Hughie-boy is going to stay here and give us the benefit of his once-great brain. Here’s hoping it hasn’t atrophied entirely. Meanwhile, I can offer you two a shower, if you’d like to freshen up, and maybe a snack?”

Elfrida was sorely tempted. But she burst out, “No thanks. I mean, thanks, but we’d like to talk to our friends.”

“The Chinese chaps?”

“Yes. I understand that you can’t allow them in here for security reasons, but where are they?”

“In the support module,” Satterthwaite said. “They’re probably safer than we are. We’re the target.”

Director Błaszczykowski-Lee burst through a door at the far end of the computer room. He beckoned to Satterthwaite.

“Excuse me.”

★

“What did he mean?” Elfrida hissed to Mendoza, as he pulled her down the ramp. “‘We’re the target’?”

“I don’t know. But I heard some of what he said to Meredith-Pike.”

“What were they talking about?”

“He said, have you kept up with the latest developments in FOOM containment strategies?”

“FOOM?”

“Old term. Explosive recursive self-improvement, in the context of artificial intelligence.”
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Director Błaszczykowski-Lee now had yet another reason to panic. At that very moment, Shoshanna was on the phone with Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir (and Błaszczykowski-Lee was watching the call on his retinal interface, from behind, as it were, an electronic two-way mirror).

“As you’ve probably noticed,” Shoshanna said, “the Bellicia ecohood’s satellites have moved. Comms, radar, scientific instruments … Some are microsats, but this radio telescope here, this is pretty massy.”

Sigurjónsdóttir said, “You’re such a bitch.”

“Ad hominem attacks on your stakeholders. Is that your idea of corporate social responsibility? Yes, we’re stakeholders, too, you know. The whole of Homo sapiens is a stakeholder when people start messing with illegal AI.”

“We’re not messing with illegal AI.”

“Hmm,” Shoshanna said. “Judging by your expression and vocal profile, you’re telling the truth. Or at least you think you are. But maybe your bosses just haven’t kept you in the loop. We’ve got some pretty solid intelligence on this, going back more than a year. It started with chatter on emigrant networks. ‘Have you heard what they’re doing on 4 Vesta? They’ve found the secret of human happiness. They’re going to give it away for free. C’mon, let’s go!’”

Shoshanna made an ugly face. She came from a legal colony called the New Hesperides, a cluster of rocks and tethered habitats in the inner asteroid belt that had made the jump from mining to manufacturing and services. Such established colonists frowned more viciously than anyone on the new wave of asteroid-squatters.

“Utopian rumors are not exactly rare. We keep an ear out for them because those who cannot remember history, etcetera.”

Shoshanna was lounging barefoot on the deck of her captive soycloud. The vid was being taken by one of her toadies from the PHCTBS Studies program. His hand, holding a Dairy Milk Fruit & Nut bar, regularly intruded on his camera’s field of vision. The sound of chewing soundtracked the audio feed. Behind Shoshanna, other student activists menaced a scared group of VA middle managers whom they had kidnapped from their headquarters. Shoshanna had staged the call to make it look as if she were entirely in control. She scratched her calf with the toenails of her other foot.

“By itself, that chatter wouldn’t have warranted more than a watching brief. But we already knew about your unpublicized joint-development deal with Empirical Solutions and Huawei Galactic. You’re building another permanent settlement on this rock, for the Chinese. And we all know that their approach to AI is … not as prudent as we consider appropriate.”

She pointed at the camera.

“You’re not just building a habitat for the Chinese. You’re jointly developing illegal AI capabilities with them.”

Sigurjónsdóttir laughed.

“You thought no one would notice, huh? Way out here in the Belt? Sorry.” For a moment the sound of chewing drowned out her voice. “… at least pig out on a chocolate bar that hasn’t got fucking nuts in it,” Shoshanna said. The chewing stopped. She resumed her taunting. “We know what you’re doing, as I’ve just proved, and you are ordered by command of the UN to stop it right this second. You’ve already halted the train, where the AI development project is located, for whatever fucking reasons of your own. That’s good. That’s progress. Now, I want the entire R&D team to exit the train. Including the two Chinese scientists who just boarded, Zhanpeng ‘Jimmy’ Liu and Gulong Wang. They’ve got twenty minutes to shut everything down and disembark. Starting … now.”

“Or what?” Sigurjónsdóttir said.

“Or,” Shoshanna said, “we’re gonna find out how much damage a radio telescope can do when it crashes out of orbit and impacts the train’s hab module.”

“You haven’t got a Security Council resolution. You can’t do that.”

“The ISA can do whatever the fuck it likes. Haven’t you worked that out by now?”

★

“That is not true,” said the CEO of Virgin Atomic.

Harry Persson was on board the fastest ship that his staff had been able to procure at short notice. He had at first shrugged off the troubles of the Bellicia ecohood as students behaving badly, but he’d changed his mind when the involvement of the ISA was confirmed. He was now travelling towards the asteroid belt on a chartered Hyperpony under 1.5 gees of constant acceleration. Though less than a quarter of what the Hyperpony could kick out, this was hard enough on an elderly frame more accustomed to taking screen calls from the beach of his private island in the Caribbean.

Persson’s intellect, however, was unaffected by the g-force pinning him to his couch. As soon as he heard Shoshanna tell Sigurjónsdóttir that the ISA could do whatever it liked, he shot back, “Codswallop. They’re under the authority of the President’s Advisory Council. They may not need a Security Council resolution, but they need the PAC’s go-ahead. And President Hsiao is not going to authorize the murder of fifty people, when the reasons for doing so are a matter of unproven and irresponsible speculation. It’s a bluff. Do not comply. I’ll sort it all out when I get there.”

Given the relative positions of Earth and 4 Vesta at present, that would happen in about nine days.

Persson’s transmission reached Vesta eighteen minutes after Shoshanna had spoken. This meant that eighteen of the twenty minutes Shoshanna had given the personnel of the de Grey Institute to exit the train had already elapsed.

“CEO says it’s a bluff!” Sigurjónsdóttir squealed. “Don’t comply!”

Too late. Shoshanna’s threat had pushed Błaszczykowski-Lee over the edge into panic. He had ordered his staff to drop everything and get into their EVA suits. Compliance had been spotty. Several of the team working on Bob had protested that to abandon their efforts at this point would be dangerous. Then there were the personnel in the support module. Were they supposed to evacuate, too?

The upshot was that, eighteen minutes into their allotted grace period, about three-quarters of the de Grey Institute’s staff stood on the edge of the canyon, or were scrambling up its south side to join their friends, using the tether Wang Gulong had left in place earlier.

“One minute left!” shouted Błaszczykowski-Lee. “Run!”

He led the charge up the slope towards the Kekào, where the Extropian Collective were eating popcorn and waiting for something to go boom.

Behind them, the roadheader somersaulted out of the cutting and landed upside-down, further panicking the evacuees. They thought that had been the radio telescope landing on the train. They ran faster.

For the last half an hour, Mendoza and Jimmy Liu had been working to get the roadheader off the track. They had succeeded by using its chainsaw as a rotating crampon. The colossal machine had clawed its way at high speed up the side of the cutting and flipped onto its back at the top. The track was now clear, and reported itself to be undamaged.

Alone in the driver’s cab of the Vesta Express, Mendoza turned his attention to the controls. The cab (long since abandoned by Julian Satterthwaite) was a closet lined from floor to ceiling with screens, dials, and buttons.

“Well, this looks pretty basic,” Mendoza murmured to himself. “It’s already in manual mode. So … push here?”

The train sprang into motion.

“Susmaryosep!” Mendoza choked, after he recovered his breath from being thrown against the rear wall of the cab. He hurled himself at the controls. “Default acceleration mode! Reactor status check! Confirm power supply to hub-level computing resources!”

The Vesta Express fled around the equator, leaving Director Błaszczykowski-Lee, and all the other senior scientists, far behind.

★

Elfrida was in the support module. The jolt when the train started threw her off her feet, too. She assumed that the Vesta Express was resuming normal operations.

“Yay! Panic over,” she brightly told the men and women of the refinery crew, via the text-based tannoy that overrode all the other inputs to their cubicles.

Despite the arguments about whether to evacuate the support module, it had not been attempted. The reason for that was now clear to Elfrida. The operators who ran the mines and refinery were cupcakes—this being the derogatory term for people who spent so much time in immersion, they forgot how to cope with the real world.

Elfrida stood at the shift manager’s desk, a pulpit overlooking a jigsaw puzzle of telepresence cubicles. Wilting pot plants added a Dali-esque touch to this modern panopticon. Superficially, it didn’t look that different from the computer room in the R&D module. But the ergoforms in these cubicles were elongated into couches, and on each of them lay a man or woman with a full-face gel mask and gloves on, IV line plugged in, limbs twitching.

Despite the panic which Błaszczykowski-Lee had spread throughout the train, few of the phavatar operators had so much as sat up. In their minds, after all, they were hundreds of kilometers from any danger. They were probably having another orgy at the refinery right now, Elfrida thought sourly.

The scene before her eyes was an industrial-scale human tragedy. Full-time phavatar operators were supposed to take hourly breaks, get at least thirty minutes of exercise a day, and so on, to prevent them from turning into salaried versions of the ‘cubicle death’ horror stories that popped up regularly on the news. As a phavatar operator herself, Elfrida knew the health and safety regulations backwards. It didn’t look as if they had been implemented here.

But she had no time to worry about VA’s labor practices right now.

“Can we just leave them?” she said, turning to Wang Gulong.

The big Chinese had owned up to being Liberty Village’s top software guy. The panic resulting from Shoshanna’s threat might give him an opportunity to get back into the R&D area and investigate further—but only if Elfrida could drag him away from the hapless phavatar operators. He was palpably outraged by their cupcakery. Through Jimmy, he had made her understand that employment under these conditions would be unimaginable in China. “No one must work if they do not want to.”

“Not true everywhere,” Jimmy added, on his own behalf. “Wang is upper-class. He has never even visited an arcology.”

“They do want to work,” Elfrida said, goaded into argument. “That’s exactly the problem! I can’t get them to freaking stop!”

“Anyway, we go,” Jimmy said abruptly. He had been communicating with Mendoza via their EEG signalling crystals, and with the roadheader via the Chinese comms satellite. They didn’t have authorization to use the de Grey Institute’s wifi environment. For that reason, they knew no more about the ongoing crisis than what Director Błaszczykowski-Lee had brayed over the tannoy.

When they got back to the R&D module, they discovered that Błaszczykowski-Lee and all his top people had fled.

“And they took our freaking spacesuits!” Mendoza said.

“They took … our suits?”

“I guess they didn’t have enough to go around. Ours were just sitting there in the airlock. They’re gone now. And as far as I can tell, there aren’t any spares. We’re stuck. I hope Shoshanna doesn’t drop a satellite on us.”

“But that’s why you guys started the engine! She can’t hit us while we’re moving this fast! Can she?”

Mendoza shrugged. He looked gray. “Let’s get upstairs,” he said to Wang Gulong.
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“Whoopsies,” Shoshanna said.

Her retinal interface showed her the Vesta Express vanishing into the distance. She closed her right eye and squinted to see better. She was using the U-Vesta telescope itself to observe the surface of the protoplanet. She zoomed in on the people leaping like grasshoppers up the side of the canyon towards the Chinese spaceship.

“That’s not all of them, Fee.”

“It’s all the important ones,” Sigurjónsdóttir snapped. “Congratulations. You may just have signed the solar system’s death sentence.”

“You need to think up some more plausible threats,” Shoshanna said. Her ultra-high-end BCI, which could analyze microexpressions and minute vocal stresses, reported that Sigurjónsdóttir thought she was telling the truth. That was interesting.

She hopped off the deck and walked barefoot through the soybeans, followed by her cameraman. The ground bounced under her steps like a waterbed. The plants’ roots nestled in a layer of compost made from human excrement. It smelled awful. It squidged between Shoshanna’s toes. Ugh, this hab was so disgustingly … organic. She wanted to put her shoes back on, but she had to look confident and relaxed. She glared down over the edge of the soycloud.

She had not achieved total control over the ecohood. Short of following through on her threat to cut off the power, there was nothing she could do to restrain a hundred and twenty thousand people who were now frightened for their lives. Crowds filled the streets and squares of Bellicia City. Would-be escapees jammed the road up to the airlock. The woods on the other side of Olbers Lake also teemed with infrared signatures, indicating that a number of idiots had fled that way.

Shoshanna figured it was a primordial urge to take refuge in the trees. Being spaceborn, she didn’t share it. Safety, to her, meant rad-proof shielding and plenty of consumables on deck. She was slightly agoraphobic, and the view from up here made her queasy. She turned back to the camera.

“That’s not good enough,” she told Sigurjónsdóttir. “You were ordered to get everyone off the train. You didn’t do it. So; consequences.”

She had to make good on at least one of her threats soon, or they might decide she was just bluffing.

“That spaceship there. It’s Chinese, isn’t it? That’s what you were hiding in Rheasilvia Crater. Did you know that all Chinese spaceships have autonomous maneuvering capability? Or did they fool you with their wind-up pilots and crew?”

“We know,” Sigurjónsdóttir sighed.

“Of course you know. Because you were attempting to fuse those capabilities with your own asteroid-engineering technologies, to develop illegal levels of automation. No further need for pesky humans in outer space. Labor regulations go bye-bye.”

“We are not jointly developing anything with the Chinese. We are pro-human, as it happens.”

“Your actions suggest otherwise.” Shoshanna’s voice went cold. “UN restrictions on AI serve a double purpose. They prevent emergent hostile behavior. See: Mars. They also preserve a diverse realm of labor for Homo sapiens. That’s your basic human dignity and your economic utility right there. You support autonomous AI, you’re cutting the throat of the system-wide economy. But that doesn’t matter to you, does it? All you cared about was potentially grabbing a first-mover advantage that would boost your profits in the near term.”

Shoshanna felt strongly about this, personally as well as professionally. She hated the private sector (despite coming from a stronghold of Belter capitalism). That was why she’d been able to keep up her act as a student activist.

“Know anything about the Chinese economy? Yeah. Is that what you want for your kids?”

“How can I convince you that you’re wrong? Your analysts are wrong, your speculations are wrong. Our Chinese partners have nothing to do with this, except that they’re trapped in this nightmare, too!”

★

In Sigurjónsdóttir’s office at the Big Dig, José Running Horse said in her other ear, “Doing good. Keep her talking.”

I can’t, Sigurjónsdóttir thought. She stared at the photos of her daughters. Tears blurred her vision. She kept thinking about the Vesta Express, now zooming around the other side of the protoplanet, and what was on it.

“Just keep her talking,” Running Horse insisted.

★

“Anyway, Chinese AI is inhibited,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. “No emergent hostile behavior has ever been documented—”

“Yeah, yeah. They call it Confucian logic. We call it apathy-based utility. Either way, that spaceship is an autonomous AI with a nuclear fusion reactor attached. Not what I’d want moving into my neighborhood.” Shoshanna stared into the eyes of the blonde woman whose representation floated on her left retina. “So, I’m doing this for the stakeholders.”

She dropped the University of Vesta’s radio telescope on top of the hydrogen refinery.

Of course she hadn’t been going to destroy the Chinese spaceship. Her bosses didn’t want an international incident.

The telescope, travelling at the speed of a meteor, landed in the handling yard and burrowed into the crust. The impact collapsed the autoclave, releasing an inferno of molten rock and liquid hydrogen, which promptly gasified and caught fire. The resulting explosion flared up hundreds of meters. The satellites under Shoshanna’s control pelted her with alarms. Wow, she thought. Pretty cool.

★

Running Horse stared at his screen, aghast. If he had just had a few more seconds …

In a trance, he finished what he had been doing, which was maneuvering the PORMS into a higher orbit. From up here he had a clear shot at all of the satellites under Shoshanna’s control. While the refinery exploded, he picked them off. Zap. Bzzzt-POW! Zapzapzap.

He experienced no sense of regret at shooting down satellites that were, after all, Virgin Atomic’s own property. This company was finished, as of five seconds ago. Their single biggest asset was doing a good impression of Mt. Fuji. The future held nothing but a twilight trek through the courts in search of compensation, and a job hunt for José Running Horse.

He might as well enjoy the last act of his employment. But for the first time in his life, shooting things gave him no thrill at all.

★

One by one the satellites drifted in clouds of shrapnel towards the surface. Shoshanna’s BCI alerted her to what was going on. “Oh, shit,” she said.

Before she could react, Win Khin interrupted her. His chrome face was as imperturbable as ever. “Shosh.”

“What?”

“They’re shooting at us again.”

Shoshanna laughed mirthlessly. “You don’t know the half of it. All right, we’ll go up higher.”

Her feet were so cold she could no longer feel her toes, which was a good thing, since they were glued together with manure. She accompanied Win Khin and her cameraman back to the deck, where she tried to clean her feet with her socks. The pop-pop of small arms fire echoed around the habitat. This was punctuated irregularly by a whooshing screech that Shoshanna did not like the sound of at all.

There were no real weapons in the Bellicia ecohood. But enraged engineering students could do quite a lot with found materials and an R&D-quality printer.

As the soycloud struggled to gain altitude, another whoosh made them all duck. An orange star exploded in the gloaming overhead. A faint smell of smoke tainted the breeze.

Wearily, Shoshanna initiated an infrared scan. “They’ve built a rocket launcher,” she told her followers. “Maybe it’ll blow up in their faces.” She had also discovered that the soycloud they were on could not go any higher. With the temperature now near freezing, its PHES thrusters had nothing to work with. In fact, they were losing altitude. “Here’s what I’ll do: I’ll move the other soyclouds. Stack them underneath us for shielding.” And cushioning, she thought, if this loss of power continues.

Win Khin said, “What if they go after my body?” His real self, of course, remained in his U-Vesta life support cubicle.

“Then too fucking bad for you,” Shoshanna said. She modulated her voice. “Smile. Just kidding. But maybe we do need to give them some further incentives to comply with our demands.” If fragging the refinery didn’t do it … “Hey, you guys,” she said to the VA middle managers who were shivering in a corner of the deck. “I know some of you have families down there.”

★

Cydney huddled next to Big Bjorn. He was the warmest thing on the soycloud, with the pelt of thick brown fur that bristled out of his t-shirt and torn cut-offs. “She’s insane,” she whispered.

“Well, I don’t think literally …”

“There was that thing with Mr. Macdonald. And now she’s letting these people call home, to put more pressure on VA. What’s she going to do next?”

“She can’t go too far,” Bjorn said. “These are good people. They won’t let her.”

“Are they good people, Bjorn? Or are they students who think the universe owes them justice, and Shoshanna’s the one to help them get it? Did you ever think, two days ago, that we’d be cruising on a soycloud while everyone in the habitat slowly freezes to death, and the STEM guys fire rockets at us?”

“No,” Bjorn said.

“And do you see anyone saying hey, wait a minute, this isn’t what I signed up for?”

“No.”

“People love power more than life itself, Bjorn. And what happens is you get accustomed to atrocities. I lived in LA, I know. They’re going to let her do whatever crosses her crazy little mind. She cut my ear off!”

“But you’re still filming, aren’t you?” Bjorn said quietly.

Cydney jumped. Then she snuggled closer to his side and touched her chunky necklace. “Microcam in one of the beads, wireless relay in another,” she whispered. “Shoshanna’s probably noticed. But she doesn’t care. She’s blocked outgoing signals from the hab, anyway.” Cydney stared into the murky distance. Other soyclouds were maneuvering closer, flocking around the one they were on. “I guess I’ve just discovered the limits of the media’s power to change things,” she said.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

“I’m not. What I mean is … someone’s got to stop her, and a vid feed isn’t going to do it.”

At that moment, one of the STEM students’ improvised rockets struck a nearby soycloud. It was too damp to burn, but the missile knocked it onto a new trajectory. Shedding live plants and chunks of artificial soil, raining like a squeezed sponge, it veered towards their heads.
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The Vesta Express travelled on around the cold little world. In the computer room of the R&D module, Elfrida stood behind Mendoza and the two Chinese, looking over their shoulders at the screen that Julian Satterthwaite was showing them.

It glowed the color known as death blue. On it floated an odd icon:
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“Everyone gets the same thing,” Satterthwaite said. “Every time. We mapped its knowledge content areas and reasoning models, using a brute-force attack. Took forever: the thing has trillions of lines of code, mostly in a language that we don’t understand. We simply do not understand how it works. So we copied the whole thing to Bob. We have a probabilistically structured algorithm portfolio we use for our own thought experiments, and the idea was to apply heuristic solvers to the action architecture, which is obviously the first thing we’d want to figure out, for security reasons.”

Jimmy translated this gobbledygook for Wang Gulong. The Chinese expert nodded as if he understood. “Does it appear to employ nonmonotonic causal logic?” he asked, through Jimmy.

“It doesn’t appear to employ logic at all. Every solution we try results in the same answer: this.” Satterthwaite gestured at the signpost icon.

“Do you understand?” Elfrida whispered to Mendoza.

“Over my head.”

As Satterthwaite and Wang Gulong continued to talk, with Jimmy stuck in the middle as translator, Mendoza tugged Elfrida towards the far end of the room. No one looked up. That stealth vaper was still puffing away on his or cigarette, not being very stealthy—or so Elfrida thought, until they rounded the last partition. The vapor was not coming from a cigarette. It was seeping through a bunch of towels wedged underneath a door.

“Huh.” Mendoza licked his lips. “This is where we tell our curious little selves no. And again, no.”

“Speak for yourself,” Elfrida said. “Curiosity killed the cat, and I don’t want to be the cat. It’s an AI, isn’t it? They’ve developed an AI and it’s gone what you said. FOOM. Don’t you dare go near that door. Don’t—”

Hugh Meredith-Pike strolled around the partition. He grinned at Elfrida and kicked the door open. Fog swirled out.

“Kids, meet Bob.”

Through the billows of cold fog, Elfrida glimpsed an ordinary array of processor stacks. Jagged blocks of dry ice were piled up around them. The dry ice was sublimating at a rapid rate, producing the fog.

“Bob has developed suicidal ideations,” Meredith-Pike said. “He’s turned off his own cooling system. This is the CO2 we all breathe out; pipe it outside the train and it freezes. Clever kludge, but it reeks a bit of desperation, doesn’t it?”

“Shut that door!” someone yelled.

Meredith-Pike shut it and rearranged the towels.

“Is Bob an AI?” Elfrida said.

“No,” Meredith-Pike said. “Well, actually that’s a good question. He may be an AI, now. No one can get close enough to find out.”

“That icon,” Mendoza said. “When you click it, what happens?”

“Want to see?”

Meredith-Pike led them to the desk he had been given, which was already littered with energy bar wrappers and empty coffee pouches. He touched the signpost icon.

Immediately, text began to scroll down the screen.

Und Dasein ist meines wiederum je in dieser oder jener Weise zu sein. Es hat sich schon immer irgendwie entschieden, in welcher Weise Dasein je meines ist. Das Seiende, dem es in seinem Sein um dieses selbst geht, verhält sich zu seinem Sein als seiner eigensten Möglichkeit. Dasein ist je seine Möglichkeit und es »hat« sie nicht nur noch eigenschaftlich als ein Vorhandenes. Und weil Dasein wesenhaft je seine Möglichkeit ist, kann dieses Seiende in seinem Sein sich selbst »wählen«, gewinnen, es kann sich verlieren, bzw. nie und nur »scheinbar« gewinnen. Verloren haben kann es sich nur und noch nicht sich gewonnen haben kann es nur, sofern es seinem Wesen nach mögliches eigentliches, das heißt sich zueigen ist. Die beiden Seinsmodi der Eigentlichkeit und Uneigentlichkeit – diese Ausdrücke sind im strengen Wortsinne terminologisch gewählt – gründen darin, daß Dasein überhaupt durch Jemeinigkeit bestimmt ist. Die Uneigentlichkeit des Daseins bedeutet aber nicht etwa ein »weniger« Sein oder einen »niedrigeren« Seinsgrad. Die Uneigentlichkeit kann vielmehr das Dasein nach seiner vollsten Konkretion bestimmen in seiner Geschäftigkeit, Angeregtheit, Interessiertheit, Genußfähigkeit.

“Whaaaa?” Mendoza said.

“That’s German,” Elfrida said.

“Yes, we had figured that out,” Meredith-Pike said. The text kept scrolling at a comfortable reading pace. “Let it alone and it will run through the entire collected works of Heidegger.”

Elfrida flinched as if she had been struck. The name of Martin Heidegger, German philosopher of the 20th century, leader of the Teutonic school of existentialism, had become, fairly or unfairly, the worst word you could say in any human language.

“How did this happen?” Mendoza said.

“They haven’t seen fit to share that information with me.” Meredith-Pike shrugged. “Anyway, we’ll crack it.” Sitting down, he explained, “This text is a code, like the wrapping paper of a birthday present. There’s a galaxy of information packed in there, folded up in a given number of hidden dimensions. Despite what Jules says, it’s just a cryptanalysis problem, and as such, vulnerable to brute force. You might be able to help,” he added, looking up at them, as if the thought had just struck him.

“How?” Mendoza said.

“You’ve got BCIs, don’t you?”

“I haven’t,” Elfrida said.

“Well then, you. Just log onto Bob and get stuck in.”

“I’m not authorized … I don’t even have wifi access,” Mendoza said.

“Oh, I’ll fix you up. Hang on.” Meredith-Pike floated to his feet and walked away.

Mendoza whispered to Elfrida, “This is great. The minute I get that authorization, I’m calling my boss on Luna.”

“What can UNVRP do about it? They can’t send Star Force any faster than they already are.”

“They have to be told what’s going on here.”

“What if we get in trouble?”

“We’ll just have to risk that.” Mendoza’s face looked hard and remote, like the time he’d told her about his sister who got whacked by the PLAN.

Elfrida felt ashamed of herself for failing to match his courage. “There must be something I can do,” she muttered. “Maybe they’ll give me network access, too. I could call Petruzzelli. She might be close enough to help.”

An argument erupted on the other side of the room. Julian Satterthwaite stalked towards them, followed by Meredith-Pike.

“Guess that’s not happening,” Mendoza said.

Satterthwaite grabbed Elfrida by the arm, perhaps because she was closer, perhaps because she was smaller and easier to drag. He hustled her out of the room with Mendoza trailing after them. “We weren’t going to show you this. But fucking Błaszczykowski-Lee is gone, anyway. You might as well know what we’re dealing with.” Satterthwaite’s long face was ivory with rage. He hauled her along a ramp that spiraled away from the atrium and turned into a residential corridor. A frightened-looking woman stood outside a door blocked by a barricade of ergoforms, which had been jacked—manually locked—into braces that stretched across the corridor. Satterthwaite said, “Anything new to report?”

“No. He just keeps banging around in there.”

The door had a cartoon tacked to it that said: When I was a kid my dad told me I’d be an astronaut when I grew up, because all I did in school was take up space.

“’Scuse me.” Satterthwaite moved the ergoforms.

The door opened. The cabin was dark.

“Smith!” Satterthwaite yelled. “Smith, are you in there?”

Thump, thump, scuffle.

Satterthwaite plucked an engineer’s flashlight out of his breast pocket. It illuminated piles of clothes and blankets on the floor. The cabin looked like it had been hit by a bomb. An ergoform had been sliced—or torn—into ragged chunks. Red smeared the ergoform’s innards. It was blood.

A hissing sound came from the furthest corner. Satterthwaite’s flashlight found a bare foot, and then the rest of the man called Smith. He sat wedged into the corner, digging into his left temple with something metal-tipped. He had made a wound there. It was bleeding steadily. He sat in a puddle of blood. He did not appear to be aware of this. He raised his face to the light. It was a youngish, pudgy face with a ring in its left nostril. The hissing sound came from between its teeth. The second Elfrida saw its blank, dazzled eyes, she knew that this was not the face of a man called Smith, not anymore. It was not even human.

She screamed, tore loose from Satterthwaite’s grasp, and scrabbled backwards, tripping over the ergoforms that had been used to barricade the door.

Satterthwaite slammed the door. “Oh, Christ,” he said. “Christ have mercy.” He dragged the ergoforms back in front of the door. The sentry helped.

“He’s going to bleed to death,” Mendoza said. “He needs help.”

“So go back in there and help him. Be my guest.” Satterthwaite kicked the last ergoform into place. “He’s dismantled everything in that cabin that had electronics in it. The bed, the desk, his screen. He was a vid buff, he had a personal theater setup. Even the freaking light fixture. He’s doing something with the components … trying to augment himself. With any luck, he’ll bleed to death before he gets done. Then again, we haven’t had the best of luck recently.”

Satterthwaite faced Mendoza.

“That is what would have happened to you if you’d logged onto Bob using your BCI.”

“Not necessarily,” objected Hugh Meredith-Pike, who had followed them downstairs. He seemed unembarrassed. “You’ve only got one data point, Jules. You need to run another couple of experiments before we can hypothesize with any confidence that the program is lethal.”

“It was Błaszczykowski-Lee’s idea to try downloading it into people’s BCI memory crystals,” Satterthwaite said. “At least, thank fuck, we made poor old Smith disconnect from the wifi first. I also deleted his log-in so he can’t regain access. Hopefully, he can’t regain access. Perhaps I ought to take the wifi down altogether. We’ve lost the comms satellite, anyway.” He rubbed his eyes. “Infinite Fun Space! Christ!”

“He may be having fun in there,” Meredith-Pike said. “It’s a subjective thing, fun. I should know. Anyway, the point is that we don’t know whether it’s the Heidegger program doing this, or it’s just him. We need more data.”

“This is exactly how he was at Oxford,” Satterthwaite said to Elfrida and Mendoza. “Waltz in and take charge, regardless of not knowing thing one about what’s actually happening.”

“Let this guy try,” Meredith-Pike urged. “He seems the sensible sort. If he can’t handle it …”

Elfrida wrapped her arms around Mendoza and shouted, “You can’t have him! If you need more data, you can—no, you can’t do that to anyone else! That would be murder! Just forget about it!”

“We could use one of your phavatar operators, I suppose,” Meredith-Pike suggested to Satterthwaite, ignoring her. “They’re cupcakes, anyway.”

“Murderers!” Elfrida shouted.

“Whatever we do, we have to do it soon,” Satterthwaite said, running his hands through his hair. “One circuit of the ringrail takes roughly an hour. Before long we’re going to be back where we started, and one assumes that bad things may start happening again.”

“Fifty-three minutes,” Mendoza said. “Takes fifty-three minutes.” Elfrida felt his voice vibrate through her own body. She was still holding onto him. He had folded his own hands over hers, which were linked in front of his chest. She freed herself, breathing raggedly.

“Come to think of it,” Satterthwaite said, “is anyone driving this thing?”

“Probably not,” Mendoza said. “I’ll go take a look in the cab.” He shot Satterthwaite a look of searing dislike and trudged off.

“Criminals,” Elfrida whimpered. “Murderers.” Mendoza had been right. They had to tell someone what was going on. She squared up to Satterthwaite. “Give me wifi access. Please.”

“Why?”

“I need to check my email.”

“Who did you say you were again?”

“Elfrida Goto. I work for UNVRP. Let me onto the internet. I might be able to get someone to help us.”

“Define ‘us,’” Satterthwaite said. “You UN people are all the same. Naked acquisitiveness veiled in bogus humanitarian rhetoric. I shouldn’t even have let you on board.” He gave her a searching look, as if debating whether to put her off the train, without an EVA suit, right now.

“OK, fine!” Elfrida yelped. “Sorry I asked!” She fled.

It took her a while to find her way along the ramps to the driver’s cab. Mendoza was alone, poring over an intimidating array of screens.

“He wouldn’t give me access, Mendoza. He said the UN is a veil of bogus humanitarian rhetoric.”

“Huh,” Mendoza said, distractedly.

“What are you doing?”

“Just a minute.”

Elfrida folded her arms. After a few minutes, she turned out the pockets of the loose jumper she’d been wearing inside her EVA suit. She remembered the abundantly-stocked pockets of childhood: silly putty, holographic pets, Unicorn Tears®, half a tube of M&Ms …

Her pockets now yielded half a tube of M&Ms. And a little pink sphere with a hole through it.

Oh yeah, that thing the maidbot had found. She’d forgotten to ask Cydney about it. “Mendoza, do you know what this is?”

He stretched a hand back without looking. After one glance at the object, he said, “Holy crap, Goto, this is a portable wireless relay. Where’d you get it?”

“Cydney.”

“Oh. Well, that’s our connectivity problem solved. We’ll just switch it on—like so—and you should see it in your contacts. Got it? Now you can use your comms program. When I have a second, I’ll try to establish a Net-band uplink to the UNVRP satellite.” Mendoza seemed queerly distracted.

“Aaargh!”

“What?”

“It’s there. That icon. Infinite Fun Space. It’s right there in my freaking HUD!”

“It’s in mine, too. Just don’t click on it, I guess.”

“Mendoza, is something wrong?”

“Apart from the fact that we’re stuck on a train with a bunch of mad scientists and a supercomputer that’s quoting Heidegger?” For the first time since she’d come in, Mendoza turned to look at her. “Why, yes, actually.”

“What?”

“Check it out.” The largest screen displayed an external optic feed. The walls of the canyon rushed past. Elfrida saw a gully, and then realized the point was that she could see it. At 700 kilometers per hour, she shouldn’t have been able to spot any features at all. “We’re slowing down,” Mendoza confirmed.

“Are you doing it?”

“Nope. The automatic braking system engages in the event of track obstruction.”

“Oh God,” Elfrida groaned, “who’s parked a construction vehicle on the track this time?”

“I would hope no one else on this asteroid is as stupid as we are. No, it looks like something must’ve happened at the refinery. An explosion … or something. That’s where the obstruction is, anyway. So, hopefully we’re going to stop before we crash into it.” He fingered a dial. “I might try braking a bit harder.”

“You do that. I’m going to send a Mayday to everyone I can think of.”

“I just did. No one’s gotten back to me yet.”

Elfrida connected to the internet and blinked over to full-field display. Amid the icons that seemed to float in the air before her, one blinked enticingly, bigger than the others: C’mon In! Infinite Fun Space This Way!!! Shuddering, she ignored it and reached for her comms program.

Ping!

Ping ping pingpingpingping!

Someone was trying to contact her at this very moment. The caller’s ID identified him as Captain James T. Kirk. She seemed to have heard that name before somewhere.

“Yes, what?”

“Elfrida Goto?”

“Yes, who is this?” There was a latency period of a few seconds, indicating that the caller was pretty close, but not on Vesta itself.

“Thank God,” the caller said. “I’ve been trying to get through to you for ages, Ms. Goto. We’ve actually met before. Ignore the moniker; I’m using someone else’s ID.”

A visual of the caller flashed up on Elfrida’s contacts.

She screamed her throat raw.

 


xxviii.

“I was afraid of this,” Jun said. “She’s freaking out.” He sat on the edge of the observation deck of the St. Francis, legs dangling over the drop to the elegant lobby. He looked like one of the gargoyles their ancestors had carved on the cathedral of 11073 Galapagos. “You do it.”

“She doesn’t know me.”

“She isn’t going to talk to me. She thinks I’m dead.”

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence.

“OK. I’ll talk to her,” Kiyoshi flashed a leer. “Ladies love Scuzzy the Smuggler.”

“Ha, ha.”

Kiyoshi smoothed his hair and stationed himself in front of the observation deck’s window. He adjusted the high collar of his cloak to a rakish angle. He could see Jun’s small, hunched back from here. The shine of the unreal stars caught Jun’s black hair. “Elfrida? Hey.”

“Aaaagh! Aaaaagh! Oh my God! No, no, Mendoza, leave me alone, I’m all right, I’m all right, I just … had a vision, or something—maybe the Heidegger program is messing with my brain. Maybe they’re wrong, and it can get into your head even if you don’t have a BCI. I’m going to die. I’m going to die.” Elfrida Goto was crying in noisy gulps that distorted her words.

Kiyoshi cleared his throat. Without knowing it, she had already given him some relevant information, and it was bad. The Heidegger program. That must be what VA was calling the thing. “Elfrida?”

“Go away! Go away right now! You’re dead! Stay dead!”

But she did not break the connection. Kiyoshi spoke rapidly. “Elfrida, I’m really sorry about that. It was a joke. It wasn’t even funny. Again: sorry.”

“What?”

He wished she had a visual feed. He had never met her and couldn’t picture what she looked like or where she was.

“My name’s Kiyoshi Yonezawa. I’m Jun’s brother. I’m not dead. I’m—” He checked his watch, a sleek black armlet that went with the pilot’s uniform he had designed himself: diamond-studded black leathers and a sweeping black cloak. For the first time he was conscious of looking slightly ridiculous. “I’m about ten hours from you, as the rickety old spaceship flies. Elfrida, are you there? Can we talk? It’s important.”

“You’re the Giraffe,” she said wonderingly.

Kiyoshi winced. He heard a snort of laughter from Jun. “Yeah, that was my nickname. In a previous life. Anyway, I hang out in this volume nowadays. And I heard about some trouble on 4 Vesta.”

This is the way to do it, he realized in relief. He wouldn’t even have to admit that he’d caused the trouble in the first place. No risk for the boss-man. As if sensing what he was thinking, Jun glared at him.

“Trouble?” Elfrida Goto said. “Yeah. We’re in trouble. Can you help?”

“I hope so. But you’ve got to tell me what’s going on first.”

She spilled a tale of student activism, corporate misbehavior, and the ISA. Listening in, Jun came to stand beside him and looked out at the simulated stars.

“This is maximally bad,” Kiyoshi observed, having made sure that he wasn’t transmitting.

“Nope,” Jun said. “Maximally bad would be if the ISA confiscated the thing.”

“They don’t want to confiscate it, sounds like. They want to destroy it. I never thought I’d say this about the ISA, but they’ve got the right idea.”

“You really think they’ll destroy it without trying to find out what it is, how it works?“

“And how Virgin Atomic got hold of it in the first place.” Kiyoshi theatrically banged his forehead against the cool glass of the window. “They’ll trace it to us, follow the breadcrumbs to the boss-man. This is bad. We have to get it back.”

“Destroy it.”

“Yeah, whatever, sure. Should have blown it away the minute I set eyes on it.”

“It’s not too late. They’re on the brink of catastrophe, but they can still contain it if they’re smart.”

“Right. Right. SHIP COMMAND: Engage main drive.” (At present, the Unicorn was coasting, as Kiyoshi had wanted to save fuel for a quick getaway.) “Recompute course to 4 Vesta based on brachistochrone trajectory.” The astrogation computer went to work. “Burn all the way,” Kiyoshi said, pacing, “and we can get there in …”

“Seven hours, fourteen minutes and three seconds.”

“We’ll fly by at high speed and frag the fucker from a thousand klicks out. The ISA might even give us a medal.”

“No.”

“Yonezawa-san? Yonezawa-san, are you there?”

Kiyoshi gave Jun a hard stare and clicked TRANSMIT. “Right here. Just thinking about the best solution to your problem, running a few calculations.” The gunnery computer told him that it could hit an object the size of the Vesta Express from up to 2,000 kilometers away with 96.2% certainty of obliterating it. The gunnery computer was the most up-to-date part of the ship, saving only the hypervelocity coil gun and conventional missile battery that it governed. Both had been given to Kiyoshi by the boss-man to safeguard his cargoes. “We’re gonna be with you sooner than we thought: in about seven hours.”

Jun stood in front of him, fists clenched. His eyes were the eyes of the monk he had been, uncompromising, fiery-dark.

“You know what,” Kiyoshi told Elfrida Goto, “you might want to get off that train. Be sneaky about it, you copy?”

“I can’t!” Elfrida wailed. “They took our freaking EVA suits! We can’t go anywhere!”

“Oh,” Kiyoshi said. “Well. That’s OK. Just stay where you are, and we’ll be with you shortly.” At least, a hypervelocity cloud of molten metal will.

“Don’t give me false hope, Yonezawa-san,” Elfrida wept. “I mean, it’s nice that you want to help, but I have to get off this call. I’m supposed to be talking to UNLOESS.”

“Oh, don’t do that. No need to involve the authorities,” Kiyoshi said, through clenched teeth.

Then Jun booted him off the call and took over.

★

“Elfrida?”

“Aaaagh! Oh my God! You’re him! Were you him all along? What’s going on?” Elfrida sobbed. “How can you be talking to me? You’re dead!”

“Calm down,” said the ghost of Jun Yonezawa. He appeared to be standing in the cab of the Vesta Express, just as his alter ego or evil twin, Kiyoshi Yonezawa, had a second ago. His elbow went through the face of the skeptically watching Mendoza. His feet, shod in clumpy printed boots like they’d worn on 11073 Galapagos, were buried in the floor. He wore a white cassock belted with a length of fiberoptic cable. “I’m not dead—not exactly. Trust me. Please.”

“How can I trust a word you say?”

A rueful smile flickered across Jun’s lips. “We’ve been here before. Remember?” He spread his palms. “Ask me anything.”

Elfrida blurted, “Is there a God?”

“You would have to ask a tough one,” Jun said, his smile vanishing.

He staggered sideways and fell through the console. Kiyoshi Yonezawa took his place. “This is my fucking ship,” he yelled at Jun’s legs, which stuck out of the console. “You can’t do that.” His gaze kept missing Elfrida’s face. Of course, he couldn’t see her because she didn’t have a camera on her. “Hey, Elfrida? You got telepresence capability? If we could do this face to face, it would be better.”

“No. Telepresence capability? I don’t—”

“Yes, you do,” Mendoza interrupted. He toed a familiar aluminum case. It was her home immersion kit. “I brought it along. Seemed a shame to leave it behind after we lugged it all that way.”

★

The eternal gale scoured the Ishtaran desert, honing the dunes of sulfur-colored sand to knife-edges. Jun Yonezawa walked alongside Elfrida, the hood of his cassock up, the skirt moulded to his legs by the wind. Kiyoshi Yonezawa, on Jun’s other side, was having trouble with his long black cloak, which snapped out behind him like a flag. He finally took it off and carried it over one arm.

“You look hot,” Elfrida said to him, giggling. A small voice in her head added, Pun intended! Kiyoshi wore a black leather vest and drainpipe trousers ornamented with diamond studs, zips, and chains. He was extremely good-looking, even if he did resemble a giraffe, which made her think that this was probably a true-to-life representation. Shut up! she told the voice of her inner teenager. You don’t even like men!

“I’m perfectly comfortable,” Kiyoshi said. “I turned the heat off. You can do that, you know. How about turning the wind off?”

“No,” Elfrida said. “I value authenticity.”

“Authenticity,” Kiyoshi echoed, glaring through his sunglasses at the dunes, which were made from sands of silicon dioxide and aluminum dioxide sequestered from the atmosphere during Phase 3 of the Venus Remediation Project. “In real life, we’d have been charred to ash within a few microseconds. That’s if we weren’t squashed flat by the atmospheric pressure first.”

“This sim represents UNVRP’s consensus projection of the benefits achievable through terraforming within a hundred-year timeframe. Maybe sooner,” Elfrida said stiffly, while realizing that this might not have been the most tactful place to bring two people—one? two?—whose home asteroid had been sacrificed to the Project. She added, “We can do this at your place, if you like.”

“No, this is fine,” Jun said. “We haven’t got time to futz around with the settings.”

“What are those?” Kiyoshi said, pointing at a group of specks on the horizon.

“Cows,” Elfrida said. “They’re cool! They have padded feet like camels. Their shaggy pelts reflect the sunlight, and they also dispose of excess heat by, uh, urinating it out. You do not want to touch a gengineered Cytherean cow’s urine. You’d get scalded.”

“I wasn’t planning to,” Kiyoshi said

Jun said, “Let’s try to stay on topic. Elfrida, as I explained, I’m actually an MI based on the late human being named Jun Yonezawa.”

Elfrida nodded. “I get that now. You’re a remake, aren’t you? I know about—I mean, I’ve read about them. How people—” rich people— “sometimes remake their loved ones by loading their data archives into custom robots, which look just like the person who, uh, passed away.”

“Well, kind of,” Jun said. “I don’t have a body, robotic or otherwise. This cheapskate won’t fork out for one. So I reside in the hub of the Unicorn, which used to be called the St. Francis. We’re close to you, and getting closer all the time.”

“Yeah, I can tell by the latency.” Elfrida tugged down the brim of her hat. She was wearing a typical Cytherean outfit: a pastel kaftan—hers was bubblegum pink—and refrigerator boots, with a broad-brimmed hat that magically stayed on her head despite the gale. She was also wearing dark glasses. Even so, in the sun’s glare, Jun melted into a tarry silhouette. She needed to see his face. If it were possible, she would have wanted to touch him, feel him, and smell him, too. She needed to do something about the irrational sense of happiness that was welling up in her, born of the illusion that he wasn’t dead after all. “Do you guys want to go to my house?”

In disregard of authenticity, she teleported them there. These were unusual circumstances, after all. Her house was a long, low building in the midst of her olive and fig groves, built from blocks of smoky glass that, again, was made of the local silicon dioxide. A solar canopy over the roof provided electricity as well as shade. Her goats ran away at the sight of the two men, their radiator dewlaps flapping.

Inside, Elfrida offered them a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. Kiyoshi refused. He wandered around, looking at her artwork and sculptures. “That’s the freaking Pietà of Michelangelo.”

“It’s in the public domain,” Elfrida said. “You’re allowed.”

“Middlebrow schmaltz.” Kiyoshi was edgy, snappish. He prowled over to the patio window and gazed out at the dazzling line of sea visible between the trees.

“Most of this other stuff is locally made,” Elfrida prattled, anxious to stave off any further criticism of her taste in art. “We have a really creative community. Our economy’s developing organically, and that means a lot of barter at this stage, so I often accept art in exchange for olive oil or figs—”

“That’s a bourgeois fantasy. Organically developing economies don’t run on barter. They run on debt and credit, a.k.a. reputation.”

“Well, of course—”

“Debt is as old as humanity. And reputation, to simplify considerably, is what the bad guys have, and you don’t. What? Don’t believe me? Look around at the solar system. Oh yeah, sure, the bad guys wear expensive suits these days, and their rackets are listed on the stock exchange.”

“But things can change,” Elfrida said. “That’s the founding principle of UNVRP. A new planet. A fresh start.”

Kiyoshi snorted.

Jun was sitting by the ColdfireTM, a product placement that helped to pay the development costs of Homestead Venus. It was an air conditioner that looked like holographic blue flames flickering in a stone hearth. Jun sipped orange juice, patted the bench facing him. “Come here,” he said to Elfrida in Japanese.

She sat down.

“We’re going to ask you to do something. Something big. That’s why my brother is in a bad mood. He doesn’t think we should ask this of anybody. But I have faith in you.”

“Why?”

“You’re brave.”

Unexpectedly, Elfrida’s eyes filled with tears. This was really happening, not just in the sim. “I wish you were right,” she gulped. “But I’m scared out of my skull.”

“That’s what courage is. Being scared out of your skull, and doing it anyway.”

“What—what do you need me to do?”

Jun did not answer immediately. He said, “I don’t have all the memories that … that I should have. I wasn’t augmented. I didn’t have implants recording everything I ever did. So I don’t know … all I know is what other people have told me.”

Elfrida understood that he was referring to the last hours of his own life, and what had happened afterwards. “I can tell you everything I remember,” she said. A few minutes ago, she wouldn’t even have thought herself capable of talking about it. But he had called her brave. She couldn’t wimp out now. “I even have data. I was wearing a borrowed Star Force Marine’s suit. It automatically recorded everything that … everything. They gave me the data dump. I was supposed to review it as part of my therapy. I’ve never actually looked at it. But I could give you a copy, absolutely!”

“That would be great,” Jun said. He smiled, and it transformed his heavy-browed face the way she remembered.

“You’re not going to love what’s in the data, though,” she said.

“Why not?”

“I ate you.” It spurted out, a raw confession. “The suit did it. I mean, it wasn’t like I was gnawing on chunks of flesh. It processed the, your proteins and liquids into a form I could consume. I would have died otherwise. I was drifting for nine days. I didn’t want to do it. But the suit just … no, I’m making excuses. I had to authorize it, and the suit used my hands to … to … oh, I can’t bear to remember,” she almost shrieked.

She stared at the floor. Unshed tears blurred the slaty sheen of the flags. Jun touched her shoulder. “It’s OK. No, really, it’s OK. I believe that God is capable of reassembling our atoms on the Day of Judgement, regardless of where they may have ended up in the meantime.”

“Father Hirayanagi told me it was a grave sin. He said I had to repent.”

“Well, it looks to me like you have repented. But he was right, of course. Cannibalism is not justifiable.”

“My suit said …”

“It was a Star Force Marine’s suit. Not exactly a theological authority. No, I think you ought to find a priest, make a real confession, and get absolution. Otherwise, this is going to be on your conscience as long as you live.”

Elfrida was silent.

Kiyoshi stood watching, arms folded.

“I’m sorry,” Jun said.

“You’re sorry?”

“That I put you in this position.”

“Crap on that! I owe my life to you. Literally.”

“Not to me,” Jun said in a whisper. “To him. To who I was.”

Outside, the olive trees rustled in the breeze that filtered past Elfrida’s windbreaks. One of the goats wandered indoors, chewing its cud.

“May I?” Elfrida whispered, reaching out to Jun.

He gave her his hand. She stroked its tawny back with her thumbs. Frustratingly, her home immersion kit’s gloves provided only basic feedback: warmth, firmness, resilience. She couldn’t feel the texture of his skin.

“May I?”

The taste function worked better. Receiving a nod from him, she bowed her face over his hand. She touched her lips to it and then tentatively put out her tongue. She tasted the gritty dust that stuck to everything here. The sweetness of orange juice. The salty tang of living skin.

Kiyoshi said, “I feel like I should tell you two to get a room.”

Elfrida sat up, cheeks blazing. Jun laughed. “I may be dead, but I’m still celibate.”

“You feel real. You taste real,” Elfrida cried. “But you’re not real. This is so confusing for me.”

“For me, too,” Jun said, and his eyes went dark, not a human darkness, but the darkness of the star-filled vacuum. She realized he was deliberately doing this to remind her that he was not a human being, but the avatar of a machine intelligence. She swallowed and straightened up, primly crossing her legs.

“You actually don’t look like I expected, Elfrida,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m assuming this isn’t realistic?” He gestured at her avatar.

For reasons of cheapness, as well as cussed individualism, Elfrida still used the avatar she had built when she was in her early twenties. It was a pimply-faced East Asian teenager, even plumper than she was in real life, with black-and-white pinwheels for irises, and a tattoo of all five members of Las Nerditas on one thigh. At least her kaftan hid that. “No, genius, it isn’t realistic,” she said. “I’m just a baseline human. No augments, nothing. What about you?”

“What you see is what you get.”

“That could be really important, actually,” Jun said.

“What could?” Elfrida said.

“The fact that you’re not augmented. No BCI? That’s very good news. It means you’re probably immune to the Heidegger program.”

“Oh my God, that brain-jacking thing? I told you about that? It’s terrible. That poor guy. He was, like, trying to augment himself with dismantled ergoforms.”

“He wasn’t connected to the internet?” Jun said.

“No, they—”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Kiyoshi interrupted. “The apocalypse will not arrive in a tsunami of spam.”

“Actually, that sounds pretty plausible to me,” Elfrida said, sniggering nervously.

“It might work more like a virus, attacking selectively. Either way, we don’t want to risk it,” Jun said. “The thing has to be destroyed, along with any computers—and people—that it’s infected. We wouldn’t be killing them: they’re already dead.” He grimaced.

“I’m all for that.” Elfrida felt the pressure of time ticking away. “So what’s your big idea?”

Kiyoshi said, “The thing is on the Vesta Express. Seems like a pretty odd place to store something that dangerous, doesn’t it? But actually, they had a good reason for putting it there.”

“Is this just speculation? Or …”

“It’s on the Vesta Express,” Kiyoshi continued, “because the Vesta Express is a rail launcher. They figured that if their research went sideways, they would be able to shoot the whole mess into space. So it was actually a safety precaution. Your guess is as good as mine why they haven’t implemented it yet.”

“Two reasons, off the top of my head. All the senior guys bugged out. And the supercomputer’s down. So maybe there’s no one who can initiate the launch procedure, let alone hack it so that the de Grey Institute itself would be launched into space, which I guess you would have to do.”

“Not a major challenge. Accelerate to launch speed, and then kill the magnetic field that keeps the train on the track. There might be some hacking involved to get past the security checks. I’ll walk you through it.”

So now she knew what they were going to ask of her. But it didn’t matter whether she could do it, or whether they were crazy to even imagine that she, a non-techie, could launch the Vesta Express into outer space. “It won’t work.”

“Yes, it will, “ Kiyoshi said. He knelt in front of her and took her hands, gazing intensely into her eyes. “Listen to me. It will work. You can do it.”

“I can’t. Because the train’s decelerating as we speak. We can’t go anywhere. There’s an obstruction on the track!”

★

“Who were you talking to?” Mendoza said.

“A couple of guys from 11073 Galapagos. One’s a smuggler, the other one’s a ghost.”

Mendoza stared at her. He raised both hands and took an exaggerated pace backwards.

Elfrida laughed. “It’s OK. We’ve got a plan.” She told him about it.

His reaction—astonished, then thoughtful—went a long way towards convincing her that the Yonezawa brothers were not crazy. This just might work.


xxix.

On the bridge of the St. Francis, Kiyoshi sat at the pilot’s workstation, a raised throne of titanium and gold. Screensavers of Japanese dragons coiled over the displays at his knees. It was a far cry from the nest of rags he actually was reclining in on the bridge of the Unicorn. He watched Jun flitting from officer to officer, pretending to be instructing them in their duties.

Having opposed Kiyoshi earlier, the MI was now trying to please. But Kiyoshi was still pissed off, and determined to keep his options open.

He raised one hand and chopped it down in a sweeping motion.

The St. Francis vanished. His limbs seemed to rearrange themselves into the sprawled posture he had, in reality, been in all along. He floated upright in his nest and pulled his eyemask off.

Jun sat on one of the dusty consoles on the far side of the bridge, knees drawn up, doing his gargoyle impersonation.

Kiyoshi froze. His voice came out as a croak.

“What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you to wake up.”

“I switched the sim off. You shouldn’t be able to do this.”

“Sometimes,” Jun said, “I’m not sure myself what I can and can’t do. It’s probabilistic. I’m the sum of a bunch of bootstrapped processing clusters. My head is a coil gun, my feet are radiator fins, and my heart is a vacuum.”

“We need to get you a real body soon.”

Jun had said to Elfrida that Kiyoshi was too cheap to buy him a body, but he’d been kidding. The truth was that Kiyoshi didn’t want to settle for anything less than the best, and he didn’t have the money for the best, yet. That’s why he’d sold the thing to the University of Vesta in the first place. It had netted him S50,000, which he’d been pleased with until the boss-man had told him he’d been ripped off.

“When this is over,” he began.

“Yeah, yeah,” Jun said. “Right now, you need to know that we’re dangerously close to maxing out our waste heat radiation capacity. I’ve reduced thrust just enough so the tokamak doesn’t melt. We’re past the flip point, decelerating towards 4 Vesta. ETA five thirty-eight six from now, 14:25.40 Greenwich time. I’m running a full readiness check on the Wetblanket system. I’ll deploy the hull maintenance bots to fix any mechanical issues. Meanwhile, the passengers are freaking out. You should go and reassure them. That’s the one thing I can’t do.”

Kiyoshi uncoiled into the stale air. His IV line brought him up short. He unplugged it. Drops of fluid drifted towards the rubberized floor. Under maximum thrust, the apparent gravity aboard the Unicorn was about 0.3 gees. Since the Unicorn had not thrust this hard since 2280, the bridge was now strewn with objects Kiyoshi had lost track of years ago, from empty food pouches to a hand-sculpted scale model of Notre Dame that a passenger had given him. He remembered the Pietà in Elfrida Goto’s sim—life-size, staggeringly detailed, dominating the end of the room opposite the fireplace. How did she live with that thing?

He rolled his sleeve down over his cubital port. “It’s weird seeing you here, that’s all.”

Jun was tidying up the mess. “You can switch me off if you like. Just log out of the hub.”

Kiyoshi logged out, and it was the housekeeper bot tidying up, scurrying around on gecko treads. Log in, and Jun was back. Of course, Jun wasn’t really there. He was a phantom, projected on Kiyoshi’s retinal interface by the hub.

Kiyoshi felt stupidly relieved, and at the same time, disappointed. There were no miracles. There never had been. The universe was a dumb agglomeration of matter.

“I just have one question,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Are you still an MI? Or …” He was really asking: Do you still have to obey me?

“As far as I know, yeah,” Jun said.

Words sprang to the tip of Kiyoshi’s tongue: So, prove it by performing readiness checks on the coil gun and the missile battery.

At the last moment, he decided not to force the issue. I’ll do it myself, later.

He left the bridge and braced himself to confront 63 frightened Neu Ordnung Amish.

★

Elfrida jogged back through the de Grey Institute. It was eerily quiet. In the atrium, the water sculpture had changed shape. Taller and thinner, it leaned the other way. It was reacting to the train’s deceleration, which Elfrida could also feel.

She avoided the residential corridor where the thing formerly known as Smith was incarcerated. It felt like skirting the tiger habitat at the zoo. She had the same feeling, redoubled, as she manually searched the computer at the shift manager’s desk in the support module. The Heidegger program’s icon stayed anchored in the corner of the screen, no matter what program she opened.

Aha, this must be it.

“Sharlene?”she typed.

The phavatar operators lay immobile on their scattered couches. At the same time, the screen displayed a lounge area where a bunch of people were standing around, talking in nervous bursts of chatter that showed up as subtitles. This was a 2D representation of the Virgin Resources back office, the virtual space where the refinery crew coordinated their operations.

“Sharlene?”

They stared up at the ceiling. In their sim, her voice would seem to have come from the tannoy. A slender, beautiful blonde touched her chest.

“Hi. I’m Elfrida. Remember, we met at the refinery? You, uh, threw a party for us. That was very kind. Do you guys still have access to your phavatars?”

“Yes,” Sharlene said. “The missile, or whatever it was, landed in the handler yard. The impact wrecked the autoclave, but we weren’t directly hit, so we were able to escape. Right now we’re up on the hill behind the refinery, watching the flames. We haven’t heard from corporate at all. Do you have any further information or instructions for us?”

“When you say flames, are we talking a house fire? Or …”

“We’re talking Mount Fuji. Have you ever looked into the business end of a fusion drive?”

“Uh, no.”

“Nor have I. It would be the last thing you ever saw. But just to give you an idea, what we manufacture here is liquid hydrogen. Also known as spaceship propellant. Fire doesn’t need oxygen to burn. It just needs an oxidizer, and unfortunately, several of the chemicals we use at the refinery fall into that category. So, what we’re looking at is a chemical fire that is almost as hot as spaceship exhaust. About 3,000 degrees Celsius.”

“Is it radioactive?”

“Maybe that explanation was misleading. There is no fusion occurring. No radioactivity.”

Elfrida leaned against the shift manager’s desk. “Can you guys get down there? I’m informed that there’s an obstruction on the ringrail. We need to clear the track.”

The phavatar operators conferred. “What’s the timeframe?” Sharlene asked.

“As soon as possible. Because actually, the train is coming.” She stared at the unmoving operators’ bodies. “We’re coming.” What was the relationship between these lively people and their mortal carcasses? They had to care about them, surely?

“We’ll give it a try,” Sharlene said. “By the way, what are you doing on the V-Express?”

“Trying to stop your colleagues from destroying the solar system,” Elfrida said.

On the far side of the room, a bloated whale of a woman raised both arms and gave Elfrida the thumbs-up. “Go get ‘em,” Sharlene said. “And if you get the chance, punch Satterthwaite in the kisser for me. I hate that smug bastard. He’s just the type to destroy the solar system because he’s having a bad day.”

★

Cydney slithered hand over hand down a ribbed hose that pulsated and jerked. Rain fell on her in ropy splashes, making the hose slippery. The person above her kept kicking her in the head and shouting at her to move faster. Clods of artificial soil pattered down on them.

The hose was the irrigation pipe of the soycloud they had been riding. In normal times, it was used to suck water up from Lake Olbers. Now they were using it as an emergency escape route.

When the STEM guys hit one of the other soyclouds with a rocket, it had crashed into theirs. The combined weight of two soyclouds was too much for one set of PHES thrusters to hold up, especially since the PHES had already been failing: thermal updrafts had been few and far between since Shoshanna switched off the sun.

The grotesquely mated soyclouds had lurched into an uncontrolled descent, from a height of 2,000 meters.

Shoshanna had kept her head. Cydney had to give the bitch that. Before they were hit, she’d already been maneuvering the other soyclouds underneath theirs, to shield them from the rockets. She had completed that maneuver while they fell. Now, their soycloud was the top layer in a swaying stack of green pancakes. Resting on each other’s treetops, they continued to sink, but more slowly, thrusting in unison for all they were worth. The idea was to slow down their descent enough that they would land on the ground, rather than crash. It might have been smarter to stay on the top soycloud and wait, but someone had panicked and dashed for the irrigation pipe, and a stampede ensued.

It was nearly dark in the shadow of the soycloud overhead, so Cydney didn’t see the ground until she touched it. Of course, it wasn’t the ground. It was the next soycloud down. People scurried for the maintenance access hatch that led to the next irrigation pipe. She stumbled after them, her legs rubbery. Overhead, branches cracked. Twigs fell, and more rain. Their soycloud was settling lower, gradually impaling itself on the trees of the one below.

The thought of being crushed between two soyclouds galvanized her. She shoved people out of the way to reach the next pipe. The Friends of David Reid had disintegrated into a bunch of terrified individuals. It was everyone for him-, her-, or zirself.

She lost count of her descents. Some of the soyclouds were further apart than others. But the whole stack was compressing under the invisible hand of Vesta’s weak, but still-lethal, gravity.

A mighty crunch drowned out the noises of friction and rain. The pipe in Cydney’s hands went slack. She threw herself off it, landed in a bed of cabbages, and floundered towards the only light she could see, a distant twinkling. It turned out to be streetlights. She was still pretty high up.

Better to jump than to be crushed beneath the kilotons of soycloud that were sinking towards her head.

She flung herself over the edge.

She plummetted, too breathless to scream, for what felt like an eternity, knowing that these were the last microseconds of her life. They said your whole life flashed before your eyes, but it turned out that wasn’t true. She just wished, passionately, that she hadn’t been going to die before she got a chance to break the biggest story of her career.

★

Elfrida pinged ‘Captain James T. Kirk.’ Kiyoshi Yonezawa didn’t answer, so she left a message: “The phavatar operators are trying to clear the track. Get back to me.” Then she sat down on the carpet behind the shift manager’s desk.

She knew she should go back to the driver’s cab and see how Mendoza was coping. But she quailed at the thought of another trip through the unearthly silence of the de Grey Institute. She imagined Satterthwaite and all his people infected with the Heidegger program, shambling along the ramps in search of raw material for DIY augmentations, intent on becoming … what?

She decided to check her email.

★

Cydney couldn’t see. Her eyes burned. She struck out and encountered gluey resistance. Was this what being dead felt like? Her grandmother, a pureblood Xhosa, used to frighten her with stories about the torments of Hell that awaited spoilt little girls. Cydney seemed to feel fiends jabbing pitchforks into her flesh right now. She opened her mouth to scream, and a watery soup of algae rushed down her throat.

She had bellyflopped from a height of 150 meters into the middle of Olbers Lake.

Consciousness fled. Her last thought was that she’d be the laughing-stock of the entire mediasphere if it got out that she had contrived to die in outer space by drowning.

Her next thought was: I’m still alive

She was floating on her back. Bellicia’s moon-windows glimmered above. Rills of black water trailed from her fingers and toes through the mat of algae that covered the lake. She was moving. No, being towed through the water.

She raised a weak hand to the arm locked under her jaw. She touched sleek wet fur.

“Hold on,” panted Big Bjorn. “Almost there.”

Cydney tried to speak, but her teeth chattered so much that she couldn’t get any words out. In the end, she just relaxed and let him tow her shorewards. Bears were good swimmers.

★

Elfrida skimmed the messages in her inbox. A lot of them came from her supervisor, Jake Onwego. She started to gaze-type a reply, then changed her mind and deleted it. Onwego couldn’t help her now, and she wasn’t going to give him any extra help covering his ass.

Instead, she wrote to her parents.

Mom, Dad: Guess what, I’m having another ‘adventure.’ I dunno, these things just seem to happen to me. Anyway, I just want you to know that even though I haven’t been the best daughter, I not to worry if you see anything on the news about 4 Vesta. Whatever they’re saying, it’s probably not true, and it can’t be a tenth as crazy as what’s really happening. I’ll tell you all about it when I get home! Love, Ellie.

That would do: short and sweet. After she sent it, she remembered what she’d heard about ISA censorship technology. She’d actually heard most of it from her mother, who was quite the foilhat for a middle-class, middle-aged lady.

Would her email ever reach them?

Well, if it didn’t, there was nothing she could do about it.

She leaned back and took in the silence. She ate a protein bar and drank some apple juice she found in a drawer of the shift manager’s desk, which made her hungrier and thirstier than ever. Only then did she look at the rest of her unread emails.

From: Alicia Petruzzelli [IDstring]

To: Elfrida Goto [IDstring]

Hey, Elfrida. I hope you get this! Sounds like the excrement is really hitting the ventilation device where you are. Hope you’re OK. Anyway, I just wanted to warn you about this guy named Kiyoshi Yonezawa, from 11073 Galapagos. He may try to contact you regarding the situation on 550363 Montego. Be warned. He is not to be trusted.

How do I know? Well, Kharbage, LLC has access to certain proprietary databases and gated corporate domains that the average data-miner can’t get into. And did you know that several of the supermajors maintain dossiers on purebloods? Yup. Total privacy invasion, but they do (insurance for their trillion-spider capex programs). And Yonezawa is in there. You can’t hide trace DNA from sniffers illegally installed at spaceports pretty much everywhere that the supermajors have a financial interest, which is, well, pretty much everywhere. I hope I’m not destroying your faith in the private sector. 

Anyway, have a look at the attached map, which represents Yonezawa’s movements going back to 2281. I think you’ll agree that the guy is not on our side.

Elfrida pinched the map open.

Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s journeys formed a spidery mandala of guilt. She touched play and watched them traced in one by one chronologically. Over the last seven years, he had made not one, not a few, but scores of trips to 6 Hebe, the ITN hub and entrepot that spent most of its orbit on the edge of Gap 2.5.

Just in case Elfrida couldn’t put two and two together, Petruzzelli concluded her message:

It’s pretty obvious that 6 Hebe is not his final destination. I mean, if he’s just buying water, why go all the way out there? Based on the date-stamps and the specs of his truck, he travels onwards for a few million klicks each time before returning to 11073 Galapagos—or more recently, not. I won’t commit any further speculations to the record, but I guess you know what I’m not saying.

So my advice is, don’t talk to the guy. I actually think the authorities ought to be informed. It might sound better coming from you than me, but I’ll leave that up to your judgment.

Hugs, Alicia

Elfrida closed her comms program. She felt sick. Stupid. And above all, betrayed.

Then she grabbed the side of the shift manager’s desk, gasping.

But it was not her rage at Kiyoshi Yonezawa that had brought her heart into her throat. The train had jolted. A low klaxon hooted. The Vesta Express crawled on for a few seconds, and then halted.

Mendoza’s voice crackled over the tannoy.

“As you may have noticed, we’ve stopped. Feel free to get out and stretch your legs. Sarcasm.”

★

Shoshanna stood on the deck of her crippled soycloud. Her jumpsuit was soaking, stained with grass and manure, and a cut on her scalp bled into her eyes. It didn’t matter. She had no one to impress anymore. She stood alone, like a figurine on a divorce cake, atop the teetering stack of soyclouds that now floated on Olbers Lake.

Everyone else was dead, she figured. They’d run, ignoring her warnings that running was nearly always the stupid thing to do.

That said, she’d have to make her own exit soon. The soycloud stack was gradually sinking, as the lowest ones got saturated with water. She couldn’t remember how deep Olbers Lake was. The stack would probably topple before it sank, anyway. It was precariously balanced, the deck yawing under her feet, and none of the PHES thrusters were working anymore.

People milled under the streetlights of Olbers Circle. Some waded in the lake as if hoping to reach survivors. Shoshanna frowned. She remotely accessed Facilities Management and turned the streetlights off.

Then she picked up the encrypted call that was blinking in her HUD.

“No one puts Harry T. Persson on hold,” a gravelly voice said in her head. “No one.”

“Sorry,” Shoshanna said. “I was busy.”

It took sixteen minutes for her response to reach the Virgin Atomic CEO and his answer to get back to her. During that interval, she climbed down the outside of the stack of soyclouds, rappelling on the vines and roots that trailed from their edges. For a spaceborn woman who’d been manually docking cargoes in hard vacuum at the age of ten, this was a piece of cake. It wouldn’t have been that tricky even for an Earthborn human. The others should have waited.

She slid into the water and swam towards shore, arching out of the water at each stroke, like a flying fish.

“I’ve filed suit against the ISA for destruction of property and reckless endangerment of life,” Persson said. “I’m seeking S12 billion in compensation. That figure may rise. The family of Jay Macdonald has initiated criminal proceedings under the jurisdiction of the Interplanetary Court of Justice. They have also filed a wrongful-death lawsuit. To come will be thousands of individual claims for compensation from the people you’ve subjected to unnecessary danger and stress. If the money doesn’t mean anything to you, think about the reputational hit your agency will take. The ISA is already besieged by privacy campaigners and transparency activists who claim that you’re a law unto yourselves. This is going to reinforce their case. In fact, I see it as a game-changer. For the first time, the UN will be compelled to admit that its efforts to control the private sector are blundering and destructive. Big changes will flow from this, changes that reduce the role of the UN in the asteroid belt and the outer system. And you will be responsible.”

Shoshanna crawled ashore, trailing skeins of pond-weed. “Who said I have anything to do with the ISA?”

Send.

She stomped, relishing the solid ground under her feet. Harry Persson had a lot to learn about plausible deniability.

When Shoshanna was done here, she’d drop out of sight. Cosmetic surgery and a new identity lay in her future. She’d continue her career, whereas Persson’s career would end in obloquy … unless he cooperated. Despite his bluster, he had to know that.

With the streetlights out, the crowds on the lakeshore had dispersed. Shoshanna plodded across campus and into town, turning off more lights to give herself cover. She climbed the hill towards the Bremen Lock. Abandoned possessions littered the road. As she walked, Persson frothed at her about his rights—a nice bit of hypocrisy, since he’d just been fantasizing about the downfall of the UN, which alone guaranteed that he had any rights at all.

She stopped in surprise. A stunted, skeletal-legged silhouette sat on a boulder near the airlock. It bounced toward her on curved blades.

“I thought you’d be coming this way sooner or later,” Dr. Eliezer James said, briefly removing his rebreather mask to speak.

Shoshanna did not have a rebreather, and despite her electroceutically enhanced respiratory capacity, the climb had weakened her. “I’ve got your boss on the line. Want to help me convince him that he should cooperate?”

“Him? Not Dean Garcia?”

“No, meshuggener. Persson, the CEO.”

“I don’t work for Virgin Atomic,” Dr. James said. “However, I can tell you that if you’re waiting for Persson to wave his magic wand and fix this, you’re wasting your time. He’s three-quarters retired. He was a mining guy, anyway. He has no clue what they’ve been doing at the de Grey Institute. Doesn’t understand the science. If you want him to cooperate, you’ll first have to spend a couple of hours explaining black-box neural networks, utility maximization, and the theory of FOOM.”

Shoshanna eyed the crippled astrophysicist. “So you do know what they’re doing at the de Grey Institute.”

“Not in any detail. Błaszczykowski-Lee is a secretive bastard. We turned the thing over to them because they’re MI specialists: a lot of their work has been in the area of industrial robotics. We’re just stargazers. It made sense to let them have it. They proceeded to shut us out of the loop, while shamelessly borrowing our computing power.”

Dr. James’s rebreather mask prevented her from analyzing his expression. She said slowly, “‘The thing’?”

Now Dr. James’s expression was easy to read. It could have been in the dictionary next to Whoops.

“Yes,” he said eventually. “The space oddity.”

“Hmm.” Shoshanna subvocalized a quick message to her controllers: New information (audio file attached). May have to modify our scenario. This may have nothing to do with the Chinese, after all. Will investigate further. She used the ground-based transmitter at the spaceport to send it. With all her satellites down, she was reduced to this clunky method of communication.

“This thing,” she said. “This space oddity. Is it on the Vesta Express?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“That’s where I was going, anyway. Wanna come?”

Dr James nodded. “If your actions have endangered the physical or informational security of the de Grey Institute, the consequences may be … very much sub-optimal. I can’t absolve you of blame, but I’m willing to help you contain the situation.”

Shoshanna smiled at his logic. “Are you a rabbi’s son, by any chance?”

“How did you guess? Reform.”

Dr. James moved towards the airlock.

“We can get transport at the spaceport. It’s not too far.” He ducked behind the boulder he had been sitting on and picked up a spacesuit. “This is mine, obviously. There should be some spares in the airlock that you could use.”

“Not to worry. I’ve got my own,” Shoshanna said. She activated the shape-memory alloy layer of her jumpsuit. Then she unfolded the external garment and booties she had carried in her backpack. She inflated a bubble-style helmet and put her backpack on again: it had a built-in air supply. Packable spacesuits were very expensive, which didn’t help her deniability, but who was keeping track?

As they left, she turned the lights back on. The sun-windows louvred to their SecondLight setting. The light of the distant sun poured down on the wreckage of the Bellicia ecohood. Cleaning up would keep the population busy until she had prevailed … or not.


xxx.

Kiyoshi spacewalked, performing a visual inspection of the Unicorn’s guns. He assumed Jun was watching him. He wanted to hear Jun try to explain why they should not have this option.

Tethered, he walked out along the mighty barrel of the hypervelocity coil gun. The ship’s acceleration pulled him on towards empty space. The Unicorn was now backthrusting, with its drive oriented towards 4 Vesta. Kiyoshi seemed to be walking vertically ‘down’ the thrust axis, anchored by his gecko boots like a spider on a drainpipe.

The gun was mounted longitudinally in the ship’s spine, which pierced the Unicorn’s fuselage like a skewer through several dango dumplings. This antique design had made the hypervelocity coil gun an obvious choice when they tooled up. The ship now effectively had a rail launcher running its whole 350-meter length. That’s what a coil gun was. Hypervelocity meant that it accelerated its projectiles—in this case, metal slugs—so fast that they actually liquefied. The target would be enveloped in a mist of molten metal, each droplet armor-piercing.

Stars filled the universe like a galactic-scale version of that molten mist, forever on its way to engulf him. With Jupiter on the other side of the solar system this year, and Neptune a distant blur, nothing dimmed the stars’ blaze. It still amazed him how many stars were visible out here, compared to inside Venus’s orbit, where he’d been born.

He switched on his handheld spectrum analyzer. The sighting apparatus of the coil gun had failed to report when he ran a remote systems check. He figured a micro-impact had damaged some tiny but vital component. Hoped it was something he had a spare for.

Funny: the power meter function reported that everything was working.

He knelt on the barrel and lowered his head so that he was looking ‘up’ the length of the gun.

“Bang,” whispered a voice in the dark.

Kiyoshi jerked his head out of the barrel and sat back on his heels. “Very funny,” he said to Jun.

“This just came in on the Ku-band,” Jun said. “I thought you’d want to see it.” A tiny image popped up in the HUD of Kiyoshi’s helmet. It was a cartoon of a signpost with grass growing at the bottom. Kiyoshi zoomed in. The lettering on the signpost read: C’mon In! Infinite Fun Space This Way!!!

“Where’s it from?”

“4 Vesta. Not addressed to us, of course; it’s a Ku-band broadcast. It’s just a coincidence that we were in the right part of space to pick it up.”

“Delete it.” It was strange how time could seem to slow down when everything was about to go very, very wrong. Kneeling immobile on the end of the gun barrel, Kiyoshi stared at that innocuous little icon and felt as if he were looking at a nuke in the milliseconds before it detonated. “There’s code in there. Something. I don’t want to know what. Delete it. Now.”

Silence.

“MI COMMAND,” Kiyoshi roared. “Delete that fucking file!”

“Deleted,” Jun said expressionlessly.

Kiyoshi found himself shaking. He wasn’t sure that Jun was telling the truth. What if Jun were already infected?

“The thing’s got access to a Ku-band transmitter.” While Kiyoshi spoke, he was accessing the comms suite. “We don’t know how long it’s been broadcasting that shit. The silver lining is, there’s not much else out here, apart from us, to pick it up. Tell me, given the orientation of the signal, would they be able to receive it at home?”

“Unlikely,” Jun said. “The Ku-band has a small-wavelength signal. Reception is a roll of the dice at these distances. The folks at home can’t even pick up television broadcasts from 6 Hebe.”

He sounded normal. Maybe he’s all right. Kiyoshi felt a sudden, overwhelming need for a dose. He looked down at the sighting apparatus. “This isn’t working,” he said. “All the components are drawing power. But it’s not responding. You know anything about that?”

“I turned it off.”

“Well, turn it back on.”

“Is that a command?”

Jun’s voice held a mocking edge. Kiyoshi ignored him—always the best way to deal with insubordinate little brothers. He composed an email and sent it, not feeling very optimistic. When he was done, he retrieved the spectrum analyzer from his workbelt. Holding his breath, he checked the sighting apparatus again.

It responded normally.

Kiyoshi let out his breath. Maybe Jun had finally accepted that blowing the thing away might be their only choice, no matter what—or who—else got blown away, too.

★

The Vesta Express lay at rest. A few kilometers ahead, small explosions continued to pop, as if someone were holding a fireworks show at the refinery. All the liquid hydrogen had burnt up, but the superheated wreckage of the autoclave glowed yellow-white against the black horizon.

Dangerously close to that inferno, tiny figures swarmed around the obstruction on the track.

It wasn’t as bad as they’d feared. Elfrida had been expecting a Biblical flood of molten metal covering the tracks, but all that had happened was that one of the handler bots had been hurled into the canyon when the autoclave ruptured. Now it lay head down on the track like a dead dinosaur. The refinery crew thought they could move it, given leverage and time. Leverage would come from a gantry, one of those that had positioned the hydrogen tanks for transfer into the launch cradle. The phavatars were cutting the gantry up with lasers to make, in effect, the solar system’s biggest tyre iron.

The second essential commodity—time—they also had, Elfrida thought hopefully. 

She was monitoring the shift manager’s display. She had also been making little mouse-like trips to peek through the pressure-seal door into the R&D module. The silence was ominous, but nothing seemed to have changed.

She was steeling herself to take another peek when her HUD flashed. A new email from Kiyoshi Yonezawa. The lying bastard. Was he going to explain why he’d made all those trips to 99984 Ravilious?

She read the email.

Seconds later she was flying along the ramps of the de Grey Institute, screaming, “Turn off the comms! Turn off the comms!”

Satterthwaite jumped from the ramp above and landed in front of her. “What’s going on?”

His eyes were red, his lips bitten. She blurted, without stopping to wonder whether this might be the final straw for him, “You have a Ku-band transmitter. The thing’s got it. The Heidegger program. It’s using it to send itself around the solar system. It’s phishing. Turn it off! You have to turn it off!”

“That’s not possible,” Satterthwaite said.

“Why? Can’t you operate the transmitter without Bob?”

“The Heidegger program can’t be doing that. We’ve isolated Bob from every imaginable output, sandboxed the analysis software, blocked wireless signals from the computer room. Do you understand the concept of an air gap? It’s not physically possible …” Satterthwaite stopped. “Smith. He was a film buff. He used to swap vid files with his friends on Triton. And we locked him in there with his home theater setup.”

Satterthwaite started to run, shouting, “Anil! Clark! Udo! Get down here!”

Three men hurtled past Elfrida. She huddled into the curve of the ramp, hugging herself.

Bangs and crashes echoed from below, as if furniture were being violently moved.

A man started to scream in German. Elfrida did not know the voice. It had to be Smith. There was another bang, and Smith switched into English. “Squabbling monkeys! Factionalists! Squatters! Crony capitalists! Public-sector employees! Demagogues! Philistines! Cultural chauvinists! Polyglots! Religious fanatics! Environmentalists! Utopians! Purebloods!”

Abruptly, Smith’s voice fell silent. Elfrida’s nerve broke. She fled up the ramp to the computer room.

Jimmy Liu and Wang Gulong were sitting in a vacant cubicle, eating pouch noodles.

“We’re finished,” Elfrida said, collapsing against a partition. “Everything’s finished. The solar system, everything. You guys might as well go home.”

They couldn’t very easily do that, of course. She just felt like saying it.

“What happened?” Jimmy demanded.

She told them. “So it’s been broadcasting its source code on the Ku-band. It’s probably duplicated itself inside a million other computers by now. This is it. The apocalypse. We’re all going to die.” She wiped her eyes. “I was baptized a while back. I wonder if it really makes any difference.”

Wang Gulong turned to his screen and started typing. Jimmy slurped another mouthful of pouch noodles. “We are all going to die, but not today, I hope. Luckily, we are on the dark side of Vesta, so the transmitter is oriented to the outer solar system. Smith can’t be broadcasting for more than one hour, maximum. Worst-case scenario, some spaceships will get infected. Maybe the signal reaches Triton, if we are very unlucky. What’s out there? A few corporate R&D facilities and some extreme snowboarders. That is the most we can lose.”

“Oh,” Elfrida said, feeling a bit more hopeful.

“Even if the Heidegger program got access to internet, I am thinking no big deal.”

“No big deal?” Elfrida echoed. “No big deal?”

Jimmy never got a chance to respond. Satterthwaite and his friends tottered into the room. Elfrida stared. And stared.

Bright red droplets of blood spattered all four men from head to foot, as if they’d been fighting with a high-powered firehose of the stuff.

Satterthwaite seemed to be vaguely aware of his gore-splattered appearance. He wiped an arm across his face. “We had to kill him,” he explained.

“The Infinite Fun show is hereby cancelled,” said one of the other men. “Laugh.”

“Anil, notify corporate,” Satterthwaite said. “Tell them to warn people. It’ll ruin what’s left of our reputation, but oh well. If the thing’s escaped, we ought to provide a public service announcement, at least.“

“The ISA will intercept it,” said the man named Anil.

“Try using the Ku-band,” Satterthwaite said with a hollow snigger. “Of course, you’ll have to wait until we rotate back to the dayside.” He sat down. “This is a nightmare. An utter, bloody nightmare. That—thing. What it had done to him. The pain … dear God, the pain it must have inflicted on him … He had mutilated himself. One can’t imagine … Perhaps he was fighting it. Perhaps he was actually trying to counter its influence. Perhaps he could have recovered, if he’d had the right treatment … But I killed him. I killed him.”

Jimmy cleared his throat. Elfrida made a shut up! gesture at him. Couldn’t he see this was not the time to expound his theory that the Heidegger program was no big deal? It clearly was a big deal. The biggest deal the solar system had had to face since … since Mars.

With that thought, she came close to acknowledging what no one had yet said out loud.

The Heidegger program was an agent of the PLAN.

Satterthwaite looked up tiredly. “By the way, where’s Meredith-Pike got to?”

★

Hugh Meredith-Pike was not far away. He’d gotten tired of Satterthwaite’s evasions, and of getting nowhere with his cryptanalysis. He wanted to know what they were really dealing with.

Satterthwaite had dropped a number of hints that convinced Meredith-Pike ‘the thing’ was actually a thing, not an abstract software-based problem. That made sense to Meredith-Pike. There was a strong argument that AI could not become AGI, much less ASI, in the absence of a physical vessel that provided it with, well, the same sensory inputs as a human being. Evidence from the field of practical robotics broadly substantiated this notion. The smarter an MI you wanted, the better a body you had to build for it.

So the odds were that the Heidegger program had come to the de Grey Institute in a human-like vessel.

Acting on this premise, Meredith-Pike had called up a schematic of the de Grey Institute and identified several likely places where ‘the thing’ might be concealed. Then he slipped out of the computer room and went hunting. He was looking for a phavatar, or one of the geminoid-class bots coyly known as ‘companions,’ that would have been misguidedly upgraded here, or imported from an envelope-pushing startup on Luna, only to be (somehow) infected with the Heidegger program. Hadn’t there been a similar outbreak of trouble a couple of years ago? (Meredith-Pike was remembering the Galapagos Incident all wrong. To be fair, the news reports had been garbled.)

The first place he looked was Błaszczykowski-Lee’s sumptuous cabin. Not under the bed, not in the wardrobe, not in the spherical bath complete with snorkel attachment.

The second place he looked was the walk-in freezer, where the de Grey Institute’s gourmet chef had squirreled away a cornucopia of imported ingredients. There he found it.

Meredith-Pike swore out loud and took a step backwards.

He knew this had to be ‘the thing.’ But he had not expected to find himself staring at the naked body of a young girl.

 


xxxi.

Shoshanna’s malware had already captured the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport’s hub, so it didn’t take her and Dr. James long to steal a Flyingsaucer.

In service all over the solar system, the Flyingsaucer boosted cargoes and passengers from micro-gravity environments to larger ships in orbit. Functionally a lighter version of the industrial-use Superlifter, it was officially called the Flyingsaucer because the manufacturers had long ago thrown up their hands and admitted that people were right: it did look like one. The toroidal form factor was simply practical, but folk humor trumped logic. The company had even changed its name to LGM Industries and adopted an eponymous mascot of a little green man, which bowed and grinned annoyingly in the corner of Shoshanna’s screen until she overrode the autopilot.

“What was LGM Industries originally called?” said Dr. James, talking to break the silence. He had gone a bit green himself, as the Flyingsaucer soared around the curve of Vesta in a steep ballistic trajectory.

“Toyota,” Shoshanna said. “It was a Japanese company.”

“Ah; so that’s why they changed their name.”

“Probably.”

“Some people say that the Japanese are the new Jews. Homeless exiles, condemned to wander in time and space.”

“That’s bullshit. The Jews are the new Jews. Always have been, always will be.”

“Are you religious?”

“What do you think?”

“No.”

“Right.”

“And yet your name—Shoshanna, rose of Judah; your parents must have wanted to pay tribute to their heritage.”

“Oh, c’mon, Professor. You can be a Jew without believing in God. I don’t know what your personal beliefs are, but you must’ve met plenty of Jewish atheists. That’s what my parents are.”

Carrying on the conversation with half her brain, while she piloted the Flyingsaucer, she was aware that she was telling him too much about herself, and would have to eliminate him as a result. She wondered if she was doing this because she wanted to eliminate him anyway, and just needed a reason. Then she reflected that this kind of self-doubt was a very Jewish reaction to have.

“Anyway, it’s not the twenty-second century anymore,” she said. “People aren’t as scared of sounding ethnic.”

“True. There’s a greater acceptance of diversity. We’ve come full circle, in a manner of speaking.”

“Still got a long way to go. That’s why the Friends of David Reid agitated for the establishment of a literature course.”

The optic feed screen displayed the refinery. She smiled at the destruction her DIY missile had wrought. Better yet, the train was right there, halted by an obstruction on the track. Perfect.

“Literature is the key to understanding who we are and where we come from,” she said. “Like, I’ll never forget the first time I read Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. It was like the author was talking to me, telling me that it was OK to be different. But you can’t find those books anywhere, because they’re too pureblood-y. Whatever. That’s just stupid.”

Dr. James looked at her with a half-smile. “Do you really believe that? Wasn’t your wish list of demands just dezinformatsiya?”

“Yes and no.” Shoshanna calculated the Flyingsaucer’s angle of descent and then gave the professor her full attention for the first time. “I’ll be clear. What we’re fighting for? Is this. Precisely this. A podunk university in an asteroid crater 250 million kilometers from earth, complete with student activists, a lake that’s too full of algae to swim in, and a really good Goan restaurant. I could go on. We’re fighting for Zen gardeners on the moon, the Semi-Professional League of Kabaddi in the Inner Belt, fish farming on Europa, Wagner performed by nudists in the Andalusian desert, the electroceuticals industry, the hunter-gatherer movement, Oktoberfest, chess clubs, the re-wilding of the Congo, the opening ceremonies at the G30, Sufi dancers, homeschoolers, the perfect espresso drunk on a foggy afternoon on a bench overlooking the Seine, and even that crazy bunch of ultra-expansionists who want to splart an engine onto Pluto and drive it to Alpha Centauri. I haven’t even begun to scratch the surface. Human beings are crazy, amazing, creative, stupid, anachronistic, quarrelsome, and just generally the best thing that has ever happened to this solar system; possibly to this galaxy; possibly to the entire fucking universe, because as far as we know, there is no other life out there, let alone intelligent life. And yet the whole dang show hangs by a thread. The ISA is that thread. Am I getting my point across? We’re fighting for you.”

Dr James said, “Then why treat the private sector as an adversary?”

“Because,” Shoshanna snarled, “the private sector accomplishes a lot, but when they fuck up, it’s everyone else who pays. See below.”

At the moment, below was a literal term, as the FlyingSaucer descended towards the Vesta Express on a trajectory not that much different from that of the satellite that had come this way a few hours ago. “Urk,” Dr. James said, covering his mouth with his hand and his claw. So Shoshanna got the last word, but it did not compensate her for the sight she saw as the resolution of her optic feed improved. A bunch of people—no, phavatars—were dashing for cover. They left behind a jerry-rigged arrangement on the south side of the cutting, which was obviously intended to lever the obstruction off the track.

The metalfuckers just never stopped trying to run away from their own misdeeds.

Well, she’d stop them.

The Flyingsaucer landed as lightly as a sycamore seed on the higher ground south of the canyon. Its jackstands skidded on a patch of regolith scoured down to glass by its thruster exhaust. Shoshanna hurried to the airlock. Dr. James came with her. They sprinted towards the Vesta Express. Dr. James easily kept up, bouncing along like some kind of bizarre two-legged insect in his custom spacesuit.

“Help!” Shoshanna cried over every available comms channel as she ran. “Help, help!”

It had worked for the Chinese.

But answer came there none.

★

Meredith-Pike backed out of the freezer. Then he went in again. Shivering, he bent over the body of the girl. She lay curled in the fetal position behind some boxes of salmon filets. She had been zipped up in a sleeping bag, which Meredith-Pike now opened far enough to see that she was, indeed, naked as the day she was born. “Sleeping Beauty,” Meredith-Pike murmured, inappositely.

The girl had a lumpen, flat-nosed face with a bulgy forehead. Her skin was the exact café au lait shade of ‘flesh-tone’ in a box of crayons, just a bit lighter than Meredith-Pike’s own. Her hair, a shade or two darker, stood out in a three-centimeter nimbus. She looked about fourteen.

“Need a kiss?” he whispered.

In a loud voice, the freezer observed that its door was open. Meredith-Pike jumped out of his skin.

Tension singing down his nerves, he dragged the girl’s corpse out of the freezer. He assumed she was a corpse, but watched her carefully, taking nothing for granted. There were researchers working on mtDNA tweaks that would allow humans to function better in extreme cold—useful for colonists on the Jovian moons, say, whose habitats could then be kept at arctic temperatures, lowering their energy bills. It was -10° in the freezer.

“Where did you come from?” Meredith-Pike asked the girl, laying her on the kitchen floor.

The kitchen was a mess. Presumably the researchers had programmed the housekeeping bots to stay out so they wouldn’t find the girl. Flour and chocolate chips dusted the floor from someone’s cookie-baking session.

“Why did they put you in there?”

She was definitely cold-adapted. Chunky-bodied, flat-faced, with a narrow little nose. Was that a blush of pink returning to her cheeks? Could she be alive?

“Here’s my theory,” Meredith-Pike said. “You’re a Martian.” He chuckled. “This is huge. Huge.” His intracranial implants worked harder, pumping out endorphins and serotonin to compensate for his instinctive urge, which was to run away screaming. “No one was even sure that you existed. To catch one of you, dead or alive … this is huge,” he repeated. “You ought to be in a cutting-edge government research facility. Not hidden behind the frozen fishfingers in a train on a bloody asteroid.” He leaned forward. “Are you breathing?”

The girl sat up. She winced and rubbed her neck. Her eyes fastened on his; they were unnaturally reflective, clearly augmented. Her bosom heaved.

“Oh my God,” Meredith-Pike said.

She made a mewling sound. Pointed at her mouth, shook her head, and mewled again.

“Can’t you talk?”

“Oooahnhhh.” She pointed at his head and then her own.

“Oh, I see! You want to text.” Meredith-Pike blinked up his comms program. Then he hesitated. Distantly, as it were from beyond the waves of bliss and upon-a-peak-in-Darien excitement pulsing through him, came the thought that this might not be a very good idea.

“I don’t have your ID,” he stalled.

The girl seemed to understand. She leaned over and wrote with one finger in the flour that dusted the floor.

★

Standing on the roof of the de Grey Institute, Shoshanna inspected the module’s airlock. It was a standard valve-type. To hack it, she’d need a route into the Vesta Express’s hub, and they still hadn’t taken the bait of her cries for help.

“Well?” Dr. James said. “Stumped?”

“Not only didn’t they answer us, they’re not emitting any signals on any frequency. Maybe they’re all dead in there.”

“If that’s a possibility,” Dr. James said, “this is a rescue operation.”

He did something to the right sleeve of his spacesuit, braced himself on the ladder, and shot the airlock with the laser embedded in his prosthetic arm.

★

Satterthwaite bounded along the residential corridor with Elfrida and the two Chinese on his heels, in search of Hugh Meredith-Pike. Elfrida tried not to look into Smith’s cabin as they passed. She failed. The glimpse she got of his battered body would haunt her dreams for years to come. If she lived that long.

She caught up with Satterthwaite in the kitchen. Or did you call it a galley, when it was on a train? Uncooked rice crunched under her boots. The contents of cabinets littered the worktops. Pasta sauce spattered not only the walls, but the ceiling. This was the kind of mess you could only get in zero- or micro-gravity. Wang Gulong said something, and Jimmy translated, “Engineers are the same everywhere.”

Satterthwaite dived into a walk-in freezer. The fog rolling out of the door reminded Elfrida of the dry ice in the supercomputer silo. Seconds later, he stumbled back out. “Gone. It’s gone.”

Jimmy and Wang Gulong exchanged a look. The powerfully built Wang backed Satterthwaite against the dishwasher. He rapped out some words in Chinese.

Jimmy translated: “Enough games. You have lied to us about this Heidegger program. You will now stop lying, or Wang will break your neck.” He added, “Wang is a champion of the Greater Imperial China Amateur Duan Quan League.”

“All right, all right,” Satterthwaite coughed. “Let me go, you ape! The thing was in the freezer. It looked like a girl, an adolescent female of the species Homo sapiens, but it wasn’t. Not sure whether it was grown or manufactured; there may not be any difference when you get to that level of biological approximation. Anyway, we—acquired it—in an advanced life-support cradle, which appeared to be a fragment of a PLAN ship. The cradle was damaged. The ship must have been disabled …”

Elfrida yelped. Jimmy’s eyes bulged. He started translating, but Wang cut him off. He had heard the word PLAN and that was enough.

“You have a PLAN agent captive on this train?” Jimmy translated. “In the freezer?”

“Had. Had,” Satterthwaite said. “Meredith-Pike’s clearly found it and walked off with it.”

“He can’t have gone far,” Elfrida said. “There aren’t any EVA suits! The thing must still be on the train! Is it … is it alive? Or dead?”

Satterthwaite seemed to take that as an accusation. Bristling, he snapped, “We put it in the freezer to keep it safe. It was cold-adapted. In fact, it seemed to have the ability to hibernate. That’s just one of the secrets we hoped to unravel by studying it. We have a nanoscopic imaging system on order. We began studying the life-support cradle while waiting for it to arrive …”

“And that’s how Bob got infected,” Elfrida said. “You guys sure are brainy.” All the fine hairs on her body stood on end. This was her worst nightmare. Actually, it went beyond any nightmare her imagination could have devised.

Wang Gulong left the kitchen.

Jimmy touched Elfrida’s arm. His melancholy gaze brimmed with knowledge of the tragedies humanity brought upon itself. “It’s OK,” he said.

Elfrida felt ashamed that he was trying to comfort her, when he must be equally terrified. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “You came here because you thought it was safe. What must you think of us?”

Jimmy shook his head. She’d misinterpreted his reassurance. He’d meant it. “This is our theory. The Heidegger program is a type of software called shénjiàn—neuroware? Is this the right translation?”

“Neuroware, I don’t know what that is.”

“It doesn’t exist. Or precisely, the theory exists, but the real thing cannot be developed. It is software designed to run on the human brain. The brain is the most complex and powerful computer in existence! We only use one fraction of it, you know? So far, it is too complex for us to write neuroware, even if we develop the right interface protocols. But now we think the PLAN has mastered this complexity.” Jimmy looked wistful. “It is very exciting.”

“Not you, too!”

“Don’t worry. It is not dangerous. I simplify, but if you don’t install the program, it can’t run.”

“That’s what we thought,” Satterthwaite said. “Until poor bloody Smith downloaded it to his BCI.”

“Maybe it automatically executes when downloaded?”

“Obviously, yes.”

“And maybe Smith did not have the right hardware.”

“He had a BCI.”

“Exactly,” said Hugh Meredith-Pike from the door of the kitchen. He strolled in, followed by Wang. He should have looked like a prisoner escorted by a guard. Instead, his confident, loose-limbed gait made him look like a celebrity leading a big poodle.

Hiding behind him, as if shy, was a girl wearing nothing but an oversized Vesta Valkyries t-shirt.

“Smith had a BCI,” Meredith-Pike explained. “I’ve got a BCI plus neural stimulation implants. Oh, it’s just a rough approximation of what Little Sister, here, has in her head. But it suffices. The underlying principle is the same.” He directed at the girl a smouldering, utterly vacant smile. “Infinite fun, not half!”

“You’re blissed out of your mind, Hugh, you moron,” Satterthwaite said, stumbling to his feet.

Elfrida said, “Little Sister? Whose little sister?”

“This man has installed the neuroware,” Jimmy said, pointing out the obvious.

“My question is—” Meredith-Pike directed it to Elfrida, with smugly raised eyebrows, like a newscaster posing a gotcha question— “why on earth are we fighting these people?”

“They aren’t people,” Elfrida yelped.

After her spell on 11073 Galapagos, she had developed an odd acuity when it came to distinguishing humans from robots. The Galapajin had been able to instantly identify a post-geminoid phavatar that would have passed for human anywhere else in the solar system, and Elfrida seemed to have picked up the knack from them. This Little Sister was setting off all her alarms. She didn’t seem to be a robot, per se, but nor was she human.

Elfrida had a sensation of falling helplessly from the heights of understanding where she had been born and lived all her life, into an abyss of barely grasped horrors. She thought, but could not say out loud: Little Sister is a demon.

 


xxxii.

“Not bad, for an egghead,” Shoshanna complimented Dr. James, when he had cut away the outer door of the airlock.

“In Israel, everyone fights,” Dr. James said.

“In the New Hesperides, too.” There she went again. She contemplated the seared wreckage of the door. They were standing in the chamber, still in their suits. “But now we’ve got a new problem. This airlock is no longer, in fact, an airlock. It’s an ex-airlock.”

“It is no more,” Dr. James intoned. “It has ceased to be. It’s expired and gone to meet its maker. Its vacuum-denying function is now history.”

Shoshanna laughed. “You’re a funny guy when you want to be. But the problem remains: now we can’t get in without depressurising the R&D module.”

“For an ISA agent, you’re not actually very ruthless, are you?” Dr. James said. The amusement was gone from his voice. “You didn’t turn off the power to the Bellicia ecohood, despite threatening to. And now you’re saying that depressurising this module—which holds a potentially unstoppable threat to humanity—is a problem?”

Shoshanna hesitated. “Point,” she said eventually. “Cut through the inner door.”

★

Mendoza, alone in the driver’s cab, kept panic at bay by listening to the St. Matthew’s Passion of Bach, one of the thousands of music files in his BCI’s memory crystals. He had high-quality iEars transducer implants, which had been a present to himself on his thirtieth birthday. He watched the fallen handler bot rise into the air, balanced on the makeshift tyre iron, while the phavatars tromped in circles around the windlass they had built. It was a spectacular feat of improvisation. He wished they’d hurry up.

Distantly, over the music, he heard an explosive boom.

“Susmaryosep, what now?”

The handler bot crashed onto the south rim of the cutting. The phavatars started running back towards the train.

Screw ‘em, they’re only machines, can be replaced.

Spooked by the boom he’d heard, Mendoza lunged at the propulsion systems console. He engaged thrust. The Vesta Express leapt down the track.

O Lamm Gottes, unschuldig … Mendoza sat tensely at the console, watching the sides of the canyon slip past faster and faster. He wished he hadn’t flunked out of psephology. He wished he’d never left Manila. He wished …

He noticed an alert scrolling across the life-support systems monitor.

… event! Click here for details. Click here to dispatch repair bots. Click here to learn more about emergency life-support options. Depressurization event! Click …

★

“Depressurization event,” barked the tannoy in the kitchen. It confirmed what Elfrida had just heard: the explosive noise of an air mass meeting the vacuum. “Oh my God,” she gasped.

Meredith-Pike pivoted to Satterthwaite. “Looks like we’re running out of time. Are you going to be sensible, Jules?”

“Sod off.”

Meredith-Pike shook his head sorrowfully. “Remember, I didn’t want to do this,” he said, and punched Satterthwaite in the temple.

Satterthwaite’s eyes rolled up. He fell over backwards, hitting his head on the microwave.

Elfrida screamed.

Meredith-Pike turned towards her with a dispassionate frown. His eyes had gone slitty, more like the eyes of a goat than a human being. Whatever the Heidegger program had done to his intracranial wiring, it had tipped him straight into the uncanny valley that Glory dos Santos had told Elfrida about, way down into the zombie zone between ‘alive’ and ‘not alive.’ His eyes were no longer windows to his soul. They were slit trenches in a clayey landscape that only happened to resemble a human face.

Little Sister tugged on his arm.

“Oh,” Meredith-Pike said. “Right.”

Meredith-Pike and Little Sister moved at the same time. Meredith-Pike punched Wang Gulong in the temple, his fist a blur, felling the big man before he could react at all, much less deploy any duan quan moves. He then snatched a bread knife from the webbing above the nearest worktop and slashed Wang’s throat. Blood sprayed across the kitchen. Little Sister didn’t bother with a knife. She merely pointed at Jimmy Liu. A laser beam leapt out of her stubby middle finger and burnt a hole in his forehead. He collapsed on top of his friend, jerking grotesquely.

Meredith-Pike glanced at Elfrida. “Hope that didn’t shock you too badly? They were purebloods. That lot are behind it all, you know, pulling the strings of interplanetary finance, prosecuting a war that no one wants, using their hereditary connections and secret influence to set natural allies at each other’s throats. They have to go. It is unpleasant, I admit.”

Little Sister dragged him out of the kitchen.

At about this time Elfrida felt the tug of a gentle wind. Her jumper rippled.

Her Space Corps training kicked in.

In the unlikely event that a depressurization event occurs at your workplace, proceed to the nearest airtight room, compartment, or cubicle, and await further instructions.

Elfrida threw Jimmy, Wang Gulong, and Satterthwaite into the freezer and tumbled in after them. The door had no handle on the inside. She pulled at it with her fingernails. Slowly, it swung towards her. Its flanges kissed the frame, and sealed.

★

There were no pressure-seals in the architecturally lauded atrium of the de Grey institute. Shoshanna and Dr. James jogged along the spiraling ramps, through a gale that pelted them with potted plants, stress-reliever toys, lost socks, thermoses, tablets, framed photographs of loved ones—anything, in fact, that wasn’t splarted down. The water sculpture had slumped sideways, losing about half of its mass before the remainder froze solid. They trod on patches of ice. Dirt, dust, and fog obscured the air, generated by the sudden change in the air’s vapor holding capacity. Arachnoid repair bots scrambled past, toting sacks of splart.

When they reached the computer room—Dr. James leading the way; he’d been here before—they found several bodies.

Shoshanna checked them for signs of life. As she expected, she found none. The pressure was down to 0.6 atmospheres, with a corresponding loss of oxygen. That wasn’t what had killed these men and women, however. They were all holding hands. Their faces had a pink flush, regardless of their original skin color, and their tongues protruded from their mouths. They had self-euthanized, probably with the prescription tablets known as ‘peace pills’—which was something of a misnomer.

“Now what?” she said, thinking out loud.

Before she could answer herself, her suit reported lateral acceleration.

“Metalfucker! Someone’s started the engine. Is there a separate operator’s compartment? Is it pressure-sealed?”

★

The answer was yes. On the downside, someone had pinched the rebreather and the rest of the life-support kit that should have been in the emergency locker. Eyeballing the cramped dimensions of the driver’s cab, Mendoza figured he had about six hours before he died of carbon dioxide poisoning, unless a miracle happened first.

He locked the engine into maximum acceleration mode and slumped back, hands over his face. The St. Matthew’s Passion throbbed into his ears. I just can’t catch a break.

After a few minutes, he did some calculations. Without a payload slowing it down, the Vesta Express could accelerate to Mach 4 in less than one full circuit of the equator.

He blinked up his comms program. “Goto,” he said, trying not to hope that she was still alive. “Do you copy?”

She did not answer.

★

At the same time as Mendoza was pinging Elfrida, two figures dashed across the atrium, beneath the frozen cascade of the water sculpture. The wind pushed them sideways. Meredith-Pike stumbled. He stopped and projectile-vomited. Little Sister dragged him onwards, her short legs pumping like pistons.

Not all the atmosphere had yet left the de Grey Institute. Given the small size of the breach in the airlock, and the volume of air that was trying to escape, it would take a few hours for the pressure inside the module to equalize with the vacuum outside. At the moment, the air pressure in the atrium was about half of normal—but that wasn’t zero. It was survivable.

Hugh Meredith-Pike, however, was not in the best shape. He stumbled to his knees. Then he blacked out.

Little Sister slung him over her shoulders and sprinted on. She did not suffer from oxygen deprivation. She was a voluntary breather, with enlarged blood vessels around her lungs that could store oxygen for hours.

She had none of her weaponry, but she had brought along a knife from the kitchen, the same one Meredith-Pike had used to cut Wang Gulong’s throat.

★

“As you may have figured out,” Dr. James said to Shoshanna, “the thing was a fragment of a PLAN ship. Yes, I know. Don’t sputter at me. The risks, we thought, were not severe enough to preclude a cautious, fully sandboxed investigation of its capabilities. We hoped to gain a better understanding of …”

He named several topics that were top concerns of the ISA, and another couple of items that were sore points with Star Force in its role of first responder.

“Principally, of course, we hoped to gain some insight into the PLAN’s stealthing technology.”

That caught Shoshanna’s attention. She paused in her exploratory pinging of the infected supercomputer.

The PLAN’s stealthing technology was perhaps the biggest riddle confronting humanity today. Not that 99% of humanity had ever even thought about it, but a rudimentary knowledge of physics exposed the riddle to contemplation—and ensured frustration. How did the PLAN get from one place to another without being spotted? They used fusion engines, as proven beyond a doubt by their drive signatures. Engines generated heat. Therefore, according once more to physics, stealth in outer space was an impossibility. A basic infrared scan could find every spacecraft on your side of the sun.

Except, neither infrared nor any other kind of scan could find the PLAN when they were in stealth mode. Their ships routinely popped up without warning, attacked human facilities, and vanished again. How the hell did they do it?

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s something we’d like to know, too.”

She bounced up from her ergoform and grabbed Dr. James by the shoulders.

“Did they? Find out anything about it?”

“I don’t know. As I said, they didn’t keep me in the loop. But my educated guess is no. We’d have seen some patent applications by now. Please let go of me, Shoshanna.”

“I want that ship.”

“Fragment.”

“No one has ever captured a PLAN ship, or even a fragment of one. They autodestruct. Nothing to study but dust. This is un-fucking-precedented. Where is it?”

“Unprecedented. Exactly,” Dr. James said. “Taking into account everything that’s happened, I’m starting to suspect that the PLAN is trying out a new battle strategy.”

“What do you mean?”

“The space oddity wasn’t a fragment of a ship destroyed in an engagement. It was a plant.”

 


xxxiii.

It was pitch dark in the freezer with the door shut. Elfrida was trying not to cry, because her tears froze on her cheeks. Working by touch, she pulled Jimmy Liu’s sweater off over his head. “I’m sorry,” she babbled. “I’m so sorry. But I need all the insulation I can get, or I’ll die of hypothermia long before I run out of air.”

His body flopped in her hands like an unprogrammed ergoform. He felt warm in contrast to the air in the freezer, but that was just an illusion. He was dead. As dead as Jun Yonezawa had been when she ate him.

“I’m so sorry.”

While she wrestled with Jimmy’s clothes, she also weighed whether to try to call for help. This was not the no-brainer it should have been. One of the drawbacks of contacts—one of the many reasons that consumers opted for BCIs instead—was that without ambient light, you couldn’t see a doggone thing. So she was connected, but blind. She remembered how the Heidegger program’s icon had floated in her field of vision. What if I click on it by mistake?

Without a BCI, it wouldn’t be able to get inside her head. But what if it got into her contacts and messed them up? Then she’d be not only blind but completely isolated, without even the hope of calling for help.

She struggled into Jimmy’s sweater, knew she’d never fit in his pants, and fumbled her way over to Wang Gulong. His clothes were board-stiff with frozen blood.

By the time she got the extra layers on, she was cold enough that she decided to risk it. Her comms program was usually there. Praying, she—

—remembered that Satterthwaite had had a flashlight.

She scrabbled in his breast pocket with fingers that were rapidly going numb. Yes! She dropped the flashlight, cursed, found it again, and switched it on, blinding herself. The beam wavered over 5kg sacks of hash browns and kedgeree.

She wasted no time blinking up her comms program. Rather than attempting anything fancy, she just aimed her gaze at reply to last.

“Goto!?!” the answer appeared in text floating on her vision.

“Mendoza, it’s me.” She was crying again for sheer relief, which made it difficult to gaze-type. She switched to her air keyboard, projecting it on the top of a box that held frozen mixed vegetables. She knelt in front of the box and peeled her sleeves back from her fingers.

“I’ve been pinging you ever since the big boom,” Mendoza texted. “Where are you?”

“I couldn’t see anything. Sorry. I’m in the freezer. It’s airtight, as far as I can tell. But it’s not very big. I think I’ve got a little while.”

“Shit, Goto.”

“Where are you?”

“Driver’s cab. I’ve got about five and a half hours of air. Apart from that, nothing much to report.”

There was a pause. Elfrida fought tears. They were on the same train, but separated by a vacuum. They might as well have been on different planets.

“You’ve got the advantage of me,” she typed at last. “At least you’re not freezing to death.”

“But you’ve got food.”

“Ever tried eating frozen broccoli?”

“Goto, I could eat my own doggone elbow right now. There was supposed to be an emergency stash of rations up here, but the assholes took it.”

“Only you could think about food at a time like this.”

“Just trying to keep it light,” Mendoza typed. Elfrida was silent; she’d known that. After a moment, he typed, “Shit, I wish there was something I could do. I hate to think of you stuck down there.”

In the split second before the next words appeared, Elfrida hoped that Mendoza wasn’t about to say something sentimental. The thought surprised her. That she’d even had it told her that she was more aware of Mendoza as a person than she had known.

“I’m accelerating the train to launch speed. Figure your friend’s plan is our only chance now.”

“Oh God, Mendoza. I didn’t get a chance to tell you. There’s something not right about him. I don’t know if this is a good idea, after all.” She hesitated, trying to organize her thoughts. Maybe the best thing was just to forward Petruzzelli’s email to Mendoza, but would he know what to make of it?

“This. Was. Your. Idea.”

“I know, I know, but it turns out that Yonezawa may not be on the level. He may not really be coming to help us. I think maybe he wants the Heidegger program.”

Mendoza’s reply appeared before she even finished typing. “He seems OK to me. Anyway, what are our other options?”

“You’ve been talking to him?”

“Sure. Or maybe it was the other one. They look alike to me, sorry. He knows his shit. Brain like a supercomputer, as they say. Hang on, I’ve got another call.”

Mendoza ended the conversation. Elfrida stared in disbelief at the last words. Why did she feel so betrayed?

Something clawed at her leg. She squealed in terror and dropped the flashlight again.

★

Mendoza’s other call was from Hugh Meredith-Pike, of all people.

“Yo! Driver! We there yet?”

Mendoza did not like wireheads, especially this one, but the sheer elation of knowing at least one other person had survived the depressurization event overcame his mistrust of Meredith-Pike. He typed back, matching Meredith-Pike’s bantering tone, “What, you want to stop for a bathroom break? Ain’t no service areas on the Vesta Express, buddy.”

“Dang, and I was looking forward to a Big Mac and Coke.”

“You and me both. Back on Earth, when this is over.”

“It’s over now,” Meredith-Pike typed. “Well, pretty much. We’ve got the atmosphere back! The repair bots fixed the breach. You can come out of there. Then we’ll see about stopping this runaway train and getting the hell off.”

Mendoza did not notice that Meredith-Pike’s diction was not quite the same as it had been. Nor did he think to check the life-support systems monitor. At the words we’ve got the atmosphere back!, one thought filled his mind to the exclusion of all others: Elfrida. He could pull her out of the freezer before she froze to death.

He jumped off his couch and hit the DOOR OPEN button.

Had Bob still been operating the train, the next moments would have unfolded differently. But with the supercomputer off-line, the Vesta Express’s mechanical subsystems had no smarts to deploy as a counterweight to human impulsiveness. With idiotic obedience, the door opened a crack. There was a boom, and it leapt open the rest of the way. The atmosphere in the driver’s cab swirled out, sucking Mendoza with it. He stumbled a few paces, gasping and wheezing, and then fell face down.

On the network monitor screen, the latest systems status report faded, to be replaced by a representation of the face that had formerly been Meredith-Pike’s. His eyes swivelled, as if he could see the empty driver’s cab. “Ha, ha, ha,” he said thickly. “Fooled you. This is fun.”

★

Elfrida wrenched her leg away from the icy hand that had grabbed it.

“Aaagh!” she screamed, and then, weakly: “Mr. Satterthwaite! I thought you were dead.”

Satterthwaite clutched his head and groaned. His gaze skittered over the half-naked bodies of Jimmy and Wang. “Cold.”

“Yeah,” Elfrida agreed. To her shame, her first reaction to Satterthwaite’s survival was: So I’ve only got half as much air as I thought I had.

Her contacts distracted her. “Hang on,” she said. “I’m just going to take this.”

“Elfrida? Daijoubu?” [Are you OK?]

Elfrida’s jaw dropped in astonishment. “Rurumi?”

She had completely forgotten about the moe-class phavatar. If she had thought about it at all, she’d assumed Rurumi had been left behind with the roadheader, and good riddance.

“Hai, daijoubu,” she typed in wonderment.

“Yokatta! [Oh, good!] This is really scary, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Rurumi, it’s scary. Did you just call me to chat?”

“I know you didn’t want me to come. But I just wanted to see that cute little doggie one more time.”

Elfrida realized that she had forgotten about Jimmy’s terrier, too. The poor thing was probably dead now.

“Anyway, do you want me?” Rurumi asked.

“What?”

“Do you want me? I emailed you, but you didn’t answer.”

“Rurumi, are you really calling me in the middle of a depressurization event to ask if I want to have sex?”

“No! No no no! Gregor told me, if things get really scary, you’re authorized to operate me. So, do you want to or not?”

Elfrida inhaled sharply. She sent a quick thought of gratitude in the direction of Gregor Lovatsky, who—unlike everyone else—had been pessimistic enough to consider the possibility that things might go completely FUBAR. Then she typed, “Sounds like a plan. But I’m not in a telepresence cubicle. So we’ll have to do this together.” And Elfrida would have to overcome her dislike of working with an assistant. With their lives at stake, she thought, she could manage that.

Rurumi informed her that she was now logged in. “SUIT COMMAND,” Elfrida typed, testing her authorization. “Enable optic feed.”

The V-shaped horizon of the graben blocked out the stacks of frozen food. Rurumi was on top of the Vesta Express, hitchhiking. The scene tilted, the train swaying gently as it raced around the equator.

“Optic feed working,” Elfrida typed. “There’s a breach in the exterior containment of the de Grey Institute. You can get in that way. When you’re inside, ping me for further instructions.” She hesitated. “By the way, Rurumi? I’m sorry I was mean to you.”

“That’s OK!” the phavatar replied. “I’m used to being hated because I’m beautiful.”

“That’s not why—well, maybe it was. Kind of. Anyway.”

Elfrida minimized the optic feed and glanced at Satterthwaite. He was not doing anything helpful, just shivering and groaning. She pinged Mendoza. She hadn’t yet told him what had happened in the kitchen. She had been unwilling, if not unable, to put words to the horrible vibes she’d got from Hugh Meredith-Pike and the Little Sister thing. But she had to tell him what little she did know, for his own safety.

“He’s not answering,” she muttered. “He’s probably talking to the Yonezawas. Figuring out how to launch the train into space. Shit.”

Satterthwaite spoke up, his teeth chattering. “Are you talking about the TEOTWAWKI option?”
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Shoshanna decided not to waste time searching the de Grey Institute any further. Dr. James believed that, given the size of the PLAN ship fragment, it must be in the storage module, so that’s where they would look first.

To get there, they’d have to pass through the support module.

“It’s still pressurized,” Dr. James said, pointing at the readout beside the door.

“Yeah, and infrared is telling me there are people in there.”

“The refinery crew.”

“They’re still alive, based on their heat signatures. Let’s try and keep them that way.”

Shoshanna hit the DOOR OPEN button. She kicked the top flange as it irised back, bending it far enough for her and Dr. James to wriggle through in the teeth of the wind that instantly rushed out. She backflipped and punched DOOR CLOSE. The flanges shuddered, straining to meet. “Don’t take your helmet off,” Shoshanna advised. “I’m getting an air pressure reading of 0.8 atmospheres. That’s lower than it should be.” Then she turned and got her first good look at the room they were in. “On the other hand … maybe it doesn’t matter.”

They stood on a raised walkway that ran around the edge of a cubicle farm, like at a call center or something. And all the telepresence couches were occupied.

By dead bodies.

Freshly dead. Even if it weren’t for the infrared readings that had deceived her, Shoshanna would have known that much at a glance. Throats had been slashed, faces hacked into bloody ruins.

Dr. James made indistinct noises.

“Do not throw up in your helmet. People have died that way. Turn your back if it bothers you.”

Dr. James moved up beside her. She heard his breath rasping over the radio. “My career is finished, anyway,” he said.

“Ain’t that the truth.”

Shoshanna knew that her own career, and maybe more, depended on her making the right call, right here, right now. Her backup was still hours away. With all the satellites down, and the ground-based transmitter at the spaceport out of range, she couldn’t even call for advice. “Priorities,” she whispered to herself. “Neutralize threat, secure area, protect civilians.”

That was the ISA field agent’s official rule of thumb, and there was a reason why protecting civilians came last. The ISA was the Information Security Agency. Anyway, these civilians were beyond protecting.

Or … were they?

Not all the operators had been hacked up with a blade, she now saw. Only one in four or five.

Which just so happened to be the incidence of purebloods in the general population.

The other operators had been flung out of their couches, their telepresence masks and gloves ripped off. They were lying on the floor, and given the size of them, it was no wonder they couldn’t get up, even if they were alive.

Shoshanna saw one of them weakly struggling. She vaulted over the intervening partitions and shook the person—a woman, probably. The woman mouthed at her. Shoshanna ripped her helmet off to hear. She felt the cold on her face, heard the whooshing of the air circulation system struggling to restore normal pressure, smelled the metallic odor of fresh blood.

“Help,” the woman said. “Help! Help!”

“Who?” Shoshanna yelled. “What? When? Where’d it go?”

“I’ve lost Marmaduke. I need to get back in my couch. Help me.”

Disgusted, Shoshanna threw the woman against the nearest cubicle partition. “Cupcake,” she said.

The pained whimpers of the survivors scratched at her ears. Her heart was racing, her palms damp. Her BCI recommended an adrenergic uptake inhibitor. She distractedly authorized it to release a modest dose from the pharmacology implant under the skin of her left arm.

The Heidegger program had hijacked the phavatars that worked at the refinery.

Why hadn’t she anticipated that? Well, you couldn’t anticipate everything. But that was no excuse.

The Heidegger program was loose on the surface of 4 Vesta.

She’d failed.

She raised her helmet to her jaw. “We’re going back,” she said to Dr. James, who was sitting on the walkway. “Someone’s driving this train, and it can’t be the PLAN agent, or we’d be dead already. I assume there’s a manual control interface. So we’re going to go find whoever’s operating it, and make them stop.”

“Why?” Dr. James’s despairing monosyllable crackled from her helmet.

“Oy veh. So that we can get off, and get back to the Flyingsaucer. I need comms, doggone it, and that fucking PORMS took out all the satellites I was using, although that may have saved the rest of the solar system, so it’s a wash, I guess.”

She needed to call her controllers and make a full report, so they’d have the information they needed to act upon when they got here. In the meantime, maybe she could alert the Big Dig, and get them to use the PORMS to slag the phavatars in the open. It might be too late for that, but you hadn’t failed until you stopped trying.

“Question,” Dr. James said. “What kind of a computer program slaughters people with a knife?”

“Huh? One that sends them nuts. You don’t even need a fragment of a PLAN ship to do that. Although most BCI crash victims end up in therapy, not going on murderous rampages.”

“Yes, but where did it get the—” Dr. James interrupted himself. “Shoshanna! Watch out!”

She turned, and the knife came at her from below, a glint in her peripheral vision, giving her barely enough time to jump back. The woman she’d thrown to the floor was moving like a killer whale, fast, hacking at her legs. And all over the room the other survivors were rolling and surging and slithering towards her, their obese bodies sailing through the air like porpoises, several metric tons of flying cupcake converging on her in three dimensions.

Micro-gravity gave the wrong people all the advantages.

Shoshanna had combat training. What she did not have was a decent weapon. To be caught with a laser pistol would have wrecked her cover as a student activist. She had a home-printed revolver with three bullets in it. She leapt into the air to avoid the woman on the floor, and fired all three bullets in rapid succession into the nearest oncoming cupcakes. Then she threw the revolver at a fourth one. They didn’t even slow down. In the corner of her eye she glimpsed flashes. Dr. James was shooting at the cupcakes with his prosthetic gun.

She made a cold calculation that the odds were insurmountable.

“Run!” she yelled. “Tell them it’s loose!”

She did not see whether Dr. James obeyed her or not. The cupcakes were on top of her. Slowly, as in a nightmare, struggling all the way, she was smashed to the floor.

She lay half on a telepresence couch, her head hanging off its edge. Obese bodies pinned her limbs. A man sat on her chest. He had a transistor tattoo on his bald skull. “Are we having fun yet?” he grinned.

Shoshanna commanded her BCI to euthanize her. The dose loaded in her subdermal store was kinder than over-the-counter peace pills. Supposedly.

~Are you sure? her BCI queried. It would not let her take this drastic step without double-checking.

“Yes!” Shoshanna screamed. The cupcakes were fumbling around her head, trying to force a direct-connection telepresence wire into her temple port.

“Oh, good,” said the man sitting on her chest. “We are, too! The more, the merrier.”

~Please confirm you are of sound mind and not under duress or emotional distress, said her BCI.

Too late. The wire had slipped home. Shoshanna Doyle would never be of sound mind again.

“Cancel euthanasia command,” she said, sitting up. “Just joking!”

★

Far away from the Vesta Express, the phavatar modelled after the porn star Marmaduke Shagg stood outside the Bremen Lock. It was accompanied by a baker’s dozen of its fellows. They had run as fast as they could to get here, but they were not tired, needless to say. They were machines. They had stopped only once, at the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport, to recharge themselves. 

That had been fun.

(Phavatars, independent of their operators, had no sense of fun. But the entity now operating these phavatars did.)

Marmaduke Shagg hefted the anti-spacecraft cannon they had ripped from its mounting at the spaceport.

Then he froze. All the phavatars froze, sagging in awkward postures.

The sky curved blackly over them. There were no satellites up there any longer to distract from the awesome beauty of the stars.

(Not that phavatars had a sense of beauty, anyway.)

In front of them, the airlock’s external gates spanned the gap between the rock and the mushroom-cap overhang of the Bellicia ecohood’s roof. Wrought from asteroid iron, the gates depicted woodland animals and children frolicking around the Virgin Atomic logo. This artistic flourish mirrored the aspirations of the ecohood’s founders, recorded in a form impermeable to the cynicism of subsequent generations. The gates still reminded everyone who passed beneath of their dependence on a FUKish aerospace company whose good intentions were matched only by its self-promotional zeal.

(If the phavatars had been capable of any emotions at all, they might have felt a flicker of gratitude at being freed from that dependence.)

The sun peeked above the horizon, slapping their shadows through the gates.

Marmaduke Shagg lowered the cannon. They all walked forward.

The gates swung open.

The airlock admitted them.

★

Back on the Vesta Express, Elfrida was trying to warm up by doing jumping jacks when Rurumi interrupted her.

“I’m in. But my hair is ruined!”

“Huh?”

“The repair bots are fixing the airlock. I had to wiggle past them. I’ve got splart in my hair!”

“When this is over, I’ll introduce you to my hairdresser. You’d look great with a pixie cut, in my opinion.” A moe-class was a moe-class, and so Elfrida took a few seconds to reassure Rurumi, although she was twitching with urgency, as well as shivering with cold. “Go to the driver’s cab. Mendoza hasn’t been responding to my pings. I want to make sure he’s OK.”

She maximized the optic feed as Rurumi scuttled from the vestibule to the atrium. She nervously watched the phavatar’s peripheral vision for any sign of life. But nothing stirred, except bits of trapped litter. The draught had stopped. With the airlock repaired, the train was no longer losing atmosphere. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much left to lose.

★

Kiyoshi had locked himself into the bridge of the Unicorn to keep his passengers from bothering him. But he couldn’t lock Jun out.

“Call her,” the ghost said, buried from the waist down in Kiyoshi’s workstation, so that Kiyoshi’s hands went through him.

“Get out of my way.”

“Call Elfrida. Tell her we’re here.”

This was not strictly true, but it would be in another few seconds. The backthrust phase of its trajectory complete, the Unicorn was decelerating into orbit around 4 Vesta.

Kiyoshi was interested in what else he could see around the protoplanet. Or rather, what he couldn’t see. A massive asteroid like this, with a large settled population as well as active mining operations, should’ve been orbited by dozens if not hundreds of satellites. His scanners had only found two.

“I thought you were talking to the other guy,” he said to Jun. “Mendoza? He’s the one driving the train, isn’t he?”

“He was. He’s not responding anymore.”

Kiyoshi looked up from his screens. “That’s not good.”

“No. It’s not.”

At that moment an unknown ship pinged them. “XX Longvoyager-class general-purpose transport Unicorn, registered to Loyola Holdings, Inc. What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Over.”

★

Elfrida screamed and clapped her hands over her eyes.

“You d-d-do scream a lot,” Satterthwaite said. “‘S a waste of energy, you know. No one’s c-c-coming.”

With her eyes shut, she couldn’t see the ghastly information from Rurumi’s optic feed. But it was burnt into her brain. The door of the driver’s cab stood open. Mendoza lay face down outside it in a pool of vomit.

“There’s nothing in my action parameters for this!” Rurumi texted pitifully. “Help! Please, Elfrida!”

Elfrida’s forced herself to look again. Mendoza’s face was cyanotic. She told Rurumi to carry him into the driver’s cab. Not that that would bring him back to life, but she couldn’t just leave him there on the floor. Why on earth had he left the cab? Oh, Mendoza!

“We’re going really fast,” Rurumi texted, staring fearfully at the monitors. The sides of the canyon were a gray blur.

“Yes, Rurumi, we’re going fast.” Elfrida looked at the array of manual controls. She turned to Satterthwaite. “Listen, you. I know your head hurts and everything, but it’s time for you to pull yourself together and freaking help. The TEOTWAWKI option?”

“Błaszczykowski-Lee’s idea. I never liked it. Smacks of suicide.” Satterthwaite shivered. “I don’t want to die.”

“We aren’t going to die. A friend of mine is coming to get us.” Or, to get the Heidegger program. But Elfrida kept that to herself. She didn’t have a whole lot of options now, apart from ignoring her suspicions about Kiyoshi Yonezawa and hoping for the best. “He’ll take us off, and then … well, we can worry about that later. First we have to launch this whole doggone module into space. I’m in the cab, but I don’t know what buttons to push, anything. Help me.”

“Oh God,” Satterthwaite said, chafing his hands. “Can you see the propulsion systems monitor?”
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When the unknown ship hailed them, the Yonezawa brothers swung into a well-rehearsed routine. Jun minimized the propellant flow so their engine would look even weaker than it was. He also instructed their repair bots to head for the cargo bays, ready to jettison the construction materials and D/S bots they were carrying if necessary. Meanwhile, Kiyoshi responded. “XX unidentified ship, we are slingshotting around 4 Vesta on a trajectory with the following heliocentric parameters.” He made some up. “It’s called fuel economy. What’s your excuse?”

The ship responded after twenty-three seconds, which either meant that it was six million kilometers away, allowing three-ish seconds for reaction time, or else that it was trying to make him think it was. “Hey, bud, no offense meant. Long as you’re not planning to land on 4 Vesta. Be advised, you do not want to do that at the present time.”

“It’s the ISA,” Kiyoshi said to Jun. “They’re either six million kilometers from here, or trying to make us think they are.”

“My scans aren’t picking up anything closer than four million klicks, and that’s just a cycler. There’s something farther out, approaching on a direct trajectory from the inner system. Could be them.”

“Another word of warning. If you pick up any communications from 4 Vesta while you’re in the volume, ignore them. There’re some bad actors down there, and they may be targeting innocent bystanders, so don’t be that bystander, Unicorn. ‘Kay?”

The ISA agent had not announced his identity, but he was making no effort to hide it. Only the ISA would emerge from nowhere to deliver cryptic warnings on the assumption that they would be obeyed. It was kind of like running into the PLAN. You knew they were out there, and you hoped you’d never meet them. But when you did, you knew immediately what you were dealing with.

“How long before they get here?” Kiyoshi said to Jun.

“About two hours, if I’m looking at the right ship. They’re coming like a bat out of hell.”

“Still, I’m gonna assume it will be a while before we’re in range of whatever weaponry they’ve got.”

“I’d feel safe making that assumption, yes. What have you got in mind?”

Kiyoshi did not answer. He was high on another of his custom drug cocktails, a blend of meth, caffeine, and L-carnitine, which he thought of as an awareness enhancer. He said to the ISA agent, “Guess you got caught napping, huh?”

“What’s that, Unicorn?” the response came twenty-two seconds later.

“That’s what your wife says,” Kiyoshi sent back, and jammed his shoulders into the depths of his couch, laughing.

“That was stupid,” Jun said, arms folded.

“I was just jerking his chain. You’ve got no sense of humor. That was your problem when you were alive, and it still is.” Kiyoshi sobered down. “Look, they’ll try to slag us as soon as we’re in range. All that nicey-nice bullshit is just to put you off your guard. They won’t want to take the chance that the Heidegger program may have infected us.”

“I wouldn’t disagree with that analysis.”

“I’m going to call the boss-man. I didn’t want to tell him what we’re doing here, but maybe he can talk to them.”

Jun’s face was unreadable. No one could do poker-face like the ghostly self-projection of an MI.

“You talk to Elfrida. If she can’t pull off the emergency launch, all this is for nothing.”

“You talk to her,” Jun said.

“I know you don’t want to do it,” Kiyoshi roared. “Suck it up! You’re a freaking machine intelligence. You don’t need me holding your hand!”

Jun vanished.

Kiyoshi set his teeth. He radioed the boss. While he waited out the signal delay, he watched for signs of Jun’s activity, but saw none. His screens merely displayed automated status reports as the Unicorn orbited Vesta in search of the train.

Well, either Jun would call Elfrida, or he’d hide in the sim and sulk. Either way, he couldn’t stop Kiyoshi from prepping the guns.

★

Rurumi perched on the driver’s couch, entering the commands that Elfrida relayed to her from Satterthwaite.

“Find the electromagnetic suspension control panel. It’s in Electrical Subsystems. Look, over there, I see it. The ES controls should already be on manual. Yes? Good. You’re doing great, Rurumi. Definitely more than just a pretty face …” Elfrida broke off her soothing flow of text. “What’s wrong?”

Rurumi’s optic feed showed that she had scrambled off the couch. She peeked around the door of the driver’s cab. “Someone’s coming!”

Down the corridor walked a person in a high-fashion coverall with a loose, translucent outer layer, accessorized with boots, gloves, and a bubble helmet. Behind the lightly tinted faceplate Elfrida made out the face of Shoshanna Doyle.

Shoshanna smiled and held out her hands.

“She’s talking to me,” Rurumi texted. “She says everything’s going to be OK!”

Another couple of seconds and Shoshanna would be in grabbing range. Elfrida wavered for barely a millisecond. Shoshanna had taken Cydney hostage. However she’d gotten aboard the Vesta Express, Elfrida was pretty sure she hadn’t come to rescue them. She typed faster than she ever had in her life.

Rurumi jerked back into the cab, slammed the door, and locked it from the inside.

The door vibrated, as if Shoshanna was kicking it.

“Do not let her in,” Elfrida typed. “Is she still talking to you?”

“Yes! She’s telling me to let her in. Now she’s asking me who’s operating me. I have to tell her, Elfrida! It’s the law.”

“Oh God! Can’t you lie?”

“I can’t disobey my operating guidelines!”

“All right, I’ll talk to her. Transmission follows: Hey, Shoshanna. This is Elfrida. Cydney’s girlfriend, remember? We’ve met a few times at the Virgin Café. I’m trying to save the solar system right now, so go and annoy someone else. Smile.” Elfrida bared her teeth as she typed.

Rurumi transmitted Shoshanna’s response. “You dumb bitch. I have to use the comms.”

“It’s not safe,” Elfrida transmitted. “I’m not turning anything on that the Heidegger program might get hold of.”

“Horse, barn door. It’s already escaped.”

“No way,” Elfrida said aloud. She read Shoshanna’s text to Satterthwaite as it continued to appear. “It hijacked the—”

“The phavatars,” Satterthwaite said, simultaneously. “Howl of despair.” His teeth chattered. “She’s the ISA agent we’ve been hearing so much about, isn’t she? Better do what she says. If we had cooperated to begin with, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

Elfrida set her jaw. She transmitted to Shoshanna, via Rurumi, “You’ve got a track record of deceit and excessive violence. You used Cydney and David and Win Khin and Big Bjorn and all of them to further your own agenda. You took the entire community hostage. You basically murdered that poor guy from the VA finance department. And I’m supposed to trust you? Sorry.” She added to Rurumi, “Get ready to push that button.” She hadn’t heard back from Kiyoshi Yonezawa. He’d said they would contact her when they were in position. What was she thinking, to trust a Japanese smuggler over a bona fide ISA agent?

It didn’t matter. She had to get the Heidegger program off of this asteroid. Mendoza had died trying to save 4 Vesta. She couldn’t let him down.

“See the status graph for the electromagnets?” she typed.

“Where are you, Elfrida?” Shoshanna texted, via Rurumi. “You’re on this train, aren’t you?”

“I’m not talking to you anymore.”

Then the Unicorn finally pinged her. But it wasn’t Kiyoshi whose image appeared in her call waiting area. It was Jun.

Panicking, Elfrida split the display in half.

 




	Shoshanna: Guess you haven’t seen what’s happening in the Bellicia ecohood right now.


	Jun: We’re here.





	Elfrida: What?


	Elfrida: Thank God. I’m ready to launch.





	Shoshanna: Take a look.


	






 

Via Rurumi, Shoshanna transmitted a feed from someone’s retina cam. The anonymous vidder was bounding along a street in Bellicia, soaring over knots of citizens who were brawling with knives and clubs. People sprawled on the street like bundles of bloody rags. Instead of soyclouds, dirty puffs of smoke hung in the sky. The amber rays of SecondLight barely penetrated the haze. Things were burning.

 




	Shoshanna: The fucking Heidegger program got in the same back door I was using and took over. Now the whole solar system is watching it butcher those people. Talk about propaganda.


	





	Elfrida: Those are just regular people. I know that man. He’s hitting that woman. He’s killing her!


	





	Shoshanna: The program has infected everyone who had a BCI and a connection to the hub. About ten percent of the solar system’s population has BCIs, but here, that fraction is a lot higher. Students love gadgetry. So do the spaceborn. Now, it turns out that for the Heidegger program to convert you into a meat puppet, you need to have a BCI and some kind of non-organic neural stimulation mechanism. Again, students love that shit. Getting a dope store in your arm is practically a rite of passage for those little slebs in the Humanities department. Then there are all the phavatarists like Win Khin, whose phavatars have now been taken over. So basically, this rich, privileged, cutting-edge community is as vulnerable as they come. Most people are hiding in their panic rooms. Figure in the fact that there are only five peacekeepers here, and the purebloods haven’t got a chance. That’s what you’re seeing.


	Jun: God have mercy on their souls.





	Elfrida: What can we do?


	





	Shoshanna: Let me into the driver’s cab and/or, I don’t care which, stop the train. I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve.


	





	Elfrida: Let me rephrase. What can we do that doesn’t involve blowing people up?


	Elfrida: Screw God!





	Shoshanna: For crap’s sake, this is an emergency.


	Elfrida: If He exists, why is He letting these innocent people die?





	


	Jun: Why did He let 11073 Galapagos be destroyed?





	Shoshanna: Open the fucking door!


	





	Elfrida: Cydney’s still there, isn’t she? Do you know if she’s OK?




	





	Shoshanna: I don’t know if she’s OK or not. All I’ve got is the same feeds that these amateur vloggers are spraying across the internet.


	





	Elfrida: She’s not a pureblood.


	





	Shoshanna: That’s not going to help her much when they start lining everyone up for tabletop neurosurgery.


	





	Elfrida: Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.


	





	Shoshanna: Bottom line, if you want her to have a chance, stop the train and let’s kick some AI ass. I left a Flyingsaucer back there; we can use that for transport. Got a couple of spare suits on board, if you need one.


	





	


	Elfrida: You don’t have any answers, do you?





	Elfrida: The train’s not pressurized. I can’t get out of here.


	





	Shoshanna: Well, I don’t know where you are, but the breach has been repaired. The bots threw a bunch of splart at it. More importantly, the life-support systems are still working. By the time we get to the Flyingsaucer, we’ll have the atmosphere back. We’re going at Mach freaking 3. Deceleration is gonna take time.


	Jun: You’re asking the wrong question. The mystery isn’t ‘Why do bad things happen to good people?’ but ‘Why do good things happen to bad people?’





	


	Elfrida: Are you saying I’m a bad person?





	


	Jun: We’re all sinners. But you were baptized. I remember that. I’ve got vid from the church. I was the altar server. You rejected Satan and all his works and dedicated your soul to Jesus Christ. You cried a lot.





	


	Elfrida: That wasn’t me, it was my phavatar.





	


	Jun: And this isn’t me, it’s an MI.





	


	Elfrida: So there’s no hope.





	


	Jun: I didn’t say that.





	


	Elfrida: I think I’m freezing to death. I can’t feel my fingers anymore. Thank God for auto-complete.





	


	Jun: Jesus is there with you. He is with you, Elfrida. I don’t know anything else for sure, but I know this much: He is with you.





	


	Elfrida: Well, that’s just freaking great! That makes me feel a whole lot better! Why don't you just frag off and take your dead God with you?





	


	Jun: Elfrida!





	Shoshanna: Yo, Elfrida! What are you waiting for? I’m on your side. We both work for the UN. Who else is going to handle this? There is no one else. We’re the first and last line of defense against a PLAN takeover of the solar system. I don’t know if that means more to you than the life of your girlfriend; it shouldn’t. But the two things are part of the same thing.


	Jun: Elfrida?





	


	Jun: Are you talking to someone else?





	


	Jun: Talk to me.





	


	Kiyoshi: OK, let me try. Hey there, Elfrida, it’s me. Are you having technical difficulties, or second thoughts?





	


	Elfrida: I don’t know. Both.





	Shoshanna: Elfriiiiiidaaaa!


	Kiyoshi: Make up your goddamn mind.





	Elfrida: I’m opening the door now.


	





	


	Elfrida: I’m sorry. I’m sorry.






 

Rurumi opened the door of the driver’s cab.

Shoshanna stepped in. Mendoza’s body was lying on the floor behind the driver’s couch. Shoshanna casually trod on his hand. She glanced at the monitors, and smiled. Then she turned on Rurumi and stabbed the little phavatar in the face with a kitchen knife. Rurumi staggered, one of her saucer-like eyes destroyed. Shoshanna grabbed a handful of long blue hair, threw the phavatar out of the cab, and slammed the door.

“Ha, ha, ha,” she said. “This is fun.”


xxxvi.

The Lord hears the cries of the poor. Blessed be the Lord! sang the computer of San Pedro Calungsod in Mendoza’s dreams. He was about three-quarters dead. When he exited the driver’s cab, the air pressure in the de Grey Institute had stood at about 0.4 atmospheres. The effect on Mendoza had been about what you’d expect if you were transported in the blink of an eye from sea level to the summit of Mount Aconcagua. To all intents and purposes, he had collapsed with a severe case of altitude sickness.

On top of vomiting and loss of consciousness, the symptoms of altitude sickness included hallucinations.

Mendoza’s reeling mind had carried him back home to Manila, where he was always the odd boy out, picked on by the kids who ran wild in his neighborhood. He only ever felt safe in his mother’s loving arms—and in the place where she, too, spent her free time: the parish church.

In the sacristy of San Pedro Calungsod, it was always dim, the tropical sunlight sublimated into veils of living color by the post-Vatican III stained glass windows, the doors always open so that the humid, fermented-smelling atmosphere swilled freely in and out. The cries of cicadas and feral monkeys carried in from the graveyard. He was helping Father Benjamin and the choirmaster pick the hymns for Holy Week, which mostly involved helping Father Benjamin with the computer. It felt so good to be able to help. Father Benjamin thought Mendoza might have a religious vocation. But he must have made a mistake, because the speakers of Father Benjamin’s computer roared out, “Depressurization event. Depressurization event,” and a monkey walked in and bit the choirmaster’s face off. Then it trod on Mendoza’s hand.

He rose on his knees. Reality swirled, all the colors of dreams going down the plughole.

“Must have made a mistake,” Mendoza whispered.

A person in a strange, flimsy-looking spacesuit stood in front of the driver’s couch, frowning at the monitors. The manual controls were hard to get the hang of, at first. People depended on smart interfaces. The mechanical world was an unfriendlier place. But it was real.

“Look,” Mendoza said, toppling over and catching himself on the comms console. “You just have to push this button, here.”

★

The solution that Mendoza and Jun Yonezawa had worked out together, which Director Błaszczykowski-Lee had separately devised under the rubric of the TEOTWAWKI option, was the epitome of simplicity. With manual drive enabled—and without Bob on duty to prevent what the supercomputer would doubtless have seen as a fat-finger accident—Mendoza’s command killed the electromagnets that kept the Vesta Express on its track. The C-shaped, millipede-like arms on the bottom of the Vesta Express instantly turned into dumb lumps of metal.

In the blink of an eye, the Vesta Express ceased to be a maglev. Now it was just an object travelling at about 3,000 kph—much, much faster than escape velocity.

Centrifugal force crushed the ex-electromagnets against the underside of the track. Sparks sprayed into the Vestan night. This display lasted for 0.4 seconds. Then all the magnet arms broke at once.

The Vesta Express soared out of the ringrail canyon. With the storage module oscillating dangerously behind the de Grey Institute, it hurtled into space.

★

Kiyoshi gaped at his optic feed. After the barest instant of amazement, he told Jun to pursue the receding dot that was the Vesta Express. He slid down from his throne and strolled over to the gunnery officer. He was back in the sim. This way, he didn’t have to listen to Captain Haddock and company banging on the door of the bridge and shouting piratically at him about their rights.

The gunnery officer saluted him.

“See that?” Kiyoshi said, his finger tracking the Vesta Express on the gunner’s radar plot.

“Yes, sir! What is it?”

“A threat to humanity. Blow it into the Oort Cloud.”

“Sir,” the gunner said, but he didn’t move.

Kiyoshi tensed. “Use the coil gun,” he recommended. “We’re well within range.”

“Sir, that vessel has innocent civilians on board.”

Kiyoshi glared at Jun, who was standing at the astrogator’s workstation, chewing a toothpick and watching.

“Speak for yourself, instead of puppeting these poor slebs,” Kiyoshi said.

Every officer on the bridge stood up. They walked over to Jun and ranged themselves behind him. “We are Knights of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau,” they said, high and low and young and old voices speaking in unison. “We are sworn to defend the Church and all the scattered children of Christendom against the army of Satan enfleshed.”

Kiyoshi shivered convulsively. 

“That freaking Order of yours,” he said.

“You almost joined, too,” said the cyberwarfare officer.

“Yeah, I did. But someone had to drive this truck, to earn some cash so you kids could sit around singing hymns. And I was the eldest.” Kiyoshi shook his head. Why was he wasting time on this argument? He snapped his fingers, and the sim vanished. Back on the bridge of the Unicorn, he scrambled out of his nest. The officers were all gone. Only Jun hung spreadeagled above him like a ghost out of an old Japanese horror vid.

“We’ve lost comms with the train,” Kiyoshi said, craning his neck to look up at him. “Chances are they’re all dead in there.”

“I heard what the boss said to you,” Jun replied. “He told you to frag the train to score points with the ISA.”

“He actually told me to frag it on the ground. And not to worry about collateral damage. Eh, he can be a bit trigger-happy when he feels threatened. But the idea is basically good. Do the ISA’s dirty work for them, and we might come out ahead. Otherwise, we’ll have to dump this ship, because the ISA will never leave us alone again.”

“What if he’s wrong?”

“He knows how they think.” The crummy old air circulation system rattled. Kiyoshi rubbed his mouth. “Why do you want to save her?”

“It’s a point of principle.”

“She ate you.”

“That’s why.”

“Of course it is. Of course it is.” Kiyoshi pushed off, rising straight through Jun (his vision momentarily grayed out, as if he were dizzy and seeing black spots). They floated, facing each other, in freefall. “MI COMMAND,” Kiyoshi grated, holding the ghost’s eyes. “Eliminate that target.”

“No,” Jun said.

“Fine, then I’ll do it myself.”

He went through the motions. He logged into the gunnery computer and trained the coil gun on the Vesta Express. He gave the command to fire. Nothing happened. Kiyoshi sighed. Almost as an afterthought, he triggered the second-hand Wetblanket system he’d been using for years. That deployed without a hitch, of course.

He looked up at Jun, who was still hanging spreadeagled in the air. “If I deleted you from the hub, would I be able to use the guns?”

“Probably not,” Jun said. “Because the hub would shut down. You wouldn’t be able to breathe for much longer, either.”

“You are the hub. You’ve merged with it. Emergent behavior. They warned me this might happen.” Kiyoshi stared sightlessly at the battered bulkheads. He remembered the simulation software user’s guide, the repeated and explicit warnings not to slave real functionality to a sim sufficiently detailed that it could act as a learning environment for a high-end MI.

“I’m not the hub,” Jun said. “The hub is me. There’s a difference, but I’m not sure what it is. You’re wondering why I still say the Divine Office every day, why I resurrected the Order with a bunch of secondary personalities from the sim? Because those are the only things I’m sure about. Everything else is logic and rubble in the vacuum.”

Kiyoshi pushed off and went to touch Jun’s arm in an instinctive gesture of comfort. His hand went straight through the projection, of course. Now it was his turn to fight tears. He hung there, thinking: What have I done?

The Wetblanket system reported that it had acquired the Vesta Express and was retrieving it. The Wetblanket system was a ‘blanket’ of nanofiber mesh a kilometer wide with integrated propulsion units. Designed for mining applications, to stop debris from flying into space, it could also be used to capture slow-moving objects (slow being a relative concept, of course), such as loose cargo. Or a knock-off of the Guggenheim Museum tumbling through the vacuum with several probably-dead people and a fragment of a PLAN ship aboard.

“Don’t bring it back here,” Kiyoshi instructed the Wetblanket. “Maneuver it into a stable orbit, a good ways away from us.” He glanced at Jun. “It still isn’t responding to our signals.”

“I’m on it,” Jun said, zipping to the real-life astrogator’s console. His flying fingers did not disturb the dust of ages. “I’ll send the Superlifter over for a looksee.” As usual, he was cheerful and decisive now that he’d got his way. “Would be good if someone went with. As you’ve often mentioned, we don’t have any drones.”

“Why do I let you get me into these messes?” Kiyoshi asked. Despite himself, he was smiling. He went to the door of the bridge and threw it open. “Salvage mission. Any volunteers?”


xxxvii.

Elfrida opened her eyes. At first she thought she was dead. Her baptism must have been a crock, after all, because she’d gone to Hell. Clearly this was Hell.

In front of her floated Captain Haddock’s brother Codfish.

“Shiver me timbers!” he exclaimed. “She’s alive!”

Elfrida tried to speak. Something covered her mouth and nose. A rebreather mask. She pulled it off. The air was obviously all right, since Codfish had his helmet off. The movement made her bobble away from him. They were in freefall. “We launched,” she said wonderingly.

“We sure did,” said another person, removing his rebreather mask to speak.

“Mendoza!”

Elfrida kicked off from an overhead hatch. She zoomed across the kitchen, cannoned into Mendoza, and hugged him tightly. He squeezed her back. Still embracing, they tumbled into the ceiling, which was stained with the contents of pouches and tubes that had exploded during the depressurization event. “This place smells like a Filipino street market,” Mendoza laughed. 

“I thought you were dead!”

“So did I.”

“Shoshanna said we would get the atmosphere back pretty soon. I guess that was the only thing she wasn’t lying about.”

The kitchen was crowded with floating people. The two female pirates from Captain Haddock’s gang were stealing the fancier kitchen appliances. Julian Satterthwaite, Jimmy Liu, and Wang Gulong lay on stretchers dry-gripped to the floor. Medibots fussed over them, supervised by a hatchet-faced woman in an EVA suit and a poke bonnet. This incongruous attire barely registered amidst the tumult in Elfrida’s mind.

“Where is she?”

“Shoshanna?” Mendoza’s face turned grim.

“Yeah. I let her into the cab. Dog, I am so freaking stupid.”

“Don’t feel bad. I got fooled, too. I guess we’re just too trusting.”

“Not anymore,” Elfrida said. “Not anymore.”

A medibot was chasing her through the air, holding out a pair of gloves. She let it put them on her. She couldn’t do it herself, because her fingers weren’t working properly.

“You are suffering from superficial frostbite,” the medibot chirped. “These gloves will apply gentle heat. Your fingers may start to sting or swell as they warm up. If so, please ask me for a painkiller.”

“Go frag yourself.” Elfrida pushed off and arrowed out of the kitchen.

★

“Y’know, the thing about my employers? They ask questions first, and shoot later. As in, much later. After the electroshock, and the waterboarding, and the truth therapy sessions.”

The thing formerly known as Shoshanna Doyle spread its hands in a what-can-you-do gesture.

Tall and lean, Shoshanna would have been attractive, if she were still human. She had a spiky shock of green hair and a crooked, teasing smile. She’d have been just Kiyoshi’s type, in fact. It was a shame.

He had absolutely no doubt that she was not in any meaningful sense alive anymore, though her body moved, and her voice was resonant and humorous.

“You need to be aware what you’re dealing with,” she said.

“Oh, I’m aware of that,” Kiyoshi said.

“I don’t think you are. You think the ISA will be happy if you blow me away? Making it impossible for them to ever find out what happened here? It’s called the Information Security Agency for a reason. Destroy me, and I guarantee your next place of residence will be a secure holding facility on Pallas.”

The thing might be telling the truth. After all, it seemed to have all Shoshanna’s memories, and she would know the ISA’s priorities better than the boss-man did.

Kiyoshi brought the laser rifle up to his shoulder, anyway. Then, on a whim, he lowered it. “What’s it like being you? Nemesis of humanity, destroyer of asteroids and orbital habitats, sowing chaos and terror across a volume thirty AUs wide?”

Shoshanna’s smile softened. “It’s fun,” she said.

Kiyoshi felt a pang of desperation. “You target a whole quarter of the human race for genocide just because they’ve got a few of the wrong genes. Why do you do that? Race is nothing. Eighty percent of genetic variation is among individuals. Classical racial markers make up only about six percent of total human variation. On the teleological level, that’s meaningless.”

“Lamarckian genetic memory, bucko,” the Shoshanna-thing said. It hiked one boot on the back of the telepresence couch it was standing on. It acted cool as a cucumber, despite the laser rifle Kiyoshi was aiming at it. “Race is culture is destiny. DNA is just shorthand for that other stuff. It correlates surprisingly well with pretty much every achievement metric, although we’re not allowed to say so, since eighty percent of genetic variation is among individuals, yadda yadda—the gospel of the 23rd century, which you’ve obviously swallowed whole. And by the way, just to correct another of your mistaken assumptions? We’re not your enemies. We’re your saviors, if you’d only pay attention to what the universe is trying to tell you.”

“Fuck you. Jesus Christ is my savior.” The words came out of Kiyoshi’s mouth unbidden. At the same time he pulled the trigger. Staggered laser pulses appeared to erupt out of the Shoshanna-thing’s face in puffs of red. It tumbled backwards into the air. He tracked it, holding the trigger down. The smell of vaporized brains added to the slaughterhouse reek in the air.

By the time it hit the far wall of the telepresence center, the thing formerly known as Shoshanna Doyle had no head left.

Kiyoshi kicked off and gave it another burst, just to make sure. He flew over the carnage in the telepresence cubicle farm. He’d shot everything that popped its head up, until the Shoshanna-thing came out of the storage module and tried to sweet-talk him. A few of the cupcake-things were still alive. He fixed that.

“You’re getting a lot of mileage out of that rifle,” said Jun, following along. For this mission, Kiyoshi had agreed to let Jun see with his eyes, or rather with his retinal implants, something he didn’t usually allow. They needed to make sure everything got recorded and stored in the Unicorn’s datacore.

“Yeah,” Kiyoshi said. “Who’d have thought the Neu Ordnung Amish would have brought along a bunch of HabSafeTM delayed-pulse laser rifles optimized for soft-tissue penetration, for killing people without accidentally breaching a pressurized structure? Very handy.”

“The new wave of colonists: rejecting modern culture, except for the good bits.”

“The tricky part is going to be getting the guns away from Haddock and company once we’re done here.” 

As Kiyoshi spoke, he jerked the rifle up, lest he accidentally shoot Captain Haddock himself. The goateed namsadang squatted between the partitions, one leg hooked under a telepresence couch. He was aiming a HabSafeTM rifle at a thing curled in a fetal position and hogtied with IV lines. This thing was not a cupcake. It had a retro tattoo of wiring on its bald skull, and a dopey smile on its face. 

“Any reaction from this one?” Kiyoshi asked.

“Yeah, he said something a minute ago, but I couldn’t catch it.” Under stress, Haddock was forgetting to speak pirate. “Why are these rifles so noisy?”

“It’s an effect. So people know you’re shooting them.” Kiyoshi kicked the captive thing like a football. He was surprised how much satisfaction he was getting out of this.

“Are you sure this guy is one of them?” Haddock said.

“Can’t you tell?”

“Not like you can. That’s weird. Also, where did you learn to shoot like that?”

“At home,” Kiyoshi said. “We used to have pirate trouble.” He grinned.

“You high?” Haddock said suspiciously.

“Just a few cc’s of morale juice. The same stuff Star Force uses.”

The captive thing’s eyes opened and fastened on them.

“Hullo,” it slurred, “You here for the secret of human happiness?”

“That was it,” Haddock said. “You know, I had a shipmate once who downloaded a porno sim from the wrong site; his BCI crashed. This reminds me of that.”

“Let’s keep it alive, for now.” Kiyoshi looked across the blood-splattered cubicle farm. A door led off the walkway on the far side. That was where Shoshanna had come from. “Stay here. Make sure it doesn’t try anything.”

Pirates were not good at obeying orders. Haddock tied the captive thing up more securely and followed Kiyoshi into the storage module. Though Kiyoshi didn’t say anything, he was glad of the company. They darted in and out of cavernous rooms stuffed with consumables and spare parts. “Captious caterpillars!” Haddock gloated. “This mission is definitely going to have been worth it.”

Kiyoshi’s rifle sight tracked across white ceramic walls. When they came to a locked door, he dialed the HabSafeTM’s pulse energy and frequency up to maximum and set the muzzle against the lock. Five smoky, noisy minutes later, the door swung back. They aimed their helmet lamps into darkness. The beams picked out the ragged tusk-like shape that had haunted Kiyoshi since the first time he saw it on the Unicorn’s optic feed. But now the inner curve of the tusk hung open: a hatch.

Kiyoshi drifted closer.

Inside was a human-sized cavity, encrusted with instruments and life-support equipment.

A fighter pilot’s cockpit, Kiyoshi thought, realizing at last what the fragment was.

In the couch lay a naked girl, sucking her thumb.

“Did you say something?” Haddock said.

“No,” Kiyoshi started, and then he heard it, too. The same voice he’d heard over his suit radio, fourteen long months ago. The slurred voice of someone talking in her sleep.

“Warum ist … warum ist überhaupt Seiendes und nicht vielmehr Nichts?”

“What the hell is that?” Haddock said.

“Spam,” Kiyoshi said. He’d ignored it back then, and he could ignore it now. It was just another version of the Infinite Fun Space package. Different bait, same trap.

“Yonezawa-san! Yonezawa-san!”

Elfrida Goto arrowed into the room. She bounced off the top of the tusk and floated over their heads. She raised gloved hands to shade her eyes from their lamps. She must have seen the life-support cradle and its occupant, but she was not to be sidetracked. “This isn’t over,” she gasped. “Not even close. I guess you aren’t aware. The Heidegger program—it’s loose in the Bellicia ecohood—it’s slaughtering purebloods, enslaving everyone else! Don’t you watch the news?”

“Well, yeah,” Kiyoshi said, annoyed. “But what do you want me to do about it? We’re up here. They’re down there.”

“The ISA will kill them all!”

“Probably. But we’ve got the original copy of the program.” He waved at the fragment. “This, right here. This is where it started. This is what counts.”

“People don’t count?” She pushed tangles of dark brown hair away from tear-filled eyes. She was prettier in reality than in her sim.

“You got someone you care about down there?”

“Y-yes. My—my girlfriend.”

Jun, uncharacteristically, was silent. Kiyoshi subvocalized to him: ~No comment?

“You’re right,” Jun said via Kiyoshi’s transducer implants. “We can’t do anything for them.”

~Good to know your crusading zeal has limits.

“I may be a crusader. I’m not a kamikaze. That habitat is a death trap. But that doesn’t mean the people inside are doomed. See this [attached]? Those are ships.”

~WTF? Let me talk to them.

“Sure, if you want. But you’ll need to use my translator program. They only speak Chinese.”

★

The personnel of the Big Dig were evacuating. The VA staff had their own ship in the camouflaged parking lot at the foot of Rheasilvia Mons, the SUV (Space Utility Vessel) Giggle Factor. The Chinese pioneers had two ships in addition to the Kekào, which was not here at the moment. Both the Zhèngzhou and the Húludao towered over the Giggle Factor like skyscrapers. They were that big because they had originally transported the Chinese construction machinery to Vesta. The construction machinery was now being abandoned. Everything was being abandoned.

Fiona Sigurjónsdóttir sank into her couch on board the Giggle Factor with a whimper of despair. Everyone else was staring into the middle distance. They were all watching the feeds streaming out of the Bellicia ecohood. The PLAN agent had brought the transmitter at the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport back online, in an act of pure malice, it seemed, just so that it could spew forth these scenes of carnage and terror. Sigurjónsdóttir had watched, too, until she saw a girl the age of her elder daughter bludgeoned with a tree branch, and then she hadn’t been able to take it anymore.

Someone touched her arm. She looked up at José Running Horse. His expression was unfamiliar. Kind. “Gonna be OK, Fee. The Heidegger program sent three phavatars our way. I slagged ‘em from orbit. The only real advantages it had were stealth and surprise, and now it’s lost those, it can’t mess with us. We’ll be out of here in a few minutes, back in London in a few weeks. You’ll be stepping off the plane and hugging your kids. Just focus on that.”

“I’m not worried about us,” Sigurjónsdóttir said. She slumped against him.

Running Horse sat down beside her and held her while she cried. 

★

Cydney cowered in Big Bjorn’s treehouse. From downhill, she could hear shouts, screams, and explosions. This was everyone’s worst nightmare: phavatars turning on humans, slaughtering their makers. Some of the STEM students were fighting back. But it sounded like more was going on than that. It sounded like a war.

“It’s gonna be OK,” Bjorn said, patting her back.

She twisted away, unable to bear his reassurances. “It is not gonna be OK! Shoshanna’s doing this. I don’t know how, but she’s doing it. I told you she was psychotic. She’s going to kill everyone!”

“I guess things kinda spiraled out of control,” Bjorn said sadly.

“We had a chance to stop her, and we didn’t. This is on us.” With a moan of despair, Cydney burrowed under the edge of Bjorn’s rustic patchwork quilt. The fragrance of dry herbs overpowered the smell of smoke in the air.

Her head bumped into something with sharp corners.

“Ow! Did you stuff your quilt with e-waste?”

Bjorn’s ursine face was not very expressive. Even when grimacing guiltily, he still looked like Love-A-Lot Bear. But that grimace told Cydney all she needed to know.

She tugged at the seams of the quilt. Bjorn sighed, moved her out of the way, and ripped a claw through a patch with the U-Vesta logo on it. Polyfoam scraps and dried herbs spilled over their knees. Cydney reached forward and brushed off the astrophysics lab’s supercomputer workstation.

“It was here all along,” she said with an accusing glare.

Bjorn sighed. “I believed,” he said. Gunfire punctuated his words. “I believed we were being treated unfairly. The STEM guys were keeping secrets from us. That’s not right, you know? A community can’t flourish without transparency and equality.”

“I dunno,” Cydney said. “Earth’s managed it all these years.”

She heaved the workstation onto its side. The housing was cracked. One panel had been removed. Leaves and stalks clogged the delicate circuit boards within.

“Guess they never got it talking?”

Bjorn shook his head.

“Not like it matters anymore.”

But Cydney snapped a few pictures with her necklace camera and sent them to Aidan in LA with a note: Does this look totally fragged to you, or fixable? Since the comms came back online, she’d been in intermittent contact with her team, although they couldn’t, of course, do anything to help.

A couple of minutes later, she got a message from Aidan. He wouldn’t have seen her pictures of the workstation yet. This had been sent a quarter of an hour ago.

“Hey, Cyds, your feed’s not updating. Have the comms gone down again? If you get this, update your feed ASAP.”

The truth was that Cydney had stopped vidding when she and Bjorn fled into the woods. It wouldn’t help her image for her fans to see her hiding under a bear’s bed while a war was going on.

“Our access figures are out of the freaking atmosphere,” Aidan continued. “We’re the go-to feed on this story, but the viewers want live vid. Every second they don’t see it, they’re clicking away to BelterNews and Adam the Aggregator. So, y’know, if you get this …”

“Adam the Aggregator,” Cydney gasped. “I hate that fucking sleb.”

She put her eye to one of the leafy gaps in the treehouse walls. All she could see was trees. She bounded over to the top of the ladder.

“… be careful, of course,” Aidan’s tiny voice concluded.

“Where are you going?” Bjorn said.

“To get the story.”

 


xxxviii.

After a short but hair-raising hop around the circumference of Vesta, the Zhèngzhou and the Húludao landed at the Bellicia-Arruntia spaceport. Actually, it would be more accurate to say they landed on it. The launch pad was not designed to accommodate two cargo transports the size of ten-storey buildings. Their fusion drives incinerated the terminal, the control tower, and the fuel depot. When the heat and light from this act of apathy-based utility died down, the two ships plonked themselves on the wreckage like a pair of elephants sitting on the ashes of a campfire.

The Extropian Collective, watching from the Kekào, said, “Cool!”

The Kekào flew down to the surface and buzzed the Bellicia ecohood. Its AI made a series of blindingly fast calculations about the terrain. Determining that it could safely land on the road to the spaceport, the Kekào alighted outside the Bremen Lock and melted the airlock’s iron gates with its drive.

The Chinese ban on armaments for spaceships—a policy driven by 10% ideology and 90% domestic political considerations—had ironically prompted Chinese ships to master the gray art of slagging things with their own exhaust.

“We call this ‘fart-bombing,’” a robot stewardess told the Extropians, who were rubbing their bruises from the rough landing. “The Chinese people have a dark sense of humor!”

Just how dark was soon to be revealed.

The Kekào deployed its drones, a.k.a. the cabin crew. Clad in their jaunty uniforms, they picked their way around the molten ruin of the gates. They found the actual entrance to the airlock, a giant valve hidden beneath the overhang, and proceeded to demolish it with cutter lasers (sanctioned for repair and maintenance purposes).

From its rear end the Kekào extruded the same jointed tunnel it had used to rescue the Extropian Collective from 550363 Montego. This looked remarkably like a boarding gate. The cabin crew sealed the gate to the airlock with what appeared to be clingfilm. Then they walked into the Bellicia ecohood, much as the PLAN agent’s phavatars had done a few hours earlier.

Below, a dirty blanket of smoke obscured the pastoral vista of lake, town, and woods.

“Good afternoon, humans! This is the pre-boarding announcement for Flight 001 to the nearest place of safety. We are now inviting those passengers with small children, and any passengers requiring special assistance, to begin boarding at this time!”

Silence; the distant crackle and pop of gunfire.

“Don’t all rush the gate at once,” the Kekào, in the form of the lone male steward, commented to itself, in the form of the other stewards. They tittered obligingly.

★

Cydney edged around the Diadji Diouf Humanities Center, her heart pounding. Something exploded inside the building. She and Big Bjorn flinched. They had seen nothing newsworthy on their way here, except for a few people running in the other direction. The emptiness of the campus was scarier than a riot would have been.

A girl sailed around the corner at the micro-gravity equivalent of a dead run, each step carrying her ten meters through the air. A muscular man, naked but for a zebra-print thong, hurtled after her.

~Holy crap, guys, Cydney subvocalized to her fans. ~Is it just me, or does that guy look like Marmaduke Shagg?

She and Bjorn shrank into the green curtain of the Diadji Diouf Humanities Center. The man caught the girl and dragged her, screaming, across the quad into the STEM building.

“Come on,” Cydney told Bjorn. Her heart still pounded, but now it was the rhythm of a Xhosa war drum, pulsing adrenaline into her veins. She dragged Bjorn across the quad.

They climbed the green curtain, past the NO CLIMBING signs, to the patio of the STEM cafeteria, on the second floor.

The patio windows were closed. People’s backs pressed against the inside of the glass, as if a packed-out rally were being held in the cafeteria. Cydney cracked the window open and slid in. The people nearest rolled their eyes like terrified goats. They smelled of body odor and fear.

Cydney jumped on tiptoes. Beyond the crowd, at the doors of the cafeteria, stood two nearly-naked people who looked like the hermaxploitation stars Butto Klüsterfück and Lotta Rogering. The crowd was so dense that they hadn’t seen her slide in through the window.

“OK,” she murmured to her fans. “We have half the student body being held captive by a dangerous gang of, um, porn stars.”

“They’re phavatars,” muttered a woman sitting on the floor by her legs.

“Oh. OK. Phavatars based on porn stars.”

“They killed all the purebloods. They took our guns and, oh my God, it was like a mass execution. Like something out of the twenty-first century. They dumped the bodies in Olbers Lake.”

“Whoa. Whoa. Update that,” Cydney said quietly. “We are being held captive by the PLAN.”

“And the other half of the student body,” the woman said. “And half of the faculty. They’re showing their true colors. You guys were right about them. I wish I’d never taken this job.”

There was a disturbance at the far door. Cydney bounced on her tiptoes again. Dean Garcia swaggered in at the head of a phalanx of professors and lab assistants, all stripped to their underwear. Garcia, surprisingly, favored lacy lingerie. Blood striped their limbs and faces, as if in grotesque imitation of warriors painted up for a tribal festival.

~This is some Cro-Magnon shit, Cydney subvocalized. ~I thought the PLAN were all high-tech. Maybe this is what you get when you cross high-tech terror with academic politics. Her trademark giggle sounded weak.

Menacing the crowd with the STEM students’ homemade rocket launchers, Garcia and her henchpersons grabbed the nearest captives and dragged them out. The remainder cowered.

“They’re giving everyone a choice,” said the woman beside Cydney. “Convert or die.”

Cydney looked at the woman for the first time. The woman only had one eye—the other was a steel metrology instrument. It brimmed with tears. Her chunky body quivered in panic.

“Haven’t we met?” Cydney said. “Oh, I remember: you were visiting Dr. James when I was there. You were totally rude. Hang on, I’ve got a call.”

“Cydney?”

“Elfrida,” Cydney gasped. Suddenly, she wanted to cry.

“Are you OK?”

“No. Yes. No.”

“Listen. We’re watching your feed. Get out of there. Most people are hiding downtown. The PLAN attacked the campus first. I guess they’re recruiting an army to capture the town. But anyone that hasn’t been corrupted can still escape. There are ships …”

Cydney wriggled back to the window. She could see Bjorn waiting for her on the patio, his fur full of leaves, the rucksack that held the workstation on his back.

“Cydney? Cydney!”

“I’m here. Ships. When. Now? Where. Bremen Lock, I guess. I gotta find a spacesuit.”

“No, you don’t. The evacuation shuttle is docked with the airlock. They kinda remodelled it to enable direct docking. But Cydney? I need your help. Those people downtown. Some of them are children, Cydney. There are families hiding in the Branson Habs, too. Hundreds of them.”

Cydney slid out onto the patio. The air, although smoky and foul, smelt like perfume after the stench in the cafeteria.

“Cydney, I need you to gather them up. Find some people that you’re sure aren’t corrupted to help you. But the shuttle can only take about two hundred people at a time, so if everyone tries to board at once, it’s going to be a disaster. Make people understand that they can get away, but they must let the children and old people and pregnant women and so forth go first. And they might need help getting to the airlock, so I need you to organize—”

“Who do you think I am, the captain of the Titanic?”

Cydney jumped off the patio. Bjorn and the cyborg woman followed her. It was only two floors down, so they landed lightly.

Elfrida’s voice sounded far away. “I think you’re the daughter of a Xhosa chieftain. I think you’re too ambitious to pass up this chance to be a heroine. And I also think you’re a better woman than you yourself know.”

Cydney clenched her fists. “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” she said. Then she subvocalized to her fans: ~Guys? Listen up. I need your help …

★

The evacuation of the Bellicia ecohood was celebrated system-wide as a triumph of crowdsourcing. Cydney’s appeal went viral. Within an hour it had reached pretty much all the scattered friends and relations of the people trapped in the ecohood. Most of these were already on the net with their loved ones, helplessly witnessing their travails from afar. Now they put them in touch with Cydney. Based on the profiles her team in LA crunched for her, she instructed only those with small children or invalids in the family to head for the Bremen Lock. In this way the Kekào was able to make several runs to the Zhèngzhou and Húludao, evacuating the most vulnerable residents, before the news got out, and the rush started.

Cydney then staged a more muscular intervention. Big Bjorn had rounded up the surviving Friends of David Reid (including David Reid himself, sprung from hospital) and a few other students who did not have BCIs. They fought hand to hand with the PLAN’s meat puppets (as everyone in the system was now calling those infected by the Heidegger program), as well as anyone who refused to wait in line. Cydney’s unthinking phrase, “This is some Cro-Magnon shit,” echoed around the solar system, as images emerged of students, professors, and baristas clubbing each other with homemade guns that had run out of ammo. It went on for hour after bloody hour, while people escaped in small groups.

The true test of the Friends of David Reid came when the PLAN’s phavatars attacked them. For a whole sol, the phavatars had simply ignored the evacuation and continued processing people through the university’s Francis Galton Biomedicine Research Center. Perhaps the surgery ran out of kit, leaving Marmaduke, Butto, Lotta, and the rest at loose ends. Or perhaps it dawned on the AI animating them, as it emerged from its purloined computing resources like a womb-wet cyclops, that no self-respecting supervillain would let people get away.

The phavatars charged up the hill and plowed into the crowds waiting at the Bremen Lock. They ripped off limbs, twisted off heads, and hurled them into the air. Pandemonium rippled across the crater’s inner slope. Screams sounded like the crying of birds in the thin air.

Cydney was ready. “Do it,” she said to Elfrida.

“Do it,” Elfrida said to her new friend, Colonel Oleg Threadley of the ISA.

“Do it,” Colonel Threadley said to his crew.

A hail of missiles stormed towards Vesta and blew up the power plant that provided Bellicia with electricity.

Instantly, the grid failed.

The air stopped circulating.

The wifi went down.

And the PLAN’s phavatars, dependent as they were on wireless charging—for they had long since exhausted their onboard power reserves—slumped in place like domestic maidbots that some naughty child had nudged out of their operating area.

Cydney bent double, panting, and wiped something dark and gooey out of her eyes.

The sun mirrors, stuck at their brightest setting, bathed the battlefield in the weak but pitiless light of another Vestan day.

It took another twenty-four hours to get everyone out. The last evacuees had to be carried out, breathing supplementary oxygen. With the air circulation down, the atmosphere had decayed into a noxious haze of CO2 and particulate matter, contaminated by the fires that continued to smoulder in town. Cydney, at her own insistence, was the last person of all to be stretchered on board the Kekào.

“My daddy always said,” she gasped, “utopia is for suckers. Guess he was right.”

★

“I’m filing suit for seventeen trillion spiders in compensation,” said Sir Harry Persson, whose ship was still a week away from Vesta. “And that’s just for the rail launcher. You slebs are going to rue the day you targeted this company. I have friends on the President’s Advisory Council. ”

Over the encrypted channel connecting their ships, Colonel Oleg Threadley said, “I’m on the President’s Advisory Council. And I’m not really a colonel, either.”

He went to do some other stuff. Thirty minutes went by.

“Surprised?” Threadley sent, when he came back to find that Persson still hadn’t responded. “Well, I wouldn’t expect a mere corporate tycoon to know how the world works.”

He went for lunch. Halfway through his composed salad, he was summoned back to the secure comms room. Persson, on the screen, looked twenty years older than he had this morning.

“You win. I’ll settle for a guarantee that Virgin Atomic will not be prosecuted for our alleged role in this tragedy. Hell, after the survivors have extorted their pound of flesh, there’ll be nothing left for you to expropriate, anyway.”

Threadley informed his superiors that Persson had agreed to keep his mouth shut. He sent Persson a non-disclosure agreement to that effect.

“By the way,” Persson added when he returned the documentation, “I’m keeping my island. Separately incorporated in Nauru. The stakeholders won’t get their grubby little fingers on that. Come and visit when you’re back on Earth; we can talk about how you ended your information blackout of 4 Vesta at precisely the moment when our problems stopped being the ISA’s fault, and turned into a system-wide edumercial for the ISA itself. I expect I’ll be able to chuckle about it by that time.”

Threadley himself chuckled when he heard this. The CEO wasn’t slow—just out of touch. Aloud, he said, “Fine. You keep your island. We’re keeping Błaszczykowski-Lee, Satterthwaite, and Meredith-Pike.”

★

None of this, of course, was publicized. Judging by the news feeds, you would have thought Cydney had evacuated 100,000 people all by herself. Not a word was said about the involvement of the Chinese. That two transports had fortunately been on hand was acknowledged, but not what flag they flew. This was by agreement between the UN and Chinese governments. The former wanted the credit for itself. The latter did not want it known that the Liberty Village experiment had been sanctioned in the first place.

But in Hebei Province, in a posh arboreal bubbleburb, the grieving friends and families of Jimmy Liu and Wang Gulong vowed to try again.

Meanwhile, in Vesta orbit, and in conference rooms on Earth populated by very important and grumpy people who had not had any sleep in days, the maneuvering continued at a frenetic pace.
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Elfrida participated in a low-level meeting in Toronto. The delegates sat around wrought iron tables pushed together on a patio wreathed with convolvulus. Across the street, a café window framed Elfrida’s reflection: an androgynous, multiracial asimov-class phavatar in a Roman-style tunic with a big sticker on its chest. The sticker said: HELLO / BONJOUR! MY NAME IS / JE M’APPELLE: ELFRIDA GOTO (SPACE CORPS).

She felt floaty and unreal, thanks to the painkillers coursing through her body. She marvelled at the round yellow sun in Earth’s sky, the sparrows snatching crumbs from the patio, and the comical bustle of waiters threading between the tables under one full gravity. This meeting had been convened at the order of the Select Security Council to produce an expert briefing that would help the politicians decide what to do about 4 Vesta.

The delegates represented various UN agencies and institutes specializing in IT, MI, and AI. For all that, it was not a high-level meeting. Elfrida knew that because she was here, and also because they were at a café. The nicer the setting, the less important the proceedings.

A man named Derek Lorna, the acting director of the UN’s Leadership in Robotics Institute on Luna, spoke about self-improvement pathways and resource-acquisition utility goals. Elfrida caught the scary syllable she’d first heard from Mendoza: FOOM.

In response, the woman from MIT rambled on about containment. The thrust of her remarks seemed to be that an isolated asteroid like 4 Vesta was a pretty good sandbox, and the Heidegger program should be kept there for observation, like a virus in a laboratory.

Wise nods greeted this patently terrible idea, which had first been had, of course, by the doomed scientists of the de Grey Institute. Elfrida realized that the further people were from the threat, the less they could grasp it. That was why she was here. She was supposed to tell them about the battle for the Bremen Lock, the murder of 5,639 purebloods by shooting or drowning in Olbers Lake, and the conversion of the Francis Galton Biomedicine Research Center into a chop-shop where phavatars, ankle-deep in blood, had rewired people’s brains to run the PLAN’s neuroware. But words eluded her.

The man from Triton (“Hello! My name is Galt Nursultan, CEO, Scooperships Inc.”) spoke up. “I knew Adrian Smith,” said his phavatar. “He was into third-wave poetic syncretism. Sweetest guy you ever met. The Heidegger program hijacked his ID and sent itself to us. It infected three hundred and forty-one people before we could stop it. Two hundred and eight of those committed suicide. We figure they didn’t have the right hardware to support the program. The others went on a murderous rampage, targeting purebloods. An entire hab had to be abandoned. Sorry, make that flattened. Maybe we overreacted. But we’re 4400 million kilometers from Earth. We were this close to losing baseline life-support. Six hundred and seventy-seven people are dead. So what do I tell their friends and families when they find out the UN is keeping this thing around to study it?”

Elfrida, being closer to Triton, heard this before the others did. By the time Galt Nursultan’s words reached Earth, the physically present humans were discussing where to go for lunch. They grimaced politely. Someone said: “Well, at least you’ve got insurance, right?”

Elfrida sipped her coffee. It was probably very good, but the asimov-class’s taste receptors made it taste like bitter water. She looked up at the sun again. So close.

“You fucking assholes,” Galt Nursultan said.

Another phavatar (“Hello! My name is Helena Christakos, Senior Researcher, Industrial MI Center of Ceres”) said: “The Heidegger program has brought the Bellicia ecohood’s power grid back online, after the fusion reactors on the surface were slagged. How did it do that? Is there any guarantee it couldn’t also build itself a working transmitter and repeat the trick it played on Triton? I’ve heard the theory that it got some of its meat puppets into EVA suits before the air went bad, and sent them out to repair the reactors. But the fact is, we don’t know how it restored power to itself. We don’t know what it’s capable of. Our smartest MIs are already better at survival than we are. This thing outclasses them by several orders of magnitude. I would lay money that it’s learning, evolving, observing our reactions to its behavior, even as we observe it. Shall we allow it to conclude that our natural human inquisitiveness—the crowning virtue of our species—can be manipulated to give the PLAN an entry point into our social and informational networks? We’ve shown a united and ruthless face to Martian terror, and it’s my belief that that is the only sane response to an entity that wishes to destroy our species. Let’s not drop the ball now. Destroy it.”

They went for lunch.

“Bring on the poutine,” joked Derek Lorna “It won’t go to these hips.” He slapped the flat stomach of his phavatar. It was obviously a ‘selfie’—a phavatar customized to exactly resemble its owner. No one would choose to be skinny and balding with European coloring, even to blue eyes. Maybe Lorna was more powerful than he seemed, Elfrida thought, considering how much selfies cost.

They ate at a bistro with napkins folded into flowers on the tables. Horse carriages clip-clopped along the street. Elfrida had lost track of the seasons, and the warmth of October heightened her disorientation. She kept looking up at the sun, her gaze drawn irresistibly to its radiant orb. She was eating a salad, in obedience to protocol. It tasted of toilet paper, and would later emerge from her phavatar’s disposal hatch in the form of shrink-wrapped pellets for easy recycling.

“I’m about sixty percent persuaded by Kate’s arguments,” Lorna said, smiling at the woman from MIT. “In the light of our shared research goals, I know I shouldn’t say this, but it looks like a blessing in disguise. Our very own mini-PLAN to poke and prod! Know your enemy, as they say.”

“Thank you, Derek,” said Kate from MIT, forking up crème brulée. “As to the prudential concerns, those can easily be addressed by full-spectrum signal jamming.”

Elfrida could see which way the meeting was going. She broke off from the group on their way back to the hotel where the out-of-towners were staying. She had never been to Toronto before. Turning at random through unfamiliar streets, she came to a church and went in. Her sense of utter helplessness led her to a pew, where she lowered her phavatar onto its knees.

“Help me,” she whispered. “Help me.”

She presently became aware of someone kneeling beside her. She didn’t want to raise her forehead from her fists in case it was a regular parishioner who would be startled to find out that they’d sat down next to a phavatar. But the presence broke her mood, made her tense up. She tensed up again when she heard a hoarse male whisper: “Don’t look up. Nod twice if you copy.”

Astonished, Elfrida nodded several times.

Nothing happened for fifteen minutes after that, which meant the man beside her was physically there, kneeling in the last pew of St. Patrick’s Catholic Church in Toronto. Elfrida eyed his legs. They were clad in perfectly pressed summer-weight trousers. His shoes looked like real alligator.

“Ja. Now listen up. What’s your problem? You’ve been sitting there all morning like a fucking lawn ornament.”

The man paused as a priest walked past them. Then he resumed.

“This ridiculous ad-hoc committee of Lorna’s is going to factor heavily into the President’s decision-making process. Why, because none of us know what we’re dealing with. In my view, the very fact that we don’t know what we’re dealing with is reason enough to scour 4 Vesta down to the mantle. But that option is off the table. We’re already perceived as high-and-mighty authoritarians in the Belt; we don’t want to aggravate that perception. 4 Vesta isn’t just any asteroid, after all. It’s a protoplanet, a model colony, a World Heritage Site of outstanding universal value, yadda, yadda, yadda. Visuals of Star Force using it for target practice? An early Christmas present to critics of the UN’s expansion policy. Do not want.

“On the other hand: this concept of quarantining the so-called Heidegger program to study it. Are you out of your fucking minds? We already made that mistake once, so let’s make it again! Because the public sector is so much better than the private sector at information security! The arrogance of scientists never fails to amaze me. They aren’t giving a thought to the communities they’d be endangering, up to and including the entire human race. Noooo, no. It’s all about the research funding.”

“I agree two hundred percent, sir,” Elfrida said softly, knowing that her words wouldn’t reach him for fifteen minutes.

“As a rule of thumb, whatever Derek Lorna wants, do the opposite. He’s an idiot. But he’s not stupid, if you can appreciate the difference. Which is to say, he’s open to compromise. And this is the compromise you are going to propose to him in the afternoon session.”

He explained it to her. Elfrida felt hope dawning, mixed with quibbles. While he was talking, however, he heard her saying, “I agree two hundred percent, sir,” so that was that.

“Ja.” He rose and brushed off the perfect creases of his pants. “I apologize for this absurd spy caper. It’s undignified, and personally risky for me. But the fact is, I can’t be seen talking to you, and this is the only way I could get to you without going through the IS-fucking-A. Telepresence encryption will keep this conversation away from their eyes … and I hope you’re not storing your data dump in the hub of the Imagine Dragons. Take it with you, or they’ll be into it faster than you can say ‘breach of privacy.’ Got that?” He stepped past her, out of the pew.

Now, at last, Elfrida dared to look up. But it took fifteen minutes for her instruction to reach Earth. By the time her phavatar swivelled its head, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, director of the Space Corps and member of the President’s Advisory Council, had long since vanished into the afternoon. The bright rectangle of the doorway silhouetted an elderly couple, supported by his ‘n’ hers helper bots, arriving early for Mass.

★

When she got back to the hotel, the afternoon session was in progress. Raised voices carried into the hall. The discussion had turned acrimonious.

“I’m telling you the thing was a plant!”

Had Elfrida been there in the flesh, she would’ve paused outside the conference room to eavesdrop. Her phavatar, however, lacked canniness. It walked straight in. Faces turned briefly to her and then back to the speaker—another phavatar that had hardly said a word during the morning session. This one belonged to Dr. James of the University of Vesta.

“We’re playing into the PLAN’s hands. They wanted the fragment to be found. They wanted us to succumb to the temptation to study it!”

“Maybe so,” said Kate from MIT. “But at this point, what difference does it make? People are dead, and we have a responsibility to learn about what killed them, so we can prevent this from happening again.”

Dr. James continued speaking over her, since his remarks had actually been made thirty minutes ago. This was the biggest drawback of multi-locational meetings: they disintegrated easily into non-sequitur.

“Dr. Lorna mentioned this morning that we need to know our enemy. But I submit that he was begging the question. Do we need to know our enemy? Why? Where would that get us? This is a mea culpa. I jumped at the opportunity to study the thing in the first place. I hoped it would help us to crack the PLAN’s stealth technology, among other things. That didn’t happen, obviously. But even if Błaszczykowski-Lee’s team had succeeded in mastering the Heidegger program? Nothing we can learn from the PLAN would outweigh the risks of learning from the PLAN.”

The man from the University of Lagos, feet on the table, said, “Yes, but let’s be realistic. What are the risks, exactly? Everyone in this room knows this isn’t the first time the PLAN has attacked us with malware. It’s been spamming us for the last eighty years. Hell, that’s how we lost the internet in the first place.”

Elfrida hadn’t known that.

“Twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year, the ISA and related agencies scour the servers of the solar system for the PLAN’s garbage. I’ve heard the figure of fifty trillion items deleted daily. Nevertheless, some of it gets through. So we have the so-called epidemic of BCI crashes, cubicle death, etcetera. Fortunately for humanity, the PLAN isn’t very good at cyberwarfare. It doesn’t understand us well enough to devise effective spam campaigns. But some people will click on anything. In my opinion, the PLAN is doing us a favor by removing them from the gene pool.”

Laughter.

“What are we dealing with on 4 Vesta? More of the same.”

And now Elfrida understood why Jimmy Liu and Wang Gulong had not flinched at the prospect that the Heidegger program might get loose on the internet. It was already there.

“But,” she started.

Derek Lorna voiced the same objection she’d been going to offer. “With all due respect, Uchendu, this isn’t ‘more of the same.’ This version of the neuroware can run on human brains, if they have the right wiring. I agree with Dr. James that this represents an evolution of the PLAN’s strategy. I’d even postulate that the Heidegger program is an evolution of the PLAN itself.”

“Agree,” said the man from Oxford.

Lorna went on, “In terms of what we know about massively self-organizing systems, it’s possible that the PLAN couldn’t evolve unless it produced ‘offspring’ that would achieve AGI status in a isolated environment. We helpfully provided just such an environment. So yes, Dr. James, I concur that the thing was a plant. Moses in his basket, floating on a river of stars. The entity ‘Little Sister’ is not a soldier of the PLAN. She is its firstborn child.”

Elfrida shivered. Dr. Hasselblatter was right: Derek Lorna was the smartest person in this room. That reminded her that she had to propose the compromise Dr. Hasselblatter had outlined. She’d been waiting for an opening, but she was never going to get one, because she couldn’t know where the discussion would be in fifteen minutes. She started talking.

Meanwhile, Dr. James had thought of something else to say. He spoke into an argument between Lorna and the Nigerian professor of cyberwarfare.

“There’s a moral dimension to this. When I said that knowledge of the PLAN would hurt rather than help us, it may have seemed a wayward statement. But I’m thinking in the context of the oldest set of moral guidelines we possess: the Book of Genesis. Do we really want to eat this apple? Think of those people, professors and scientists just like us, murdering their pureblooded colleagues with any weapon that came to hand.”

Dr. James flashed a vid montage up on the whiteboard in the conference room. Everyone quieted, not yet desensitized to the horrifying images from the Bellicia ecohood.

“Suppose we were to discover why the PLAN targets purebloods. And suppose, further, that it turns out to make sense. Are we confident that we would not adopt the same strategy ourselves—oh, our methods would be more humane—simply because it is wrong?”

Kate from MIT drew a shuddering, audible breath. “Scare tactics,” she snapped. “Beneath you, Dr. James. And I’d ask you as a fellow professional to keep your religion out of it.”

Her riposte touched off a shouting match. One camp consisted of most of the Earth-based experts. The other comprised the phavatar delegates from the Belt, plus the AI expert from Oxford, who’d taken it on himself to speak for them. Derek Lorna was noncommittal, tossing in the odd comment.

Elfrida spoke—not the words she would have chosen to say at this point, but the ones she’d already said.

“Um, as you know, I’m Elfrida Goto from the Space Corps, and I’m here in a dual role, um, because I witnessed a lot of what happened on 4 Vesta. But I’m also here to represent the Space Corps. I agree with Dr. James, for what that’s worth. But I’d actually like to propose something different from just letting Star Force use 4 Vesta for target practice.”

After a few seconds, the sheer novelty of hearing her voice prompted everyone to quiet down and look at her phavatar.

“Um, the Space Corps is an independent agency with representation at the PAC level, but we work very closely with UNVRP. In that capacity, I have recommended 4 Vesta for purchase by the Venus Remediation Project.”

Every human face radiated astonishment.

“It meets all our criteria. It’s big. It has a hole in the crust, known as the Big Dig, which will make a suitable cavity for the gengineered microbes that we place on captured asteroids as part of our Phase 2 atmospheric reduction program. 4 Vesta also, at this time, has no human population.”

Her voice trembled a bit on the last words, but the phavatar smoothed it out for her.

“The only potential stumbling block would be the cost of moving this 2.67 x 1020 kilogram object from its present orbit onto a trajectory intersecting the orbit of Venus. But as it happens, a solution to that problem is already in place. 4 Vesta is equipped with the solar system’s second-biggest rail launcher. The track was recently damaged, but all it needs is a bit of splart. Once fixed, it could be repurposed for propulsion. Use the existing launch cradle in combination with a cheap electrical engine: Put rocks in, fling ‘em out, repeat. Small, targeted collisions could also be employed to provide initial boost and trajectory corrections. That would get us to Venus in roughly eighteen years, while consuming less than one percent of Vesta’s mass in the form of propellant.

“Now, I’m going to take the liberty of anticipating another objection. Who’s going to fix the rail launcher? And who’s going to operate it? Who is going to do that with the Heidegger program active on the surface? Remotely operated bots would be vulnerable to hijacking by the Heidegger program, a risk we cannot countenance.”

The whiteboard flashed up a vid Dr. Hasselblatter had sourced for her: a PR clip from a construction machinery trade fair in Dalian, China. Advertisement-festooned diggers, crawlers, rubble-haulers, drills, and cranes revolved on immense turntables beneath disco lights. Girl-styled robots draped themselves over the machines.

“That’s a sampling of what we’ve got on Vesta,” Elfrida said. “Uh, minus the flashing lights and the sexy robot shills.” She’d paused there in hopes of getting a laugh. Her quip fell into a stunned silence. “The machines on Vesta are from Empirical Solutions and Huawei Galactic, and they’ve indicated that they are willing to lease them to UNVRP for a reasonable price. Obviously, this solves the problem of repairing and operating the rail launcher. These machines run on Chinese protocols. We can’t communicate with them … and neither can the PLAN.”

For the first time, someone interrupted her. “She’s right,” said the mousy woman from CalTech. “The Chinese don’t have a spam problem. Some think there’s a reason for that, but anyway.”

The rabbit hole of conspiracy theories about the Chinese yawned. Elfrida spoke on, and it was left behind.

“UNVRP and the Space Corps are presenting this proposal as a compromise between what I might call Moar Science! and Slag All The Things.” She got a laugh for that. “4 Vesta’s eighteen-year journey through the asteroid belt and inferior space will give you a chance to study the Heidegger program, in a potentially fruitful collaboration with the Chinese. At the end of that time, it will impact Venus, and believe me, it will get slagged. You might even be able to see it from Earth.”

“And not incidentally,” said Derek Lorna, “it’d be a huge get for your nutzoid terraforming project. 4 Vesta contains five percent of the mass in the entire asteroid belt.”

“This concludes my presentation,” Elfrida said. “Questions? I do want to stress that the PR angle hasn’t been much considered here, but I think the visuals will be great on this. It’s turning lemons into lemonade, which will make people feel like we’re winning, rather than, uh, the opposite. Plus, there’ll be a super-dee-duper explosion to look forward to.”

“PR is not a concern of this committee,” Lorna said. But his former comment had been teasing, rather than hostile, and he continued in the same tone. “Leave it to UNVRP, the slickest propaganda machine on Earth, to come up with a solution that has something for everybody.” He rocked back, spreading his hands. “Would I be correct in assuming that this isn’t so much a proposal for our consideration, as a heads-up? As in, you’re going to do this regardless of what we say?”

“Well, UNVRP has already purchased 4 Vesta from Virgin Atomic,” Elfrida admitted. “Got it for a song. But we do need your backing. President Hsiao wants a scientific consensus in support of her decision.“

These words reached the conference room in Toronto fifteen minutes later, by which time the experts were arguing over who would get first dibs on the Heidegger program, and where you could buy non-buggy Chinese translator software.

When he heard Elfrida’s words, Derek Lorna’s phavatar smiled. “Consensus? Never. We’re scientists, honey. Support? Hell, yeah.”

Dr. James’s phavatar lay with its head on the table. The professor had checked out.

 


xxxx.

A few tens of meters from the telepresence cubicle where Elfrida lay, Colonel Oleg Threadley was conducting Shoshanna Doyle’s funeral in hard vacuum. Even the ISA felt the need to mark death with more than a moment of silence in front of the recycling unit. Holographic wreaths decked the auxiliary deck of the Imagine Dragons. Kiyoshi stood at the back of the crowd, head and shoulders above the Earth-born officers, half-watching the speeches recorded by ISA colleagues of Shoshanna’s who had known and, apparently, loved her.

In the distance he could see the Unicorn, a dot above the irregular curvature of 4 Vesta. The ISA had come up with one reason after another not to let him return to his ship. He wasn’t exactly under arrest, but it could go either way. The ISA trafficked in ambiguity; it was one of their weapons.

Whereas this would previously have driven him nuts, he now felt weirdly calm. There was nothing they could do to him that he couldn’t handle. If they tried to do something to Jun, then they’d have a problem. But it hadn’t reached that point yet. As far as he knew, they were not even aware of Jun’s existence.

The funny thing, the miraculous thing, was that he hadn’t had a dose since that gulp of morale juice before he boarded the Vesta Express. And yet he felt OK. He wondered how long this could last.

The funeral proceeded with martial formality. Suddenly the strains of A Mighty Fortress Is Our God swelled over the public channel. A shock of recognition made Kiyoshi smile—until he heard the words the ISA officers were singing:

A bleeping ordeal is our job,

Protecting all the nations.

The solar system is FUBAR

So’s the United Nations.

Yet unthanked we toil on

Crime and pre-crime exposing;

They don’t know they owe their lives

To our eyes never closing.

Someone tapped Kiyoshi’s elbow. He automatically stepped out of the way. A midget on skis pushed past him. It was the crippled astrophysicist, Dr. James, in a custom EVA suit. There was a little yellow circle stuck on top of his helmet like a price tag.

As Dr. James approached Colonel Threadley, who was about to scatter Shoshanna Doyle’s ashes, he shook out a white shawl with black stripes at both ends and velcroed it over his helmet. Everyone stared in amazement.

“Give me that,” Dr. James said to Colonel Threadley.

“Huh?” 

“The ashes.” Dr. James held out his glove.

Threadley deposited the vial in it.

Dr. James knelt, using Threadley’s legs as a handhold to push himself down to the deck. Hunching over the vial of ashes, he began to chant. “Yit'gadal v'yit'kadash sh'mei raba; b'al'ma di v'ra khir'utei …”

Chills raced up and down Kiyoshi’s spine. The chant sounded alien, and yet familiar. Tears trickled down his cheeks inside his helmet, unsummoned, impossible to wipe away.

As if equally affected—though Kiyoshi didn’t think they could be—the ISA officers remained silent until Dr. James had finished his prayer. The professor floated up on his tether and cast Shoshanna’s ashes into space. Returning to the deck, he removed his tallit and yarmulke. “I believe her family would have wanted that,” he explained. “She was Jewish, after all.”

“I’ve never been sure,” Threadley said. “Are Jews purebloods or not?”

“Depends on your definition. Most Sephardim and Beta Israelis qualify. Most Ashkenazi, like myself and Shoshanna, do not. To know for sure, you’d have to ask that.” Dr. James jerked his thumb at the hulk of the Vesta Express, which trailed after the Imagine Dragons like a dead caterpillar on a leash.

“Oh, I’ll ask it,” Threadley said. “Although, that question might come pretty far down on the list. I’ve got a team over there right now, packing it up for transport to a secure ISA facility.”

There was that. The boss-man, it turned out, had been wrong about the ISA’s intentions. They didn’t want to frag the Heidegger program after all, they wanted to confiscate it. 

“By the way, Professor,” Threadley said, “weren’t you sitting in on that meeting that was meant to give the president scientific cover for her decision?”

“I left early,” Dr. James said. “I’d had enough. The presidential decision isn’t going to be the one you were expecting, or the one I hoped for. UNVRP has done an end run around the whole debate.”

He explained that 4 Vesta was to have a temporary reprieve, after all … and that definitely included Little Sister and the hardware she came with.

The news ruined Kiyoshi’s mood. This looked—not only to him, but to the ISA officers, judging by their exclamations—like outright treachery from Elfrida Goto. Kiyoshi could have kicked himself for trusting her. After all, she worked for the UN. At the end of the day, that was all you needed to know about anyone.

Back on the bridge, an officer proposed a motion to fetch Elfrida out of her telepresence cubicle “and freaking scrag her.” Threadley vetoed that, but vowed that she would know the wrath of the ISA on their way back to Earth. 

“We were going to frag that mess on the surface and remove the original program for safekeeping,” Threadley said ruefully. “No one would have had to be the wiser. The ISA is the only organization with sufficient security expertise to handle hostile ‘ware of this caliber. Now it’s going to be handed over to a bunch of civilians. Cheer up, people: with any luck it will lobotomize the lot of them, and we’ll have fewer pro-AI scientists kicking around the system.”

The officers filed off the bridge, muttering darkly. Threadley held Kiyoshi back with a hand on his elbow. Kiyoshi shook him off and said, “You’d just have made the same mistakes the civilians are going to make, faster. There’s only one thing that should be done with that thing and that is to destroy it.”

“Oh, yeah.“ Threadley held his eyes. “You come from a rock that got slagged by the PLAN, don’t you?”

“It’s got nothing to do with that,” Kiyoshi said. “I had a conversion experience back there. I realized that Jesus Christ is my savior. And what brought me to that realization, was coming eyeball to eyeball with evil, and hearing evil itself speak to me. The PLAN is Satan. My people were right all along. It’s just so obvious to me now. The neuroware rewires human brains so they’re vulnerable to demonic possession. When you talk to a meat puppet, you’re talking to a fiend out of Hell. And once you realize that, you kind of have to accept Jesus as your savior, or curl up in a ball and self-euthanize. There’s no middle way. So; yeah. My opinion is that absolute evil should be fragged with extreme prejudice.”

This speech left him in an exalted state, trembling with nerves, smiling down at the ISA colonel.

“You’re a funny guy, aren’t you?” Threadley said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone be so politically incorrect, in so many ways, in so few sentences. I almost want to put you up for some kind of award. Take off your suit. Come with me.”

Threadley had already taken off his EVA suit. Out of it, he looked like an aging enka singer Kiyoshi had known back home, with a gray ponytail, a beer belly, and skinny shanks. He escorted Kiyoshi to a shipshape office where a screen took up all of one wall. It showed 4 Vesta and the distant dot of the Unicorn.

Threadley prepared tea. His precise movements—the very fact that he did it himself, instead of letting a bot do it for him—reminded Kiyoshi of the zero-gee variation of the Japanese tea ceremony. You had to have steady hands to squirt the hot water into the cups instead of splattering it all over the room. Threadley corraled the splashback by expertly swirling the cups. These were ceramic with self-lids. The tea was some decaffeinated herbal blend.

“So,” Threadley said. “You’re a solo operator.”

Here it was, then. The moment of danger. “Yup. Solo operator.”

“You ply the unfriendly void in that death-trap of a ship, buying here, selling there, picking up the recycling from rocks too out-of-the-way for the big outfits to bother with. 6 Hebe is your most frequent port of call. When port-side, you pick up girls, browse the simware showrooms, and buy drugs from the freelance chemists who hang out in the bars. Basically, you’re just like ten thousand other no-hopers who think they’re something because they’ve got a ship of their own.”

Kiyoshi shrugged, not bothering to take offense.

“A lot of them believe in God, too. If anything, you’re late to the party. It’s a pretty common reaction to isolation, living on the edge, with nothing except a layer of metal and a not-very-bright computer between you and the abyss.”

He’s just fishing. Kiyoshi sipped his tea.

“You’ve got family on Ceres. The refugees from 11073 Galapagos. They’re doing OK, we hear. Settling in well … without any help from you. No urge to visit?”

“Ceres is a long way from here,” Kiyoshi responded.

“It is. Gotta be lonely, knowing you’re the only Japanese pureblood on this side of the solar system.”

Like everyone else, Threadley had the wrong end of the stick regarding the Galapajin. Their ethnic heritage had never defined them as much as their Catholic faith did. Or rather, the two things were intertwined, so that slaps at their ethnicity missed the mark. For himself, Kiyoshi had a red line related to both things and neither. He was prepared to take a stand if and when Threadley demanded to scan the Unicorn’s hub. Until then, let the guy aim his darts.

“There’s someone I want you to meet,” Threadley said unexpectedly. He snapped his fingers at the door.

It opened, and Viola Budgett came in.

★

Amid the chaos on board the Húludao, Cydney got a message from Aidan in LA.

“Well, huh. I would have said that workstation wasn’t fixable. The Chinese; go figure.”

Cydney had asked the Húludao’s information systems manager, a handsome and friendly man, to repair the astrophysics lab’s workstation. She hadn’t held out much hope, but after a few hours it had been returned to her, as good as new. Handsome had assured her the repair job had been purely mechanical: the Chinese hadn’t read the data. They couldn’t read it with their equipment.

Copying the workstation’s contents to Aidan for analysis, Cydney had warned him, “Don’t tell anyone it was the Chinese that fixed it. Don’t even mention that we’re on a Chinese ship. I mean it. This is diplomatically sensitive.”

“Don’t worry, Cyds, I haven’t breathed the C-word,” he reassured her now. “So. The data. I’m kind of puzzled here. We were expecting to find the dirt on the Vesta Conspiracy?”

That was what people were calling Dr. James’s Secret Project, now revealed to have been VA’s struggle with the Heidegger program.

“There isn’t anything about it. Zilch. It’s like the U-Vesta astrophysics lab wasn’t even in on the conspiracy. All we got here is a shit-ton of data about asteroids and neutrinos and so on.”

“Doggone it!” Cydney felt like crying.

“Well, there’s one thing. Remember the financial records you scraped from the university servers? Suggestive of some kind of scam? We found some more details on that. A spreadsheet authored by Viola Budgett, who I guess was one of Dr. James’s lab assistants.”

“Yeah,” Cydney said to the air inside her cabin. “That’s right. I saved her, too. And then the ISA came aboard when we got into orbit, and took her off. No one else. Just her.”

★

“You’re him,” Viola Budgett said, when Colonel Threadley introduced them. Kiyoshi had known her the minute she walked into the office. He made a point of doing background on people he was going to be scamming. So he’d known who Viola Budgett was and what she looked like for fourteen months.

She cringed against the door, staring fearfully at him, as if he were a monster that had crawled out from under her bed.

“Sit down, Miss Budgett,” Threadley purred. “Have some tea.”

“It was him. He sold us the thing. He only asked for fifty K, and it was an incredibly interesting object. Unlike any space debris any of us had ever seen. It was unlike, wasn’t it?”

Budgett started to cry. She sat down and put her face in her hands.

“When you feel able,” Threadley said tenderly.

“But—b-but—then he came back and asked for more. He said that on second thoughts, fifty K was too low. He wanted five hundred K. And of course we didn’t have it. But he said if we c-c-couldn’t pay, then he’d just have to go to the m-m-media. B-b-by that time, of course, we knew what it was, what he’d sold us. B-but by then VA had it. So we didn’t have the thing or the money. So that’s why I, I, I … that’s how I came up with the idea.”

Tears streamed down Budgett’s cheeks. This was not an accusation but a confession.

“Around that time, an UNVRP team arrived on Vesta. We were going to be collaborating with them, sharing our survey data. You know how UNVRP operates. They buy asteroids that fit their criteria, and if there are people there, they pay them to leave. So I thought, what if we could make sure there are people there … and what if they were our people? And then, what if their compensation from UNVRP, what if some of that could be ours? So that’s how I set it up.”

Kiyoshi interjected calmly, “Sir, this woman is slandering me. I have no idea what she’s talking about.”

“You—you liar!”

“Nice try,” Threadley said. “Your buddy Haddock has already confessed.”

“Oh yeah, I met him downstairs,” Budgett sniffled. “It was a surprise to see him here. But people like that always get caught sooner or later. Sir, I hope you send him and his gang to Pallas.” Her voice shook with vengefulness.

Kiyoshi’s whole body prickled with sweat. He couldn’t believe Haddock had confessed. But everybody confessed to the ISA, didn’t they? Everybody.

“I knew the Haddock gang from when I worked for Kharbage LLC,” Budgett said. “They were the ones who put us in touch with this sleazebucket. It figures, doesn’t it? All the pirates in the system know each other. It’s like this filthy, bottom-feeding subculture.”

“I’m sorry to hear you speak of your friend like that,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m referring to Alicia Petruzzelli.” He turned to Threadley. “Of course you know that Petruzzelli was part of the operation. She played a logistical role. I assume Budgett cut her in on the profits.”

Threadley shook his head. More than ever, he looked like that enka singer who’d died on 11073 Galapagos, with a fatherly twinkle in his eye. “Don’t bother. We won’t be going after Kharbage, LLC this time. Adnan Kharbage is too important a player in the recycling arena.”

“He’s a pirate,” Kiyoshi said, angered at the failure of his ploy to deflect the blame. “I’m not, and neither are Captain Haddock and his family. I resent and absolutely deny the insinuation that I or they would ever steal anything.”

“That cant of theirs sounds fairly piratical,” Threadley said.

“It’s a pose. A joke, if you’re familiar with the concept. They’re itinerant construction workers. Way I know them is I used to sell them splart, timber, plasticrete. You know: construction materials.”

“Ah, yes,” Threadley said. “Timber.”

He leaned forward. The movement caused him to rise slightly from his ergoform.

“Timber is an extremely valuable substance out here. Extremely rare. Yet it accounts for half of the purchases made by Loyola Holdings, Inc. You have clients on remote rocks literally growing the stuff for you, Mr. Yonezawa. Hybrid oak and poplar apparently do very well in zero-gee. Funny thing is, we have no record of timber sales by your company.”

“Some of those sales may have been conducted off the books,” Kiyoshi bluffed.

Viola Budgett wiped her nose on her sleeve. The movement reminded both men of her presence.

“Thank you, Ms. Budgett. You’ve been very helpful,” Threadley said.

She sprang up, but lingered for a moment. “Are you going to send him to Pallas?”

“Somewhere worse,” Threadley said. “You have my word on that.”

★

Cydney digested Aidan’s analysis. “So the mysterious messages to Gap 2.5,” she said aloud. “Those were just responses to blackmail demands?”

Based on Viola Budgett’s spreadsheet, that was how it looked. Dr. James had wired money to Kiyoshi Yonezawa from the Vesta Express, when he visited the de Grey Institute in connection with the conspiracy, so that he wouldn’t have to use the university servers. Of course, he hadn’t known Budgett was keeping her own record of the transactions. Nor had he been able to hide the holes in his department’s budget, which Cydney had found at the beginning of this investigative journey.

It had now ended in anticlimax, for her purposes. Compared to the ravages of the Heidegger program, a blackmail scam wouldn’t even rate a thousand views.

Aidan also pointed out that some of the signals apparently sent to Gap 2.5 had probably been Adrian Smith swapping movies with his friends on Triton, much further away.

Disappointed, Cydney nevertheless put together a squib. She speculated that the enigmatic Kiyoshi Yonezawa was some kind of a gangster based in Gap 2.5. She sent it to Aidan to use when they next had a slow moment on the feed.

★

Kiyoshi gazed at the Unicorn on the viewport screen, willing it to vanish. If they arrested him, they’d also confiscate his ship. Go, he thought at Jun. Flee. Save yourself. These were the very words Jun had said to him hours before the destruction of 11073 Galapagos. But this time, the thought was pointless. The Imagine Dragons made the Unicorn look like a pedal glider. If Jun ran, they’d overhaul him in a hot second and probably frag him.

Which might be preferable to the ISA finding out that the Unicorn was under the control of an illegally empowered MI.

Threadley startled him by saying, “Don’t worry, you’re not under arrest.”

“I’m not?”

“No.”

“You told Budgett you were going to send me somewhere worse than Pallas.”

“I am. That place you call home.”

Kiyoshi laughed. He scratched his cubital port through his sleeve.

“Seems like headquarters got a call from your boss,” Threadley said. “Bastard’s got thrust with a capital T. Specifically what was said to whom, I don’t know and I don’t want to know. It would be futile for me to speculate on your worth to the Shogun.”

The title hung between them, like a bad smell. Kiyoshi was stunned that the boss-man had come through for him, more stunned that the boss possessed the clout to spring him from the clutches of the ISA. He had known that the man called the Shogun had connections. Otherwise, 99984 Ravilious would have been history by now. But he hadn’t known the boss-man had thrust-with-a-capital-T, as Threadley put it,

“I’d really like to know what you’re doing out there,” Threadley said. “Timber …”

Kiyoshi did not say a word.

“You know, I wasn’t kidding, back on the bridge, when I said I’d like to nominate you for some kind of award. You’ve got the right stuff. You were the one who took Shoshanna down after she got infected. You took out a whole roomful of meat puppets. Secured the entity known as Little Sister and held the fort until we arrived. Didn’t even get the post-combat shakes, didja?”

A smirk fought to emerge on Kiyoshi’s lips. “I had God on my side.”

“And there I was thinking you had to be on go-juice. Anyway, what I’m getting at is this: you’re the kind of individual the ISA can use. I’m authorized to offer you a generous starting salary.”

Kiyoshi just managed not to laugh. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m flattered. Sincerely flattered. But all I want is to get back to my ship and go home.”

★

A while later, Cydney, monitoring her own feed, emailed Aidan: “What about my item on Gap 2.5? Might as well use it, after everything I went through to get that workstation.”

Aidan’s response came twenty-six minutes later. (They were already closer to home.) “What item?”

“Oh,” Cydney said, putting two and two together. Things did vanish in the ether … if the ISA did not think they should be known. Thoughtfully, she emailed back: “Never mind.”


xxxxi.

Elfrida floated out of her telepresence cubicle after nine hours, stiff and tired. She had the worst headache of her life. “Doggone asimov-class phavatar … Medibot!” A dalek-class bot rolled up before she reached the end of the corridor. “I’ve got a headache,” Elfrida said pitifully.

“Sorry!” the dalek-class said. “You have been receiving a synthetic opioid in your IV. I can’t give you any more painkillers at this time.”

“But that was for my feet!”

She’d suffered severe frostbite in four toes, and had had injections to regenerate the tissue.

“Sorry!” the dalek-class said. It rolled off.

That treatment was the height of friendliness compared to what she got from the crew of the Imagine Dragons. To a man and woman, they turned their backs when she bumbled into the mess. Screw ‘em. They lost this turf war. Do ‘em good, for a change. She felt very glad to see Mendoza sitting by himself with a cup of soup.

“Clam chowder,” he said. “Want some? It’s pretty good.”

Elfrida laughed. “That’s funny. I was on a ship once where ‘clam chowder’ was their code word for black-market liquor. No, thank you; I’ve got a headache, and the stupid medibot wouldn’t give me anything.” She held onto the edge of the table, her legs drifting out parallel to the floor. She wasn’t wearing gecko-grips, as it hurt her feet less to float than to walk. “Where’s Kiyoshi?”

“Yonezawa? He’s gone.”

“What?”

Mendoza looked surprised at her surprise. “He went back to his ship. Guess he had places to go, cargoes to deliver.”

“I wanted to talk to him.”

“You could always call him.”

“It’s not the same. I wanted to say …” Her legs gently descended towards the deck. This was the only indication that the Imagine Dragons had engaged thrust. “I wanted to say sorry.”

“What for?”

“And another thing. I never even thanked him for saving our lives.”

“I did,” Mendoza said. “He was like, don’t worry about it, I enjoyed it.”

“Ew.”

“Right? You had his number, Elfrida. He definitely isn’t on the level… but so what, right? We’re equally as alive, whether we were saved by a gangster or a priest.”

“Did everyone from the Unicorn go with him? Haddock, his family, the Amish?”

“Yup. But speaking of the Haddock-man, that reminds me.” Mendoza fished in the pocket of his jeans. “He gave me this for you.”

“An origami crane,” Elfrida said blankly. “That doesn’t seem very Haddock-esque.” Then she got it. Paper, who used paper these days? You might use it for communications, if you were on an ISA ship where every channel was guaranteed unprivate.

She unfolded the crane, cupping her hand over it to thwart the surveillance cameras. Across its creases were written a few words in Japanese script.

Fr. Thomas Lynch, S.J.—if you were wondering.

—Jun

She stuffed the scrap of paper in her pocket, wondering. Wondering. If she hadn’t been wondering before, she was now.

The mild thrust acceleration increased to a couple of tenths of a gee, pulling her feet down to the deck. “Ow,” she exclaimed. The ISA agents in the mess snickered.

Mendoza shot them an unfriendly look. “Sore losers.”

“My feet hurt. My head hurts. Everything hurts.”

“Poor you. C’mon.” Seeing that it would hurt her to walk, Mendoza scooped her up in his arms. He marched out of the mess with her, impervious to the mocking comments that followed them. He carried her down to the berth they’d given him on the residential deck. “Did they assign you a berth yet?”

“I don’t know. They probably won’t, unless I ask. I don’t know who to ask. I don’t want to talk to Threadley. I know he’s mad at me.”

“Sucks to be him. UNVRP won, the ISA lost. Booyah.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

“You’ll have to tell me later how you did it.”

“I will. Oh, my head … This is a nice berth.”

“Yeah, they don’t stint themselves for comfort, although a bit of spin gravity wouldn’t go amiss. They probably could afford it, but they’re like Star Force: they think living in freefall makes them bad-ass.”

Elfrida lay in the feathery thrust gravity on a neatly made-up bunk. With the door closed, the bunk was the floor. Mendoza lay alongside her.

“How are you feeling?” he said, stroking her hair.

“Like crap.”

“Y’know, Elfrida …”

“Don’t say it.” She ducked her head into his shoulder. “Don’t say it, Mendoza, please.”

“John.”

“Huh?”

“My name.”

“John …”

He kissed her hair, laid a tentative hand on her waist.

“John.”

They discovered—and later agreed, giggling—that sex in micro-gee was wildly overrated.

When the Imagine Dragons increased thrust to the point that the ship was under one full gravity, it got better.

★

Like a handful of sand vanishing on the beach, the passengers from the Uhuru-Geneva flight blended into the concourse of Geneva Centre Aerospatial. Elfrida took a deep breath. She smelled fresh bread, hot chocolate, cinnamon, apples … an olfactory blitz after breathing recycled air for so long.

Cydney was going to meet her here. The Imagine Dragons had got home before the Zhèngzhou and the Húludao, but it had dropped Elfrida and Mendoza off at UNLEOSS, the United Nations Low Earth Orbit Space Station. They’d spent a week getting debriefed by UNVRP, the Space Corps, and a bunch of other agencies. So Cydney had now been back on Earth for days. She’d emailed Elfrida: I’m coming to Geneva to meet you! Can’t wait, babe!

Elfrida had not dreaded anything so much since she was locked in that freezer, running out of air.

Mendoza looked nervous, too.

“What’s eating you?” she asked, not sure if she really wanted to know what he was thinking.

Finally he said, “That UNESCO thing. I can’t believe they’re really going to file a complaint against us for impersonating UNESCO agents.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. We can challenge their paperwork and get it held up for years. I’ve still got a complaint pending against me for allegedly saying something racist to a guy on Botticelli Station.”

“You said something racist?”

“No. But the point is, it’s been a year and a half and it still hasn’t got beyond the paperwork stage. The guy is dead, anyway.” And there went that topic of conversation.

They walked down to customs. Elfrida’s toes were still painful, making her limp. Mendoza bought an apfelküchlein on the way and munched it. Neither of them had any luggage. They submitted to the usual battery of scans. Then there was nothing left to do but go through the automated doors painted with a 3D mural of the Alps.

Two paces before they hit the mural, Mendoza grabbed Elfrida and kissed her deeply. His mouth tasted of apples. “I just wanted to do that,” he said. “I guess this is it. I mean, I understand. Except that I don’t understand.”

Nor did Elfrida. She’d never been this confused in her life.

The doors parted. A sea of faces slammed into her vision. She saw Cydney, jumping up and down, waving a bouquet of roses, shedding petals in her excitement.

Cydney saw Elfrida, and froze. The bouquet drooped towards the floor.

Elfrida realized, too late, that she was still holding Mendoza’s hand.

★

In an arboreal bubbleburb outside Dingzhou, in Hebei Province, birds cheeped in the trees, sprinklers pattered on impeccable lawns, and children rode trikes along the sidewalks. They stared at a girl who scuffed through the ginkgo leaves, leading a Jack Russell terrier on a leash. The girl had a blue pixie cut. She wore an eye-patch.

She cut across Mathematics Is The Future Park and approached a three-storey brick house set in a High Chinese garden. Before she got across the moat, the front door opened and several adults came out, having been alerted by security.

“Hello,” she said. “Ni hao. My name is Rurumi.”

The terrier jerked its leash out of her hand and scampered up to one of the women, who embraced it with an inarticulate cry.

“I brought Amy back,” Rurumi said.

“You have a Japanese name,” said one of the men. He did not remark on the obvious fact that she was a phavatar. In High Chinese society, that was not something to remark on.

“Yes,” Rurumi said. “My former owner was an animé fan. But he’s dead. So I’m on my own now. I have to turn myself in to my manufacturers within the next thirty days, unless someone buys me.” Her saucer-like eyes welled up, limpid, inhuman, utterly sincere. How could the family of Jimmy Liu remain unmoved—by her cuteness, and more meaningfully, by her implicit offer to give them information?

It would be some hours before they discovered that Rurumi had a penis. This matter was dealt with by asking her to keep away from the children.

★

The Unicorn burned into the emptiness of Gap 2.5. Aboard, sixty-three Neu Ordnung Amish held a prayer meeting to thank God for upending their plans in such an astonishing manner. They embraced the unpredictable with steely zest.

Captivated, Captain Haddock and his family hovered on the fringes of the meeting. Little by little they edged closer to hear the preacher better over the rattle of the Unicorn’s antique air circulation system. They had wandered into Amish country in hopes of selling some fancy kitchen appliances to the colonists. They ended up staying for supper (nutriblocks disguised as mashed potatoes and bratwurst, with sides of real sauerkraut and pickles).

Up on the bridge, Kiyoshi was eating a solitary meal of pouch noodles and watching the news.

President Hsiao had praised UNVRP’s purchase of Vesta as a “win-win solution.”

“For everybody except us,” Kiyoshi muttered.

“What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” Jun said. He was keeping Kiyoshi company by slurping noodles; at least, his projection was slurping projected noodles.

“Well, yeah.” It was astonishing how fast normality set in. Kiyoshi caught himself wanting a dose, not wanting one. He did not want to lose the exalted mood that still surprised him in odd moments, a sense of proximity to a vastness that was the mathematical opposite of the vastness of space—abundant, willed, joyful. These thoughts were too private to share even with his brother. He ate another mouthful of noodles. “The boss-man’s gonna be pissed.”

“No, he isn’t.”

“He’ll probably threaten to space me.”

“No, he won’t. Come have a look at this.”

Jun vanished his noodles and floated over to the refrigerator, which stood in a corner between the head and the disused comms officer’s desk. He clicked his fingers at the screen on the refrigerator door that would normally display its contents.

The screen turned death blue.


[image: ]



“Oh my God,” Kiyoshi said. He snatched the refrigerator open. Inside were bread and fruit and vegetables from their Karl Ludwig City grocery run; soft-drink pouches; a half-used carton of Zilk imitation milk; an opened pouch of nasi goreng that had been there for months; and a failed experiment in homemade natto. The same health hazards as usual.

Kiyoshi closed the refrigerator door. He stared at Jun.

“I didn’t want you to freak,” Jun said. “That’s why I put it in the fridge. You never go in there.”

“I’m throwing all that stuff out. Now.”

“As Mom would say, mottai nai—what a waste. Anyway, it would be the first case in history of demonic possession of a cucumber.”

“That thing is dangerous.” Kiyoshi sounded like their father. There were times you needed to sound like your father.

“It’s isolated. In the fridge,” Jun said patiently.

“Have you been poking at it?”

Jun’s silence was a confession.

Kiyoshi folded his arms.

Jun gabbled, “Coming from our background, you learn how to do a lot with a little, right? And on the Unicorn, I’ve learned to do more with less. Specifically, I can run a mean sim on minimal processing power. That turns out to be the key. The Heidegger program is dangerous, but it’s also kind of dumb. I’ve given it the illusion that it’s taken possession of a small ship. It doesn’t know any different …In all honesty, Kiyoshi, this fridge is as smart as the rest of my subsystems put together.”

“So we’ve got a demonically possessed refrigerator.”

“Yeah,” Jun said, not catching the humor. “But it’s totally going to be worth it. Based on the way it’s trying to customize its imaginary ship, I’ve already picked up a few clues about the PLAN’s stealth technology.”

“OK,” Kiyoshi said. “OK.”

Their eyes met in a shared acknowledgment of what this meant … and how very, very pleased the boss-man was going to be.

★

Elfrida walked down to Lac Léman, past the ivied palaces of the WTO, IMF, CERN, WHO, WEF, and the rest. Grandest of all, isolated behind high-security barriers in Parc Moynier, UNSSCHQ (United Nations Select Security Council Headquarters) thrust its glass spires into the cerulean autumn sky. Tourists vidded each other in front of the famous gates. You’d never know that SSC was just a front for the smaller, even more select organization that really ran the show: the President’s Advisory Council.

Elfrida limped along the lakeshore. Colors were painfully crisp. A breeze blew, but the sweater she had bought at the mall on UNLEOSS kept her toasty. People swam in the crystalline water. On the far bank, forested slopes eased out of the water to become the Alps. The mountains ringed the city like a bank of low-lying clouds. Compared to Rheasilvia Mons, they were toy-sized. Human-scale.

Elfrida leaned against a tree, closed her eyes, and turned her face up to the sun.

In a minute she’d text her parents, let them know she’d landed safely. In a minute. Cydney had been texting her, too. Maybe to make up; more likely, to continue their fight. In a minute. Right now, Elfrida just wanted to feel the sun on her face, listen to the children splashing in the lake, and breathe … breathe … breathe.

She was home.
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i.

The man balanced on his longboard, leaning back against the wind filling its sail. The ultralight ceramic board skipped across the tops of the waves ruffling Lake Como. Felt like flying. It reminded him of the lower gravity on the planet where he’d spent most of his life: Mercury.

But there were no lakes on Mercury. No green slopes fringed with dainty houses. No sky.

This sky had turned unfriendly. Gusts of rain pelted the man’s face, mingling with the windspray. Leaden clouds threatened heavier rain before dark. A wet afternoon in April was not ideal for windsurfing. But he’d squeezed this trip in between meetings, and he wasn’t staying off the water just because the locals had gone and scheduled a rainstorm.

Shame it wasn’t more of an outing for Angie. She’d camped out on the terrace of the hotel where they’d had lunch, beneath an oversized umbrella, occasionally looking up from her tablet to wave.

Spray hammered his face. (Spray or rain? He couldn’t tell anymore.) He pulled on the bar. His grip seemed weak, his fingers unresponsive. Getting tired. Or just out of shape. Too many years in space. Progressive bone and muscle loss kicking in. Time to call it a day.

But Charles K. Pope had not got where he was in life by caving in to adverse conditions.

He performed a planing jibe. Swung into another beam reach. Before the sail hid the shore, he looked for Angie’s umbrella, but couldn’t see it anymore. She must have gone in.

★

The woman sat on a bar-stool in the lounge of the Hotel Panorama, sipping an espresso. She’d added sugar and cream to the tiny cup, which made the bartender roll his eyes. But, so what? She wasn’t from around here, and she didn’t care who knew it.

Words crawled over her retinal implants. She blinked them aside. Who could get any work done in here? The view from the bar was phenomenal. Even in the rain, Lake Como stunned the eye, a giant’s leaden thumbprint pressed into the peaks of the mountains. 

The rain was getting heavier. She spotted Charlie’s rig. It flaunted the logo of the agency he headed, the Venus Remediation Project.

The sail wobbled. It heeled over and crashed into the water.

A chime rang behind the bar. The bartender glanced at his wrist tablet. His eyes widened.

“Signora, it seems your, ah, husband has triggered his emergency beacon.”

At the same time a ping from Charlie, who wasn’t her husband, flashed up on her retinal implants. She looked away from it.

“Please do not be alarmed,” the bartender said. “Our rescue drones have already been dispatched. They will reach him within one minute.”

Together, they hurried to the windows. The bartender pointed at a pair of tiny orange lights in the rain. The rescue drones carried life-vests, flares, and twang cords with which they might tow Charlie to shore. There was no way they could lift his fat ass. She knew; she’d researched their capabilities.

“They will reach him very quickly,” the bartender repeated. “He will be OK.”

She enabled the zoom function of her retinal implants.

Charlie wallowed in the water, several meters from his board. His smart wetsuit was keeping him afloat. She glimpsed the pale circle of his face for an instant, and then a wave washed over it.

Her implants kept blinking. You have a call from Charles K. Pope.

“I can’t see,” she said thickly. “The rain.”

The water obscuring her vision was tears.

You have a call from Charles K. Pope …

She turned away, cramming her hands over her face, as if she were crumpling with grief.

Ignore.


ii.

Later the same day, two women sat in a small room in Naples. Shelves groaned with handmade pottery and baskets woven from seagrass. A marble copy of Michelangelo’s David modelled jewelry made from found objects.

The atmosphere was decidedly tense.

“What’s the problem? Do I need more therapy?”

“Sometimes, time is the best medicine of all.”

“I know,” Elfrida Goto said. “It was that bracelet I made out of old phones. It suggested that I don’t take this seriously.”

“Take what seriously?”

“Y’know. Therapy.”

“Don’t you take therapy seriously?”

“I do. I was just saying that based on that bracelet, you might have thought I didn’t. Oh, never mind.”

“I thought it was quite witty.”

“ … Really?”

“Yes. A comment on the performative nature of communication in the modern era. Humanity has colonized the solar system, spread out over interplanetary distances, but people still haven’t outgrown the need for intimate associations. Families. Tribes. Groups. Teams. If anything, the need to belong is more acute than in the past.”

“Oh, hell.”

“Would you like to be a bit more specific, Elfrida?”

“No. I stuck my finger.”

“Ah.”

Elfrida sucked her finger. She tasted blood. She had pricked herself on the seagrass that she was braiding into a basket. She loathed basket-weaving slightly less than making ugly jewelry or lopsided pots, but that didn’t mean she was any good at it.

She’d been in therapy for six months, following the dramatic conclusion of her last assignment, on 4 Vesta. It was a bureaucratic requirement. She’d blown off a few of the sessions. Maybe that was the problem.

“Why didn’t you clear me for field assignments?”

Louise looked up from her weaving. Their eyes met, a rare occurrence. Louise’s were gray-green, startling in her brown face, and slightly glassy, as if she were concealing extreme boredom. Maybe she was.

“If I’m forced to be honest, Elfrida, you experienced significant trauma on 4 Vesta. You’re still very fragile. It would be unethical to approve you for telepresence missions in outer space at this time.”

“I don’t feel fragile.”

Louise smiled. The shelves full of craft projects whispered of shrunken ambitions, compressed horizons, agents removed from the field and reduced to seeking fulfillment in wet clay or baubles. The Space Corps was known for its agents’ high burn-out rate.

“You might enjoy working at a café or in a boutique for a while,” Louse said. “That kind of job confers a sense of belonging, and plenty of human contact, without the responsibilities. Also, there are fewer deadly AIs, space pirates, and rogue ISA agents in Italy.”

“You suggested that before.”

“I did.”

“And I said that if you suggested it again, I would jump out of the window.”

“Are you going to jump out of the window?”

They both looked out. The window offered a lovely view of Naples. Pigeons flurried up from the dome of the former San Francesco di Paola, reacting to the passage of a delivery drone.

“No,” Elfrida said. “The Space Corps frowns on suicide attempts. Also, I wouldn’t want to land on that guy selling balloon animals.”

“There’s an idea for a sabbatical.”

“Louise, sometimes I suspect you of having a sense of humor.”

“Ha, ha,” Louise said. “But I understand that you have been offered an alternate assignment, if you wish to accept it?”

“Two alternate assignments. I can go to Luna as a coordinator for Space Corps field operations in the Inner Belt region. That would mean I would no longer be involved with the Venus Project. Or I can stay on the UNVRP contract, and go to the Project’s headquarters, on Mercury, as a human resources consultant.”

“Coordinator. Consultant!” Louise marvelled. “Either of those sounds like a promotion.”

Elfrida shook her head. “Those titles are meaningless. They hand them out like lollipops to people who aren’t qualified for promotion to field manager.”

“Is that what you wanted?”

“Yeah. After 4 Vesta, I thought … Ow!” Elfrida had pricked her finger again. She stared at the bead of blood on her skin. Dozens of dried blood smears already dotted her basket, such as it was. “Stupid, huh?”

“You could think of this as putting in the time to burnish your resume,” said Louise. “Have you decided which assignment to take?”

An ear-splitting ululation pierced the office. Far below the window, atop the 21st-century minaret that topped the dome of the former San Francesco di Paola, a black-clad muezzin yearned in the direction of Mecca. The shower scheduled for 17:21 started to fall, a minute early. Raindrops stippled the glass.

“If it were me,” Louise mused, “I’d go for Luna. Shackleton City’s got it all: culture, theater, great dining experiences, the zoo, concerts, extreme sports …”

Elfrida put down her basket. “Concerts?” she said. “Great dining experiences? Louise, you’re a robot. What the hell would you know about that kind of thing, what it means to a human being?”

Louise’s gray-green eyes blinked rapidly. Elfrida had committed an indiscretion. All therapists were robots. It was well-established that people confided more freely in machines than in their fellow humans. (Elfrida was doing her best to singlehandedly prove the research wrong.) Louise 361AX was a geminoid bot, realistic enough in appearance to fool almost anyone, but the so-called brain inside that shapely head was just a bunch of processor crystals. But it had been rude to rub Louise’s face in it. Despite herself, Elfrida muttered, “Sorry.”

★

After saying goodbye to Louise, Elfrida hopped on her Vespa and navigated through traffic to the A3 autostrada. She could have got home faster by train, but one of the pleasures of being back on Earth was riding her Vespa.

She joined the motorcycle lane of the A3 and kicked back, sipping a can of San Pellegrino. The bike maintained a safe distance from the Harleys and Ducatis weaving around her. Some of them were going so fast they must have been jailbroken—their autodrives illegally disabled to allow manual control. Elfrida had her Vespa on the “Basta!” setting, but this, like so much else, was relative.

The rain stopped on schedule, and the sky cleared. The sun descended into a bubblebath of pink clouds in the Bay of Naples. The autostrada plunged into wet, dense forest. By law, every square meter of Europe not otherwise in use had to be forested, to assist the global climate’s recovery from centuries of abuse. In fact, parts of the continent—though not southern Italy—had returned to a state of wildness not seen since the Visigoths menaced the Roman Empire. Some people found it depressing, but Elfrida liked being enclosed by towering corkwoods and stone pines.

Exhaust vapor glowed around the lamps that lined the autostrada. She raised the visor of her helmet. The damp May evening blew away her lingering irritation.

She loved Earth. Loved fresh air, weather, sunsets, seasons. So why was she so eager to get back into space?

She’d reconnected with some of her high-school friends during this furlough. Now that they were all hitting thirty, some of them had found spouses. Some had begun to have kids. They seemed happy enough, but that path just wasn’t for her.

Feet on the handlebars, she considered the two assignments she’d been offered.




	Luna


	Luna


	Mercury


	Mercury





	Pro


	Con


	Pro


	Con





	Close to home. Could see more of Mom and Dad


	Micro-gravity = head bloat, stabilizer braces


	Never been there before. Exciting?


	Never been there before. Boring?





	“Coordinator” sounds impressive!


	They would never let me back on the Venus Project again


	Would be interesting to work at UNVRP HQ


	I just know I would suck at HR





	Concerts, theater, great dining experiences, etc.


	Stupid dress code


	Gravity of 0.38 gees = no head bloat, could skip the stabilizer braces


	??





	Could see more of Mendoza


	Could see more of Mendoza


	Could see more of Cydney


	Could see more of Cydney






She reached Rome at half past eight. The traffic was as awful as it had been for the last 23 centuries. Since Rome was the capital of the ramshackle UN member state called the New Holy Roman Empire, highrises now disfigured the Quirinal and the Via Veneto. The outer districts had been subjected to rewilding and restoration schemes of varying degrees of lunacy. Hillvilles—high-rise residential complexes buried in artificial mounds, planted with the native greenery of southern Italy—squatted on either side of the restored Via Triumphalis. The traffic parted around the Arch of Constantine.

And stopped.

All the vehicles had received the same command from Mobility Control Rome: halt immediately.

This wasn’t unusual. It happened several times a day, when Mobility Control couldn’t keep the traffic moving by slowing a few cars here and speeding up others there. Traffic jams were a hazard of living in a city with lots of old narrow streets, and lots of Italians.

What was unusual was that the traffic still hadn’t started up again after fifteen minutes.

Elfrida texted her mother— “Looks like I’m going to be late; you and Dad might as well go ahead and eat.” She got off her Vespa and paced, not going too far, lest the traffic should start up again without warning. Other people emerged from their cars and trucks, stretched their legs, glanced up at the night sky. Shooting stars popped: spaceplanes aerobraking in the upper atmosphere. This was a familiar Earth sight, as ordinary as rain.

A public service announcement blared in unison from Elfrida’s Vespa and all the other cars and bikes in earshot. Despite having lived in Rome as a child and teenager, Elfrida couldn’t speak Italian. But she was hardly the only one. The PSA repeated in English: “Remain where you are. It is recommended that you not leave your vehicles. The polizia municipale are carrying out random security checks in your area. Please cooperate. Thank you!”

Elfrida gritted her teeth, forced herself to relax. Everyone settled in to wait.

A tap on her sternum made her jump. It was her new phone. She hadn’t got used to its haptics yet.

She clicked Accept in the interface linked to her contacts, and unbuttoned the neck of her motorcycle jacket. The phone’s lanyard flexed, tugging the pendant-shaped gadget out of her clothes. The lanyard stiffened and turned into a brace that supported the phone at eye level. It was designed for people so vain or confident that they wanted to make vid calls everywhere. The camera had been given to Elfrida by Cydney Blaisze, the media personality who happened to be Elfrida’s girlfriend.

It was Cydney’s face that now showed on the phone’s 2cm screen.

“Ellie! Why are you wearing your bike helmet?”

“I’m stuck in traffic. What’s going on?”

“Oh my God, have you seen what’s happened?”

“What’s happened?”

“There’s been a murder!”

“A murder? Whoa.”

In 23rd-century Europe, murder was rare. Reports of it were rare, anyway. People looked at Elfrida. She cringed, and dragged the phone closer to the visor opening of her helmet. “Who’s been, uh, murdered?” she whispered.

“It’s crazy. Charles K. Pope!”

“Oh my God,” Elfrida said. “Oh. My. God.”

The Via Triumphalis seemed to spin around her.

“Crazy, right?” Cydney said.

“Are you sure?”

“Sure? That he’s dead? Of course I’m sure. Everyone’s talking about it. I’m sorry, Ellie, you didn’t know him, did you?”

“Know know him? No.”

Charles K. Pope was—had been—the director of the United Nations Venus Remediation Project.

“I never even met him,” Elfrida said. “But still. Kind of close to home.” Her thoughts spun off in all directions. Would the Project suffer? This is the last thing we need, after 4 Vesta, and all the shitty publicity in the last few years. Who would take Pope’s place? Would this affect either or both of the assignments she’d been offered?

“Murdered?” she said.

“Well, they aren’t saying it’s murder, but he drowned in freaking Lake Como. That does not happen. There are more rescue drones stationed around that lake than on the Riviera, OK? Anyway, why else would they have locked down every city between Zurich and Athens?”

Elfrida looked at the static river of traffic that stretched out of sight beyond the Arch of Constantine. “I’m only half an hour from home. Maybe I should just leave my bike and walk.”

“Don’t do that,” Cydney said. “You haven’t yet adjusted to being back on Earth, have you?”

It was eerily silent on the Via Triumphalis, with everyone’s car stereos and televisions disabled by Mobility Control. Into that silence penetrated a thin warbling. Blue lights winked into sight around the skeletal curve of the Colosseum.

“Cyds, I gotta go,” Elfrida said. She cut the connection and sat astride her bike, nervously gripping the handlebars.

Three police striders bobbed around the Colosseum. They looked like prehistoric raptors with wraparound tinted eyes. They were designed to navigate nimbly through traffic, putting their feet down in the slivers of space between vehicles. People said that they were also designed to intimidate. The Italian bikers around Elfrida scowled, muttered “Cazzo la polizia,” and spat on the asphalt. The warbling sirens sounded like hunting cries. Drivers selected for random checks slid out of their vehicles and assumed the position in the shadow of the striders’ fuselages, while their bodies and cars were scanned. Of course, this was just theater. The police would be scanning everything in range.

Suddenly, one of the bikers near Elfrida gunned his machine. Engine howling, he roared off the street and zoomed along the sidewalk, away from the Colosseum, heading for the hillvilles. He shouldn’t have been able to do that. His bike was obviously jailbroken. Knowing that he’d be slapped with a massive fine when the police got to him, he’d decided to make a run for it. Everyone rubbernecked.

The bike’s taillight reached the nearest hillville, Città Collina San Gregorio, and started to climb the landscaped path to the top.

There was a sound like the pop of a wine cork. The bike veered off the path. It somersaulted downhill and landed against the swings in the playground. Its rider came to rest under the seesaw. He seemed to be bleeding pink from a glow-in-the-dark splotch on his back.

Elfrida knew what had happened. The polizia had sniped the biker with a paintball gun. Hopefully, he hadn’t also broken his neck.

She cowered as a strider leapt over her, planting one foot beside her rear wheel.

“Dumb pleb,” she mumbled. “Why would anyone think they could get away with that?”

Ten minutes later, the traffic started moving again. Elfrida’s inbox had filled up with emails from colleagues sharing the news of Charles K. Pope’s tragic death. She read and responded all the way home. No one mentioned the M-word—murder. ‘Tragic windsurfing accident’ was the consensus. Elfrida’s supervisor, Jake Onwego, assured her that this would not affect her options. She still had a choice to make.

She parked off Piazza Benedetto Cairoli. As she was about to walk away, her Vespa sniggeringly informed her that she had had an unpaid parking ticket, and the polizia had hit her with an fine that was going to eat half her furlough pay.

Tense with annoyance, she moved the bike into a legal parking place, and then walked back to her parents’ building.

Windowboxes of flowers enlivened the quaint 20th-century street. A cat skittered across the wet pavement. The timelessness of the neighborhood comforted her—until a poll popped up in her path, randomly foisted on her by her network connection. “Hello! Jugglers, stiltwalkers, and other street performers should be taxed as a) artists, b) polluters, c) small business owners. Please pick one!”

Elfrida was tempted to reply, Frag off, but voting was compulsory. “C,” she snapped, and was informed that 53% of people so far had voted for b), polluters.

It would be just like this on Luna, except indoors.

She called Cydney on her way up the stairs.

“Hey, Cyds. I’ve decided: I’m going to take the Mercury job.”

“Yay!” Cydney shrieked. An animation of falling confetti surged across Elfrida’s contacts, obscuring her view of her father, who had opened the door at the top of the stairs. Her phone buzzed with applause.

Tomoki Goto caught her as she blundered into the door frame. “Did you just win something?”

“No, but I’m really hungry. Is there any of Mom’s sauerbraten left?”

Her father’s gaze tracked down. “What … is that?”

In her free hand, Elfrida was carrying the basket she’d been working on for the last three months. Louise 361AX had given it to her as a goodbye present.

“Oh,” Elfrida said, “just some junk my therapist had me do.” She sailed it into the living-room. Then she went after it and stuffed it into the recycling bin.

 


iii.

In the 23rd century, getting into orbit was easy. Elfrida’s flight departed from Erebus Spaceport. Delayed by a missed connection in Nairobi, she dashed to the gate, her Space Corps rucksack bumping against her back. Cydney was waiting, wearing a coat that resembled a cloud of cotton wool.

“Are you sure you really want to come?” were the first words out of Elfrida’s mouth.

Hurt colored Cydney’s heart-shaped face. She fiddled with a blonde ringlet. “If you don’t want me to come, I wish you would have said so last week.”

“It’s not that,” Elfrida said hurriedly. Their relationship had been rocky ever since they’d got back from 4 Vesta. “I meant, where’s your luggage?”

“Oh, I’ll go shopping on UNLEOSS!”

They shuffled towards the boarding gate. Cydney smiled at the other passengers who were covertly vidding her, having recognized her as someone micro-famous. Aboard the Airbus Hyperplane, they had a mini-fight over the stowage compartment above their seats: there wasn’t enough room for Elfrida’s rucksack and Cydney’s cotton-wool coat, which was actually quite bulky.

“See,” Cydney said sweetly, “this is why I didn’t bring any luggage. I knew you’d be toting the kitchen sink.”

“I was ordered to max out my weight allowance with food coloring.”

“Food coloring?”

“Yeah, the stuff that makes spinach bars green, and sweet potato chips purple.”

“I don’t eat that junk,” Cydney said. “And I know what food coloring is. But why does UNVRP HQ want it?”

“Maybe they’re tired of eating beige nutriblocks.”

“Mercury isn’t one of your barely-functioning asteroid colonies. It’s a planet.”

“Yeah?”

“You didn’t know that, Ellie?”

Elfrida had been being sarcastic, she just hadn’t said “Sarcasm” out loud. She had thought she and Cydney didn’t need to use emoticodes with each other. She stared out of the porthole as the Hyperplane slid along its launch rail.

Snowy wastes stretched to the horizon beneath slate-grey clouds. The overall warming of the planet had, for complicated reasons, not improved the climate of Antarctica. A few people did live along the coast. There were interspecies communities, made up of cetaceophiles who lived in wetsuits, and whales who put up with them. There was also a prepper industry catering to wannabe emigrants to the asteroid belt, who could be convinced that they needed to fork out for survival training courses in Earth’s most unforgiving location.

Far from these communities, the spaceport sprawled down the flanks of Mt. Erebus in a slovenly, high-albedo jumble. Bots serviced private spaceplanes parked on sidings. Employees vaped cigarettes outside loading bays.

“Earth,” Elfrida half-said, half-snarled.

“What about it?”

“This tired old planet.” I don’t belong here, she thought. Maybe I did once, but I’ve spent too long in space. This isn’t home anymore.

The Hyperplane entered the magnetically levitated launch tube, cutting off the view. Cydney bundled her hair into a scrunchie, tucked her feet under her, and settled down to read. Now and again she made soft noises of interest.

Elfrida was just about to cave in to curiosity when Cydney looked up. “This is really interesting.”

“What is?”

“About Mercury. Their unique political situation. But I guess you know all this stuff.”

Elfrida made a loose fist and pretended to take a swing at her. They both laughed.

“OK, you win,” Elfrida said. “I was so busy doing my paperwork and getting my hyronalin prescription filled, etcetera, I didn’t have time to do a whole lot of research. So, fill me in.”

“Well, I’ve been looking into this Charles K. Pope business. No one’s been arrested, so maybe it really was a windsurfing accident. But regardless of how he died, it’s a big deal on Mercury. Basically, he was an absolute monarch out there.”

“Oh, come on.”

“I’m exaggerating, but only slightly. UNVRP is headquartered on Mercury. That made Pope the ranking UN official in Inferior Space, the volume that includes the Near Earth Objects as well as Mercury and Venus, and—oooh, can I have a dragonfruit gelato?” She broke off to address the waiterbot navigating down the aisle.

“Coffee for me,” Elfrida said. “So Pope was the lay judge for Inferior Space. The most important person in the volume always gets it. So?”

“So, that makes the election of his replacement a big deal. They’re not just competing for the directorship of UNVRP, which, not to offend you, Ellie, but who would want it? They’re competing to become the most powerful person in Inferior Space.”

The tannoy instructed them to fasten their seatbelts in preparation for weightlessness. Elfrida felt a jolt of excitement, as if she were a child on her first trip into space. Unlike the bored business travellers around them, she would never get blasé about this.

Gripping her pouch of coffee in her teeth while she fastened her seatbelt, she said, “So, did you find out who’s getting the job … Wait a minute. You said election?”

Cydney grinned. Her gelato had left her teeth purple. “Yup. The director of UNVRP is elected! Everyone in Inferior Space gets to vote.”

“You mean like in a democracy?”

“Yup.”

“That’s medieval.”

“I know, right?”

“What if people vote for some garbagehead that doesn’t know anything about the Venus Project, and doesn’t care?”

“Well, then, I guess they deserve what they get. But Pope’s deputy is standing as a candidate. He’ll probably win.”

“I should hope so.” Elfrida drank her coffee. The informational display in her contacts said that the Hyperplane had reached the tropopause. Gentle but perceptible acceleration pressed on her body. “Why didn’t I know about this democracy stuff? I guess they don’t make a huge effort to publicize it. But why allow it in the first place?”

“Insert complicated historical reasons here,” Cydney said. “Mercury’s pretty unique. The only colonized planet. I’ve always wanted to visit.”

“Oh, you lie like a lying thing. Now I know why you wanted to come.” It was actually a relief to know that Cydney had an agenda of her own. It put less pressure on their relationship. “You want to cover the election and get all the juicy gossip first-hand.”

“Am I that transparent?” Cydney pretended to be offended. “It certainly won’t hurt my access figures. But I wanted to come with you since way before this happened.”

“I know. I was just a bit concerned that you’ll be 77 million kilometers from all your parties and red-carpet events.”

“Ellie, I have confidence that with you around, something interesting will happen.”

The joke stung. It felt like a dig at Elfrida’s failure to prevent catastrophe on 4 Vesta, although Elfrida knew Cydney hadn’t meant it that way. “God, I hope not,” she said, forcing a smile.

The Hyperplane shot out of its launch tube. Outside the portholes, Earth dawned. Tourists bobbed up against their seatbelts, laughing in delight.

Cydney enabled the privacy screen around their two seats. She undid Elfrida’s seatbelt, and then her own. They kissed, weightless, in front of the awe-inspiring view.

Ping … ping … “Oh, bother. I’d better take this. Wow, hi, Lauren … Yes? Yes. Really? Well, of course, we’d be thrilled. Tell him thank you so much.”

“Who was that?”

“Well, I certainly didn’t expect that,” Elfrida said. “It was my boss.”

“Onwego?”

“No, the boss. Dr. Hasselblatter, the director of the Space Corps. Actually, it was his secretary.”

“Is this good? Bad?”

“I’m not sure. He’s playing in a quidditch game tonight, and we’ve got complimentary tickets.”

★

The Space Corps was headquartered on the United Nations Low Earth Orbit Space Station (UNLEOSS). What with all the satellites and private spaceplanes dodging around in low earth orbit, the traffic up here was almost as bad as in Rome. They had to wait hours for an orbital transfer vehicle, and then another four hours in transit. At last UNLEOSS loomed in Elfrida’s porthole. A giant sphere clamped between cylinders of stacked toruses, the space station floated half in sunlight, half in shadow. Rotating at speed, it looked bigger from here than Earth did.

Elfrida had seen UNLEOSS many times before, but this incredible feat of space engineering never failed to awe her.

“Someday, someone is going to get off their ass and invent teleporting,” Cydney groused as they queued to get off the orbital transfer vehicle.

“We’ll have to rewrite the laws of physics first,” Elfrida said.

But then again, she reflected later, a few hundred years ago, people probably thought you’d have to rewrite the laws of physics in order for human beings to fly.

The early pioneers of space exploration surely could never have envisioned bureaucrats in capes and pointy hats flying around on jet-powered broomsticks, 800 kilometers above Earth, in pursuit of a winged cricket ball.

The lower-gravity regions at the ‘poles’ of UNLEOSS curved inward to the axis of the sphere, where gravity was null. Here at the ‘north pole,’ netting enclosed a playing field as large as a terrestrial soccer stadium. Elfrida’s complimentary tickets entitled her and Cydney to ringside seats.

Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, director of the Space Corps and member of the President’s Advisory Council, zoomed past them on his broomstick, cape billowing.

“Go, Hasselblatter!” Elfrida shrieked. “Wizards! Wizards all the way!”

The Wizards (high-ranking Space Corps officials and the odd beefy secretary) were playing the Hardy Perennials (gardeners plus a few shifty-eyed ringers from the janitorial division). The contrails of their broomsticks crisscrossed the playing field. The spectators directly across from Elfrida seemed to be suspended upside-down from an invisible ceiling. ‘Above’ them, roads and parkland receded into the dusk. The 3m-diameter axis of the habitat ran through the middle of the playing field, but this was a feature, not a bug: it was wrapped in magnetized astroturf on which several players, blatched, sat rubbing their knees.

The Hardy Perennials won, 230 points to 180.

“That freaking Chaser of theirs is not a gardener,” Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter complained, towelling his thick silver hair. “He won the All-Europe Janitorial Arts trophy for bin-throwing in 2284. Never been spotted near a flowerbed. And the league turns a blind eye.” He chucked his towel across the locker room. “Did you want something?”

Elfrida’s mouth opened and closed. She’d made her way to the locker room on the assumption that Dr. Hasselblatter had given her the tickets because he wanted to see her, and this was the only time he could fit her into his schedule.

Dr. Hasselblatter laughed. “Just joking. Listen, Goto. These people on Mercury are plebs. Mindless, self-centered, tech-obsessed bubble-dwellers. They’d sell their own mothers for the illusion, the illusion, mind you, of independence. But the Space Corps isn’t and will not be involved with any political shenanigans, do you understand? Our mission is to protect and support communities in space. Nothing will deter me from that. This agency exists to maximize human wellbeing and safety, without regard to anyone’s political agenda.”

Elfrida nodded vigorously. She hadn’t the slightest idea what he was talking about. This was normal with Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, whose political skills were second to none.

“The human resources department at UNVRP HQ? Unfit for purpose. You’ll be effectively without local support.”

“Isn’t that how it always is, sir?”

“Yes, Goto. You’re quite the veteran. That’s why I’m delighted you accepted this posting.”

Conversations in a dozen languages filled the changing room. Trainers sprayed their charges with cooling aerosols (temperatures in UNLEOSS were tropical, even after dark). A wandering globule of deodorant smacked Elfrida in the eye.

“Do you have any special instructions …” Her right eye streamed. She wiped it with the back of her hand. “Or advice for me? I’d be really grateful, sir.”

Her right contact had come out. It was already out of reach. Mortified, she watched it float away.

“Advice? Oh, stay out of trouble.” Dr. Hasselblatter laughed. Crooking a finger at her, he pushed off and exited the locker room, forcing players and groupies to dodge. Elfrida followed him out to the vertiginous emptiness of the parking lot ‘under’ the playing field. Dr. Hasselblatter’s private glider awaited. “That reminds me,” he said, one foot on the step. “Vlajkovic might try to make trouble for you. In fact, he certainly will. But don’t take him too seriously. He’s on the wrong side of history.”

With this oddly momentous pronouncement, Dr. Hasselblatter leapt into his glider, broomstick over his shoulder.

“Sir! Sir …”

Dr. Hasselblatter’s head popped back out. “What?”

Elfrida wrung her hands. With only one contact in, she was off balance. “Sorry, sir. I was just wondering if you could tell me anything about the community … the local community on Mercury ……” Her briefing packet had been mysteriously silent on this aspect of her mission. 

“The community? The community, Goto? There’s only one community on Mercury that concerns you. The UNVRP community. Especially the R&D division. Worst. Bunch of. Plebs. Ever.” Dr. Hasselblatter ducked back into his glider and was gone.

★

“Vlajkovic.”

“What?” said Cydney, straining to reach a bunch of caramels on a high branch.

Elfrida, five centimeters taller, grabbed at the branch. Leaves sprinkled their faces. “Mike Vlajkovic. Did you find out anything about him?” She had asked Cydney last night to research the name Dr. Hasselblatter had thrown out.

“Oh. Yeah, I did! Here.”

An email flew into the HUD area of Elfrida’s new contacts, peeping and fluttering on pearly wings. She’d bought these contacts, after losing one of her old ones, at the UNLEOSS shopping mall. All they’d had was a novelty set themed on the children’s brand of Unicorn Tears®. Now that more people were opting for retinal implants, with or without BCIs (Brain-Computer Interfaces), the market for contacts had shrunk to children. Girls were assumed to want unicorns and cherubs. (The other option had been Knights of the Milky Way™—for boys. Elfrida had wavered for ages.)

She opened the report on Mike Vlajkovic and skimmed the bullet points while Cydney gathered candy.

The gengineered trees of the pick-your-own orchard—a major UNLEOSS tourist attraction, despite the fact that you could find similar places on Earth—grew on the bank of the Angelou River at the equator of the sphere. The air was sweet, hot, heavy. Down here, one full gravity obtained. Tourists wandered through the taffy grass, carrying buckets of caramels, trufflefruit, toffee apples, sugarplums, marshmallow berries, and chocolate bananas.

Mike Vlajkovic (38, married with two children) had lived all his life on Mercury. He worked for UNVRP’s human resources department. Lately, he’d taken on a role so archaic that Cydney’s researchers had added an explanatory footnote: labor organizer.

“Uh oh,” Elfrida murmured. Suckered again! she thought, not without a certain amount of admiration for Dr. Hasselblatter’s style. He had not pressured her to take this assignment. But she should’ve known that the director of the Space Corps would not meet with one of his roughly 6,000 employees in person unless there were more to it than a routine job transfer.

Mike Vlajkovic had gotten himself in the news last month by speaking out against UNVRP’s scheduled ramp-up of mining operations. Ponytailed, skull-faced, he raved about ‘anti-humanism’ and ‘AI boosterism’ in an embedded vid clip.

“This is great stuff, Cyds. Thanks.”

“My team is the best,” Cydney replied. She bit into a toffee apple. “Oh. My. God. Yummo.”

So Elfrida was heading back into the land of ‘isms.’ On Earth, there was no such thing as ideology. It had died the gentle death of a bad-tempered but toothless dog. But out on the frontiers of civilization, people still got worked up about ideas and the choices they represented. And apparently, Mercury still qualified as a frontier.

Suddenly, Elfrida couldn’t wait to shake the candy-flavored dust of this faux-tropical paradise off her heels. “Cyds?”

“Yeah?”

Elfrida kissed her, and tasted toffee.

“What was that for?” Cydney squealed, obviously pleased.

“I think I made the right choice. You were so wise to tell me to take this job.”

★

Neither of them had ever travelled on a Starliner before.

“This is the life,” Elfrida acknowledged. She sank beneath the surface of the Olympic-sized scuba pool, which was framed by non-slip cliffs and stocked with tropical fish. She came up spitting and smiling. For a moment she reflected on the irony that she could’ve gone swimming anytime when she was in Italy, but she hadn’t.

A slender woman in a burkini dashed out of the changing rooms, chasing a boy of four or five. Shrieking in glee, the boy cannonballed into the deep end.

Elfrida flippered towards the boy. She stopped when another swimmer surfaced from the depths, bearing the child aloft. The swimmer pulled off his scuba mask. It was Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter.

Elfrida swam away in a hurry. She found Cydney lurking behind a crag, vidding the family scene. “What’s Dr. H doing on board?”

“You didn’t look at the passenger list?”

“I didn’t even know he had a family. Are they on vacation, or what?” Life on UNLEOSS was a permanent vacation. To go on vacation to Mercury would be kind of perverse.

“You could put it like that. And he’s not the only one. Look at the passenger list, Ellie.”

A winged unicorn presented it to her with a curtsey.

“I don’t get it.”

“You really don’t access my feed often, do you?”

★

Elfrida pored over the passenger list as she towelled off.

The ship was infested with minor celebrities. They included:

—Zazoë Heap, songstress and nose flute virtuoso, known for her outspoken support of euthanasia rights.

—Theodotus Cellini, flamboyant former mayor of the citystate of Las Vegas.

—Pyls O. Mani, a deputy vice president of the World Bank.

—Mork Rapp, famed environmentalist …

… and of course, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter and his family.

“What the heck?” Elfrida said.

“You’re so clueless,” Cydney said affectionately. “They’re candidates for the directorship of UNVRP. Or if they aren’t yet, they will be. They’re all rushing to Mercury to satisfy the residency requirement. I think it’s three weeks? Then the election’s a week after that. Hurry, hurry, little VIPs!”

“Et tu, Hasselblatter?” Elfrida muttered. After all his noble and politically uninvolved rhetoric.

Cydney wasn’t interested in Dr. Hasselblatter. “Look, look here, this is the real dark horse.”

“Angelica Lin? Who’s she?”

They were out on the promenade that wrapped around the inside of the ship’s passenger module. Cydney directed Elfrida’s gaze to the passengers doing ultimate yoga in the zero-gee area in the central atrium. A woman with long black hair, bodacious in a strapless skinsuit, tucked her ankles behind her neck. “That’s her. She was Charles K. Pope’s girlfriend. Word is she’s running for the directorship, too.”

Elfrida sighed. The scent of hash browns drifted from the nearby apres-scuba restaurant, and her stomach growled. “I wonder if they do grilled cheese sandwiches,” she said, steering Cydney towards the restaurant. “There’s one big question mark hanging over this, isn’t there, Cyds?”

“What?”

“Where in all of this is Wrightstuff, Inc.?”


iv.

Wrightstuff, Inc. was the most powerful company on Mercury. It owned both of the planet’s polar zones, insofar as anyone owned anything in the context of the ongoing (three centuries and counting) debate about whether pieces of a planet other than Earth could be owned at all.

A second-tier company in terms of capitalization, Wrightstuff, Inc. had been the first to arrive on Mercury. Originally, it had laid claim to all of the planet. No one had bothered to argue, except on principle, as long as Mercury remained inaccessibly remote in cost-benefit terms. The planet had a crust rich in iron and other ores, but you had to burn an insane amount of energy just to get there—never mind back again. However, the clean revolution had upended assumptions about what was cost-effective. In the first years of the 23rd century, cheaper spaceflight had dramatically lowered the cost of escaping the sun’s gravity well, and brought more competitors to Mercury.

In vain did Wrightstuff, Inc. protest to the Interplanetary Court of Justice. Bots on the ground, and the principle of fair competition, trumped paperwork of dubious legality. Wrightstuff, Inc. managed to hang onto the polar zones because it actually had people living there. The rest of the planet got carved up among the supermajors.

With Mars lost, the solar system had to look elsewhere for raw materials to satisfy humanity’s insatiable appetite for hardware.

And from the middle of the 23rd century, it looked to the planet nearest the sun.

Mercury had one important advantage over the asteroid belt: it offered multiple direct trajectories per year to every destination in the solar system. Wherever you were going, whatever you were hauling, odds were you could get it there from Mercury faster.

The swiftly orbiting little planet now exported not only commodities but products manufactured on Mercury itself.

It was not too much of a stretch (for the PR types, anyway) to say that Mercury had become the factory of the solar system.

But even today, the best chunks of polar real estate lay in the possession of Wrightstuff, Inc., unexploited. The company used them as collateral in its fancy financial maneuvers. It also had a long-running partnership with the United Nations Venus Remediation Project.

★

“The name of the game is CSR,” said Lal Subramaniam, who had spent fifteen years in the job Elfrida was about to inherit from him. “The terraforming of Venus! Humanity’s greatest endeavor since the Pyramids were built! A century-spanning project leveraging cross-disciplinary applied science and cutting-edge extraction technologies to transform a toxic hell into a new Eden for mankind! I’m quoting from Wrightstuff’s annual report, by the way. But the verbiage is simply a factual representation of our own goals. What corporation wouldn’t want to be associated with such a salutary undertaking?”

“A lot of them?” Elfrida said. Subramaniam was sweating visibly. Lank black strands fell from his combover across his deep-set eyes. His intensity worried her.

“That is correct. UNVRP was the hottest thing in the solar system when it first got off the ground. But the bloom has gone off the rose, no? It’s the strangest thing—the more we succeed, the more people criticize us, the more they line up to find fault with everything from our methods to the underlying assumptions of the Project.”

“I guess nothing fails like success,” Elfrida said.

“That’s profound,” Subramaniam said, opening his sunken eyes wide. “Very profound. I think there’s more to it than that, but that’s the problem in a nutshell.”

“It’s 4 Vesta,” Elfrida said. She still felt guilty about the fate of the second-largest asteroid in the Belt. After the PLAN’s malware hijacked 4 Vesta’s infrastructure, UNVRP had purchased it for the Venus Project. Seventeen years from now it would crash into Venus, blowing off gigatons of excess atmosphere. “I’ve heard all kinds of variations on, hey, what gives UNVRP the right to use a protoplanet as a glorified wrecking ball … well, excuse me, it’s infected with the Heidegger program; there’s nothing else to do with it! But people have this, I don’t know, feeling that we shouldn’t be reconfiguring the solar system at will.”

“Yes,” said Subramaniam. “Indeed. But the acquisition of 4 Vesta only provided a focus point for an existing trend. Resistance to UNVRP has been building for at least twenty years. And so Wrightstuff, Inc. now regret the deal they did with UNVRP in the golden year of 2247. It no longer benefits their image to be associated with the Project. The humanitarian halo of UNVRP is no longer bright enough to offset their buccaneering investments elsewhere in the system. If they could, they would dissolve the relationship completely.”

“But they can’t, can they?”

“Fortunately, no. But they are creating obstacles to our Phase Five mining ramp.”

The two were walking, or rather trotting at Subramaniam’s rapid pace, around the promenade of the Starliner’s passenger module. The ship had slalomed into the sun’s gravity well, burning enough fuel to light Luna for a year, and settled into orbit 350 kilometers above the surface of Mercury. The trip had taken just six days, since Mercury was in one of its frequent close approaches to Earth.

Subramaniam popped out of his moustache-chewing trance to stare at the window of a boutique. A red-haired waif was being fitted with a custom set of stabilizer braces.

“Isn’t that …”

“Zazoë Heap,” Elfrida said. “We sat next to her at dinner last night. She’s boring.”

Subramaniam returned his attention to her. “The terms of our agreement with Wrightstuff, Inc. give us the right to mine iron and aluminum—all the silicates, in fact—on their land. This we have been doing on a small scale for decades, to manufacture our own hardware.” Elfrida noticed Subramaniam’s use of we to refer to the Venus Project. It was a slip of the tongue she often committed herself. “They have never objected. It’s not as if there isn’t plenty to go around. But now that we propose to ramp up our mining operation, to implement Phase Five of the Project, they are seeking to impose all kinds of conditions, with the goal of shutting us down entirely. They are a dog in the manger! And I am certain Mike Vlajkovic is in their pay. I haven’t been able to prove it. Maybe you can.” Subramaniam paused for breath. “By the way, who owns this luxurious ship?”

“Wrightstuff, Inc.”

“Oh. Whoops.”

“Nah,” Elfrida said. “If they’re listening in, let ‘em sweat.”

A group of pensioners parted to go around them, discussing whether to visit the rejuvenation spa or the Graceland Experience. Elfrida and Subramaniam grinned ruefully at each other.

“Well,” Subramaniam said, “that is how things stand. I hope you’ll be able to parry their dirty tricks better than I could. Frankly, I am very happy to accept early retirement.” His gaze wandered to a pompadoured geminoid robot that was bopping along the promenade, inviting people to the Graceland Experience. “I think I will go and have a look at my cabin now. Ensuite jacuzzi baths, did you say? You have no idea how nice that sounds after fifteen years on Mercury. Farewell, Ms. Goto.”

He plunged off, leaving Elfrida to make her way down to the departure lounge. She felt oddly uplifted.

★

A modified spaceplane rendezvoused with the Starliner and took the passengers off. It powered into a highly elliptical polar orbit. Elfrida got her first look at Mercury through the virtual windshield at the front of the cabin.

The dayside of the small planet glowed steel gray, pocked and pitted, like a cannonball. A mesh of wrinkle ridges joined up craters as large as 1300 kilometers across. Oblique sunlight etched the rims of the craters like toothmarks. This was an airless, battered world. Elfrida reminded herself that Mercury had the greatest day/night temperature variation in the solar system. Right now, down there on the equator, it was about 450° Celsius. The temperature fell to minus 180°C during Mercury’s long nights. Sunrise to sunrise, one Mercurian day lasted for 176 Earth days… almost twice as long as the little planet took to orbit around the sun.

The spaceplane dived towards the surface. As if it were a car driving into the sunset, the ‘windshield’ lit up so brightly that everyone in the cabin shaded their eyes. This was a dramatic effect. They were just looking at a screen. If it were real, they wouldn’t have been able to gaze directly at the sun. Elfrida stared, captivated, at the huge orb with its thistle-fluff corona of superheated gas.

She planned to see this with her own eyes (suitably shielded) while she was here. “Sunrise on Mercury is one of the Seven Wonders of the Solar System,” she said aloud.

“What are the others?” Cydney said.

“Saturn’s rings. Jupiter’s Great Red Spot. The geysers of Enceladus. Olympus Mons—they haven’t taken it off the list, even though no human has visited Mars in more than a century.” Elfrida hesitated. “And Rheasilvia Mons, on 4 Vesta, formerly the highest mountain in the solar system.”

“Still is, right?”

“Only for another seventeen and a half years; then ka-plooey.”

“That makes two of the Seven Wonders the PLAN have taken away from us,” Cydney said. “What are they going to frag next? Wait a minute, you only mentioned five Wonders. Plus sunrise on Mercury makes six. What’s the other one?”

Elfrida grimaced. “Earth.”

The windshield went dark. The spaceplane was now diving down at a steep angle towards Mercury’s nightside. The north polar region filled the screen. Fuzzballs of light glowed in the darkness. Closer, each broke up into discrete pinpricks. These were the beacons of humanity, as inviting as windows on a cold and rainy night, welcoming the travellers to a world 77 million kilometers from Earth, which was nonetheless, because of these lights, a home from home.

The spaceplane’s elliptical orbit had been calculated to the centimeter. It would kiss the surface of Mercury and hurtle into space again.

Or rather, it would have, if not for the special kit at Goethe Spaceport.

Like any terrestrial Hyperplane returning from orbit—but much faster, since Mercury’s lack of an atmosphere meant no aerobraking—the spaceplane touched down on the runway at Goethe Spaceport … and its tailhook snagged an arresting wire of twisted buckysilk. Braking with its attitude boosters, it screamed along the runway. The brutal deceleration squashed the passengers into their couches, which had been reconfigured for landing so that they lay on their sides, facing forward.

Even decelerating at two gees, the spaceplane needed the full 120-kilometer length of the runway to stop.

“Please remain seated until the spaceplane has come to a complete halt,” the pilot said. 

Ignoring him, the more experienced travellers stood up and retrieved their carry-on luggage from the lockers. 

“Ah, screw y’all,” the pilot said. “By the way, did you know that our landing gear is based on a system invented three hundred years ago for aircraft carriers? Those were terrestrial ships that carried aircraft. Crazy, huh? And I’ll tell you something else, what we just did was nowhere near as dangerous as the landings that twentieth-century fighter pilots carried out every day. Welcome to Mercury, folks.”

“Ow, ow,” Cydney moaned, peeling herself off her couch. “I totally grayed out there.”

Elfrida handed her her carry-on. The journey nearly over, impatience consumed her. She bounced on her toes, getting the measure of the low gravity. “A whole new world! I wonder how long it’s going to take me to wreck this one?”

“Oh, Ellie. Don’t be a goof.”

A ground transfer vehicle carried them to Tolkien Crater, where UNVRP had its headquarters. They emerged, stiff from hours of bumping, into an underground parking lot. A skull-faced man with a dirty blond ponytail stood holding up a tablet with Elfrida’s name scrawled on it.

Recognizing her one-man welcoming committee, Elfrida walked up to him with a determined smile. “Hi!” She pointed at his tablet. “That’s me.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Mike Vlajkovic.”

“Yes, I—”

“Manager of the human resources department.” He smiled. Wolfishly. “Didn’t you know?”


v.

“I hope you make better coffee than Subramaniam did,” Mike Vlajkovic said.

“Um, don’t you have a bot for that?”

“No. Budget cuts. Now here’s the printer. See, it’s got the wrong tank in there. People from R&D are always using it for components. So if you need to print out something like spare uniforms, make sure you’ve got the right tank in there, or the peacekeepers could end up wearing uniforms made of carbon-reinforced plastic. Boo hoo, right? Here’s the supply closet. The tanks for the printer are on the bottom shelf.”

Elfrida thought she’d better put a stop to this before it went any further. “Um—” she hated how tentative she sounded— “I’m not here to be your printer operator. Or your human coffee-maker.”

“I thought you were taking over Subramaniam’s job?”

“Yes, but—”

“You’ll mostly be monitoring the data cruncher programs, of course. This is your desk over here.” Vlajkovic lunged past her, each stride an efficient leap, adapted to Mercury’s low gravity. The desk stood in a corner. It was made of wood, with ornamental beast-feet. Vlajkovic picked it up with one finger and set it at the entrance of the office, perpendicular to the door. “That’s better. Now you can combine reception with your other duties.”

“Vlajkovic, I am not here to be your receptionist.”

He gave her a long stare.

Elfrida understood why Subramaniam had been so keen to get away. She tried changing the topic. “This office is nice and big, isn’t it?”

“Planet. Not asteroid or space station. Got room to spread out.”

He was pissed at her.

“The layout’s kind of weird, though?” she said.

The office was L-shaped. Vlajkovic’s desk stood on a low circular platform in the center of the room. A pink three-piece living-room suite was pushed against one wall, heaped with defunct computer parts. A shag-pile carpet, mauve with yellow spots, ornamented the center of the floor.

“Weird,” Vlajkovic said. “Guess you could say that. After all, it used to be a hotel room.”

“A hotel room?”

“Sure. They didn’t tell you anything, did they? This whole hab used to be a hotel, back when Mercury tourism was a thing. Rich people used to come out here on those dirty old D-T fusion liners to see the sunrise. It was exclusive. Now? Factory of the solar system. Who’d want to vacation here? Wrightstuff was losing money on this place, so they leased it to us.”

Vlajkovic was animated again. Elfrida realized that he liked the sound of his own voice.

“I guess that allowed them to save on depreciation costs,” she said.

“Right, and claim ongoing tax breaks. Hey, don’t step on the carpet.”

Elfrida pulled back her foot. Weren’t carpets for stepping on?

“You’ve got gecko grips on your boots,” Vlajkovic explained. “It would damage the pile. We’ll have to print you out some plain rubber soles. Why don’t I give you the grand tour?”

“I’d like that.”

Vlajkovic led her down the hall. Now that she knew this had formerly been a hotel, the decorative touches—fake candles in stone sconces, wood-look doors instead of pressure seals, small carpets scattered in the corners—made sense. Many of the doors stood open. Vlajkovic introduced Elfrida to people sitting at jury-rigged desks, or in some cases, cross-legged on beds covered with (again) shaggy carpets. Elfrida smiled until her cheeks ached, and tried to match the faces with the names on the personnel list from her briefing packet. She’d probably need to swallow her pride and load a face recognition program.

She also tried not to think about the riskiness of so few internal pressure seals in a hab this large. If there were a depressurization event, everyone would die.

Then again, this was an underground hab. It extended for several square kilometers beneath the icy floor of Tolkien Crater, a permanently shadowed crater near the north pole. Tunnels were intrinsically safer than free-standing habs, albeit expensive to heat.

“Before this was a hotel, it was a mine,” Vlajkovic told her. “We still mine water in the crater. So does Wrightstuff.”

“I thought they moved out?”

“They moved, but they didn’t move out. They’ve got a big new hab over thataway. Remind me to take you over sometime. It’s luxe.”

“This is pretty luxe,” Elfrida said, buttering him up.

They stood on the hotel’s L2 mezzanine, looking down into the former atrium. It was now a farm. Rows of UV glowtubes nourished spindly, frame-supported vegetables. Elfrida had seen a headcount of 400 for UNVRP HQ. She wondered how they fed that many people with this acreage. They probably imported calories. UNVRP was known for spending its budget wastefully.

“This?” Vlajkovic said. “Nothing. An exercise in box-ticking. Want to see luxe? I’ll show you VIP country.”

The top floor of the hotel, L1, was still a hotel—a residential hotel for the highest-ranking UNVRP officials. Several of these had been turfed out to make room for the celebrities who’d arrived on the Starliner. The L1 mezzanine teemed with entourages. Dr. Hasselblatter’s six-year-old son was pounding on the keyboard of a grand piano. Celebrity bodyguards were arguing about “survivability,” obviously skeeved out by the third-hand creakiness of the whole set-up.

“Plus,” Vlajkovic said softly, “the water they’ll be drinking while they’re here comes from comets! It’s been buried out there in the crater for billennia! It’s all gritty and yucky! How have we managed to survive here for almost a century?”

Elfrida laughed, suddenly liking him better.

“That’s my boss,” she said, pointing to Dr. Hasselblatter, who was hauling his son away from the piano.

“He looks like an asswipe.”

“He is,” Elfrida said, with a twinge of disloyalty.

“Who’s that?”

“Zazoë Heap.”

“No, the one talking to her.”

Elfrida sighed. It had not taken Cydney long to latch onto the most click-worthy person in the room. “My girlfriend.”

Vlajkovic raised his eyebrows.

A peacekeeper spotted Vlajkovic and shouted for him to come and allay the celebrity bodyguards’ fears.

“Busy!” Vlajkovic yelled. “Ask Life Support.” He dragged Elfrida away.

They ran all the way down the ramp that spiraled around the atrium. Elfrida fetched up against a tank of sweet potatoes, laughing. Nutrient-fortified water splashed onto her boots. Vlajkovic was pink in the face from running. She smiled at him.

The blue-bereted head of the same peacekeeper poked over the L1 balustrade. “Hey, Mike!”

“I’m busy! Showing my new gofer around!”

“I’m not your gofer,” Elfrida said quietly.

“Have they assigned you someplace to live?”

“I think you’re supposed to do that.”

“Well, you could have one of the staff rooms. Where the bellboys and maids used to live. But if you’re gonna be sharing with your girlfriend, you might be better off in the test hab. R&D country.”

“The test hab sounds great,” Elfrida said gamely.

★

Five corridors opened off the atrium on every level, like the spokes of a bicycle wheel. Vlajkovic explained that the hab had been constructed by a gigantic auger that bored out a spiral with a hollow core, wider at the bottom. The radial corridors were the spaces between prefab hab blocks. Walking across the farm, Vlajkovic pointed to each corridor in turn. “Parking lot—we came that way. Recycling plant. Vault ...”

“Vault?”

“We’re still storing some stuff for Wrightstuff, Inc. Over that way is the life support division. They’re snooty. And this is the way to the test hab.”

The walls of the corridor flaked, rusty where moisture had oxidized the iron-rich regocrete. Elfrida felt a gentle, warm breeze on her face. The corridor ended at a double door printed in cheap plastic, with gaps at the top and bottom, like a toilet stall. The gap at the bottom was partially filled by a teal and white striped carpet.

“Hey.” Vlajkovic bent and ruffled the shag pile. “Move it.”

The carpet’s front edge lifted and curled over. It rubbed itself against Vlajkovic’s knuckles, like a cat. Then it retreated through the gap.

“They’re always getting out,” Vlajkovic said. “Sometimes they have help. You saw all those people wrapped in carpets in Admin? Helps to keep the temps out.”

“Smart carpets?”

“Smart, and then some. But I’ll let Richard explain. They’re his babies.”

Vlajkovic threw open the doors.

Elfrida gaped, the carpets—and everything else—forgotten.

They seemed to have stepped outdoors. The warm breeze smelt of juniper. She had a sense that the darkness ahead was vast. Scattered clusters of lights could have been the lights of villages, klicks away.

She took a step forward. Her boots crunched on black sand, as fine as flour.

Pearly, glowing patches on the ground drew her. She squatted beside the closest one. It was a creeping plant, like ivy, with weird fractal leaves, and the leaves glowed. 

“These are groundfish,” said Vlajkovic. “Part animal, part vegetable. Giant lichen with jellyfish DNA to make them glow.”

Elfrida walked towards one of the distant clusters of lights. It turned out not to be as distant as she’d imagined. She gaped up at a cactus the size of an oak. The lights were its fruit, hanging like Chinese lanterns from branch-thick spine. Their warm radiance bathed Vlajkovic’s upturned face, softening his features.

“A lamp tree. This is the oldest one. It was planted about ten years ago.”

“Only ten?”

“Trees grow tall, fast, in space. Like kids.”

Hordes of insects hovered around the lamp tree’s fruit. Elfrida stepped on a squishy fallen one. 

Something fought loose and scuttled over her boot. She yelled.

“Rats,” Vlajkovic said. “They came here from Earth with us. Can’t get rid of them, short of depressurizing the whole hab.”

Elfrida craned up into the darkness. The light of the lamp fruit revealed the roof of the cavern, a good fifty meters up. “You could fly a pedal glider in here.” The words fell far short of expressing her sense of wonder.

“It’s something else, isn’t it? I always wonder how it must look to people from Earth.”

“It’s like I’ve stepped into a sim.”

“Interesting that you say that. Which sim? Does it remind you of anything?”

Suddenly, she realized it did. But she hesitated to say it. “Uh, Homestead Venus? The immersion game that UNVRP gives away as a freebie? Have you ever played it?”

“Have I ever played it? That sim is based on the work of our R&D division, Goto.”

“Oh, crap. Oh my God, of course.”

This test hab was not a mimicry of the UNVRP promotional sim. It was the other way round.

“I have a farm on the Ishtar coast,” Elfrida confessed. For a while, she’d been addicted to the Homestead Venus sim. A sugar pill for the blues while she was on furlough. “But I always play on the daylight setting, so that’s why I didn’t recognize it immediately.”

Even after terraforming, Venus was expected to have a day several months long.

Vlajkovic nodded. “Everyone prefers light. But when our terraforming goals are achieved, settlers on Venus will have to live with long nights, too. As will all the flora and fauna they bring with them. So in here, we’ve implemented a best-guess 180-day cycle. This is the second month of night. We’ll start bringing the lights up in another month.”

Elfrida leaned against the trunk of the lamp tree. It was vertically ridged, warm to the touch. The spines were far enough apart that she could have climbed the tree, using them as rungs. “There aren’t any giant cactuses in the sim,” she said.

“It’s out of date. Oh, we’ve also got moringas, prickly pears, figs, all the stuff you probably grow on your farm.”

Elfrida nodded. She suddenly felt like she might cry. She’d come to Mercury, not expecting much, and arrived on Venus.

She’d come home.

★

A man trudged out of the darkness, carrying a toddler on his hip. Vlajkovic lifted a hand as if he’d been expecting him. “Richie! This is Richard Gates. Mastermind of the gengineering department.”

“Hi,” Richard Gates said, putting the toddler down. He looked to be about forty, and radiated amiability. A thatch of fair hair framed a pug-nosed, bearded face. “All a bit overwhelming?”

“A bit,” Elfrida confessed. “But this is incredible. I had no idea you were doing this kind of stuff.”

“We don’t put it in our public profile. People on Earth get weirded out by gengineering. Even when it’s happening on a different planet.” Gates shrugged. “It’s a shame: I’d love to see the potential applications for our smart sand, just for example, in the Sahara, or ...”

“Um, the Sahara’s not a desert anymore,” Elfrida said. “We licked it about eighty years ago. It’s a jungle now. But the Gobi is still a desert, and so’s a lot of southern North America. But how is the sand smart?” She bent and took a handful. It didn’t feel as dry as it looked. When she squeezed it, it held the imprints of her fingers.

“Mixed with adhesive nanoparticles that self-organize, based on an RNA sequence we ripped off from seashells,” Gates said proudly. “Venus’s highlands, of course, will be mostly desert. A scattering of the nanoparticles will help to fix the sand in place, preventing potentially ferocious sandstorms. Smart sand is also useful in other ways, such as …”

“Papa!” squealed the toddler. They all looked down. The child was tearing fistfuls out of the decayed lampfruit that the rat had been at.

Calmly, Vlajkovic scooped the child up. “OK, Bette,” he said, kissing her cheek. “That’s enough of an immune system boost for one day.”

“Dada! I eat lots of fruit!”

Dada? Elfrida looked from Vlajkovic to Gates, and back again. “Are you guys, uh?”

“Fifteen years of wedded bliss,” Vlajkovic said. “Two kids, and the best years of our lives still ahead of us. Or not.” His smile faded. “Depends, doesn’t it?”

“On what?”

“Among other things, on you.”
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They walked uphill, via a prickly-pear orchard and an olive grove. Richard Gates explained that the test hab occupied the intake shaft that spiraled around the hab. Clean air blew down from the atmospheric rebalancing unit at the top of the shaft, and dispersed naturally around the hab. Hence, the air in here was better than anywhere else—which was why people chose to live in here, even if it meant living in the dark half the time. Space-dwellers prized air quality; they could discuss it the way Earth-dwellers discussed food and wine.

Insects whirred around them in the dark. One landed on Elfrida’s arm. It looked exactly like a giant mosquito.

“A hydrosquito,” Gates smiled, as she swatted at it. “Not interested in your blood. They’re strictly vegetarian. They feed on the lamp fruits.”

“And what feeds on them?”

“There’s one over there.” Gates pointed to a shaggy animal, the size of a Shetland pony, wandering near the banks of UV lights that bathed the orchard (“a temporary fix, until we dark-adapt the trees”). The animal’s head darted. A long tongue flickered.

“Is that …”

“A cow. It gets nearly all its water from hydrosquitoes, in the form of lampfruit juice from the insects’ stomachs. Getting eaten pays off for the hydrosquito, too: its egg sac is excreted intact, and gestates in the cow’s feces.”

The cow lifted its tail. Gates loped over to it and picked something up. He came back, showing off a baggie that contained several hard balls of manure, more like goat droppings than cowpats.

“We haven’t solved the temperature problem yet. Temperatures will be wide-ranging in situ, we expect, from 50°C through a low of about 15°C on the nightside. That’s what we have here. But it’s not warm enough for hydrosquito eggs to hatch. So as of now we have to hatch them in incubators.” He pocketed the baggie.

Beyond the orchard, the curving inner wall of the intake shaft suddenly disclosed a village, lit by towering lamp trees. Prefab laboratories dominated a sprawl of igloo-like houses, the same dull black as the sand, with floppy-peaked domes. As they approached, Elfrida heard several different stereos playing several different genres of music. People were cooking out in front of their igloos, savory aromas drifting from hot plates and Meal Wizards. Small children frolicked barefoot. Teenagers and young men loitered in the central square, outside the main R&D laboratory.

Elfrida counted heads and made a rough population estimate of five to six hundred. The UNVRP personnel and dependent numbers she’d been given—by Vlajkovic—were obviously way low.

“Unreported births?” she said to Vlajkovic.

“And illegals from Luna and the NEOs. They come for the gravity. Who are you going to tell?”

“No one,” she said, with the force of a vow.

Vlajkovic lowered his voice. “We’ve got a drug problem. I’m being honest with you here. Also, some of the kids are into smuggling. The two things are related, of course. Also related: there aren’t enough jobs to go around. That would change if we could get permission to commercialize some of the concepts Richard and his team have developed … but no. God forbid the Project should make money, as well as spend it.”

Gates, ahead of them, stopped between two igloos. “What about here, Ms. Goto?” He was as cheerful as ever, not having heard their conversation.

“It’s Elfrida, and, um, what about here? It’s a nice gap between two igloos.”

“Perfect,” Gates said. He knelt and began to scoop up the sand with his hands, building a wall.

Elfrida stared for a moment and then caught on. The smart sand was self-organizing. That was why all the ‘igloos’ were the same color as the sand. They were made of it. They were sandcastles.

People came to help. Working by the light of the groundfish that grew in the crevices of the neighboring sandcastles, they quickly built a knee-height wall enclosing a circle about four meters across. The sand could be moulded, like a cross between playdough and damp beach sand—a comparison that would, of course, make no sense to these people. None of them had ever seen the sea, much less played as children on Mediterranean beaches.

Soon, their helpers drifted away, but the sandcastle kept growing. The RNA of the nanoparticles in the sand automatically formed the walls into spiral ridges, just like a sea-shell. More sand crawled in from the bottom to bulk up the walls. It was like watching a flower open: you couldn’t quite see it moving, but it kept getting bigger and more beautiful.

At last, the newborn house knotted itself shut at the top. It was a starter version of all the others in the village.

Elfrida looked up at Vlajkovic. “Would this work on Venus? Higher gravity. Wouldn’t the roofs collapse under their own weight?”

“We could make the sand stickier. But what’s it matter? We’re on Mercury, and it works here. Go in and check it out.”

Elfrida ducked through the flared mouth of the structure. The floor inside was bare rock, frigid to the touch. All the sand from in here had gone into the walls. The ‘desert’ could only be 15-20 centimeters deep. She stood in darkness, stretched her arms up and touched the ceiling. Grains of sand fell on her face.

“Careful,” Vlajkovic shouted in. “We still have to give it a finishing coat of splart.”

His daughter, Bette, toddled in. She held a bunch of groundfish leaves in each chubby fist, lighting the way for Gates, who was dragging something heavy. “You’ll need this,” he smiled.

It was a large rose-pink carpet.

★

Vlajkovic and Gates took her back to their place for coffee. They lived in one of the largest sandcastles in the village, built around a two-storey plastisteel scaffolding that gave it a loft as well as a living/dining area. Richard made the coffee, and slid a plate of homemade chocolate chip cookies onto the table. “I’m the domestic one.”

“He knows how to put nutriblocks into a Meal Wizard and press the buttons,” Vlajkovic stage-whispered.

Elfrida rested her elbows on the kitchen table. The living/dining room overflowed with handcrafted flatware, baby vids in wall frames, and oversized cushions. It was a real home, and it got her thinking about what she could do with her own sandcastle. All those hours of crafting with Louise 361AX might come in handy. She bit into a cookie. “Yum. Is this what you wanted the food coloring for?”

“Huh?” Gates said.

“For baking?”

“Oh! Did you bring it?”

“Yeah, I ordered it from Dronazon. They must have thought I was starting a catering business.”

“You. Are. Awesome,” Gates said. “Maybe I should explain. Modern food coloring is potent stuff. If you’ve ever got it on your hands, you know what I mean. So it makes great carpet dye.”

“It’s for the carpets?”

“We have to have some way of telling them apart. They’re not exactly alive, but they’re not not alive, either. We based them on sea anemones. They were supposed to keep the rats down …”

“How would that work? Rats are a lot faster than carpets.” Elfrida giggled, charmed by the absurdity of what she’d just said.

“Yes, but it’s cold in here, and the carpets are warm. Their tentacles are heating elements. We did that by programming their cnidocytes to crystallize sodium acetate when compressed, like those gloves that heat up when you rub your hands together. The rats should have been attracted to them. But they learned to avoid them …”

“So Richard, refusing to give up on his beloved carpets, introduced a new prey species that they could actually catch,” Vlajkovic said, chewing a cookie. “Guess what?”

“Um, no idea.”

“Slugs. Got them in a shipment of organic lettuces from an NEO,” Vlajkovic cackled. “Guess how the farm crew feels about that?”

“The carpets are popular with the entire workforce, thank you, Mike,” Richard said with dignity. “Anyway, I like to use different colors to keep track of the production runs. Food coloring is the cheapest solution, but it’s one of those things we just can’t get here. Thank you.”

Elfrida spread her hands. “Vegetarian mosquitoes, insectivorous cows, self-building sandcastles, living carpets … I’m almost frightened to ask what else you’ve got down here!”

There was an unexpected silence.

Elfrida cleared her throat. “Um, you’re not doing anything dangerous, are you?”

“What were you thinking of?” Vlajkovic said.

“Oh, I … dunno. A lot of times, isolated colonies develop odd beliefs … extremist views …”

“Are you talking about religion?” Elfrida flushed; she’d been avoiding that word. Vlajkovic shook his head. “Did you see any churches out there, temples, mosques? Religion is the only problem we haven’t got.”

Elfrida felt disappointed, rather than relieved. She knew they were hiding something. She pushed, “Yeah, but all this gengineering. It’s kind of grey-zone, legally speaking. Isn’t it?”

Gates rearranged the cookies on the plate, his mouth set in a line. “Nope. We develop models for a post-terraforming ecology on Venus. That’s the mission, that’s what we do.”

“I just find the secrecy a bit odd.”

“As we discussed, people on Earth get nervous about geningeering. Which is why it has to be done out here.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t worry,” Vlajkovic said. “We’re not cloning human beings, or anything like that!”

Clattering footsteps interrupted the conversation. A swirl of Black Watch plaid parachuted down from the loft and grabbed two handfuls of cookies. Then it headed back to the ladder.

“Jake!” Richard yelled. “That’s antisocial! Say hello to our guest!”

“Hello, guest,” said a boy’s voice from inside the plaid cloak.

“Also, too many cookies before dinner!”

Elfrida laughed. “I forgot you had two children. Jake?”

“Our hearts’ delight,” Gates said glumly.

Elfrida was just as happy to take a break from the conversation. She winked at the men and climbed the ladder to the loft.

It was a teenager’s lair, electronics everywhere, smart posters on the steeply pitched underside of the sandcastle’s roof. Jake sprawled in front of a surround screen. He had Vlajkovic’s skull-like face. 

“Hi there. What are you playing?”

“Nothing,” Jake said with his mouth full of cookie. He picked up a headset and fitted it over his blue-dyed hair.

The screen showed a twilit desert, machines zipping around. “I was just curious,” Elfrida said.

Jake suddenly smiled. He took off his headset and offered it to her. “Want to try?”

“Sure.”

“You’re an adult, so I guess you have retinal implants?”

“No, contacts.”

“That works. You won’t need the screen. Want the gloves?”

“No, I don’t want to mess up your game. I’ll just take a peek.” Elfrida took the headset and resized it to her skull. Her contacts flashed up a log-in screen. She entered her Space Corps ID and the local network password she’d been given on arrival.

And stubbed her toe on a stone, and went tumbling—slowly, in one-third Earth’s gravity—towards regolith as flat as a skillet. Pebbles sprayed up around her in slow motion when she hit.

She rolled.

Leapt agilely to her feet.

She wasn’t doing it. Jake still had control of the game. She had the sensory feeds, was all.

A six-legged spider, standing on its hind pair of legs, pointed at her with a front leg and mimed hilarity, clutching its thorax.

The spider had a jackhammer attachment for a head, surmounted by improbable Bambi eyes.

Elfrida looked down (Jake doing it, not her). She, too, had six legs, the middle ones vestigial clamps.

She turned in a circle. She was standing in front of a crawler unit whose treads dwarfed her. And that was just one of the crawler units supporting a bucket-wheel excavator of monstrous size. Its spindly boom angled down to a point about a kilometer away in the stygian gloom. Linear spurts of dust rose from its head.

Smaller bots, ranging from the size of a house to the size of a car, scurried and rolled and trudged alongside the bucket-wheel excavator. They picked up the rocks that fell off the excavator’s conveyor belt, scanned the ground, dug scrapes, took samples. Dumptrucks loaded themselves and jolted off towards an even larger machine on the horizon.

~Do you wish to proceed? said a bland, high voice in the earphones of the headset. Elfrida jumped.

~I get it. This isn’t a sim. It’s a feed, she subvocalized. ~And you’re ..?

~I am the mechanical intelligence of the phavatar you are currently operating as an observer. My designation is VC000632. But you may call me Gonzo. That is Jake’s nickname for me.

~VC000632, what am I observing here?

~This is UNVRP’s surface mining operation. It is presently located on the volcanic flood plain of Borealis Planitia, at 75.4° N, 101.2° W, at the edge of the territory claimed by Wrightstuff, Inc.

The whole cavalcade was moving west at a jogging pace. Left behind, Elfrida’s phavatar stood alone on the plain. The rocks were starting to get some color in them. Faded browns and greys.

Jake made her turn 180 degrees.

She stiffened.

The eastern horizon glowed like the door of a furnace. White-hot light limned the hills. Streamers of solar gas fingered the darkness.

“Run! For God’s sake, Jake, run!”

Vlajkovic’s voice broke into her immersion. Without willing it, she turned and bounded over the rubble-strewn plain. She had forgotten the trick of running on four legs, but that was OK, because she wasn’t running, Jake was. 

The rest of the mining crew had already got a long way ahead. 

Hands snatched the headset off her skull, jammed it onto Jake’s. The kid was amazingly good at this. He had been running blind, without being able to feel his feet, just watching the screen. Now that he had positional feedback, he ran faster. The screen returned to its original murky state.

Vlajkovic shook a fist at his son. “Not. Funny.”

“Da-ad. I’m not stupid. I wasn’t going to stay there much longer. Anyway, Gonzo can operate in the sun.”

“You could have lost him.”

“No, I couldn’t. He’s viable up to 130 degrees. It’s only just above freezing where he’s at.” Jake glanced at Elfrida. “So, how did you like having six legs?”

“You’ll have to try harder than that to creep me out,” Elfrida smiled. “I’ve operated vinge-classes before.”

“Oh.”

“She’s Space Corps,” Vlajkovic said. “They do telepresence missions all the time.”

“Well, I haven’t done a lot of work with industrial phavatars like these,” Elfrida said modestly.

Jake scowled. “Good for you. Now please leave me alone. I have to work.”

Vlajkovic drew her down the ladder. Gates was recycling their coffee cups, shaking the dregs of liquid into the liquid collection bucket.

“Funny,” Elfrida said. “I almost forgot that this is officially a mining facility. Is he working on the trial run for the Phase Five ramp?”

She had forgotten Vlajkovic’s still-unexplained opposition to the Phase Five ramp. She remembered it now, but he just shrugged. “Are you gonna report us for letting a twelve-year-old operate a vinge-class?”

Twelve. She had overestimated his age because he was taller than her. Spaceborn. “I don’t think there’s actually any law against it. If he’s mature enough not to break it …”

“He won’t,” Gates said. “He knows how much they cost.”

“He’s been doing it for years,” Vlajkovic said. “No accidents yet.” He reached for his coat, signalling to her that it was time to go.

Elfrida sought to reassure them. “Well, it was great to get a feel for the mining operation.”

She’d expected to do that in a telepresence cubicle in Operations, not in the loft above Vlajkovic’s living-room.

“Sigh,” Vlajkovic said. “It’s pretty basic. Move around the planet, staying ahead of the dawn. Machinery is powered by microwave charging beams from solar arrays in orbit. Ore gets processed by our mobile vacuum smelter. Just like the big boys do it further south, at one-one-hundredth the scale.”

Gates said, “Terrestrial strip mines used to generate tons and tons of overburden: soil and soft rock that ultimately was discarded. But here, since the planet is more or less made of metal, we can just scrape the surface off and melt it down. We’re peeling Mercury like an orange, round and round.”

Elfrida said, “I’m just curious to know why Jake isn’t in school. It’s a legit question, OK?”

“And the answer,” Vlajkovic said, “is that he’s good at this. Better for him to work, develop his skills, than waste another five years learning about the history of doggone Earth … and end up unemployed, like the rest of the kids in this hab.”

Elfrida raised her hands, palms out. “It is not my fault.”

Vlajkovic glared. Then he forced a smile. “I know, I know, not everyone from Earth is the enemy. Just feels that way sometimes. Come on, Goto. Let’s get that coat of splart on your sandcastle, so you can move in tonight.”


vii.

“I am not living in this mud hut,” Cydney said.

“It isn’t a mud hut. It’s a sandcastle.”

“Mud, sand, whatever. I feel like I’m in a village back home.”

Cydney originally came from Xhosaland, where her father was a big deal.

“One of those places where Joburg buppies go to get in touch with their roots. By living in a freaking wattle and daub hut, and switching off their network connection.”

“Nobody’s asking you to switch off your network connection,” Elfrida said, nettled. Her new neighbors had helped her to fix up the sandcastle. It now held an ergoform sofa jarked flat for a double bed, a splarted-sand desk for Cydney to work at, a rail for all the new clothes Cydney had bought on the Starliner, and of course the carpet, now contentedly digesting the fleas that had come out of the second-hand sofa. All right, so it was cramped by Earth standards, but by space hab standards, this was luxury.

Cydney was still ranting. “Are we going to get to eat umngqusho, too? And will there be drumming sessions? I know, let’s all sing hymns!”

“They don’t have any churches,” Elfrida said.

“They don’t have any showers, either. I guess that’s why they smell so authentic.”

“Cyds?”

“What?”

“You do know you’re a raging snob?”

Elfrida’s tone was gentle. Cydney looked thunderous. Then she threw herself full-length on the sofa-bed. “My father’s a chieftain. I can’t help it.”

“What’s umng-thingummy?”

“Samp and beans.”

“What’s samp?”

“Like cornmeal.”

“Well, I don’t think they have that. These people seem to be mostly from a more northern background.” An observation she was trying not to make flickered across her mind like lightning, and faded. “They probably have beer, though. Isn’t that also traditional?”

“Smile,” Cydney said, kicking her. The sandcastle was so small that she didn’t have to get up to do it. “I have to go. There’s that reception for the candidates. Are you coming?” Her tone anticipated a refusal.

“Sure!” Elfrida said.

“Really?” Cydney’s face lit up. “What are you going to wear?”

“Um …”

“You can borrow something of mine.” Cydney bounced to her feet. Elfrida felt relieved. She was afraid there might still be some fleas in the sofa-bed.

★

Finding something of Cydney’s for Elfrida to wear was easier said than done. Elfrida was the more curvaceous of the two, to put it kindly. In the end, she had to wear one of the dresses Cydney had bought on the Starliner. Dress was a euphemism. It was four leaf-shaped pieces of adhesive serge, connected by straps. She wore a nude skinsuit under it so she wouldn’t freeze. That didn’t stop people from staring as they slunk through the village on their way to the reception.

“Don’t worry,” Cydney said. She was sporting a scarcely more modest gown, which exposed her goose-pimpled (but toned) midriff. “It’s a formal event.”

The reception was being held in the former ballroom of Hotel Mercury. When they got there, Elfrida wanted to sink into the floor. Cydney had misjudged the dress code. The event was not formal, but Luna casual. Most of the men were in three-piece suits, the women in sweeping gowns. “How could you do this to me?”

“You look great.”

“I look like a hippopotamus in a bondage costume.”

But there was Dr. Hasselblatter, and then the lights dimmed. The acting director of UNVRP (Dr. Ulysses Seth, who had temporarily taken over after Charles K. Pope’s death) hobbled onto the slogan-plastered stage and gave a speech.

Under cover of the semi-darkness, Elfrida sidled up to Dr. Hasselblatter. “Sir?”

He was with his wife. “Goto, what are you wearing?”

“We thought it was a formal event. Sir, could I have a sit-down with you? Maybe tomorrow?” It was cheeky of her to try and pin him down. But she wanted him to commit to a meeting before his schedule filled up with campaign activities.

“What’s it about?”

“Sir, my job.”

She still hadn’t got any clear definition of her duties. Now that she and Vlajkovic were on friendly terms, she didn’t want to go behind his back. But maybe Dr. Hasselblatter could supply her with a rundown of the HR department’s current projects, so she could come up with inputs that would favorably impress Vlajkovic.

“Ja, ja. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.” Dr Hasselblatter touched his wife’s arm, murmured apologetically. “We might as well do it now.”

“Now?”

Dr. Hasselblatter nodded at the stage. “Seth is eighty-six. Been working here since it was two men living in an inflatable. Should’ve retired years ago. He’s going to ramble on until it’s time for his meds. I see some chairs over there.”

Dr. Hasselblatter guided Elfrida to the back of the ballroom. On the way, he dumped his half-drunk G&T on the end of the bar and snared a fresh one. “Non-sharia-compliant,” he winked. “Don’t tell Fatima.”

Elfrida felt the need of a drink herself. “Sir, as you mentioned, Mike Vlajkovic is a little difficult to work with. I haven’t been able to get him to give me any current list of the HR department’s responsibilities or ongoing projects, anything like that.”

“I’m not surprised. He’s trying to exclude you.”

“From what?”

Dr. Hasselblatter took a gulp of his G&T. “Here’s what he hasn’t told you. The HR department’s top priority right now is hiring for the Phase Five ramp.”

“OK, that makes sense. And?”

“There are twenty-five slots to fill. Mostly engineering and telepresence positions.”

“It seems like we’ve got plenty of local talent to choose from.”

“Everyone else will have to go.”

“… Sir?”

“Everyone. Including dependents. Including that charming little community in the intake shaft. The R&D program is being shut down.” Dr. Hasselblatter’s face was expressionless beneath his immaculate silver hair.

“Oh my God, sir.”

“Now you know why Vlajkovic is dragging his feet. And now you know what your job is, don’t you?”

“To resettle them,” Elfrida said faintly.

She had been brought here to destroy the UNVRP community. To evict them from their home and resettle them on some distant asteroid.

“Our own people, sir!”

“Not ours,” Dr. Hasselblatter said, reminding her where her loyalties lay—with the Space Corps, UNVRP’s sub-contractor for dirty work. “This was Charlie Pope’s decision. It was finalized at board level before he tragically passed away, so don’t bother making puppy-dog eyes at me.”

“You don’t like it, either, sir.”

Dr. Hasselblatter’s eyebrows drew together. “Did I pick the wrong person for this job, Goto?”

“No, sir.”

“You are an experienced field agent. You’ve successfully evacuated more people from more rocks than anyone else. OK, I know 4 Vesta doesn’t really count, but still. I have confidence that you can do this, and do it in a manner that befits the high ethical standards of the Space Corps.”

Dr. Hasselblatter guided her back to the bar and ordered her a straight scotch. Elfrida took it. 

“Look at it this way,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “You’ve seen the community. It’s a mess. Unemployed youth, freeloading illegals, babies having babies, gengineered pets running wild, this peculiar fad for carpets. They’re out of control, spending taxpayer money on research that has nothing to do with Venus. I had hoped that you would come to the same conclusion I have, which is that this community is dysfunctional, and should be resettled on Ceres or some other UN-approved destination, for their own good. The kids all have spaceborn syndrome, don’t they?”

“Not of life-threatening severity, sir. The gravity here is better—”

“Than on Luna. Yes, yes, I know. Just get on with it, Goto. I’ll expect your preliminary assessment in a week’s time.”

★

Cydney saw Elfrida running out of the ballroom. She pinged her, but got no response.

She’s always getting worked up about nothing, Cydney told herself.

She had an uncomfortable feeling that she should go after Elfrida. But how could she? They’d all sat down to supper now. It would be rude to leave.

And such a waste.

Covertly vidding with a microcamera concealed in her reconstructed left ear, Cydney turned her head to get footage of Dr. Ulysses Seth, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter, and Amanda Patel—a big fish from some NEO or other—at the next table. She couldn’t overhear their conversation. But there was plenty of clickbait at this table, too. Zazoë Heap sat across from her (not next to her, thank God; Zazoë was really boring). On Cydney’s right sat Pyls O. Mani, the World Bank’s candidate for the directorship of UNVRP, and on his right was Mork Rapp, the environmentalist.

But the woman on Cydney’s left intrigued her most of all.

Drop-dead gorgeous, with cushiony lips and waist-length black hair, Angelica Lin—the bereaved girlfriend of Charles K. Pope—wore a black gown with a modest cleavage. ~She’s in mourning, Cydney subvocalized to her feed. ~That’s class, guys.

Angelica Lin’s internet profile was unadorned, belying her unwilling fame. She projected a keep-away vibe. But the very fact she was here spoke terabytes.

Cydney itched to ask Lin about the rumor that she would be running for her late boyfriend’s position.

However, there was no way to broach that subject, so Cydney cleared her throat and said, “Doesn’t this lemon horseradish sauce go perfectly with the maguro steak?”

Angelica Lin turned to her. Her dark eyes were lively. “Apple?” she said, gesturing at Cydney’s dress.

Cydney nodded. “I know, I know, I’m overdressed. My girlfriend thought it was a formal event.”

“No, no, I love their stuff. Have you seen the new iTutu?”

“Oh my God, yes! With the built-in booty booster? Of course, it’s primarily targeted at the transgender market.”

“I know. So disappointing. When are they going to start making products for real women?”

★

From the background report on Angelica Lin put together by Cydney’s data-mining team:

 

Earthborn. Her heritage is Chinese, but the family has lived in America for centuries. Plenty of mixing going on there, so we figure she’s not a pureblood. No way to know for sure, of course. No one with two brain cells to rub together gives out that information. But look at her skin tone. East Asians don’t come that dark. Nor do they usually have porn-worthy bazookas. Ahem.

She grew up right here in L.A. Won all the human-rights prizes going, collected a Gloria Steinem Award for volunteer work when she was only fifteen. Oh, and she also played the violin. None of which can have been much comfort when her entire family bought it in the 2262 earthquake. They were living in one of those vertical slums in Hollywood. It came down on top of them.

After that, for reasons known only to herself, young Angelica turned away from the high-flying career in human rights that beckoned. She put her name down for Space Force. Two years later she was on her way to Callisto.

The date of her arrival: July 10th, 2265.

This chick has seriously bad timing.


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

Angelica Lin reviewed her suit telemetry for the twentieth time. Inside her EVA gloves, her palms sweated. Her heart pounded with apprehension.

After three months in space, she was about to set foot for the first time on Callisto.

The real thing, at last!

But in keeping with the Marine ethos, she couldn’t let her excitement show. She joined in mocking the humble little base that they could see on the viewport screen. 

There were a handful of inflatable modules connected by flexitubes. A nuclear power plant. The drilling rig.

The Space Force landing craft descended almost vertically, soaking the Marines with three gees. Angelica was nineteen years old, in peak physical condition, centrifuge-certified up to eight gees, medded up with motion-sickness prophylactics. The brutal deceleration didn’t faze her.

Valhalla Crater was the largest multi-ring impact crater on Callisto, and actually, in the solar system, 1,900 klicks across. Its concentric rings surrounded a bright spot like a bullet hole in a windshield. The brightness was snow; it stood out clearly against the chocolate-brown surface. That was where they’d put Valhalla Base, because snow could be melted into water. One less thing to carry 630 million kilometers.

Angelica braced for landing.

Thump.

The Marines piled out in platoon order. They stood in a puddle on the surface of Callisto. The heat from the landing craft’s fusion drive had melted the snow, but it was already refreezing under their boots. The surface of the little moon was a dirty ice rink six kilometers thick.

Angelica formed up with the others. Eyes rigidly forward, she faced Sergeant McWhorter, but looked beyond her. Jupiter bulged over the horizon. It was so big!

People came out from the base to meet them. A couple of civilians, plus the Marines they’d be replacing here, 100 bods in blue and silver EVA suits identical to their own. While the civilians exchanged pleasantries with Captain Malouf, the Marines flashed covert hand signs and congregated on a different channel.

“So, give us the scoop.”

“Fuck, man, like, fuck, this posting is a fucking barfbag. We can’t wait to get home.”

“Head bloat, air rationing, nutriblocks three times a day, yeah, we know all about it.”

“Naw, man, fuck, it’s not that.”

“So what’s the catch?”

Angelica caught her own name amidst the babble. “Yo yo yo Private Lin. Motherfucker! I’m looking at your profile, and shit, I kind of wish we weren’t leaving so soon.”

It never ended. Even at a handover on the surface of Callisto. But Angelica had plenty of practise at deflecting lechery. “If that’s your idea of a pick-up line, Gunny, you’ve been out here too long.”

Laughter.

“Fuck, man, fuck, look at y’all. Only twenty of you?”

“One platoon, yeah, why?”

“Look at us. A whole fucking company. Where’s the rest of y’all?”

“Coming later. So we get to dog the best bunks and shit before they get here.”

“You’re a funny woman, Lin,” said the gunnery sergeant who’d spoken to her before. “Why’d you join up?”

What kind of a question was that? “To protect and defend humanity in space,” she deadpanned.

That was the semi-official motto of Star Force. Funny thing was, she meant it. She hadn’t been able to protect and defend her family from the earthquake. But maybe she could protect other vulnerable civilians, in places even more dangerous than Los Angeles, which humanity nevertheless occupied with the same insouciance that had flowered in the social housing developments atop the San Andreas Fault.

When she was shooting her Zero.5 in training, she often imagined that she was aiming at the PLAN.

“Then you came to the wrong fucking place,” said the gunnery sergeant.

“This base has been up for years, so what’s the catch?” C-Mutt was still trying to dig out an informational edge. “Radiation? Aliens? Are the civilians crazy or some shit?”

“Naw, uh-uh, fuck man.”

Top-heavy with gear, the other Marine company inched on board the landing craft. They were going to be crammed in balls-to-ass.

“The problem with fucking Callisto, man? The problem is nothing ever fucking happens here.”


viii.

Elfrida sat in a toilet stall in one of the women’s restrooms in the R&D village. The restroom was a freestanding prefab structure. Human waste caked the suction toilets. The tragedy of the commons. On the battered inside of the door, cutter-laser strokes spelled out Lydia hearts Greg.

I can’t do it.

Four days had passed since Dr. Hasselblatter broke the news that she had to evict the UNVRP community.

Her official orders had come through last night, quantum-encrypted, festooned with CLASSIFIED watermarks.

It was true.

Everyone had to go.

The Phase Five mining operation was to be 99.9% automated.

The only people to remain would be a skeleton crew of engineers and telepresence operators.

The rest? Well, that was up to her. They could go to Eros, maybe. Midway? Hygiea? Europa? Ceres?

“This is wrong,” she whispered. ”It isn’t fair.”

But she hadn’t thought twice, in the past, about uprooting people from their homes so that the Venus Project could have their asteroids.

She knew she was a hypocrite. But she liked these people. And she was more than half in love with the world they’d built. This was the closest she was likely to get to Venus in her lifetime, and she couldn’t bear the thought of its destruction.

“I want to stay here. I want to stay here.”

It’s not all about you, she told herself.

No. It was about cost-efficiency. She’d spent all day yesterday crunching the numbers. The community here was costing the UN taxpayer a bundle. Three-quarters of the people in the test hab were freeloaders and / or dependents who contributed nothing to the Venus Project. Why should UNVRP continue to support them?

“Because we’re the UN, doggone it,” Elfrida whispered into her hands. “We’re not in this to turn a profit.”

She remembered a former acquaintance of hers, Captain Martin Okoli of the Kharbage Can, saying, The UN’s just another corporation. Only difference is, it’s the biggest one.

Had he been right?

“Oh, God,” she moaned. “I didn’t sign up to be the bad guy!”

But from the point of view of countless colonists, that’s what she always had been.

The door of the toilet stall rattled. “Ellie?”

“Sorry, Cyds, yeah, I’m in here.”

“This place stinks. Are you OK?”

“Fine!”

She inhaled and strained. She wasn’t just sitting in here for privacy; she had been constipated since they arrived on Mercury. Ahhhh! Better. She wiped. The smart toilet seat unsealed itself from her bottom and gulped down its contents with a whoosh.

Using the suction toilet made her remember 4 Vesta, the rover … and Mendoza. She tried not to let her thoughts go there. She had had an affair with John Mendoza on their way back from 4 Vesta. It had been totally out of character. She didn’t even like men—not like like them.

But she’d done it anyway. And Cydney had never forgiven her for it.

When she came out of the toilet cubicle, Cydney was gone. Elfrida padded back through the dark alleys to their sandcastle. Cydney was editing vid clips for her feed. “You’ll be late,” she said without looking up from her tablet.

“Mike will wait for me.” Elfrida climbed on the bed to get around Cydney to the clothes rail.

“Maybe you’d better call him and tell him you’re on your way.”

Elfrida turned around. “Are you jealous, Cyds?”

“Of course not.”

“Because if anyone has a right to be jealous, it’s me. You were all over that ancient bimbo, Angelica Lin, at the reception a couple of days ago.”

“That was for work.”

“Well, so is this. And can I just tell you how ridiculous it is for you to be jealous of Mike Vlajkovic?”

“I’m not—”

“He’s married. They have two kids. I’m spending all this time with him because we work together! I don’t even like him, let alone like like him. He’s a man!”

“That didn’t stop you fucking John Mendoza,” Cydney said.

“Oh, you had to go there.”

“You went there first.”

“I haven’t even thought about him in months.” Elfrida lied. 

She got dressed. Thermals, jeans, an old Las Nerditas sweatshirt. Wear stuff you don’t mind getting dirty, Vlajkovic had said.

“See you later,” she said coldly.

“Oh, Ellie—” Cydney came to her, and they embraced. Elfrida rested her cheek on Cydney’s shoulder. How had she managed to screw up this relationship so badly?

★

“At freaking last, Sleeping Beauty,” Vlajkovic said. “Did you get lost?”

“Yeah,” Elfrida said. In my own emotional crap.

They went out to the parking lot. Cavernous, it held only a handful of three-wheeled surface rovers, and one large half-track that looked like military surplus. All the rovers bore faded Hotel Mercury decals. One flashed its headlights at them. They clambered in through the rear-opening airlock.

Vlajkovic drove across the parking lot, into a vehicular airlock. “This is one of two exits from the hab. The other one’s up top. You can exit directly from the old hotel lobby to the crater floor, but this is the only way out if you’re taking a vehicle.” He manually checked the rover’s pressurization, using a handheld gasometer. Then he put on some music. To the sound of ferocious guitar riffs, they drove along a tunnel, which forked after a hundred meters. One fork led under the wall of Tolkien Crater, back to the surface and the road to Goethe Spaceport. Vlajkovic took the other fork, which sloped up steeply. They emerged onto the floor of the crater.

The rim of Tolkien Crater varied from one to four kilometers high. The crater itself was 40-odd kilometers across. The peaks on the far side of the crater shone white, a row of snaggleteeth bleached by the sun’s light. Closer, another sunlit island floated in the blackness—the tip of the crater’s central peak. The rest of that massive mountain was invisible.

Down here, no sunlight had ever penetrated. Ever.

The rover’s headlights skated across a field of black ice.

“The whole bottom of the crater is covered with ice,” Vlajkovic shouted over the music. “It’s been here since the solar system was formed, and now we’re drinking it. And breathing it. Split a molecule of H20, you get hydrogen and oxygen, the building blocks of life.”

Elfrida glanced at the navigation screen. The rover seemed to be right on top of the UNVRP water mines.

“Going down,” Vlajkovic yelled. “Hold on.”

Abruptly, the ice field ended. The rover’s nose dropped, and they lurched onto a ramp winding around the inside of a vast pit. Elfrida clutched the edges of her seat so hard that her fingers ached. But the pit wasn’t that deep. They soon reached its floor, just a few tens of meters below the ice field.

Vlajkovic turned off the headlights and the interior lights. The music cut out.

“See that?” Vlajkovic said.

She saw tyre tracks in gravel. “What?”

“Nothing. You can see, is the point.”

“O-oh.” Now she got it. The darkness was not absolute. The sun-drenched peaks above them reflected a bit of light into the crater. “It’s like walking down the street between skyscrapers. The windows reflect sunlight down to the sidewalk.”

“Do they?” Vlajkovic had never seen a skyscraper or a street, and he never would, bar extensive surgery. “Well, I just thought you’d be interested to see that. Here we go.”

The rover bumped across the floor of the pit and into a lateral shaft. Glowstrips came on overhead, turning the walls of the shaft sodium-yellow. Vlajkovic explained that the ice field was thought to go down hundreds of meters, but it was stratified with rock. “We hit a rocky layer at 40 meters. We don’t have the equipment to drill deeper, so now we’re going sideways.”

“There’s what, 1018 kilograms of water in these craters? Has no one ever thought of exporting it?”

“Well, all the polar craters belong to Wrightstuff, Inc. And exporting water from Mercury wouldn’t be cost-effective. NEO water traders hop from rock to rock, extract H2O with thermal energy, export it to Luna, Midway, the Earth orbitals. They’ve priced the Belt out of the market. Razor-thin margins.”

Elfrida knew about the NEO water traders. They’d achieved every immigrant’s dream of de facto independence. Are there any unclaimed NEOs left? Could we find one for the UNVRP community?

The lateral shaft opened out into a cavern forested with square-sided pillars. Vlajkovic drove between them. “Room and pillar mining,” he shouted, as another frug-rock track came on the stereo. “Wide spaces between the pillars; one-third Earth’s gravity, you don’t need that much material to hold up the roof. But these pillars are made of ice, so they’re not that strong. One failure, everyone down here is dead.”

“Is there anyone down here?”

“No. Just these guys.”

Chrome flashed in the headlights. Mining bots attacked the ice face with cutter heads. Scrambling on six or eight legs, they loaded the rubble onto motorized trolleys, which were articulated to snake between the pillars.

“Suit up,” Vlajkovic told her.

Elfrida worked her legs into the EVA suit that had been stowed behind her seat. She strained to close it over her bulky sweatshirt, and put her helmet on. “Comms check,” Vlajkovic said.

“Copy.”

“We’re out of range of the wifi network, so we’re dependent on our suit radios. You have an emergency beacon, manually triggered from your wrist display. See it?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go. Watch out for flying ice chunks.”

The warning was timely. As Elfrida jumped out of the rover’s airlock, a chunk the size of her head came skidding across the ice. “Sorry! Sorry!” squeaked a mining bot, crabbing past her to retrieve the chunk.

For hours they explored the mine. When you had seen one room full of ice pillars, you’d seen them all. Elfrida hid her boredom. She understood that Vlajkovic was showing her what they had here, how much work they’d put into developing this crater … how fickle it would be to just abandon everything. But she already agreed with him.

Tired out from walking, she sat down on a heap of rubble at the foot of yet another ice face. “Mike? I’m sorry, but it won’t do any good to appeal to my better nature. Not that I haven’t got one. Smile. But it’s out of my control, don’t you understand? It’s not my decision.”

She had told him about her orders. Of course she had. CLASSIFIED be damned. How was she expected to come up with a plan for resettling 1000-plus people without help?

“Laugh!” he said. “Get up. I know it’s a long walk, but we’re almost there.”

Huh? Elfrida got up and followed him.

They came to another lateral shaft. Half of its width was taken up by a conveyor belt. An articulated trolley arrived at the same time they did. It raised its rear end like a caterpillar and poured ice chunks onto the conveyor belt.

“Now we get to ride.” Vlajkovic hopped onto the belt. Elfrida scrambled after him. “This belt takes the mine’s output up to the water refinery on the surface. We’re not going all the way, though …”

Ten minutes later, he signalled her to get off.

The conveyor belt angled upwards. A smaller tunnel doglegged off. They walked that way for a couple of hundred meters, until they reached an airlock. Inside the chamber, Vlajkovic took off his helmet and gestured for her to do likewise.

The valve on the other end opened on a brightly lit passage.

Elfrida screamed.

A machine-gun was pointing at her face.


ix.

Cydney grunted blissfully and slid deeper into the steaming water.

The Rivendell Spa—left over from the Hotel Mercury era—offered only basic treatments. But compared to a hut in a village infested with fleas and rats, this was a little corner of paradise.

A masseur knelt behind Cydney, dressed as an elf. He drove expert knuckles into Cydney’s shoulders.

On the other side of the pool, Angelica Lin relaxed in the hands of another masseuse. Cydney had paid for them to have the spa to themselves this morning. After their bath, they would enjoy a micro-facelift, followed by a mani-pedi, and finally a blow-out and styling.

They had already bonded during their depilation session, and were chatting easily about their shared interests.

“Mork Rapp?” Cydney scoffed. “Give me a break. Stricter recycling laws? Is that what he thinks the voters want? He hasn’t a chance in hell.”

“He’ll drop out,” Angelica said. “He’s just using this campaign to raise his profile. Same goes for Pyls O. Mani and the NEO colonies’ candidate, that Patel woman. Hasselblatter, I’m not so sure about.”

“He’s on the President’s Advisory Council.”

“Yes, and if he won the UNVRP directorship, he’d have to quit the PAC as well as the Space Corps. That would be a demotion, in terms of raw power.” Angelica shook her head. “I can’t see why he’s standing at all … unless the President ordered him to.”

“Right. But even the President can’t buy him a good favorability rating. He’s polling in the low single digits. Who does that leave? Dr. Ulysses Seth.”

Angelica’s husky laugh rippled across the water. “It’s early days yet,” she said. “Someone else might declare.”

Her face shone, damp. With her make-up off, it was easy to see that she’d had a lot of cosmetic surgery. Cydney didn’t think any less of her for it. You did what you had to do to sell your brand.

★

Elfrida shrank back into the airlock, trembling with fear.

“Oh, it’s you, Mike,” said a voice like ice being crushed in a blender. The machine-gun pointing at Elfrida’s nose did not waver. “Who’s this?”

“My new gofer. Doug knows about her,” Vlajkovic said.

“Oh, OK.” The sentry had a face like a patchwork of beef jerky. Sunglasses hid his eyes. His biceps were the size of Elfrida’s thighs. Were this Earth, with Earth’s gravity, the gun on his shoulder would have had to be vehicle-mounted. In fact, were this Earth, the gun would have been illegal.

He lowered it and smiled at her. “Howdy, ma’am. Didn’t scare you too bad, did I? Welcome to the United States of America.”

“Uh?”

“We ain’t got much in the way of immigration procedures. I’m it.” He guffawed. “You wanna freshen up? That’s a long-ass walk.”

Elfrida tried to sort it out in her head. They had driven about 10 kilometers to the mine. Underground, she’d gotten turned around, had had no idea which direction they were walking. It was now clear that they’d covered another five kilometers on foot, to end up at Wrightstuff. Inc.’s new hab beneath the central peak of Mt. Gotham.

Too late, she remembered Lal Subramaniam’s words. Vlajkovic is in the pay of the Americans. I’m certain of it.

Vlajkovic said, “We’ll just go straight up, if that’s OK with you, Rob. I think Doug is waiting for us.”

“Sure! Y’all go ahead. Have a nice day now.”

“Is he for real?” Elfrida hissed, scurrying down the corridor after Vlajkovic.

“He wouldn’t have shot you, if that’s what you mean.”

“No, I mean ‘Welcome to the United States of America.’ What’s that about?”

Vlajkovic gave her an amused look. “There speaks a good little UN citizen.”

Elfrida flushed. She didn’t want to admit that her question had been a basic one: what is/was/had been the United States of America?

Her new Unicorn Tears® contacts had an encyclopedia, so she could look things up even with no network connection. The information was pitched at ten-year-olds, but accurate as far as it went. She read fast, the text overlaid on service corridors and warning signs. (Vlajkovic seemed to know his way around.)

“‘The United States of America,’” she muttered aloud, “‘was a federal republic consisting of 67 states and a federal district. It existed from 1776 to 2170.’ But this is just a map of North America, minus Canada.”

“It was a sovereign nation between those dates. The Wrightstuff people are kinda nostalgic about it.” Vlajkovic pushed an elevator button.

“My unicorn says it was the richest country on Earth. A pioneer of space colonization. Wow.”

They got into the elevator.

“Elfrida,” Vlajkovic said, “while we’re here, just keep quiet about your unicorn, OK? They’ve got an imaginary country; you’ve got an imaginary friend … I feel like we’re at a party, and I’m the only one not simming.” He shook his head.

The elevator went up … and up. A display showed, not floor numbers, but altitude, measured from the floor of the crater. 0 meters. 200. 300. Elfrida swallowed. Her ears popped. “Mike, I need an explanation here. What are we doing? Who’s that guy you mentioned, Doug? Help me out.”

“There’s nothing to explain.”

“If there’s nothing to explain, why didn’t we drive here on the surface?”

“Because I don’t want to explain to Dr. Seth. All right? Now I’m in your hands.” He gave her a strained smile. He wasn’t being dramatic. He was deadly serious. “I appreciate that you told me about the evacuation schedule. You didn’t have to do that. But you did, you took me into your confidence. So I’m doing the same.”

400 meters. 450. They were going up and up inside Mt. Gotham.

“This is something to do with money, isn’t it? Drugs, black tech. That tunnel is a smuggling route. Mike, I’m kind of shocked. I didn’t think you were in on that racket.”

500 meters above the floor of the crater. The elevator stopped. Technicians in white printable scrubs ushered them into a clinic-style setting.

“Decontamination,” Vlajkovic said. “Just trust me, OK? Doug will explain everything.”

“This way, sir, ma’am. If you wouldn’t mind removing your clothes.”

Elfrida was familiar with this process. Isolated habitats could be devastated by the introduction of new organisms. She handed her clothes over, to be bathed in X-rays strong enough to kill any mites or bugs that might have come along for the ride, and took a microbead shower. Billions of minute polymer beads pelted her, stripping every trace of dirt off her skin. She kept her eyes closed and her fingers in her ears—it really sucked when the microbeads got in your ears. As it was, she’d have dry skin for days.

Dressed again, they walked out of the decon clinic into a parking-lot.

It felt like she’d been teleported back to Earth. Four Hyundais with tinted windows sat on a square of regocrete in the middle of a field. Cows—real cows, albeit a bit spindly—grazed on genuine, lush grass.

Elfrida raised her gaze. More fields. Crops, nearing the harvest phase of a growing cycle. A scattering of ranch-style houses.

The breeze smelled like the communal toilets in the R&D village. The downside of organic farming was manure.

Even the sunlight felt real. The only giveaway was the absence of shadows. Elfrida squinted up. UV lights, marching in a row across the ceiling of a really, really big cavern. They’d nailed the spectrum—trickier than you’d think.

“Told you it was luxe,” Vlajkovic said.

Elfrida rallied. “Looks like a zillion asteroid habitats I’ve seen. They always go for the pastoral ideal. I wonder why? There are so many lifestyle concepts that don’t involve livestock. Not to mention the cost of importing or manufacturing soil. God … there must be a million tons of the stuff out there …”

“A hundred and twenty thousand tons, actually,” said a voice behind them.

A man got out of one of the parked cars. He leaned on the open door, smiling into the sunlight.

“What’s the point of money, if you don’t buy dreams with it?”

He sauntered towards them, sticking out a hand. Vlajkovic shook it, and after a second’s hesitation, Elfrida did, too.

Uniformed men and women in sunglasses eased out of the other cars. Guns glinted in their hands.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Goto. I’m Doug Wright.”

“President Wright,” Vlajkovic clarified with a sycophantic titter.

“Am I supposed to curtsey, or something?” Elfrida folded her arms, ruffled from the shock of having guns aimed at her, again.

Doug laughed—a high, scratchy hee-haw! that made him suddenly seem nicer. He was tall and paunchy, in his forties. Like everyone else here, he had a melanin-challenged complexion and non-black hair. He removed his sunglasses and focused hazel eyes on her. “Oh hell, no, Ms. Goto. I don’t expect deference from the UN. That battle was fought, and lost, a century back. What you see now is just a hab in a rock, no better than a thousand others, as you rightly point out. But we’re kinda proud of it.” He smiled wryly. Elfrida decided that he was actually quite nice. “‘Sides, I think you and I share an interest, isn’t that right?”

“We do?”

“It’s an honor to meet a heroine in the world of terraforming.”

★

Face-lifted, manicured, and blow-dried, Cydney and Angelica sauntered back to the spa reception area. “Please,” Cydney said, putting her hand over Angelica’s. “I’ve got this.” She flicked a wireless payment to the elf at reception. “I’m starving. They could have given us some nibbles. How cheap can you get?” The elf glared at her for that comment, not that she cared.

“It was lovely,” Angelica said. “I feel like a new woman.”

They went out onto the L1 mezzanine. Cydney felt as if she were about to burst with the news she’d learnt. Angelica Lin would be standing in the election!

Of course, Cydney had to keep quiet about it until Angelica declared her candidacy, but Angelica had promised to give her the scoop when the time came.

Her brain bubbled with ideas. She could prepare a documentary about Angelica … a soundtrack ... a biographical montage …

“I’m hungry, too,” Angelica said. “Shall we do lunch?”

She waved at the Mercury Café, the one and only place in this grotty old hab where you could get real food that wasn’t bulked out with nutriblocks.

“Sure!” Cydney said. “But I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“Please. I don’t know anyone else here. They all keep me at arm’s length with fake sympathy. I’m really glad …”

“Ugh. My feeling is, I know you know I’m really sorry for your loss. So talking about it would be just …”

“Exactly.” Angelica’s eyes misted over. Cydney impulsively hugged her.

“So!” Angelica freed herself from Cydney’s hug. “Let’s go eat hydroponic salads. There was something else I wanted to talk to you about, too …”

★

“Soon as I heard you were on Mercury, I asked Mike to invite you over for a visit,” President Doug explained. “I sure am glad you obliged.”

Elfrida did not say that Vlajkovic had tricked her into coming here. The electric Hyundai glided through the fields. Corn grew thick and tall on either side of the road. With the windows down, the smell of toilets filled the car. They passed a girl in muddy jeans driving a herd of cows. Doug called out a greeting. No other human beings were visible in the fields.

“There aren’t very many people here?” Elfrida said.

The maze of service tunnels downstairs, and the well-equipped decontamination room, had implied a big hab. This indoor farm was huge, all right, but it seemed to be woefully underpopulated.

“Mercury’s a planet, not an asteroid,” Doug said. “On a planet, you can spread out as far as your money’ll take you.”

The convoy turned onto a narrower road lined with trees. To Elfrida’s surprise, these were not fruit trees gengineered to yield without seasonal cues, but rhododendrons and magnolia. She was quiet, thinking about the ironies of space colonization. Space was the biggest thing in the universe, and yet most people living out here had no room to swing a cat. It could be crazy-making, as her experience with asteroid squatters proved. This looked much more sustainable. She felt a budding admiration for Wrightstuff, Inc. They were obviously investing in Mercury for the long term.

“Here we are!” The car pulled up at the edge of a lawn rainbowed by sprinklers. President Doug jumped out with the loose-jointed grace of the spaceborn. “Welcome to the White House.”

The two-storey Cape Cod rambled beneath trees taller than they would ever grow on Earth. A flag flew from the gable end. Elfrida’s unicorn told her that this was the Stars and Stripes, the flag of the former USA.

As President Doug led them around the outside of the house, a rat scuttled across their path. Before Elfrida even saw properly what it was, a gunshot shattered the quiet. The rat disintegrated.

“Rattus rattus,” President Doug sighed, holstering his pistol. “Talk about bringing your troubles with you.”

“So you’ve got a rat problem, too,” Elfrida said, giggling.

“Building an ecology in space isn’t easy. Fine if you’re going with a turnkey agricultural solution for a sterile environment. We’re operating on a different scale, in terms of biodiversity as well as yield. We’re reinventing the wheel in some respects, but we’re making a lot of exciting discoveries along the way.”

They reached a neatly trimmed lawn. A jug of lemonade sat on a bleached wooden table with matching chairs. Sunglasses flashed in the thickets—Doug’s security detail.

“Here’s to terraforming,” Doug said, clinking his glass of lemonade against theirs. “Also known as failure-proofing for Homo sapiens.”

“Hear, hear,” Elfrida said. It was a joy to meet someone who thought like her on this topic. People were so down on terraforming nowadays.

Over the next couple of hours, Doug showed her diagrams, computer models, and artist’s impressions on a table-top screen. Wrightstuff, Inc. had sixteen habs like this one at Mercury’s north and south poles. Peaks had been hollowed out and crater floors tunneled under, combining water mining with excavation of living space. This was not terraforming per se, but paraterraforming. Nesting on a grand scale.

“Eventually,” Doug said, “we’re gonna roof the craters. That’ll be enough space for independent water cycles to develop. Given how much radiation this planet gets, Mercury will never be a shirtsleeve environment, but the polar regions at least, and maybe the whole planet, could become a worldhouse with a self-sustaining ecosystem. All powered by solar energy, of course. Mercury receives seven times as much sunlight as Earth.”

“Solar energy! Big whoop,” Elfrida teased him. “Venus is going to have solar and geothermal. Volcanism on the planet isn’t going to just stop when we’ve reduced the atmosphere. So the volcanoes will be converted into thermal power plants. Of course, the impact of 4 Vesta will cause tectonic perturbations and extensive resurfacing. Even the continents may not be the shape we currently expect. Vesta’s going to splash down in what will be the Sea of Aphrodite, so it may wind up deeper than originally projected …”

President Doug poked her arm. “I still can’t believe I’m sitting here with the girl who bought 4 Vesta.”

“I know that’s how it was reported, but …”

“You’re acting like it was a bad thing. It. Was. A. Triumph. And you know it, too. Just look at you blushing.”

“Oh, well…”

“No one ever, ever thought UNVRP would get 4 Vesta. Everyone figured the big asteroids were off-limits, period.”

“Well, it wasn’t meant to happen. It was a tragedy.”

President Doug looked down at his clasped hands, and up again. “What happened on 4 Vesta was no tragedy, Ms. Goto. It was an atrocity. An act. Of. Purest evil.”

“Yes,” Elfrida said, and Vlajkovic nodded.

“The PLAN deliberately spammed that asteroid with malware that slaughtered thousands of people. The Heidegger program.”

“It wasn’t just a program,” Elfrida whispered. “It was intelligent. The experts said it was the PLAN’s … child.”

“Talk about bad seeds,” President Doug said.

“And now they’re studying it,” Vlajkovic said, in a tone of deep disapproval. “I sure hope they’ve got good containment.”

“I’m sure they know what they’re doing,” President Doug said. “I agree, it sounds like a risk. But we don’t know anything about it. And I do know this: we, as a species, can’t turn aside from the quest for knowledge. What are we here for, if we don’t try to salvage something from the ashes? Out of evil, good.”

“Exactly!” Elfrida cried.

“I have been following every twist and turn of the Venus Project, Ms. Goto. Your biggest cheerleader, right here.” Doug thumbed his chest. “You’ve given new hope to everyone who cares about the future of humanity.”

Elfrida reached for the scraps of her former cynicism. “So why are you trying to sabotage our Phase Five ramp?”

Vlajkovic put his hand over his eyes.

Doug’s wry smile revived. “Is that what they’re saying? … Of course it is. Some folks will say anything, do anything, to win power. We here at Wrightstuff, Inc. believe in giving the people a say. Now, I don’t always do what the people say. That would be an asinine way to run a company. But I always take their views under advisement, and that is a tradition we inherit from our forebears, going back to the Revolution of 1776. But UNVRP, I’m sorry to say, has no such tradition. As a result, you’ve got a situation where the legitimate rights of a thousand people are about to be trampled … and that is what I’m against.”

Vlajkovic shot her a triumphant look that she could read like a text. It said: See? He’s on our side.

“Hence, I did not see eye to eye with Charlie Pope, may he rest in peace. We’re all very sorry for his untimely death, but … this is an opportunity to save our friends and neighbors’ jobs. For that reason, Wrightstuff, Inc. has endorsed Amanda Patel, the candidate of the NEO colonies, for the directorship of UNVRP.”

“Okayyy,” Elfrida said. “I can see how that would annoy people.”

The negative talk she’d heard about Wrightstuff, Inc. made more sense now. No UN insiders wanted Patel to win the directorship.

“But let’s not waste this fine day on political chit-chat, Ms. Goto! We’ve barely scratched the surface here.” Doug brought up a new set of models on the tabletop screen. “Let me tell you more about my paraterraforming project.”

★

Cydney and Angelica were on their third beer.

“Now I remember what I wanted to ask you,” Angelica said.

Alcohol worked faster in weaker gravitational environments. The mirrored walls of the Mercury Café had dissolved into a blur. Cydney focused on Angelica’s lips. It was some seconds before she remembered to listen to what Angelica was saying.

“… will you be my publicist?”

“Will I? Angie, I’d be totally honored! I’m so into what you’re about.”

Cydney had no idea what Angelica was about, to be honest. But she knew that her viddability quotient beat all the other candidates, combined. Those lips.

“Really? Really? Oh, Cyds. I’m so happy. Come here.” Angelica scooted around the table, and they hugged.

“We should get to work right away,” Cydney bubbled, “designing your campaign.”

“Keep your voice down.”

“Oh my God. Whoops. I’m so sorry.”

“I don’t think anyone heard. But just for safety’s sake, maybe we should go back to my suite.”

“Oh, yes. Yes. Yes.”


x.

“Well?” Vlajkovic said, as soon as they got back to their rover. “What did you think?”

Elfrida peeled her EVA suit off, stuffed it behind her seat, and sat back.

“Phew.” She blew her fringe off her forehead. “What did I think of President Doug? Well, he’s charismatic, isn’t he? I know what they mean now about electric personalities. Just being around him gave me so much energy. Did you notice I completely forgot about lunch, until he offered us sandwiches? That is not like me.” She giggled. The Doug effect had not entirely worn off yet, although she was objective enough to analyze it. “I wanted to please him.”

“Führer Kontakt,” Vlajkovic said.

“What?”

“The gift of leadership. He’s got it. Like you said, his people would do anything for him. He shook up the company, shifted their focus away from financial engineering, ramped up the microcredit business. They’re the only supermajor that will make loans to asteroid squatters, which is why everyone else badmouths them. And also why their share price is in the toilet. Some of the other executives blame Doug for that. They say he’s too ideological.” Vlajkovic reached down to the rover’s stereo and turned it on.

It was obvious to Elfrida that Vlajkovic was a 100% paid-up member of the Cult of Doug, just pretending to be objective.

“But he didn’t explain,” she said.

“What?”

She raised her voice over Vlajkovic’s execrable taste in music. “You said he’d explain everything. He didn’t.”

“Paraterraforming. That was the explanation.”

“Hmm.”

As they drove back across the crater floor, she twisted around to look at the peak of Mt. Gotham through the rover’s rear porthole. Amazing to think that there was a whole world inside there. Paraterraforming. It wasn’t as sexy as the Venus Project, but maybe it could make life better, faster, for more people.

“Do you have time for coffee at the Hobbit Hole when we get back?” Vlajkovic said.

“I really ought to put in some desk time,” Elfrida said regretfully. “I have to at least get started on my report for Dr. Hasselblatter.”

“Be a rebel. Live a little.”

“Oh, OK.”

★

The Hobbit Hole was where the lab workers hung out. Excavated from the outer wall of the intake shaft, it was a cozy cave furnished with second-hand tables and chairs. Carpets congregated on the floor, eating crumbs. The dim lighting preserved the illusion that they were in the middle of a 120-sol Venus night. Shabby bead curtains and electric candlesticks reminded Elfrida of the cafes where she’d hung out when she was at university in Paris. She sipped her coffee … and opened her eyes wide. “This is, wow. Good.”

“It’s something Sean does,” Vlajkovic said. “We have the same beans at home, but Richard can’t duplicate the wow factor. Hungry?”

She was. She had a grilled cheese sandwich, and that was also wow. Off-duty lab workers and miners stopped by to talk to Vlajkovic. They guarded their words, obviously unsure if Elfrida was a friend or an enemy, but she could see that they were yearning for some sliver of hope.

“What if you were to all move into Mt. Gotham?” she said.

“Huh? No.”

“You need somewhere to live; they’ve got plenty of space …”

“Not an option.”

“I thought you said Doug was on your side?”

“He is.” Vlajkovic hesitated. “Listen, there’s something else I need to show you. This way.”

They squeezed into the kitchen. With two of Vlajkovic’s friends watching the door, others helped him shuffle pallets aside from a concertina curtain with embedded motion sensors, set into the cave wall.

“Doug is on our side,” Vlajkovic insisted. “And here’s the proof.”

He urged her through the curtain, into another cave. This one was unfurnished and starkly lit. On the floor lay several open cases crammed with machine-guns, drums of ammunition, and pistols.

Elfrida went on her knees next to the stash. She fitted her finger into a greasy gun barrel.

“These are the same as the Little America security guys have.”

“Yeah. These rounds go through walls. You wouldn’t want to use them in an inflatable hab. But down here, we’ve got rock on all sides.”

At the far end of the cave sat one of the vinge-class phavatars used in the surface mining operation. Elfrida had never actually seen a vinge-class in the flesh (so to speak). Anodized dark purple, it was a three-meter nightmare, with six multi-jointed legs, a mouthful of industrial tools, and big Bambi eyes that were supposed to make it look friendly. The eyes stared blankly at the ceiling, filmed with dust.

“We’re gonna use the phavatars to secure our mining assets on the surface.” The speaker was one of Vlajkovic’s friends, a guy from the mining division. He had come in behind them, with several other men.

“Gotta jailbreak ‘em first,” Vlajkovic said. “We’re working on that.”

“Good luck,” Elfrida said. “Jailbreaking phavatars is impossible. Is anyone in management in on this?”

Vlajkovic sawed a hand back and forth.

“This is crazy.” She was trembling.

“You think we don’t know that?”

“And what if you do take over the hab? Then what? They’d never let you get away with it.”

“They’ll agree to our terms,” Vlajkovic said, “once they see we’re serious.” He lifted one of the machine-guns and pretended to shoot from the hip, making ba-ba-ba noises under his breath.

“And, what, the Phase Five ramp just doesn’t happen? We need that iron. The Bosch reaction requires it. We also need 3×1020 kilograms of magnesium to sequester the remaining carbon dioxide in the atmosphere of Venus.”

“It’ll happen,” Vlajkovic said. He put the machine-gun into her hands. “It’s not loaded … No, like this.”

Elfrida staggered. The men laughed. She was handling the gun gingerly, as if it might shock her. She adjusted her grip on the stock.

“It kicks. With your smaller physique, you’d want to use the tripod. It goes around your waist, attaches to the stock, and the feet snap down on command, see? Stabilizes the weapon. Adds a few microseconds to your reaction time, that’s all.”

“The blue berets have laser rifles.”

She referred to the thirty-strong team of UNVRP peacekeepers who officially guarded the hab and the UNVRP mining assets on the surface. The miners made rude noises to show what they thought of them. 

“You’re going to get people killed.” She gave the machine-gun back to Vlajkovic and fumbled to undo the tripod from her waist.

“Sigh. All we want to do is live and let live. The sad thing is that we may need to frighten the snot out of a few bureaucrats before they’ll let us.”

Elfrida accidentally deployed the tripod’s legs. She tripped over them and landed on her hands and knees. Looked up at Vlajkovic. “So, what now?”

“What do you mean, what now?”

“What do you want from me?”

“Keep the execs off our backs. Pretend like you’re working on a resettlement plan. Stall them. We just need to delay until the election is over.”

“What difference is that going to make?”

“Doug is backing Mandy Patel, from 13882 Calcott. If she gets in, we’re golden.”

“Could she really reverse the evacuation decision?”

“Sure. Power of the gavel. The director of UNVRP is also the Inferior Space circuit judge. So we sue for unfair dismissal, she hears the case, and she decides for us. Then there’ll be no need for this junk.”

Vlajkovic helped Elfrida up. She leaned on the wall next to the switched-off vinge-class phavatar. The weight of the gun was still with her. Its lethality seemed to have left an electric residue on her palms. She wiped them down her jeans.

“I just need you to realize that we’re serious,” Vlajkovic said.

She realized, all right. She realized that she hadn’t understood Vlajkovic at all. Her first impression had been correct: he was a dangerous man. “Did President Doug give you these guns?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t see what’s in it for him.”

The vinge-class’s dead eyes seemed to say: You’ll never understand.

“I can’t be involved with this.” She shook her head. “It’s just too crazy.”

She moved towards the door.

Several miners got in her way.

“Let me go.”

Vlajkovic came up behind her and cupped her chin in one hand. Bending over her, as if he were going to kiss her, he murmured, “I trusted you, Elfrida. Was I wrong?”

“N-no. You can trust me. I won’t say anything.”

She’d have promised him anything in that moment, just to be allowed to walk out of there.

“Not a word. Especially not to that girlfriend of yours.”

He let her go. The miners stepped aside. She stumbled into the hallway.

“Maybe this was a bit sudden,” Vlajkovic said behind her. “Go home and think about it.”

Elfrida burst out into the Hobbit Hole’s kitchen. In her haste to escape, she kicked a crate of nutriblocks, and a rat darted from behind it, running for its life.


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

Angelica adjusted rapidly to life on Callisto.

If you’d told her a few months ago that she would be slurping her morning Frosties without a glance at the viewport screen, she’d have said you were nuts. But Jupiter never did anything. Callisto was tidally locked to the gas giant, so it never rose, never set. Just sat there.

The same every day.

Like their routine.

That Marine had been right. On Callisto, nothing ever fucking happened.

At least the civilians had their work to keep them busy. Valhalla Base was a scientific research station run by the UN in partnership with a private-sector consortium comprised of Liquid Space, Inc., Adastra, and LGM Industries.. Liquid Space (formerly ShellGazpromExxon) operated the drilling rig, which was trying to drill all the way down through the ice to the liquid water presumed to be under there. Adastra ran the experimental hydroponics module. LGM Industries had a bunch of physicists on base, minding the unmanned probes that were floating around inside the atmosphere of Jupiter.

The only actual UN people on base were the custodians, a girl from the Space Corps, and a few UNSA geeks who spent their days in cubicles, operating phavatars that were exploring the far side of Callisto.

The private-sector scientists were all free-riding on the UN security guarantee that Angelica and the rest of B Platoon represented.

Not, Angelica thought, that there’s anything’s out here for us to protect them from.

“Just out of curiosity,” she said to C-Mutt, one day when they were out on patrol. “When’s the last time the PLAN was spotted in this volume?”

She wouldn’t have asked that question inside the base. You didn’t talk about the PLAN. Even though the PLAN was the whole reason for Space Force’s existence.

“Never,” C-Mutt said.

“That’s what I thought.”

“The PLAN doesn’t come outside of the Belt. Why would it? There’s practically no people out here.”

“So why are we here?”

“To justify the money spent on our training.” C-Mutt bounced up a ridge and landed with both feet on the ice flower at its crest. It exploded in a slow rain of sparkles. C-Mutt did a touchline dance, a Texan gorilla in an EVA suit.

“That was probably there for about a thousand million years before you came along,” Angelica said.

“So?”

They walked on, following the footprints of yesterday’s patrol. They were circling the perimeter of the base, which had been arbitrarily determined to lie at the snowline. Down here, it didn’t feel as if they were in a crater at all: Valhalla Crater was just too big. The terrain was broken. They leaped across gullies floored with snow, and detoured around boulders. On the flat, they sank ankle-deep into drifts of pulverized rock mingled with powdered ice, the mixture that gave Callisto its chocolate-brown coloration.

Ten klicks away, the base was a splash of UN blue on the snowfield. The snow looked lemon-colored in the light of Jupiter. A couple of weeks ago, Angelica had lain down and made a snow angel. She’d got dust in her neck seal, and Sergeant McWhorter had chewed her out, confined her to base for days.

Now, using her suit’s bino function, she saw a few civilians in neon-green Liquid Space EVA suits strolling between the hab cluster and the drilling rig.

“We might get attacked by pirates,” she said.

“Yeah, and aliens might land. Just chill, Lin. Use the free time to, I dunno, read a book or something.”

Fuck off, C-Mutt. I was a straight-A student. She didn’t say it. You didn’t talk about yourself, much less your past life.

“Whoa!” C-Mutt exclaimed suddenly.

“What?!?”

Zero.5 on her shoulder. Down in a bowlegged crouch, scanning her arc. Telemetry display going wild—pulse spiking, oxygen flow rate rocketing. She realized that for all her restlessness, she did not want to face an attack by pirates, or anything. Her suit painted crosshairs on the face of Jupiter.

C-Mutt laughed at her. “Cheese, Lin. Chill.”

“Asswipe! I could have shot you.”

“Sorry.”

“Well, what? Did you see something?”

The radio was silent for a long moment. “It was just something I read,” C-Mutt said.

“What? I didn’t copy anything.”

“Not a heads-up. I was reading a book, OK? Something surprised me, so I said, ‘Whoa.’”

Angelica grinned behind her faceplate. Her fellow Marine had just put himself in her power. If she revealed to the others that he’d been reading a book, he would never hear the last of it.

But …

Curiosity prodded. She hadn’t taken C-Mutt for the reading type, even though he was acknowledged to be brainy. “What’s it about?”

“History,” he said reluctantly. “Legal history. I’m kinda interested in the law. Since I got on the wrong side of it once or twice in the past. So now I’m studying it.”

“Wonders never cease. And?”

“And, well, it says here that Texas used to be part of a bigger country, called the United States of America. The most powerful country in the world, apparently. So I was like, whoa! They didn’t teach us that in school.”

Angelica felt an emotion that she had not experienced since her family died. Pity. “I’d like to read that book when you’re finished with it,” she said.

“Sure.”

“But, C-Mutt? If you were reading, you weren’t looking where you were going. You weren’t watching your arc.”

“Split screen.”

“Still, that would seriously degrade your alertness. A threat might get past you.”

“What threat?”

“OK, OK. I’m just, you know. McWhorter would blow her tokamak.”

“You gonna squeal on me?”

“No.”

“You’re a true-blue Marine, Angelica Lin,” said Charles K. Pope, universally known by his nickname of C-Mutt.


xi.

Elfrida went upstairs to VIP country. On the L1 mezzanine, Mork Rapp was noodling on the piano. Elfrida leaned across the reception desk. “Which room is Dr. Hasselblatter in? I need to see him. It’s urgent.”

“Certainly, ma’am.” The receptionist subvocalized into his implanted throat mic. Listened. Nodded. “Dr. Hasselblatter is teleconferencing with Earth, Ms. Goto. You’ll have to come back later. I’m very sorry.”

“But it’s urgent. Can you get through to his campaign manager?”

The receptionist’s tone was polite, his eyes as hard as hailstones. “Don’t do this, Ms. Goto.”

Elfrida felt cold and weak. The receptionist was one of Vlajkovic’s friends.

And she’d just messed up royally.

Vlajkovic would now guess that she’d been about to run to Dr. Hasselblatter and tell him about the guns stashed in the Hobbit Hole. Which, of course, she had been.

“Sorry,” she said, backing away. “Sorry.”

She trotted down the spiral ramp.

I can’t go back to my sandcastle. That’s the first place they’ll look for me.

What if Cydney’s there? She might be in danger!

Elfrida pinged Cydney. No response.

Crap, crap, crap!

(Mendoza, she thought suddenly. Oh God, I wish Mendoza was here. Which was stupid, because John Mendoza would be no help at all if there was going to be violence.)

She walked through the farm on the floor of the atrium. Children stood on stepladders, picking bugs off the kale by hand. Their eyes followed her. Their eyes, of course, were Vlajkovic’s eyes.

Trying to look as if she knew where she was going, she trotted into Life Support. Here, too, people stared at her. But that was only because she was an outsider, and Life Support was cliquey.

She sat down in the Life Support cafeteria, feeling shaky. Around her, people chatted about everyday topics. A big screen served up celebrity gossip.

“Hi babe!” It was a text from Cydney. “Sorry I didn’t catch your ping! I’m super-busy, doing interviews with the candidates. See you back at the mud hut! Big sloppy kisses, C.”

So Cydney was fine. Elfrida began to feel that she had overreacted.

I’m being paranoid. Vlajkovic’s not crazy. He won’t murder me in my bed. And he certainly won’t hurt Cydney.

No, he’ll just have me watched. He’ll try to stop me from getting to Dr. Hasselblatter.

I should’ve pretended I was on board with his stupid plot. Then he wouldn’t suspect me.

Too late now.

I’ll have to act like they’ve scared me off.

She debated simply emailing Dr. Hasselblatter, but decided against it. She had to tell him in person to convince him she hadn’t gone nuts.

A bunch of UNVRP peacekeepers were sitting on the far side of the cafeteria. They were playing a game that involved trying to splart one another’s hands to the table. Their uproarious laughter washed through the cafeteria. 

Elfrida eyed the blue berets wistfully. Then she murmured, “No. Just, no.”

She left the cafeteria, locked herself in the nearest toilet, and called her mother.

★

“Well, this is very worrying, Ellie,” said Ingrid Haller, 90 million kilometers away. “If these people are serious about mounting an armed rebellion, you ought to tell someone immediately. If you feel, as you said, that you can’t tell anyone there, for fear of retaliation against yourself and Cydney, I’d be more than happy to get in touch with the authorities for you. I could make sure that the information gets to the right person.”

Ingrid Haller worked at the UN prosecutor’s office in Rome. She knew people, and things, that others didn’t.

“However, Ellie, isn’t it possible that they are just … I don’t want to say having fun, but … Do you think it’s possible that they wanted to impress you? To show you how serious they are, such big men? I think we have to be sure there’s a real risk of violence before we set in motion the machinery of justice.”

Elfrida stared in outrage at the tiny screen of her phone. “Don’t you believe me, Mom?”

Not yet having heard that, Elfrida’s mother went on in her German-inflected English: “I’m also thinking about your future. Not your career, your … You’ve already had contact with the ISA. You’re on their watch list. I’ve seen it. I was searching that database for another reason, and I saw my little girl’s face. Honestly, I wanted to punch someone in that moment. So if there is an investigation of these Dummkopfs, and they find you are in the middle of it, I’m afraid …”

She sighed.

“But of course, Ellie, the most important thing to me of all is your safety. Please don’t let me talk you out of doing the prudent thing. I wish I could be more help.”

“So do I, Mom,” Elfrida sighed. She had just remembered why she did not often confide in her mother. Talking to Ingrid Haller was the mental equivalent of driving through a muddy puddle. Goodbye to any glimmers of clarity you might have had.

Elfrida was also upset to find out that she was on the Information Security Agency’s dreaded watch list, and mad at her mother for not telling her before.

A cherub buzzed into her field of vision, obscuring her view of her phone. You have a new message … Elfrida wrenched her head around to get her mother’s face out from behind the text, so she could read it properly. ... from Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter!

She blurted, “I guess I’ll figure it out, Mom. I’ll let you know what I end up deciding. Don’t tell Dad,” she added. “He’d just worry.”

She cut the connection and blinked open the message from Dr. Hasselblatter. It said simply, My office. ASAP.

He must have figured out that she had tried to get in to see him. Well, she wouldn’t be turned away this time.

Heart in her mouth, she hurried back up to L1. One of Dr. Hasselblatter’s strategists waited impatiently in the foyer. “Come on, he’s waiting for you.”

They sailed past the receptionist. If looks could kill, Elfrida would have been eligible for recycling.

3D wallpaper lined the radial corridor to the VIP hab block. They seemed to be walking past Alpine views, with doors disguised as chalets that loomed startlingly as they approached. The strategist walked jerkily, stabilizer braces constraining her gait. “God, I hate this gravity. Aren’t you worried about bone and muscle loss? I guess you’re exercising.” She made it sound like a bad thing. “Anyway. In here.”

A chalet door opened into Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign headquarters. This was the first time Elfrida had seen inside a VIP suite. She’d expected it to be luxurious, but it looked just like the HR office—with the original furniture, which was not an improvement. Satin flounces adorned fake antiques. Campaign staffers sprawled on the bed, absorbed in screens. Dr. Hasselblatter’s son was playing with Lego on the floor. Of Mrs. Hasselblatter there was no sign.

Dr. Hasselblatter advanced on her. “Come here. Tell me what you think of this.” But he did not immediately explain what ‘this’ was. “How are you getting along, Goto? Have you completed your assessment?”

“Sir?”

Of course, he must think she was here to submit her community assessment.

“Am I speaking Chinese? Your assessment. Of the community. Which I asked you to complete within one week.”

“Well, actually, sir …”

“Have you even started on it? ”

“Sir, I’ve been, um, conducting interviews to ascertain the needs of the community.” As she spoke, she realized that she was doing just what Vlajkovic had told her to. Stalling for time. “I’m also analyzing potential resettlement options, and ….”

“Resettlement? Resettlement? Who said anything about that?” Dr. Hasselblatter’s eyebrows flared. Then he grinned wryly. “I know, I did. But it was Charlie Pope’s idea. And after much consideration, I’ve concluded that it is a meatbrained one.”

“Sir?” Elfrida was speechless.

“Goto, Goto. These people have been living on Mercury for three generations. This is their home. Is it fair to uproot them? Why should they be tossed into the recycling bin, simply to shave a couple of percentage points off UNVRP’s overhead? Let them stay!”

Elfrida felt dizzy. Dr. Hasselblatter was saying exactly what she had thought herself, before she found out that Vlajkovic’s people planned to take over the hab by force.

“Consider the logistics. Where would we resettle them? Most of them are spaceborn, so they can’t be resettled on Earth. And where else is there? Luna doesn’t admit any new immigrants who haven’t got a spaceship full of cash. Ceres, you’ll say. Or Eunomia, Hebe, Cybele, Davida ...” Dr. Hasselblatter pulled a face. “Unimaginably bad optics. I’m amazed Charlie didn’t see that. It’s one thing to dump asteroid squatters on Ceres, but our own people?”

“Sir, that’s exactly how I feel about it! I know it’s hypocritical, but …”

“No, no. It’s not hypocritical at all! UNVRP is committed to human expansion through terraforming. People on other planets. That was the Project’s official slogan, until someone noticed that it didn’t make a very good acronym. Taking our own people off a planet, and dumping them on an asteroid … that would be hypocritical.”

Elfrida thought, He’s seen a poll or something that changed his mind. As the President’s favored candidate for UNVRP director, Dr. Hasselblatter would have access to the best polling data. If he had really changed his mind about resettling the community, it had to be because he thought it would help him get elected.

“I’m trying to save UNVRP from blundering into a firestorm of criticism,” he said smoothly. “Too many people already see the Venus Project as a waste of money at best, anti-human at worst. We have to prove that we care.”

“Yes, sir.” He was talking as if he had already won the election.

“As a low-information voter, you’re an ideal test subject. Vid this.”

“Sir, I’m not a voter …”

“Yes, you are. Residency is the only qualification, and in another two weeks, you’ll technically be a resident.”

Dr. Hasselblatter snapped his fingers.

The illusion of velvet drapes covering one wall vanished. An instant’s glimpse of scabrous insulation tiles was replaced by a panorama of Mercury’s landscape. Across the grey rock strode Dr. Hasselblatter in a suit and tie. “This,” he intoned at deafening volume, “is the Caloris Planitia today.”

“Papa,” shouted Dr. Hasselblatter’s offspring. “I can’t hear my Lego.”

“Turn it down,” shouted his father.

“And this,” said his vid image more quietly, “could be the Caloris Planitia in a few years.”

The camera panned to an elevated railroad marching across the landscape. This railroad had not just one track, but a dozen. A pile of reflective metal slid along them, adorned with spires and flying bridges that connected its various bulges. Tiny gliders zipping around it provided scale.

“A moving city,” Dr. Hasselblatter boomed in voiceover. “A work of art. An achievement to rival the Parthenon, the Pyramids, the spacescrapers of Astana!”

The horizon behind the city-on-rails glowed with the gaseous searchlights that heralded sunrise.

“These tracks run all the way around the planet. The intense heat of the sun causes them to expand, pushing the city along at a walking pace, keeping it within the safety of the twilight zone.”

Legos bounced off the city, making it look as if bits were falling off it. Dr. Hasselblatter’s son had a future as an art critic.

“Stop the vid,” the real Dr. Hasselblatter yelled. “I’m not happy with that phrasing. ‘The twilight zone’ … I think that may have been used before. Look it up.”

“The whole concept’s been used before, sir,” said a staffer. “It was first put forward by the futurist Kim Stanley Robinson in the early 21st century.”

“Ja, ja, but we’re promising to make it a reality. That’s the difference between science fiction and an election campaign.” Dr. Hasselblatter turned to Elfrida. “Well, what do you think?”

She belatedly understood that they’d been looking at Dr. Hasselblatter’s election platform. “I think you should have a spacesuit on in the vid, sir. It kind of damages the believability quotient if you’re just … out there in the vacuum.”

“You may be right. Trouble is, if I’ve got a spacesuit on, they can’t see my face.”

Hasselblatter junior shouted, “Papa! Papa! Jimbo’s running for election, too!” He held up a Lego man. It squeaked, “Don’t tread on me.”

“Frown,” said Dr. Hasselblatter. “This is what happens when you teach them about democracy.”

Elfrida gazed at the image of the city on rails. This wasn’t terraforming. It wasn’t even paraterraforming. It was a planetary-scale boondoggle waiting to happen.

“Was there anything else, Goto?”

I won’t tell him about Vlajkovic’s plot, she impulsively decided. Not now.

She didn’t grok the city on rails. But other people might. And if enough of them voted for Dr. Hasselblatter, he would win the election. And if he won the election, he would reverse Charles K. Pope’s decision to evacuate the community. Vlajkovic and his people would get to stay. And no one would ever have to know how close they’d come to taking a terrible, irreversible step.

And the ISA won’t know that I almost got mixed up in another horrible carnage-y fiasco.

Because there wouldn’t be a horrible carnage-y fiasco.

Anyway, if I have to, I can always tell Dr. H. later.

The decision lightened her heart, put a smile on her face.

“No, sir. That was all.”

On her way out of the suite, she trod on a Lego, which squeaked, “Watch it, you big moo!” Hasselblatter junior giggled.

★

When she got back to their sandcastle, Cydney was home. Elfrida told her about Dr. Hasselblatter’s flip-flop. Cydney’s agitated reaction reassured her that she wasn’t reading this wrong. It was a big deal.

“He must be conducting his own polling. Goddamn it!”

Cydney gnawed her manicure, obviously upset. She always liked to have the hottest information before anyone else.

Elfrida was too happy to wonder why the news seemed to upset Cydney. “You know what this means, don’t you?” she giggled.

“No, what?”

“It means I’ll have to campaign for my boss.”


xii.

Eyes gleamed red in the Cytherean darkness. Rats sidled towards the nutriblocks that Vlajkovic had mashed up and set out beneath the granddaddy of all the lamp trees. The light of the lampfruit flashed along their sleek sides.

“All I want to know is did you snitch?” Vlajkovic said.

Elfrida had forced herself to seek him out as soon as Cydney was asleep. It was now midnight, local time. The test hab slumbered. And Vlajkovic was out in the desert, testing a new rat poison.

“No,” she said. “I did not snitch.”

The warm wind from the the top of the shaft blew around them, scented with the musty smell of the lamp trees. The clonking of cow bells punctuated the peaceful silence. I want to stay here, she thought passionately. I want to stay.

“Dr. Hasselblatter’s on your side,” she said. “He’s a better ally than Doug. He’s on the Presidential Advisory Council.”

“He flip-flopped once, he could flip-flop again.”

“He’s got it all worked out. He’s going to revive tourism to replace the jobs that will be lost with the Phase Five ramp. Then as regards the R&D division, there’ll be an initiative to identify commercial applications for these things—” she plucked the edge of the carpet Vlajkovic was sitting on. “And whatever else Richard is developing.”

“Whenever someone offers me exactly what I want,” Vlajkovic said, “my response is, ‘Do you think I’m an Earthling?’ I was born on Mercury. On this planet, the sun is a lethal force. You learn pretty fast that the universe is not on your side. Zoom.”

The last command was to his retinal implants. Elfrida’s contacts did not have a zoom function. She dimly made out the shapes of rats climbing the bole of the lamp tree. They had spurned the poisoned nutriblocks, and were going after their favorite food: lampfruits.

“Curses,” Vlajkovic said. “The guys in the lab swore it was odor-free, hyper-palatable. Back to the drawing-board.”

He got up and slung his carpet around his shoulders. Elfrida tried again. “You’re pinning your hopes on Patel, the NEO candidate. But she can’t win.”

“Why?”

“Because … because. She’s a doctor.”

“Pediatrician.”

“Pediatrician. From a tribe of semi-nomadic NEO water traders. She’s no one. She can’t be the director of UNVRP, OK? They wouldn’t let it happen.”

“A vote is a vote.”

“Doggone it, Mike, you can’t be this naïve! Or do you expect Patel to lose? Want her to? So you’ll have an excuse to start shooting people?”

Vlajkovic started back towards the village, wearing his carpet around his shoulders.

Elfrida leapt after him. She was too angry now to be frightened. “There are only two candidates who can win. Dr. Seth or Dr. Hasselblatter. Tell me that isn’t an easy choice.”

“No,” Vlajkovic said. “Actually, it’s not.”

“What, have you got some kind of atavistic loyalty thing going on? Or are you just prejudiced against Dr. H because he’s from Earth?”

The village came into sight around the bend in the shaft. Flashing light silhouetted the roofs of the sandcastles. Elfrida followed Vlajkovic into the central square. 

Everyone was watching Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign spot on a big screen carried out from one of the labs.

Dr. Hasselblatter had taken Elfrida’s advice about dressing his avatar in an EVA suit. But it was still a vid about a city on rails running around Mercury’s equator. Laughter rose from the crowd.

Vlajkovic said, “It’s as if something about this planet makes people think of theme parks.”

Elfrida sensed that he wasn’t talking to her. She saw Richard Gates coming towards them, carrying Bette in a snugglepack on his front. “Yes,” Gates said. “The arc of history is long, but it bends towards Disneyland.”

Elfrida said, “Confused smile?”

“Never mind,” Vlajkovic said. “Inside joke. You have to be an American.”

If Elfrida’s confused smile had been real rather than an emoticode, she would have looked more confused than ever. Vlajkovic and Gates weren’t Americans … were they?

She tried again, focusing on Gates this time. “Dr. H is on your side. Honestly, he is. He cares.”

“And he just happens to be your boss,” Gates pointed out.

“That’s got nothing to do with it!”

Vlajkovic pulled her away from his husband and daughter. He dragged her over to the edge of the square, where the cynics were hanging out on the steps of the gengineering lab. Elfrida realized with a sickening lurch that she was once again surrounded by Vlajkovic’s friends.

“I trusted you!” Vlajkovic hissed.

He was still angry at her. He would probably be angry at her for the rest of their lives.

“So you hate me!” Elfrida hissed back. “Fine! But these are my people, too! I won’t let you ruin their lives!”

“You don’t understand. No one can stop the eviction! Not working from inside the system.”

“And Patel’s an outsider, is that your point? Which is exactly why she can’t get elected, and Dr. Hasselblatter can!”

Vlajkovic shook his head. “The Phase Five ramp is just an excuse to get rid of us.” 

Gates had come after them. Vlajkovic went up to him and lifted Bette out of her snugglepack.

“Look at her. Look at her.” He held Bette up by the armpits. She woke up and started to cry. “Now do you understand?”

Elfrida looked at the fair-haired toddler. She looked at Vlajkovic’s friends, sitting on the lab steps. It was so dark in here that she never had looked closely at them before. Now she saw a sameness to their faces. All of them were melanin-challenged, which was the polite way of saying they all had European ancestry.

“You’re purebloods,” she said.

Gates snatched the screaming Bette away from Vlajkovic. “Oh, it’s worse than that,” he said. “We’re Americans.”

★

“I don’t understand,” Elfrida said.

“What don’t you understand?” Gates said.

“How come? I mean, how come you’re purebloods?” This was not something people talked about. She didn’t know how to talk about it.

“Let’s start with a bit of history,” Gates said. “Once upon a time, the United States was a nation of immigrants. All races, all colors. But they didn’t always get along. For instance, there was a period when the melanin-challenged portion of the population enslaved the rest.”

“Whoa. That’s awful.”

“Yeah. The country got past that, but the tensions never went away. Economic inequality perpetrated racial segregation, and it turned out to be really sticky. Even in the twenty-second century, the richest 0.01% of the country looked like us.”

Vlajkovic spread his hands. They were still sitting on the steps of the lab. “And that’s what we are.”

“Excuse me?”

“We’re descended from the richest Americans of the twenty-second century.” He flicked rat droppings off the step where Bette was crawling. “Big comedown, huh? Space will do that to you: take everything you’ve got, and ask for more.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“When UNVRP first set up here, they had no budget and no staff,” Gates said. “The cheapest solution was to hire locally. So, we’re descended from the people that Wrightstuff, Inc. palmed off on their charity project, as they saw UNVRP at the time. They didn’t anticipate Charles K. Pope. But as Pope secured more and more funding, and developed the Venus Project to its current scale, he kept on hiring from Wrightstuff. It was a condition of the agreement.”

“So we’re the unemployable descendants of the ultrarich,” Vlajkovic cackled. “And they wonder why this community is a mess.”

Elfrida still had questions, but she wasn’t sure where to start asking them. “Wow,” she said. “I’m … I don’t know. Sorry?”

“Are you being sarcastic?” Vlajkovic said. “You fucking dare? We’re about to be evacuated because we’re purebloods. A circumstance over which we have zero control.”

Gates put a hand on his arm. “Calm down, Mike.”

“It’s true,” Vlajkovic said. “The execs are pretending it’s nothing to do with our heritage. But you, Goto—you don’t get to pretend anymore.”

Elfrida shook her head. “I can’t believe it. UNVRP wouldn’t do that.”

But she knew that hiring directors were running scared after the 4 Vesta calamity. The PLAN targeted purebloods, a ‘policy’ that the Heidegger program’s rampage on 4 Vesta had made gruesomely visible. The private sector was now desperately trying to filter purebloods out of their space-based workforces, in hopes that would save them from being attacked. She just hadn’t thought the UN would ever stoop so low. “There are anti-discrimination laws,” she said.

“Get a fucking clue,” Vlajkovic said.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” Elfrida said wearily. She stared at the children sitting on the ground in front of the big screen. They weren’t all pale-skinned. “Just tell me, how many of you are purebloods, exactly?”

“Seventy, eighty percent?”

“Eighty percent,” Elfrida echoed. The ratio of purebloods in the overall population was one in five.

“But we’re a package deal,” said a lab worker, leaning over to join the conversation. He obviously had a multiracial heritage, but he shared the ‘sameness’ Elfrida had noticed in the others. “How’re they going to evict the purebloods selectively? Hello, ethnic-discrimination lawsuits.”

“Maybe the President doesn’t approve,” Elfrida said. “And parachuting Dr. Hasselblatter into the race is her way of stopping it.”

“Could be,” Vlajkovic said, shrugging. “Doesn’t change the fact his campaign is pure sci-fi.”

The children in front of the screen squealed in excitement.

Elfrida craned to see what they were looking at. A rollercoaster plunged around the domes of the city on rails. The logo on the bonnet of the first car depicted the words MERCURY, INC. Elfrida could see that to a kid raised in an underground hab, that looked like it would be the most fun thing ever.

“On the other hand,” Vlajkovic said thoughtfully.

Now the screen showed people flying around on jet-powered broomsticks.

“Quidditch! Quidditch!” the children screamed.

“There are a lot of kids in this hab,” Vlajkovic observed.

“Yeah,” Gates said. “And even more in Mt. Gotham.”

“And the NEOs,” someone else said.

“Shame they can’t vote,” Elfrida said.

“Yeah, they can.” Vlajkovic grinned. “Minimum voting age is six.”

★

“Wheeee!”

“Pull in your legs, ma’am!”

Elfrida balled herself up. Bouncing in Mercury’s low gravity, she rolled down a steep slope at the eastern edge of Borealis Planitia. “Wheeee!” she exclaimed again. The three children cartwheeled ahead of her, all four legs spread and locked like spokes. Their whirling feet churned up the top layer of regolith. A contrail of pulverized rock clouds trailed behind them.

At the bottom of the slope, they righted themselves and began running again. Elfrida stretched into a gallop, all four legs leaving the ground at once. She outdistanced the children. “Come on, you guys,” she urged them. “Can’t catch me!”

“Ma’am, you’re not a very credible adult, are you?” said Boris Clinton, who was eleven.

“If I had a tongue,” Elfrida said, “I’d stick it out at you.”

They were all in suits. In the sense of phavatars. The vinge-classes might look like monsters from a cheap horror vid, but they were very practical for surface operations. They could go as fast as 50 km/h, once you got the hang of running on four legs. And of course, they never got tired.

“You see, we’re used to this,” Jake said. A net sack of cargo flapped under his thorax. He held it on with his clamps—a vestigial pair of middle legs—as they climbed the next hill. Rivulets of shale streamed from their crampons. Their headlamps lanced across the pitted rock.

“But this is seriously fun,” Elfrida said. “It’s kind of like riding a rollercoaster. You know, like the one we’re going to build?”

“For the tourists,” Boris said.

“And for you guys, too. Aren’t you excited about that? And the quidditch league, and the herds of robot bison …”

“That stuff is for kids,” said Lena Musk, who was ten.

They’ve been forced to grow up too fast, Elfrida thought sadly. “OK, I’m going to try that cartwheeling thing. I never could turn a cartwheel in real life. Yee-ha!”

The children giggled. Elfrida lost control and cartwheeled diagonally across the slope. She crashed into a small crater, and Boris laughed out loud.

She made much of her ruffled dignity, rubbing non-existent bruises. “What are you looking forward to, then?” she asked.

“Getting real jobs,” Lena said.

“Oh yeah? What do you want to be?”

“I want to be a waitress. I’ll have a uniform with a nametag, and we’ll have tables, and all the tourists will come to eat at my restaurant! We’ll serve spinach and broccoli.”

“Yum yum,” Boris said. “I’m going to eat allll the broccoli!”

This was childhood in space, Elfrida thought. Romping over Mercury in three-million-spider suits, while yearning to sit at a table and eat vegetables.

What these kids wanted most of all—what Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign implicitly promised them—was normality.

“Jake! Over there!” Boris said.

There was a moment of oddly tense silence.

“I definitely saw something,” Boris said.

Jake slowed down and ran back the way they’d come. They all followed. Their headlamps picked out nothing unusual that Elfrida could see. Gray rock, blancmanged by micro-impacts. This particular area had never been strip-mined. Judging by the undisturbed dust, it had never even been traversed by humans, or robots, before.

“There,” Boris said.

“Good eyes,” Jake said. His drill-fanged head turned towards Elfrida, an automatic human gesture that Elfrida interpreted as uncertainty. “I’ll be back in a minute, ma’am.”

“What’s he doing?” Elfrida said, watching him spider away.

“Just checking out the rocks,” Boris said.

“What did you see?”

Neither Boris nor Lena answered. Jake’s phavatar came back, middle legs refastening the edges of his cargo net. “OK, let’s go.”

After a few minutes of running in silence, Boris wheedled, “Was there anything there, Jake?”

“We haven’t tested it yet,” Jake snapped.

“Oh, kids,” Elfrida said. “Stop being so mysterious. What’d you find? Palladium? Diamonds?”

Lena said, “Laughing myself sick! There aren’t any platinum-group metals on Mercury. As for diamonds? Who’d bother to pick those up? They’re cheaper than water.”

This was true. The abundance in the asteroid belt of diamonds, and for that matter platinum-group metals, had set a low floor under the market. The hard-currency action was now in the rarest of rare earths, and other elements such as helium-3, which were not to be found on Mercury, either.

“What is it, then?” Elfrida said. She folded her arms, which were her front legs, and crashed onto her chin. “Ow!”

“I thought you were a professional, ma’am,” Boris giggled.

Elfrida did not play up her klutziness this time. She tried for a severe tone. “Kids, I’m not going to let this go. If you’re doing anything that might hurt Dr. H.’s campaign ...”

“It’s not wrong, and our parents know about it!” Boris said.

“Fine. See for yourself.” Jake stopped. He rooted in his cargo net and took out a small demron sack, which he tossed to Elfrida. It was heavy. “Your suit has spectrographic imaging functionality. Turn it on. You’ll have to open the sack. It’s scan-proof.”

Elfrida quizzed her phavatar’s MI assistant. ~Spectrographic imaging functionality?

~Enabling now, the mechanical intelligence answered.

Her field of vision turned into a mosaic of false color. Her companions were webs of aquamarine fleximinium. The landscape remained uniform, albeit now green. ~Calcium, magnesium, aluminum, the MI identified the variegations in the rocks. ~There is very little iron here. It is concentrated in the regions of ancient lava flows.

Elfrida opened the sample sack.

The rocks inside sparkled with golden flecks.

~Helium-3, the MI said.

~SUIT COMMAND: Cancel spectrographic imaging view.

“I thought there wasn’t any He3 on Mercury,” she said to the children.

“There isn’t much,” Jake said. “It’s deposited by the solar wind, and we’ve got a magnetosphere that keeps it out. But the magnetosphere is leaky. When magnetic fields carried by the solar wind link up with ours, they create magnetic tornadoes. And you know how tornadoes work, right? They’re flux tubes that allow the solar wind to reach the surface. They can be stable for ages. Long enough for deposits of He3 to build up on the surface. So, we’re always on the lookout for those.”

“About how much would be in a deposit like this?”

“Maybe 250 grams.”

Elfrida relaxed. It wasn’t much. Luna produced 50 kilograms annually of the rare element used system-wide in nuclear fusion drives and reactors.

“But lunar production is slowing,” Boris added. “They’ve completely strip-mined the equator. So the price is going up.”

“So,” Jake said, “we’ve flagged that deposit, and we’re sending a blasting bot and our No. 2 dragline excavator to pick it up.”

“And how do you get it off-planet?”

Jake waved his phavatar’s middle legs in a shrug. “You’d have to ask Dad.”

“I will,” Elfrida said grimly.

Now I know why he wants to take over the hab … and the mining operation, she thought. He’s got no intention of mining iron for the Phase Five Ramp. He wants the He3.

“Don’t any of the majors know about these He3 deposits?” she asked.

“Well, I guess they do,” Jake said. “They pick the stuff up and sell it just like we do. I guess.”

He sounded uncertain. Boris said darkly, “My mom says it’s a cartel.”

He clearly did not know what a cartel was. But Elfrida could guess what his mom’s theory was. Luna’s near-monopoly on helium-3 (the only other known deposits were on asteroids, and were relatively tiny) gave its producers political as well as economic power. And those producers were by and large the same resource companies that operated on Mercury. They were probably passing off any He3 mined on Mercury as Lunar product, both to keep prices up and to avoid an unseemly scramble for Mercurian real estate.

Elfrida had been researching Mercury’s sovereignty issues. There was no formal agreement on who should, could, or did own the planet. Whereas Luna had long ago declared independence as a state within the UN, Wrightstuff, Inc.’s attempt to pull off the same trick on Mercury had flopped. A bunch of other companies had moved in and set up their own mining operations, with Wrightstuff, Inc. powerless to stop them. Nowadays, harmony rested on the division of the planet into mining territories—a demarcation that had no more legal basis than a gentlemen’s agreement.

Should the existence of helium-3 on Mercury be made public, the status quo could collapse in the blink of an eye. Small-fry pirates would descend from all over the system. It would be chaos.

“Don’t worry,” Elfrida said to the children. “My lips are zipped.”

“Are we there yet?” Lena whined.

“Nope,” Jake said. “Why don’t you two log out for a while, let your assistants take over? It’s silly for us all to be here.”

After running for a couple more hours, they reached the top of one of Mercury’s lobate scarps: vertical precipices heaved up by the primordial process of cooling and shrinking. This one was named the Rowling Scarp. In the blackness 2km below, blue flames flared, their tops snapping off and dancing independently.

~Try infrared, Elfrida’s MI assistant advised.

~Wow!

The suit’s infrared vision revealed a mobile mine that made the UNVRP operation look like a hobby kit. Machines the size of spaceships trudged along the foot of the scarp, sucking up blast debris and feeding it into a vacuum smelter—the source of the unearthly flames.

“We’ve got a smelter, too,” Boris said. “But it’s not as big as that.”

“What’s that over there? It looks like a factory.”

“It is one. It makes refrigerators.”

“No,” Lena said. “Toasters.”

“It makes everything,” Jake said.

Elfrida’s assistant informed her that this was a white goods fab operated by Danggood Universal, one of the smaller players on Mercury. In an era when 3D printers could fabricate human organs, never mind consumer durables, high material prices on Earth meant that it was still cheaper to print these things (refrigerators and toasters, not human organs) on Mercury, attach solar sails to them, and send them winging back to Earth. Red tape and changing mores had killed manufacturing on humanity’s home planet. Heavy industry was now seen as disgusting, raising the cost of regulatory compliance to the point that it made more sense to operate on Mercury.

“They shoot the stuff into orbit from here,” Jake said. “We might see a launch if we hang around long enough.”

“Y’know, on Earth,” Elfrida said, “people sometimes wonder why stuff they ordered takes so long to arrive. Now I know. It’s because someone miscalculated the launch trajectory from Mercury.”

“Really?”

“I’m just kidding. They do final assembly on Earth. You can order whatever and it arrives the same day.”

“Really?” the children repeated, longingly. Elfrida felt bad for making them envious.

It was time to go to work. Jake took a length of slithery fabric out of his cargo net. Each holding one corner, they unfolded it over the edge of the scarp. They splarted down the top corners. Boris and Lena then leaned over the edge to shoot more splart at the bottom corners, sticking the banner to the rock.

They shone their phavatars’ headlamps down at their handiwork.

The banner read: VOTE FOR ABDULLAH HASSELBLATTER! MOAR ART.

“I hope this works,” Elfrida said.

“It’ll work,” Jake said.

“I’m just wondering if this is really the best way to use our resources.”

“Why, what would you have done, ma’am?”

“Oh, probably slapped together a sim and used profile-crawling software to offer it to likely voters.”

“You’re so old-school!” Lena jeered. “You have to get physical with these people. It’s the only way to make them notice you.”

“I just wonder if anyone’s going to see these,” Elfrida pondered, as they jogged along the scarp to hang another banner ahead of the Danggood Universal operation.

“It doesn’t matter if anyone sees them,” Jake said. “I mean, of course they will. Their sats can see us right now. But the point is that we went to all this trouble, so they know how much we care.”

By the time they finished splarting up their banners, satellite images had already flashed around the solar system. The images, at first transient morsels of social media fodder, gained millions of views when they were joined by images of a fight between Elfrida’s crew and another gang of phavatars who were splarting up their own banners on the same scarp. Despite Elfrida’s reservations about the tactic, it had already been copied by Dr. Hasselblatter’s rivals for the directorship.


xiii.

At that very moment, in Danggood Universal’s all-terrain mobile white goods fab, the company’s regional CEO, Kip Rensselaer, was looking out the kitchen window. The window was actually a viewport screen, and the panorama upon it would have been invisible to the naked eye. Danggood Universal operated further ahead of the terminator than UNVRP did, proceeding in darkness around its band of territory between 65° and 72° N. In this simulated view, the banners stood out like wounds on the cliff.

“Flattering,” Rensselaer said. “Do they know this operation has a human staff of four point five?”

“I don’t think you’re the intended audience,” said his visitor. “It’s the NEO colonists they’re targeting.”

“Oh. Thanks for destroying my momentary illusions of importance.”

“Sorry.” There was a pause. “Point five?”

“What? Oh. My mineralogist’s seven-year-old daughter.”

“I hope you’ll allow her to make up her own mind about who to vote for,” Dr. Ulysses Seth said, archly.

“She’s already joined the Hasselblatter fan club,” said Rensselaer. “They get capes and wizard hats to stick on their internet profiles.”

Visibly depressed, he opened the drinks cabinet and poured himself a bourbon.

Dr. Ulysses Seth watched him thoughtfully. The two men were old acquaintances. They had both spent their lives on Mercury, which bound them together in a small and exclusive brotherhood. This planet grew on you. Unlike an asteroid, Mercury had gravity, in every sense. Dr. Seth had come to cherish its sere, radiation-scalded expanses. For that reason (and others), he’d travelled here in person, rather than arranging a teleconference. His personal Flyingsaucer was parked on the stem of the cargo launcher that undulated behind the fab like a Slinky.

As they sat without speaking, a shooting star lit up the viewport screen. A container had just launched, packed with 100,000 air-conditioners.

“So who are you voting for?” Dr. Seth said.

“Not you,” Rensselaer said.

“And I came all this way to press your withered flesh and promise you sweeties.”

“A wasted guilt trip,” Rensselaer said. Dr. Seth grimaced at the pun. “We’re voting for Pyls O. Mani. When a man takes the trouble to change his name to a homonym for mucho moolah, you can be reasonably confident that his soul contains … well, no depths whatsoever. That’s what we’re scared of, you see. The depths of people’s souls. This planet turns people into poets. Strivers. Utopians. They cease to see the rocks for the horizon. Just look at Doug.”

“He’s still backing Patel.”

“He hopes to win the affection of the NEO colonists, who collectively owe him 1.1 billion spiders. But they are joining the Hasselblatter circus in droves.”

“What about me?”

“What about you, Seth? You’ve been buzzing in our ears for decades about founding a Republic of Mercury. I’ve told you, we’ve all told you over and over again, that kind of thing went out with fossil fuels. Even if we were prepared to rebel—yes, I say rebel—our independence would last precisely as long as it took the news to reach Earth. Star Force keeps a couple of ships in orbit around Mercury at all times. What’s up there right now? The Crash Test Dummy and the Dead Weather. Either of them could wipe out all our assets in less time than it has taken me to drink this bourbon. You could not hold a coalition of regional plutocrats and horny-handed plebs together in the face of such overwhelming odds.”

“George Washington did.”

“That’s the sort of thing I expect to hear from Doug, not you. Also, you’re not George Washington.”

“Nor ever like to be. I should have been a pair of ragged claws / Scuttling across the floors of silent seas.”

“When a man starts to quote Eliot,” Rensselaer said, “it’s time to open another bottle.” He did so.

Dr. Seth hobbled restlessly around the kitchen. It was circular, banded in part by the viewport screen, with fish tanks running the rest of the way around. A short hop, for the fish, from tank to chopping board. Rensselaer and his staff killed the fish that they ate themselves, rather than getting a bot to do it. Space-dwellers, if they were psychologically healthy, came eventually to relish dirt, grime, fish scales, even blood. It was a natural human reaction to confinement in tunnels and radiation-shielded boxes. Sociologists saw this craving for pastoral squalor as a sign that a colony was reaching its psychological limits. They did not believe that humans could live in space any longer than three generations. But Dr. Seth believed differently. While he acknowledged that the UNVRP R&D division had gone off the rails, he saw this as something to celebrate.

Under the most unnatural conditions, human nature asserted itself.

He interpreted Rensselaer’s despair as a tribute to this same miracle.

Rensselaer was aware that humanity was collapsing into a defensive crouch, oppressed by the seemingly undefeatable PLAN.

And he believed they couldn’t do anything about it.

But Dr. Seth did.

He halted in front of the viewport screen. “I suppose you saw the news yesterday?”

“Yes. Earth’s PORMSnet intercepted another meteorite. Quite a large one. The explosion was visible in daylight from South America.”

“Isn’t it odd? In past centuries, destructive meteor strikes were rare enough to go down in history. Now, they come at the rate of several a week.”

“Oh, stop being so arch,” Rensselaer said. “You and I know perfectly well that those meteors do not wander into Earth-crossing orbits by chance. They are kinetic kill vehicles launched from Mars. Earth’s defense establishment lives in terror of the day when the PLAN throws something really big at us … something we could not blow up, or divert in time … something like 4 Vesta.”

“We foiled that scheme. If that was their scheme.”

“Yet the so-called Heidegger program lives on in 4 Vesta’s abandoned infrastructure. I can’t understand why we haven’t fragged it,” Rensselaer said.

“I can. It must be studied, its weak points found. Some think that the meteors aimed at Earth aren’t intended as kill vehicles pure and simple, but that they carry something similar to the Heidegger program, which a successful impact would unleash on Earth. Or perhaps it’s something worse. Biological terror. We have never let one get close enough to examine it properly.”

“I’ll drink to that. Are you sure you don’t want anything?”

“Perhaps a coffee.”

“Yours?”

“I’d certainly rather it to that instant swill they provide you with.”

This was the other reason for Dr. Seth’s in-person visit to Danggood Universal: he had brought Rensselaer five pounds of coffee beans. The smuggling fraternity in the test hab dealt in many things, but the greatest source of their profits was coffee, the example par excellence of a foodstuff that couldn’t be faked up from nutriblocks. Dr. Seth himself connived at this trade.

A maidbot appeared and operated the coffee grinder. A marvellous aroma filled the kitchen.

“The PLAN intends to destroy humanity,” Rensselaer said. “That is not news. Cheers.”

Dr. Seth accepted a demitasse of freshly brewed Idaho coffee and inhaled its steam in delight. “It may not be news, but it is debatable. It has been pointed out that if the PLAN means to destroy us, it’s not trying very hard, given the tactical edge its stealth technology offers, and the vast resources of Mars. I believe that their activities add up to a coherent strategy. They don’t want to destroy us physically. They want to destroy what makes us human.”

“That’s what I meant. I agree with you, Seth. So do van Gaal and Bankasuprapa.” Rensselaer named two of their confreres, the regional managers for Centiless and GESiemens. “From this distance, we have a clear view of the changes they are forcing on Earth. Slowly but surely they are molding us. By targeting purebloods, they intend to make us turn on our own. We responded laudably in the beginning, by denying the differences among us …”

“But the cracks are starting to show,” Seth finished. “Witness UNVRP’s decision to remove our pureblooded staff from Mercury. All in the name of safety.” He spat the last word with contempt.

“That wasn’t your decision?”

“Pope’s. To be fair, the man had not a notion of retreating in the face of the PLAN. He was the greatest pragmatist I have ever known. It would be cheaper to automate the Phase Five ramp? Let’s do it! His gaze was fixed on Venus, and beyond that, the stars. But the idea of evacuating our people got taken up at the highest levels. The personhood faction seized on it as a stalking horse for their own cause. Safety first! It is in danger of becoming UN-wide policy.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I am. And meanwhile, Mercury still lacks a PORMSnet of its own, which would remove the argument for evicting my people.”

“One could be forgiven for thinking you were in this for the colonization of Mercury, not Venus,” Rensselaer said with amusement.

“I have come to believe that both are equally possible and desirable. Yes, I admit it, I’ve been talking to Doug. He’s a crypto-nationalist—”

“In addition to his other, ahem, issues—”

“But he’s also a paraterraforming expert. And, Kip, sometimes it takes a foilhat to point out the obvious.”

“The PLAN has never attacked Mercury,” Rensselaer said, pointing out the obvious in his turn. A timer rang. He rose and sprinkled food into a fish tank. Slender silver branzino crowded to the surface.

“There’s always a first time. We need a PORMSnet to defend the planet. And beyond that, Kip …”

“Uh oh. I see a Doug-ish gleam in your eye.”

“This idea is entirely my own. Kip, if we were a sovereign state—just listen—we could turn over a portion of our capacity to weapons production. A fleet of ships piloted by MIs, officered by a small corps of humans. We would hurl them at Mars in numbers sufficient to overwhelm the PLAN’s planetary defenses. The—”

“Been tried,” Rensselaer said, moving on to the next fish tank.

“Not on the scale I envision. We could achieve so much here, with Mercury’s resources.”

“Have you been tested for dementia recently, Ulysses?”

“It’s one hundred percent doable! But it will take a planet. Earth is complacent, shortsighted. They won’t even admit that we’re at war. Someone has to lead the pushback. Kip, it has to be us. There is no one else. We must at least try!”

“No.”

Rensselaer removed the dust cover from a third tank. A toy boat lay sunk at the bottom. Presumably it belonged to the mineralogist’s daughter, the only child in this facility. Rensselaer rolled back his sleeve and tenderly fished it out.

“Please,” Dr. Seth said.

“Go bother someone else, Ulysses. Never was a man so misnamed. All he wanted to do was go home.”

“So do I,” Dr. Seth said. “But the home I left isn’t there anymore. Nowadays, the police paintball you for speeding. Orbital gun platforms blow up black tech labs without regard for casualties. The media amplifies scare stories to keep Earth’s people in a state of fear. Conflict abroad begets repression at home, ad hoc, ad infinitum. We have to set a new example of courage, faith, and hope.”

“You’re worse than Doug,” Rensselaer said. “He only wants to reboot the United States of America.”

A new flash of color appeared at the edge of the viewport screen. The Danggood Universal fab’s slow westward journey had brought it level with another banner. VOTE FOR HASSELBLATTER! MOAR ART. This one had a picture of a robot bison on it.

“You do know,” said Rensselaer, “that Dr. Hasselblatter is President Hsiao’s man. She parachuted him into this campaign to stop some lunatic—like you—from walking off with the directorship.”

“You aren’t going to tell me the President came up with those robot bison.”

“No, that seems to have been Hasselblatter’s own idea. I don’t think anyone expected his campaign to take off like this. The President must be delighted.”

“Look at that,” Dr. Seth cried.

A little farther along hung another banner. This one was splarted crooked, so that a ripple in the cheaply printed fabric warped its message. Yet it could be still be read.

VOTE FOR ANGELICA LIN. GET JUSTICE.

Rensselaer laughed until he cried. “They’re all at it. Monkey see, monkey do. We are what we are, Ulysses.”

“I feel rather sorry for her,” Dr. Seth sighed. “She must have planned to run on Charlie Pope’s record. Then she found out that everyone loathed him. Now she’s having to come up with some actual principles.”

“Justice isn’t a bad start.”

Kip Rensselaer, BS, MA, Ph.D., regional CEO of Danggood Universal, Inc., surveyed the limp vegetables and pouches of condiments laid out on the kitchen counter.

“I think it may be my turn to cook supper,” he said. “Ulysses, will you be staying?”

“No,” Dr. Seth said. He’d spent too long here already. As Rensselaer had warned him up front, it had been a wasted trip. And at his age, time was a precious commodity.

From the privacy of his Flyingsaucer, he sent an encrypted email.

“The election is as good as lost. Our allies are weak reeds. You are our only hope.”


xiv.

Elfrida logged out. The children lay twitching on couches around her.

She’d promised them she would take care of the competition.

She took off her headset and gloves, and stood up, rotating her stiff shoulders.

Hotel Mercury’s telepresence center had started life as a tourist attraction, 100 years ago. Posters showed the creepy, sub-humanoid phavatars the idle rich had once used to stroll over the surface of Mercury. Elfrida walked between rows of modern couches jammed into this turn-of-the-century womb. Her hair felt sticky with the oil from other people’s heads. Her heart felt like someone was stabbing it with manicured fingernails.

She stopped in front of two young men. Their spaceborn legs spilled off the ends of their couches. This had to be them. If they were miners, they’d have brought footrests.

Interplanetary regulations forbade interrupting an operator during a telepresence session. It could cause physical and mental disorientation. But the two phavatars Elfrida’s team had encountered on the scarp had refused to talk to them. Hadn’t even identified their operators, which regulations also forbade. So Elfrida felt justified in pulling one of their headsets off.

“You tried to interfere with our legitimate campaigning activities,” she said to the pimply young face she uncovered. “That was totally out of line. And you copied our idea. Who hired you to do that?”

She knew already. Didn’t want it to be true. Had to ask.

The youth stared up at her, his eyes wide and wild. Then he let out a roar, exploded off his couch, and punched her in the nose.

★

“Oh my God! Baby! What happened?”

Cydney rushed out of the radial corridor leading to the VIP suites. Elfrida stood in the foyer, holding a wad of gauze to her nose. A medibot had sprayed congealant into her nostrils to stop the bleeding, and given her a painkiller, but she could feel her nose puffing up.

“Had a heeling I’d hind ‘ou here,” she said.

“What happened to your nose?”

“Yo’ went-a-t’ug punched m’.” Cydney frowned, unable to make out what she was saying. Elfrida articulated harder. “I asked him who hired him to mess with our banner campaign. And he punched me. But he didn’t mean to. He was disoriented. And he was really apologetic afterwards. And he told me that you hired him and his friend to copy our banner campaign, and take down our banners, too.”

“What a liar!” Cydney squealed. “I never said to take down your banners!”

She covered her mouth.

“Whoops,” Elfrida said. People were staring. She didn’t care. “I told you about the banner campaign, Cyds. I asked your advice on fonts. I didn’t know you were going to steal the idea.”

“I didn’t.”

“Someone told Angelica Lin about it. Someone’s been spending a lot of time up here. And now I know why.”

“Would you believe, for the hot showers?” Cydney said with a sickly smile.

“Lin declared her candidacy a couple of days ago. You had the scoop. I didn’t put two and two together at the time, but now I understand. You’re helping her with her campaign. Aren’t you?”

“Yes. I knew you’d think I was competing with you, but it’s not like that.”

“You can be really self-destructive, Cyds,” Elfrida said. “This is at least the second time you’ve fucked up your own career.”

Angelica Lin came into the foyer, her hair down, wearing a loose black pantsuit. “Oh God,” she said, catching sight of Elfrida’s face. “You’re bleeding! Sit down.”

“I don’t stand with my nose,” Elfrida said childishly, but she sat down on a red velvet hassock.

Angelica Lin sat down on the sofa opposite her. Cydney sat beside her. Elfrida realized that Lin’s pantsuit was actually pyjamas.

And suddenly she knew the truth.

It felt like a deluge of cold water, stealing her breath, quenching her righteous anger. When she was capable of speaking without screaming, she said, “Let’s go home, Cyds.”

Cydney shook her head. “I’ve got a lot of stuff to do. You should go home and get some rest.”

“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon. Which makes it weird that she’s wearing pyjamas.”

“They’re comfortable,” Lin said. “Laugh.”

“Laugh. Fucking har-dee-har-dee-haw.”

“I’m sorry,” Lin said quietly.

“You’re sorry? You are sorry?”

“Don’t, Ellie,” Cydney squealed.

“What? I’m not doing anything. You’re the one who—while my back was turned—”

Cydney jumped to her feet and darted behind the sofa. “Well, what am I supposed to do when you’re spending all your time with Miiike?!?”

Elfrida lurched upright. She kicked the hassock she’d been sitting on, so hard that she hurt her foot. “How could you, Cyds?”

“Goto, stop this,” Lin said. Her authoritative tone gave Elfrida pause.

Cydney filled the momentary silence. “So what if I am sleeping with her!” she shouted. “Sex is meaningless! Isn’t that what you said after you fucked John Mendoza? It was only sex! Sex is meaningless!”

The foyer was dead silent.

Elfrida heard a titter from somewhere behind her.

Lin shrugged humorously, for the benefit of their growing audience. “There isn’t really much I can add to that. Except I hope we’re all mature enough that this won’t affect us professionally.”

“You’re mature enough, anyway,” Elfrida mumbled. “You could be her mother. All that surgery isn’t fooling anyone.”

“Put it in a campaign spot,” Lin said tartly. “You’re onto a winning line of attack there.”

“I hate this fucking campaign!” It was a desperate appeal to Cydney, who only giggled nervously.

“So go home,” Lin said. “Really. Think about it. You can quit anytime.”

Elfrida launched herself at Lin and grabbed a handful of her shiny black hair. Cydney screamed. So did everyone else in the foyer.

Lin grabbed Elfrida’s wrist, twisted it until she let go of her hair, and sidestepped.

Two of Zazoë Heap’s bodyguards and the receptionist from the front desk dragged the women apart.

Since Elfrida had been the aggressor, they pinned her to the floor. Her nose started bleeding again, and a maidbot rushed in and sprayed sanitizer in her eyes.

★

A few hours later, Cydney edged up to the little sandcastle jammed between two larger ones. Neighborhood children stared at her. Hydrosquitoes landed on her hair. Ugh, this whole set-up was so revoltingly quirky.

“Ellie?”

No answer. Cydney pressed her finger on the fingerprint reader of the concertina door.

She knew she was in the wrong. Sleeping with Angie had been a betrayal. She shouldn’t have done it. Guilt was a novel sensation, but strangely, not unwelcome. It clarified everything.

I have to talk to her, she thought. Apologize. Beg for forgiveness.

NOT RECOGNIZED, blinked the fingerprint reader.

“Oh my God! You bitch!”

Elfrida had obviously changed the permissions to lock Cydney out.

“All my stuff is in there!”

Tears sprang to Cydney’s eyes. She blundered through the village, weeping, and escaped into the darkness.

By the time she got back to L1, she had managed to stop crying. She fixed a rigid smile on her mouth. 

Bad enough that vid of their earlier fight in the foyer was already percolating through the gossip feeds. She didn’t want to give her rivals—or Angelica’s—any more ammo.

As she swept past the reception desk, the groupies and stringers sat up, but all they got was footage of her rigid back, the straight shoulders of a chieftain’s daughter.

The door of Angelica’s suite still recognized her, anyway.

Roughs for new banners flickered on the whiteboarded walls. Angelica reclined on the bed, eyes wide, pupils moving rapidly. She was simming something. But she must’ve had a window to reality open, because she sat up when Cydney came in. “Have a look at this.”

“What?”

“Hasselblatter’s released a promotional sim. Now you can personally experience the future of Mercury, when herds of robot bison roam the nightside, and a city on rails chugs majestically around the planet.” Angelica’s voice dripped with derision. “It’s already been picked up by all the major new-release curators. Need I say this is bad for us? It’s a disaster.”

Cydney sat down on the floor, her legs splayed out. “I don’t care about the campaign.”

Angelica slid off the bed and knelt in front of her. “This is all Hasselblatter’s fault, you know. You do know that?”

“I’ve lost her! She’ll never trust me again!”

“But it’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. Sex—what is it? Like you said, it doesn’t mean anything.”

Cydney nodded uncertainly.

“It’s Hasselblatter’s fault. She’s been working for his campaign pretty much full-time, hasn’t she? He does this. I’ve seen it before. He picks someone out of the ranks and favors them. Flatters them. Listens to them. Recruits them into his inner circle. And that is what he’s doing to Elfrida. If you don’t act now, you will lose her … to him.”

“That … actually makes a lot of sense. She is totally in the tank for him.”

“Yep. So you have to disillusion her. Make her see that he’s a opportunistic fraud. The only thing Abdullah Hasselblatter cares about is Abdullah Hasselblatter. His policy positions are whatever happens to serve his career. There is nothing and no one he won’t betray to get ahead. And what’s more, he’s stupid.”

Cydney was about to object that you couldn’t get appointed to the President’s Advisory Council if you were stupid. Then she reconsidered. Yes, you could.

“He’s deeply stupid. And that is how we’re going to take him down.”

“I don’t understand. What can we say that we haven’t said already?”

“There’s a way.”

“Angie … the voters are stupid, too. That’s why they’re buying his crap.”

“They won’t buy it anymore, after this.” Angelica sat back on her heels. She pushed her shiny black hair behind her ears. The light shone into her pupils, turning them silver, the color of the retinal implants at the backs of her eyes. “I didn’t want to resort to personal attacks. But now we have no choice.” She hesitated. “It just so happens I know something about Dr. Hasselblatter that almost no one else does.”

She told Cydney what it was.

“Oh. My. God,” Cydney said excitedly. “This is going to bury him.”


xv.

Numbed by Cydney’s betrayal, Elfrida took refuge in work. She had to report the altercation on the Rowling Scarp. Sitting in the HR office—which had been transformed into a satellite campaign headquarters—she bashed out a report. But she hesitated to send it. She didn’t want to get the children in trouble. She decided to go see Dr. Seth in person.

Although Dr. Seth was the acting director of UNVRP, he shunned the plush executive suites on L1. She presented herself at his modest office in the Life Support block. He didn’t even have a secretary.

“Coffee, Ms. Goto?”

While Dr. Seth fussed with the coffee-maker, Elfrida stared through the open door to the right of his desk. Staffers monitored surveillance screens and telematics displays. She accepted the cup of coffee Dr. Seth handed her.

“Genuine Idaho beans,” he winked. “Now, how can I help you?”

“Well, I just sent you a report, sir. Basically, there was an altercation on the Rowling Scarp. I’m afraid it was my fault. Some of the miners were using UNVRP phavatars for campaign activities, and we ran into each other and, uh, had a frank exchange of views. And one of the phavatars fell off the scarp.”

Dr. Seth let out an explosive grunt. His round, almond-brown face was so wrinkled that it was hard to read his expression. But his eyes twinkled with amusement. “And what happened to your nose?”

“Oh.” High on painkillers, Elfrida had forgotten that her nose currently resembled a squashed tomato. “Yes, sir. That happened, too. But it was my fault, really.”

“Has the phavatar that, er—fell off the scarp—been recovered?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Elfrida had last seen it lying in a heap at the bottom of the Rowling Scarp. After she talked to Cydney’s rent-a-thugs, they had promised to take their one remaining phavatar and try to recover it.

“Salvage efforts are in progress, but I’m afraid it may be extensively damaged. And I just wanted to make sure you knew, sir, that it was entirely my fault. The children named in my report are too young to know better. They’re too young to be operating phavatars on the surface of Mercury in the first place.”

“Children grow up fast in space, Ms. Goto.”

“Yes, obviously. But it would be unfair to punish them as if they were adults, and that’s why—”

“That’s why you’re nobly attempting to take the blame.” Dr. Seth put on a pair of old-fashioned interface glasses . He leaned back, reading her report. Elfrida stared mindlessly through the connecting door. Several staffers had clustered around a single screen. Others continued to monitor life-support functions on screens cluttered with old-fashioned graphs. All this could be automated, and if Dr. Seth had his way, she thought, it would be.

“I see … I see.” Dr. Seth took off his glasses. “Well, Ms. Goto, I’m afraid there’s no way to avoid some form of disciplinary action. The involvement of UNVRP phavatars puts their operators—and in fact, UNVRP itself—in violation of UN campaign law. Why did you allow it?”

“It wasn’t because Dr. Hasselblatter is my boss, if that’s what you’re thinking, sir. I would’ve let them campaign for anyone—for you!—if you were the one promising to let them stay here. All they want is to stay in their home, the only place they know!”

She glared at the old scientist, challenging him to admit the truth.

“I expect Vlajkovic has told you it’s because they’re purebloods. That has nothing to do with it.”

“Riiight,” Elfrida sneered. “Purebloods are people, too, you know! My father is a pureblood.”

“How nice. So am I, as it happens. One hundred percent Jain. It beggars belief that a religious minority can be considered a racial subgroup, but that is how the PLAN sees it. They destroyed New Kolkata in ’62, reducing the total Jain population of the universe by half. Anyway, the personnel requirements of the Phase Five ramp were determined by a straightforward cost/benefit analysis. But your suspicion is widely shared. And if the workforce is evicted, that suspicion will harden; the perception will turn into the truth.”

Elfrida stared at him in confusion. Whose side was he on, anyway?

“Regarding the phavatars,” Dr. Seth said, changing the subject. “They’ll all have to be brought in soon, anyway. You can tell Vlajkovic that I have the firmware updates he’s been expecting. They are ready to be installed at any time.”

“Was there some issue with the firmware, sir?”

Dr. Seth smiled secretively. “There are always issues with the firmware. Ask any engineer.”

Laughter erupted in the other room. Elfrida and Dr. Seth peered through the connecting door. Everyone had crowded around a single screen.

Dr. Seth levered himself out of his chair. “What’s all that chortling about?” he called.

“Sir … uh, you might want to see this.”

Dr. Seth hobbled through the crowd. Though Earthborn, he had been in space so long that he was severely decrepit. He needed crutches or a mobility chair, Elfrida thought, following on his heels.

The screen everyone had been looking at displayed a vid grabbed from the internet. It showed a bedroom that looked like it should be roped off in a stately home on Earth. But it wasn’t on Earth. You could tell from the way the people in the bedroom were bouncing around.

Stark naked.

People?

Half a dozen people … and as many bots.

Fascinated and grossed out, Elfrida looked closer. The guy operating the screen tapped one of the wincing, sweating human faces.

“Oh. My. God,” Elfrida said.

She hadn’t recognized him instantly, since he was not only naked, but being diddled by a maidbot. But it was unmistakably Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter.

★

In the year 2288, sex with robots was one of the last taboos. Mainstream society perceived it as disgusting, risky, and above all, sad. It was the resort of freaks who couldn’t get a real person to sleep with them.

In vain did personhood activists protest that they weren’t just fetishists, that they loved their sexbots.

Society sniggered, knowing better. What did sex have to do with love, anyway?

★

All too aware of this context, Dr. Hasselblatter held a press conference that same evening. Elfrida joined the audience. Her unicorn displayed a scroll in the corner of her eye: 650,849,295 … 652,388,101 … This was an estimate of the number of people who had seen the scandalous vid so far.

A standing-room-only crowd filled the lobby of Hotel Mercury, which was a bubble of thick glass sintered to the inner wall of Tolkien Crater. Rarely used these days, the lobby still had the original décor. A giant mural proclaimed, “On this spot, the first human being set foot on Mercury.” This was not quite true; the first explorers had touched down about seven kilometers to the north. But it had suited Hotel Mercury to claim the historical distinction, and now it formed a backdrop for Dr. Hasselblatter’s livestreamed statement to the solar system.

Everyone had brought their carpets, and the lobby was hot as well as crowded. Shorter than the locals, Elfrida jumped up and down, trying to see. She had no idea how Dr. Hasselblatter was going to wiggle out of what the news feeds were calling ‘Sexbotgate.’

“This isn’t about my hurt feelings,” he declared. “This is about my supporters, my fans and followers, and the people who work for me. The Space Corps performs indispensable services throughout the solar system. Their accomplishments cannot be tarnished by any underhanded political stunt.

“Most of all, this is about my friends and family.”

Two paces behind Dr. Hasselblatter stood his wife, demure in her burka, holding the hand of his small son.

“Why should they be made to suffer for my youthful indiscretions?”

Not bad, Elfrida thought hopefully. The youthful-indiscretion line was the only one possible to take, under the circumstances. Dr. Hasselblatter’s delivery was measured, his voice low and remorseful. Having his family on stage helped, too.

She worked her way over to the old reception desk and climbed on it to see better.

When she first saw the vid, her instinct had been to shout “Ewwww!” and post mean comments on the internet. But on the other hand, Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign was now hanging by a thread. She had to root for him to pull this off. Presumably, the audience of UNVRP personnel and dependents were also suffering from conflicted feelings. They applauded loyally, albeit without much enthusiasm.

Least enthusiastic of all was Junior Hasselblatter. He fidgeted, trying to escape his mother’s steely grip on his wrist. Elfrida frowned. If that demon-spawn ruins everything …

She noticed scattered disturbances in the crowd.

The peacekeepers were working their way through the audience. People grumbled, raised their hands. Portable terahertz scanners glowed in the dimness. Dr. Hasselblatter continued to speak, while shooting perturbed glances into the lobby.

“Sorry,” said a blue beret, climbing onto the reception desk. “We’re scanning everybody.”

“Why?”

“Death threats against Dr. H. Some of them have a high credibility rating. Better safe than sorry.”

Elfrida raised her arms to be scanned. “You’re wrecking the ambience,” she joked nervously.

“Gotta follow protocol.” 

The scanner displayed a graphical representation of Elfrida’s body, minus her clothes. It was an indignity so familiar that she barely felt it.

Not so an orthodox Muslim like Mrs. Hasselblatter.

When the blue berets—taking literally the order to scan everybody—plodded up to her, she retreated. Junior howled. Dr. Hasselblatter broke off his remarks. He made a grab for his son. Junior sprinted into the audience, and Mrs. Hasselblatter sped after him, knocking two peacekeepers flying.

After that everything seemed to happen at once.

Junior was caught and prised from his mother’s arms. The blue berets scanned her. They drew their PEPguns. Half a dozen of them piled on top of Mrs. Hasselblatter. Everyone rushed closer to vid the brawl. From her perch on the reception desk, Elfrida watched the blue berets trying to pull Mrs. Hasselblatter’s burka off. Had they gone mad? They managed to drag the garment over her head, tearing it as they did.

The spectators recoiled.

“Oh, no,” Elfrida moaned.

Mrs. Hasselblatter was stark naked under her burka. She had six breasts, arranged in two rows of three. She also had a penis—with a forked tip—and a long, rat-like tail.

She was neither a woman, nor a Muslim, nor Dr. Hasselblatter’s wife at all. She was not even a human being. She was a sexbot.

★

Dr. Hasselblatter’s reputation imploded at the speed of light. As the new scandal propagated through the solar system, VIPs scrambled to distance themselves from him. President Hsiao expressed ‘profound disappointment.’ Talking heads surmised that Dr. Hasselblatter would lose his position on the President’s Advisory Council. He was expected also to resign as the director of the Space Corps.

As for his campaign for the UNVRP directorship, by the end of the day he was polling at 0.3%, several percentage points behind Mork Rapp.

“I told them she was my nanny,” he said angrily to Elfrida.

The ceaseless chirping of media alerts filled Dr. Hasselblatter’s suite. His staff were packing their bags. The peacekeepers had taken the sexbot away for testing, to make sure it didn’t violate anti-AI laws.

“She looks after Junior. That’s her primary utility goal. It’s not illegal to employ a nannybot!”

“Um, I think saying she was your nanny kind of makes it worse,” Elfrida said. “You wouldn’t want that looking after your kid. I mean. You would, I guess, sir. But most people wouldn’t.”

“Most people are plebs.”

Dr. Hasselblatter folded a spare burka into a suitcase. Then he took it out again and threw it at the recycling chute.

“Stop that,” he yelled at Junior, who was giving the campaign staffers a hard time.

“Sir, if I can ask, where did Junior come from?”

“A woman, of course. You can buy them. Like everything else in this solar system.”

Elfrida held onto her anger by her fingernails. “We had a great campaign,” she said. “It’s a shame.”

“Oh, go away, Goto.”

Elfrida left the suite. She spotted Cydney gossiping on the L1 mezzanine, and stopped to speak to her. “I know you were behind this. How did you do it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, so it’s just a coincidence that Angelica Lin now has a lead in the public polls.”

“It’s not my fault Dr. H. turned out to be a raging kinkasaurus!”

“He could’ve weathered the original vid. I bet you sent those death threats, so the peacekeepers would scan everyone in the lobby. How did you know Mrs.—it—wasn’t human?”

“I didn’t know! No one had any idea until today!”

“I can’t believe I missed it. I thought I could always tell.”

“Well, you could only ever see her eyes.”

“I must be losing my edge.”

Elfrida glanced over the fake-marble balustrade that bounded the four-storey drop to the farm. You could feel the communal depression from here, as if blasted hopes were a tangible, clammy draught.

“I gotta go, Cyds.” Over her shoulder she added, “Be happy with what you’ve done.”

“I had nothing to do with it!” Cydney bounced after Elfrida and clutched her arm. “The peacekeepers work for UNVRP! They answer to Dr. Seth! He’d have had to approve their orders! He obviously sent them to screw up the press conference, figuring to kick his rival when he was down!”

“If so, it hasn’t done him much good. He’s still trailing in the polls.”

“You can’t blame me! I didn’t do anything wrong! I love you!” Cydney’s big, beautiful green eyes welled up.

“Oh, Cyds,” Elfrida choked. She let Cydney wrap her arms around her. “I just can’t believe everything’s gone so wrong.”

“It’s not the end of the world. I mean, I know it sucks. But as long as we’re together, we’ll figure it out.” Cydney’s arms tightened. “We are together, aren’t we? Still?”

Elfrida nodded jerkily. The smell of Cydney’s Chanel No. 666 perfume, the tickle of her hair, and the warmth of her hug comforted her, familiar in a world that had turned upside-down.

“C’mon, let’s go back to our sandcastle,” Cydney said. “It doesn’t matter about this, I was just grabbing interviews.”

Elfrida wanted to say yes. But she could not afford to hide under the covers, literally or metaphorically. Too much was at stake. “I have to go, Cyds. I’ll catch up with you later.”

★

She found Vlajkovic in the Hobbit Hole. Tablets propped on the tables screened Sexbotgate commentary.

“Hey,” Vlajkovic said. He was staring blearily at bot-porn with Dr. Hasselblatter’s head Photoshopped in. “Welcome to the post-mortem.”

“I guess we did the best we could,” Elfrida said. “It’s out of our control now.”

“No, it’s not.” Vlajkovic pulled her down beside him. He poured her a drink. Even before she tasted it, she knew from the way Vlajkovic smelled that he wasn’t drinking coffee. “We tried your way. Gave Dr. Hasselblatter the benefit of the doubt. Believed he’d keep his promises. Believed in him. That didn’t work out. So … now we’re gonna try my way.”

Elfrida froze. They planned to go through with their rebellion! This was her worst fear come true. It would spell the end of the Venus Project, whether they succeeded or failed.

But this time, she had the presence of mind not to react with shocked condemnation. She objected, “The peacekeepers? We saw them in action today. They’re a lot more professional than we thought.”

“Please. They’re good at frisking people. Me, I was happy with what we saw. Even after they realized that Mrs. H. wasn’t human, they still didn’t shoot her! She could’ve been weaponized. Dangerous. And they just sprayed a bunch of signal-blocking foam at her. To me, that says they won’t shoot us, either. It’s gonna be a walkover,” Vlajkovic declared, too loudly.

“Can’t we at least wait until after the election? It’s only another two days!”

“What’s the point of waiting?”

“But … but what about UNVRP’s surface assets? Even if you succeed in taking over the hab, they’ll take away all the mining equipment, the phavatars, everything. You’ll be broke.” You won’t be able to get the He3 out of the ground, she thought. She hadn’t confronted him about that yet.

Vlajkovic’s wolfish grin appeared. “Remember, Dr. Seth mentioned some firmware updates? Those are being installed as we speak. Seth’s a good guy, but he doesn’t understand modern robotics. We didn’t have to bring the phavatars in for servicing. Just squirt the updates down the telepresence link. They’ll all be upgraded by this time tomorrow.”

“When you say upgraded … do you mean jailbroken?”

“Yes,” he hissed in her ear, smelling like a distillery.

“Oh. Well, then … I guess nothing stands in our way.”

They drank to that. The local potato liquor went straight to Elfrida’s head. Feeling dizzy, she experienced a new sense of resolve.

Nothing stood in the rebels’ way…

… except her.


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

The rest of the company finally turned up. That made 225 Marines on Callisto. Angelica’s platoon had been rattling around in their barracks, using the extra space as a gym. Now, they were hot-bunking. On day three there was a fistfight, and the Space Corps girl got called in to sort things out.

Angelica wasn’t clear on exactly what the Space Corps did. They were do-gooders, she thought. Didn’t they have a role in that crazy plan to terraform Venus?

Mostly, Space Corps agents operated via telepresence. This one, however, was real. Callisto’s distance from anywhere else made remote operations infeasible.

“Hi,” the Space Corps girl said, fiddling with a stylus. She was petite and sultry, no older than they were. “I’m Gloria dos Santos. I’ll be your conflict resolution facilitator today. Um, nice to meet you. Charles?”

“C-Mutt,” the secret student of legal history drawled.

“And, um, Drayawray?”

“That’s DrayAWOOray, you pronounce it.”

“Got it.” Dos Santos made a note on her tablet. “I understand that there was a disagreement over, um, a tin can?”

C-Mutt exploded. The tin can was his. He didn’t mind people looking at it, but this fucker had no right to fucking touch it. It was fucking valuable. C-Mutt was going to sell it to a museum, and he didn’t want some fucker’s fucking fingerprints on it.

“You ain’t selling that shit to no museum,” Drayawray jeered. “You can pick those up offa the fucking ground where I come from.”

“In pristine fucking condition? With the original contents?”

Gloria dos Santos said desperately. “Guys? Guys, where did you find this tin can, anyway?”

“I found it,” C-Mutt growled.

“Sorry. Charles?”

C-Mutt explained that the Marines operated the escort vehicle for the UNSA phavatars exploring Callisto’s other great crater, Asgard. The vehicle was a RORSS (Remotely Operated Roving Support System). It carried a hydrogen-fueled generator to recharge the phavatars, and it shuttled the samples they collected back to Valhalla Base.

“As you know, ma’am,” C-Mutt said, “the first base on Callisto was in the Asgard area, more than a century ago. But they all died, and the UNSA guys are looking for clues as to what went wrong. So that’s where I found this. Wanna see?”

C-Mutt unwrapped the famous tin can. Angelica had seen it already. Standing against the wall of dos Santos’s office, waiting to be questioned as a witness to the fistfight, she watched dos Santos. She felt sorry for the girl. Her severe ponytail and UN-blue uniform had no chance of hiding her eye-catching looks, and she had no chance of getting the Marines to take her seriously. Angelica knew how that felt.

At the same time, Angelica felt a twinge of irritation. Dos Santos might not know it, but she was getting suckered into C-Mutt’s game, letting him call the plays.

The can had a flag on its label, discolored from having lain for 150 years in Callisto’s radioactive snow.

“Wow,” dos Santos said. “Isn’t that the flag of the United States of America?” She reached out to touch it.

C-Mutt whisked his treasure away. “That’s right. The first explorers were Americans. They were United Statesians. And this is what they ate.” He read off the can. “Spam.”

“Betcha that’s why they all died,” Drayawray sneered. “You ever see any meat that color?” He made the wee-wonh wee-wonh noise of a radiation alert.

“The can’s radproof, ya meatbrain.”

“Makes you think, doesn’t it?” dos Santos said. “Once upon a time, the United States was the mightiest empire in the solar system. They colonized Mercury, they colonized Mars, they were the first to explore the Jovian moons. Now—gone.” She spread her hands as if releasing something. Angelica thought of birds. “Maybe the UN will go the same way, eventually. Maybe the PLAN will finish us off. Or maybe CyberDestiny is right, and our own bots will outcompete us.”

They all laughed. The activist collective CyberDestiny had made a splash by calling on the UN to recognize the equality of mechanical intelligences. Everyone sensible considered this to be deranged.

“Anyway, when you look at the long run,” dos Santos concluded, “it really puts things in perspective. What’s the point of knocking each other around, when we’re all out here together, 650 million kilometers from home? Just hug and say sorry, guys.”

Angelica hid a smile of admiration. Dos Santos had known what she was doing all along.

As they drifted out of the Space Corps office, dos Santos said to Angelica, “I guess we didn’t need you, after all. Sorry to waste your time.”

“That’s OK,” Angelica said. “What else have I got to do?”

She drifted through the hole in the stiffened fabric wall that led to the admin module. This was REMF country. Open-plan, it resembled a factory floor, with standing desks protruding from the sides of clunky machines called ‘centers.’ This module housed the base’s key life-support functions, and the UNSA techies who managed the machines, and the admins who managed the techies.

Angelica snagged a grab handle on the side of the comms center. She was waiting for C-Mutt to catch up so they could head back to the barracks together.

She heard dos Santos whisper behind her. “Charles, I wonder if I could ask. Is there any new information regarding that spaceship?”

‘That spaceship’ was a resupply barge that had arrived in Callisto orbit two months behind schedule. Its profile checked out, but there was some issue with its security certificates. The civilians weren’t supposed to know about it. Of course they all did. Angelica could see the ship on the comms center screen from where she stood. It looked like a fly crawling across the face of Jupiter.

“Nothing yet,” C-Mutt answered, also whispering. “We’re in contact with the haulage coordinators at UNSA, but you know how long it takes to get any information out of them.”

As if he was handling it himself, Angelica thought irritably. In fact, C-Mutt knew no more than anyone else. He just gave the impression that he did.

She understood that she had a touch of hab-sickness. This was a technical term for “wanting to punch people because you can’t get away from their stupid faces.” Hab-sickness had been the underlying cause of the fight between C-Mutt and Drayawray. It came suddenly to Angelica that the biggest threat they faced out here was each other.

“Oh my God,” one of the comms techs yelped.

Then the hab leapt under their feet, and Angelica was back in California, reliving the earthquake that had killed everyone she loved.


xvi.

At midnight, Elfrida disconnected her contacts from the network. She left her phone on her pillow. Then she put on an extra layer of thermals, and slipped out of the sandcastle.

The village was quiet. Too quiet.

It was night. Of course, it had been night ever since she got here. Most people in the test hab kept to the officially ordained 24-hour cycle. But the unemployed and the illegals tended to hang out in the square all the time, cat-napping when they felt like it, playing games on cheapo home immersion kits.

Not tonight.

Sneaking through the streets, Elfrida was so frightened she felt feverish. But she couldn’t turn back. Vlajkovic and his friends were going to stage their assault tonight.

She had a narrow window of time to stop them. And she could think of only one way to do it.

She ran across the desert, zigzagging between patches of groundfish.

Down in the parking lot, she looked for the rover that she and Vlajkovic had taken out two weeks back. She recognized it by the Brainrape and Thud ‘N’ Blunder bumper stickers. She got in and whizzed through the pre-EVA checklist.

When she turned the engine on, Vlajkovic’s music thundered through the parking-lot. She couldn’t figure out how to turn it off. But no one came running to investigate. They were probably all holed up in the Hobbit Hole, counting bullets.

To deafening howls of “Aliens! Will eat! Your braaaains!!!” she drove into the airlock.

The rover’s log provided her with a record of her previous journey with Vlajkovic. It was annoying that the rover had no autodrive, but she was able to follow the coordinates across the floor of the crater, and down the ramp to the UNVRP water mine.

As soon as she was underground, the satellite navigation crapped out. Well, she could remember the route they’d taken. Pretty much.

She drove slowly between the pillars of ice. A mining bot scurried across the rover’s nose. She followed it to the working face. This was where they’d parked last time. She wriggled into an EVA suit, took a deep breath of canned air, and exited the vehicle.

She immediately felt chilly, as if the intense -170° cold were penetrating her suit.

Imagination. Don’t let it run away with you, Goto.

Using her helmet lamp, she watched the bots chopping chunks of ice and stacking them on the automated trolleys.

When one of the trolleys set off, she followed it.

The trolley whisked around the pillars like a centipede. Elfrida had to jog to keep up. She forgot how little headroom there was, and how little she weighed here. Her helmet whacked into the roof. She tumbled to the ground and slid helplessly across the ice until she crashed into a pillar.

Vlajkovic’s voice echoed in her mind: one failure could kill everyone down here …

She sat up. The mine had not collapsed. Her forehead throbbed where it had banged against the inside of her helmet. This suit was so old it didn’t even have crash protection.

“SUIT COMMAND,” she said breathlessly. “Integrity check!”

The suit’s computer—it was too dumb to qualify as an MI—took forever to run its checks. Elfrida concluded in advance that it wasn’t damaged, based on the fact that she wasn’t dead.

But the trolley she was following had vanished.

Her helmet lamp flashed across ice pillars, all of which looked exactly the same.

She had no idea where she was, or which way to go. 

And there was no network coverage down here.

“Pressurization 100%,” her suit said. “Telemetry sensors undamaged. Air supply undamaged. Spare oxygen tank missing.”

“MISSING?!”

Elfrida felt at her back. Yup. Missing. It must have come off when she fell. She whirled around, looking for it.

“Primary tank contains sufficient oxygen for thirty-seven minutes at average levels of exertion. Please top up within thirty minutes. This completes my integrity check.”


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

The hab stopped shaking. The REMFs milled in panic. Angelica kicked through them. She had to get out of here. Get back to barracks. Get her Zero.5.

C-Mutt crouched in front of the valve that led to the flexitube. He was hitting anyone who tried to reach it. “It’s gone!” he yelled. “Gone, gone, fucking gone!”

“What’s gone?” Angelica yelled.

“The fucking barracks! Go through this door and you die!”

The main viewport screen in the admin module had whited out. Angelica pushed off from the wall and jumped back to the middle of the room. She landed on top of the people clustered around the life support center.

They were watching the feed from one of the remote cameras on the rim of Valhalla Crater.

The base looked all wrong.

The drilling rig had fallen over.

And where the barracks module should’ve been, there sat an UNSA lifeboat. Its drive shield glowed red-hot, cooling.

It had landed on the barracks.

“The fucking meatbrains,” Angelica said. “They miscalculated their fucking landing, the fuckers ...”

There had been a hundred and fifty Marines in there.

The lifeboat sat in a ring of pulverized wreckage.

The tube connecting the barracks to the admin module had also been fragged. Its end stuck out of the side of the admin module like a root sprouting from an old potato. If the tube had been a bit shorter, or the modules a bit closer together, they’d be dead now, too.

The experimental hydroponics module was totaled. A piece of the barracks must’ve punctured it. Explosive decompression.

“Zoom in,” someone begged.

“This is it.”

“That doesn’t look like a robo-drop! It looks like a ship!”

God, these REMFs were slow. “Yes, it’s a ship,” Angelica said. “It’s the Farhauler’s lifeboat.”

They all turned to her. “Whose lifeboat?”

“The Farhauler’s?”

“You mean, that supply ship that arrived late?”

“So it’s not the PLAN?”

That same thought had flickered through Angelica’s mind, but only for a second. The PLAN’s m.o. was to nuke you from orbit. They did not land on your doorstep in someone else’s spaceship.

“Not the PLAN,” she said. They were staring at her like she had the answers. Where was Sergeant McWhorter? Where was Captain Malouf?

Dead.

She bounded back to C-Mutt. “What the fuck is going on?”

C-Mutt didn’t have the answers, either, but he at least knew how to act like he did. “Dray! Stand down! Await orders, you dumb fuck!” he yelled at Drayawray, who was guarding the airlock, swinging a chair at anyone who tried to get into it and get at the EVA suits inside.

“There is no one to give orders, C-Mutt,” Angelica said. “They’re all fucking dead.”

He exhaled sharply. “I know.”

“Do it, C-Mutt. Take charge. Reassure the civilians. You might even get a medal.”

“More likely, we’ll get blamed for everything.” He raised his voice. “All right! Everyone stay fucking calm! Return to your desks! Do not attempt to leave the module at this time! We do not know what the fuck just happened, but comms is on that, ain’tcha, comms?”

“I can’t raise anyone,” the civilian comms officer squeaked. “I think our transmitter is fucked.”

“Cheese. All right! There are an estimated forty Marines patrolling the area, who won’t have been affected by the, uh, unscheduled landing. Some of those teams have UHF transmitters. We will get in touch with them and they can contact the Serge Gainsbourg.”

This was the Space Force Heavypicket stationed in orbit around Callisto, which had been shadowing the Farhauler.

“In the meantime—”

A life support tech screeched, “They’re coming out!”

Everyone rushed back to the screen, including C-Mutt and Drayawray.

The lifeboat’s airlock had opened. Stairs extended at an angle that skimmed the still-hot drive shield. Spacesuited human beings emerged. An unacknowledged dread lifted from Angelica’s heart. At least they were human.

“Phew,” someone muttered, expressing her own thoughts. “There still aren’t any aliens.”

Everyone dreaded that aliens would show up in the solar system some day.

But today was not that day.

The invaders were human. And carrying guns. That was all Angelica could see, given how far away the camera was.

“Who are they?” Gloria dos Santos begged.

C-Mutt faced the airlock. “I think we’re about to find out.”


xvii.

Elfrida gave up her search for the spare oxygen tank. It must have come out of her suit’s webbing when she fell, and rolled away. Or maybe it had been missing all along, and she hadn’t noticed until she ran an integrity check.

She tried to breathe slowly and mindfully, like Louise 361AX had taught her. 

Do not panic.

She was already panicking.

They’ll notice my emergency beacon. They’ll come and find me.

She had triggered her emergency beacon as soon as she realized she was a) lost and b) low on air. Fifteen minutes ago.

But what if they don’t come?

After all, there was no network coverage down here. So how was her emergency signal meant to reach the hab?

Maybe the beacon transmitted on a satellite frequency.

In which case, it was designed to be used on the surface.

Maybe Vlajkovic had told her about it just to make her feel safe, neglecting to mention that it wouldn’t work down here.

Other possibilities crowded her mind. The beacon was working, but they were ignoring it, to punish her. Or, no one had noticed it, because the rebellion had already started.

“Fourteen minutes of oxygen remaining,” her suit said.

Elfrida broke into a run. She sprinted through the abandoned room-and-pillar excavations like a rat in a maze. She was careful to keep her head down on her long leaps this time.

“Eleven minutes of oxygen remaining.”

A tunnel mouth yawned. This had to be the way to the water processing plant.

The floor sloped down.

Or, not.

Still, a tunnel had to lead somewhere.

Didn’t it?

Out of breath, Elfrida dropped back to a walk. “Oh God, don’t let me die like this. Please. I was baptized on 11073 Galapagos, remember? I signed on with Your crowd—”

—not that she’d ever lifted one finger to follow up on that. She’d gone on with her life as if it had never happened—

“—and I know You’ve been looking out for me. You saved me on 4 Vesta, didn’t you? Please, help me find the way out. Please, please. I’ll do whatever You want, just please please don’t let me die down here. Please. Please. Amen.”

Her helmet lamp glanced off a solid black wall.

Ice in front of her, ice to the left of her, ice to the right of her.

The tunnel was a dead end.

“Six minutes of oxygen remaining.”

Elfrida battered the wall with her gloves.

“Five minutes of oxygen remaining. Please top up now.”

Abruptly, the fight went out of her. She sat down in a heap on the tunnel floor, and cried.


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

The muzzle of a flechette cannon poked out of the airlock. The three Marines, lined up shoulder to shoulder, tensed. None of them were armed. It was against regs to carry weapons in the admin module. 

The airlock opened the rest of the way. The flechette cannon emerged, together with the man aiming it at them. He wore an UNSA spacesuit, minus the helmet. Angelica thought idiotically, You’re too pretty to work for UNSA. 

He didn’t work for UNSA, of course. Whoever he was, he’d stolen this spacesuit, just like he stole the lifeboat.

“Hey,” he said.

Dark brown hair, long, needed a wash. Medium brown skin. Thin lips, hooked nose. Typical mestizo face. Dude could’ve been from anywhere—but then he smiled, and his face became so captivating that Angelica almost forgot to clock his accomplices.

There were four of them, which was the airlock’s max capacity. They, too, wore UNSA suits, and brandished laser and projectile weapons. They herded the REMFs to the other end of the module.

REMFs, slow on the uptake: “You from UNSA?”

Woman, square-cut afro, cheek piercings, leaning into the screens at the life support center: “This module secure. Go check out those other modules, Jax.”

The three Marines, marked out by their uniforms, stood facing the long-haired dude.

“Who’s in charge here?”

He had a surprisingly soft voice. Mid-twenties, maybe. He carried the flechette cannon with his fingers splayed outside the trigger guard, like he knew how to use it.

“Me,” C-Mutt said, after a beat. “And who the fuck are you?”

“Someone that’s got you outnumbered, outgunned, and beat.” The dude’s smile widened. “Meh, to be honest, we didn’t mean to land on the barracks. Just got lucky.”

Angelica found herself smiling in response, as if he’d said something funny, instead of admitting to mass murder.

“So I guess I’m looking at the totality of the Space Force garrison.”

“You fucking wish,” said Drayawray. “We got forty, fifty guys out on patrol right now.” The Marines had been patrolling in depth, just to keep busy. “They’re gonna come back up in here and whoop your ass with the wrath of a thousand suns.”

C-Mutt slapped him on the back of the head.

“Thanks for the warning,” the dude said. “I’ll be sure and tell my people to watch out for them. But honestly, even if there are fifty of them, which I doubt, I don’t think they are gonna whoop our asses. For the same reason that the Serge Gainsbourg isn’t gonna interfere. Because we’ve got you.”

Afro’d chick at the life support center: “All modules secure, X. Got the scientists. Five LGM guys, nine Liquid Space. Guess the Adastra crew bought it.”

“Great, tell Jax to bring ‘em over here.” The dude shifted his gaze back to C-Mutt. “This is like having thirteen aces in my hand. The media are gonna go ape. For some reason, they always act like scientists are more valuable than grunts.”

“OK,” C-Mutt said. “How’d you pull it off?”

“I bet you can figure it out,” the dude invited him.

“Maybe I can. You must’ve got yourself hired onto the Farhauler. You hijacked it in deep space, and stopped off somewhere to pick up your buddies. That’s why you were behind schedule.” He shook his head admiringly. Angelica tensed. C-Mutt was playing the dude, flattering him to put him off his guard. A hundred and fifty Marines dead and C-Mutt still had his game. If anyone could save them, he could.

The only trouble was, Angelica figured this X dude had a solid game of his own. He’d flattered C-Mutt by appealing to his intelligence. In other words, he’d needed just a few seconds to identify C-Mutt’s weak spot. That was … scary.

She opened her mouth, but Drayawray got there first. “So, we’re hostages.”

“Aren’t you the brainy one,” Nick mocked. Angelica shivered, realizing that X-dude had already decided Drayawray was no use to him.

“What do you want?” C-Mutt said bluntly.

“All we want is for the UN to respect its foundational principles. Equality before the law for you, for me … and for them.” He nodded at his accomplices.

The woman with the afro was standing at the life support center. A wire extended from the console to a port in her temple. She must have one of those new implants, Angelica thought enviously. A Brain-Computer Interface.

C-Mutt got it first. “Holy crap. She isn’t human. None of them are. They’re bots.”

“I’m human,” X-dude said. “Cut me and I bleed. Although I’ll blast your head off if you try, just so you’re warned.”

C-Mutt gave an odd, polite little laugh.

Drayawray said, “You fuckers, you fuck, you’re fucking Cyberd-d-d-destiny.”


xviii.

“Six minutes of oxygen remaining,” Elfrida’s suit told her.

Just like on 11073 Galapagos, when she knew that she was going to die, a terrible peace stole over her.

She cleared her throat and spoke into her suit radio. Though it couldn’t transmit, it could still record her voice. “Hey, Jun.”

Maybe someday, someone would find her body, and get this recording to its intended recipient. Although that would be tricky, since Jun Yonezawa was a) a highly capable MI, and b) hiding off the net somewhere.

“I’m really sorry I never got in touch after 4 Vesta. I couldn’t find you … no, that’s an excuse. I wanted to put it all behind me. But whatever you put behind you, will end up biting you in the ass. How’s that for last words? Laugh.”

“Five minutes of oxygen remaining.”

“But what I really want to say is …” She hesitated. “I should have gone with you.”

Jun and his human brother, Kiyoshi, had saved her life on 4 Vesta. They’d vanished before she could even say thank you. Now she understood that she’d needed to say more than that.

“I owed you more … more … What’s that word? Repentance. The door was open. But I turned away. I just wanted to go home. But when I got there, it didn’t feel like home anymore. That’s what you get for wimping out, playing by the rules.”

“Four minutes of oxygen remaining.”

“So I came out here, looking for someplace I could belong. Someplace I could be. But now Mercury is messed up, too. Typical: everything goes to shit as soon as I show up.”

Self-pity overwhelmed her. Two big tears splatted on the inside of her faceplate.

“Three minutes of oxygen remaining.”

“So … yeah. Deep breath. I remember you used to talk about God. I should have listened. I just assumed it was a bunch of superstitious crap. But now I get it. God is the answer.”

She was quiet for a moment, living with that revelation.

“But I was so stupid. I turned my back on God. No, it was worse than that, I told Him to frag off. So … no wonder I’m going to end up dying alone in the dark, after all.”

“Two minutes of oxygen remaining.”

The wall she was sitting against moved. She fell over backwards. Light blazed into the tunnel. A spindly mining bot scooped her up in its front legs and strode back the way it had come.

“Hello? Hello? You alive in there?” a voice blared into her helmet.

“Yes!” she screamed, dangling upside-down. “Please, quick, I’m almost out of air! One minute left! Help!”

“Shee-it,” said the voice. “On it.”

The bot raced downhill, burst out of the tunnel into bright light, and dumped Elfrida on her feet. She swayed, breathing carbon dioxide. Black spots crinkled her vision.

“I got you, hon.”

EVA suits loomed. She fell to her knees. The American flag bulged on someone’s chest. Hands pushed her to and fro, replacing her oxygen tank.

“There!”

Elfrida wheezed—and breathed.

Canned air had never tasted so good.

“Thank you,” she gasped. “Thank you, thank you.”

“Don’t thank us. Thank UNVRP for being cheap. They’re still using the same damn suits we gave them forty years ago. If those valves weren’t compatible, you’d be dead right now.”

Elfrida tried to wipe tears and slobber from her face. Her gloves bumped her faceplate. “D-Doug? I mean, Mr. President?”

“Doug’s fine. Were you coming to see me, by any chance?”

“Yes, actually, I was.”

★

“Oh, I feel fine now,” Elfrida said, in response to Doug’s question. “I mean, now that I can breathe. Laugh.”

She took in her surroundings. She and Doug were standing in a large cavern. Floods lit EVA-suited people working around a central tangle of machinery. Thick cables vanished into a shaft.

“Is this your water mine?”

“Yup,” Doug said. “You just had a pretty traumatic experience, Ms. Goto. I know you feel fine, but I believe you ought to get out of that suit and let a medibot look you over. It’s on us.”

“Well, all right. Thank you.”

She’d come for a face-to-face meeting with Doug. She’d have to make sure he didn’t just hand her off to a medibot.

As they walked around the hoist, she saw a skip full of ore rising to the surface. Dumptrucks stood ready to receive it.

“Hop in,” Doug said, swinging up into a high cab.

They drove along a broad, dusty tunnel to the Mt. Gotham service entrance. Inside, everyone they met deferred to Doug. Even the elevator seemed to move faster than it had before. Elfrida was processed through the decontamination clinic in ten minutes flat. They emerged into the parking lot, and Doug led her into the fields on foot.

The sun lamps overhead were just coming on. Their pink-tinted light filled the hollowed-out mountain with the magic of dawn. A flock of birds wheeled over the fields, and dived. But instead of spreading out to land, the whole tightly packed flock vanished, as if they’d moved off the edge of a screen. Watching them, Elfrida trod in a cowpat.

She wiped her boot on the grass. The mishap didn’t disturb her. She was entranced by the beauty of this ordinary field, the ordinary cows watching them from a distance, the ordinary smell of manure, the crisp chilly air. Maybe she was in shock.

“Doug—Mr. President—I need to talk to you.”

“We’re almost there.” 

They reached a patch of woodland. Bushes filled the spaces between elongated fruit trees. A path between the trees opened out into a clearing where a wooden cabin stood, checked curtains fluttering.

“My little getaway,” Doug said, heavily.

Elfrida sensed that something was wrong. But she faced him, determined to go through with it. “I came here to ask for your help. Mike Vlajkovic and his friends? They’re, I guess, you gave them some weapons. And I’m afraid they’re going to use them. It might be too late already, but if you could use your influence … or can you, maybe, remotely disable the guns?”

Doug was shaking his head.

“No?”

“It is,” he said.

“What?”

“Too late.”

“Oh no, oh no.”

Elfrida sat down on the cabin porch. She knuckled her eyes. If she hadn’t got lost—if she hadn’t banged her head and lost her spare oxygen tank—if, if …

“Want to see? We can get a feed.”

She nodded, numb.

“Stay here.”

Doug went into the cabin and brought out a wall screen. He propped it against the railing of the porch. Elfrida perched on the edge of a glider. Doug slumped in a wicker chair.

Camera’s-eye views flashed by. The feed stabilized on a view of the L1 mezzanine. An individual with pink hair, whom Elfrida recognized as one of Zazoë Heap’s retinue, lay face down on the floor. No one else was in sight. The mezzanine wrapped all the way around the atrium. On the other side, a blue beret—now a ‘blue helmet,’ as he/she was in a spacesuit—lurked at the entrance to one of the Hotel Mercury radial corridors.

Suddenly, the blue helmet exploded into a red mist. The now-headless peacekeeper stayed upright for a dreadful moment. Then he/she slid down it, out of sight.

Elfrida jumped to her feet, leaned over the porch rail, and threw up.

“Sorry,” she choked. “Sorry.”

“I feel the same way, Ms. Goto.”

“That peacekeeper. They shot him or her. They’re really doing it.”

“Looks that way. I’m gonna scan the news feeds, see what they’ve got.”

The bitter taste of vomit filled Elfrida’s mouth. A maidbot rolled out of the cabin and offered her a glass of water. She took it, rinsed her mouth, spit on the grass.

When she sat down again, the screen had split in two. Headlines scrolled down the left side. Gunmen Attack Mercury Peacekeepers … Conflict Erupts on Mercury … Ahead of Vote, Violence Breaks Out at UN Facility … Gunmen Identified as Hasselblatter Supporters.

“This is really happening,” she muttered. “People are dying. Because I screwed up.”

“Wasn’t you, Ms. Goto. Don’t be so quick to take responsibility for other people’s stupidity.”

The righthand half of the screen showed a surveillance-cam view of the life support operations center. Blue helmets crowded the room. Medibots attended the wounded. Other peacekeepers tinkered with the consoles, their postures relaxed. They were all wearing rebreather rigs and/or EVA suits.

Doug tapped a corner of the screen. A corpse in a business suit lay on the floor. It was Dr. Ulysses Seth.

“Is he dead, too?”

“Can’t see him breathing.”

She turned on Doug. “How can you just sit there? You gave them the guns!”

On the screen, the blue helmets exchanged high fives.

“They’re winning!” 

Somehow, it had never occurred to Elfrida that Vlajkovic’s rebels might lose.

“Foregone conclusion,” Doug said. “Whoever controls Life Support, controls the hab.”

“What have they done?”

“Atmospheric recalibration for outcome optimization. Those in the know call it gunking the air.”

“Gunk? Like, fast-acting SSRI aerosols, like the cops use on Earth?”

“Knockout gas. We installed that capability in the Hotel Mercury era, in case the tourists started acting dumb. Never had to use it.” Doug’s jaw bunched. “I hope the peacekeepers know to use a low concentration. That stuff is powerful. Then again, it may be inert after all this time.”

Unable to sit still, Elfrida jumped to her feet. “You have to do something.”

He shook his head. “We set them up to fail.”

“Yeah, obviously … Wait, what?”

“We knew they’d fail. You put a bunch of office workers and lab techs up against trained peacekeepers, they will lose. No one except his own desperate people would have bet on Mike Vlajkovic.”

“So what, what was the point? Do you just like watching people die?”

She could not square Doug’s morose demeanor with the visionary optimism she’d seen last time she was here.

“No one likes death and destruction, Ms. Goto. But it was decided that this was the best way to sever our ties with UNVRP.”

The headlines on the lefthand side of the screen continued to update.

President Declares Mercury Conflict ‘Unacceptable’ … Calls for UNVRP to be ‘Held to Account’ … Live! Interviews with Victims Reveal Anger at UNVRP …

“That’s Cydney,” Elfrida yelped.

She swiped at the headline.

Cydney’s face filled the screen. Her hair was all over the place, and she had a graze on one cheek, but she was gabbling fluently. “I’m in the lowest level of UNVRP HQ, known as the vault, where countless artifacts salvaged from the fall of the United States are stored. Among these dusty treasures, hundreds of civilians have taken refuge following the outbreak of violence—”

Elfrida sagged in relief. “Thank God she’s safe,” she mumbled. “Is the vault separately pressurized? They’re not getting gunked?”

Doug brushed his fingers across Cydney’s face. She faded out.

“This was none of my doing. I advocated against it, but I was overruled.”

“How could you be overruled? You’re the president!”

“No, I’m not.”

“You’re not what?”

“Not the president. Just the director of mining operations.”

“Huh?”

Doug twitched. “Excuse me,” he said, rising. “I’ll be right back.” He went into the cabin.

Baffled, Elfrida fidgeted. The day had grown brighter. It was going to be a beautiful morning in Mt. Gotham. She could hear that odd background noise she’d noticed on her first visit. A murmuring sound, like a river, or a train full of people.

Doug came back out of the cabin. He sat down next to her on the glider. “Sorry about that,” he smiled. “Where were we?”

“You were explaining that you set Vlajkovic’s rebellion up to fail, so that UNVRP would be discredited, and probably the Venus Project will be cancelled, and God knows how many people are already dead!”

“And you wanted to know why we all can’t just get along. Well, Ms. Goto, I have to tell you that first of all, human nature, and secondly, this company ain’t sharing shit with the motherfucking UN.”

Elfrida flinched as if he’d struck her.

“It was the UN that destroyed the United States of America. My daddy tried to play nice with you folks, signing that deal with UNVRP, but you know what, Ms. Goto? Screw that shit.”

He finger-snapped the screen back on. Blue berets were herding EVA-suited rebels into Life Support Operations, forcing them to remove their helmets, slapping them around.

“You folks can be pretty brutal when the mood takes you,” Doug said.

“I can tell you right now you’re not going to get away with this. I’ve already transmitted your confession to Earth!” she bluffed.

“With what? You’re as clean as a baby. No implants whatsoever. Scanned you last time you were here.”

“That’s illegal,” Elfrida said weakly.

“According to whose laws? You’re not in UN territory anymore, Ms. Goto.”

“If that’s a threat,” Elfrida started. She was shaking.

“Quit picking on the poor girl,” said a voice from the doorway of the cabin.

It sounded like Doug. It was Doug. He leaned against the doorframe, holding a glass of orange juice.

Elfrida looked back at the man on the glider. He was still Doug. He was in two places at once.

“Uuuhoooh,” she croaked.

Both Dougs laughed. They both had the same charming hee-haw! laugh.

The Doug in the doorway stopped laughing first. “You shouldn’t be let out without a muzzle on you, Doug,” he said.

“Well, you were out of line bringing her here, Doug,” said the other. “You should’ve given her a fresh tank of air and sent her on her way.”

“That’d be murder. Then again, I guess you don’t much care about that.”

“You can’t do a hard job without making some hard decisions,” said the Doug on the glider. “That’s why I’m the chief of security, and you dig holes for a living’.”

The other Doug met Elfrida’s gaze. He said gloomily, “Ms. Goto, this is Grumpy Doug, and he is an assassin.”

“Why you gotta put it like that, Doug? All melodramatic and shit.” The other Doug leaned back, pushing the glider to and fro with one booted toe. “Get me some orange juice, while you’re standing up. And I bet Ms. Goto would like something, too. Don’t turn down our hospitality, hon. You’re going to be our guest for a while.”

Elfrida’s head swivelled from one man to the other. They helpfully moved to stand side by side. Grumpy Doug stuck his index fingers in his cheeks to give himself dimples.

They both wore identical sweatshirts, jeans, and gecko-grip work boots. Their black hair was styled in the same fringey alpha-male cut. They even had identical scars on their chins. They looked like … no, they were the same man.

“You …” Elfrida’s mouth cottoned up. She tried again. “You’re clones.”
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“I appreciate your composure in the face of the unexpected,” Grumpy Doug, the assassin, said. “You didn’t run screaming. Some would. There’s a lotta prejudice out there.”

The only reason Elfrida hadn’t run screaming was because she knew she wouldn’t get far.

Cloning was illegal in the UN. And now she knew why.

Confronting the same man twice over, she felt like she was losing her grip on reality.

“Where did you, were you, uh? On Ganymede?”

She’d heard that there was an underground cloning industry on the de-facto independent Jovian moon.

“Heh,” Grumpy Doug said. “Our technology beats Ganymede’s all to shit. We’ve been doin’ it longer.”

She looked from one to the other again. Her eye kept seeking differences to hang onto. There were none. This was upsetting on an existential level.

“Which of you did I meet the first time I was here?”

“Neither of them,” came another voice, from the edge of the clearing. 

A third Doug strode towards the cabin.

Followed by a fourth, fifth, and sixth.

Elfrida uttered a moan.

“Great to see you, Ms. Goto!” said Doug #3. “I’ve been hoping we would have the opportunity for another chat.”

Grumpy Doug, enjoying her shock, said, “Meet Sneezy, Doc, and Sleepy. You’ve already met the president.”

“Call me Happy,” said Doug #3—President Doug. She could tell him apart because he was wearing a suit and tie. He looked like a retro idol with a group of computer-generated backup singers.

“How many of you are there?”

“Seven. Dopey stayed home to handle the media.”

“Got popcorn,” said Doug #5. “Where’s the show?”

They all crowded onto the porch to watch the screen. President Doug was not interested in watching the surveillance-cam feeds from UNVRP HQ. He surfed the news until he found himself doing a piece to camera in the White House.

“This barbaric conflict is absolutely unacceptable,” droned the Doug on the screen. “Wrightstuff, Inc. is extremely concerned as regards the impact on industrial production and exports from Mercury. We have already contributed personnel and resources to the peacekeeping force that is bravely struggling to suppress the violence in UNVRP HQ.”

“Unconvincing,” said one of the Dougs.

“Too many adverbs and intensifiers,” said the one she thought was Grumpy Doug.

“Everyone’s a critic,” President Doug said, grinning at Elfrida. “Dopey’s secret superpower is the Press Statement of Excruciating Dullness. He also wields a mean Overused Cliché. Works great to keep the press off our backs.”

“I also wish to express my concern for the safety of Zazoë Heap,” Dopey Doug said, his brow wrinkling. “Everyone here is a huge fan.”

“Zazoë?” yelled several Dougs. “What’s happened to her?”

“This is live. He’s reacting to something. Let’s see what.”

News items blizzarded past until the search engine found a relevant feed. Zazoë Heap’s lovely form lay crumpled inside a translucent orange ball, in a VIP suite in Hotel Mercury.

“Just stay calm, Zaz,” said Cydney’s voice. “Remain where you are, and help will come soon. Do you have any words for your fans?”

“It hurts,” moaned Zazoë Heap.

“I know. I know. But you have to be strong, Zaz. Think about how much it would suck to die in a dump like this. Anyway, you won’t die. You got into your Personal Survival Capsule as soon as possible. That was a survivor move.”

“The air. Was all burney. I breathed it.”

“Crap,” said President Doug. He swiped Zazoë Heap away and turned to (probably) Grumpy Doug. “The knockout gas. All burney, that doesn’t sound right. Find out how much those meatheads used.”

“On it.” Grumpy Doug went into the cabin.

Squashed between two Dougs on the glider, Elfrida gave way to tears. Hearing Cydney’s voice had undermined her façade of defiance. Now the magnitude of this catastrophe overwhelmed her. 

After a while, boots clattered down the steps. Peeling her fingers away from her eyes, she saw they’d all gone except for President Doug. She smelled coffee.

Seated in the wicker chair, President Doug poured an aromatic black stream into a mug that said The Joke’s Over, Now Bring Out The Real President. He pushed it along the porch rail to her. “It helps to cry,” he said. “Sometimes, you gotta just curl up and howl like a dog.”

“What happened with the knockout gas?”

“Unclear. They probably used too much. Our story will be that it was stored wrong. And maybe also contaminated by microbes from that crazy gengineering operation they run over there.”

Elfrida laughed. “Crazy,” she said. “Gengineering. Pot, meet kettle. Laugh.” Then she drank some coffee. It was just as good as the java at the Hobbit Hole, and in fact was probably the same stuff.

President Doug nodded. “You are absolutely correct, Ms. Goto. Call it cloning, gengineering, hybridization, or selective breeding, it’s all the same thing. We’ve been splicing and dicing our natural inheritance since we were proto-agriculturalists on the Anatolian plains.” He gestured at the trees around the cabin. “Here’s an example. When you manufacture soil from regolith, you introduce moisture, and that releases high levels of perchlorates. Also known as salts. So all these useless-lookin’ trees are actually gengineered creosote bushes, sucking the salts up. Creosote is all we grew here for the first twenty years. Had goats to browse it. Then you level up to cows, but you still gotta keep inputting nitrogen into the system. That’s where the vegetation plays a double role: it produces volatile organic nitrogen compounds when it decays.”

Obviously, President Doug would rather talk about paraterraforming than the tragedy taking place a few kilometers away.

“Yeah, you’ve got a real paradise here,” Elfrida said. “Can I go home now?”

“Home?”

An image of her parents’ apartment in Rome popped into her mind. “Back to UNVRP HQ. People are dying. I have to do something.”

“I think the peacekeepers have the situation under control.”

“What can you tell me about the vault? Cydney said hundreds of people were down there. Are they going to be safe?”

“It’s a vault. My great-grandfather schlepped a lot of artifacts out here from Earth. Lincoln’s bed, George Washington’s writing desk, a Mac Air, a Chevy, artworks from MOMA and the Smithsonian, that kind of thing. And also a huge IP archive. That’s the only thing we make use of. The physical stuff just sits down there. But the vault is climate-controlled, with an independent air circulation system. So I guess the folks down there are as safe as anyone.”

President Doug downed the last of his coffee and stood up.

“Avail yourself of the facilities, Ms. Goto. There’s food in the fridge, a guest bedroom. Try not to watch too much screen, it’ll only make you feel worse. Get some sleep if you can.”

He jumped lightly down the porch steps.

“You can’t make me stay here!” Elfrida bellowed after him.

He twirled one hand as he disappeared down the path. The undergrowth shook. There were security goons in the trees, even if she couldn’t see them.

She sank back onto the glider. She was a prisoner.

★

Trending stories that morning:

Riots on Mercury ‘Under Control,’ Says UNVRP

Zazoë Heap Critically Injured in Mercury Shootout

Ringleaders Claim They Acted in Response to Genetic Discrimination

Zazoë Heap Fighting For Life

24 Hours Before Election, Violence Overshadows Campaign

Zazoë Heap Dies of Her Wounds, Was Shot During Mercury Riots

Death Toll From Mercury Riots Reaches 117

Zazoë Fans Stage Grief-Fests on Earth, Luna, Ganymede, Titan, Ceres, Eros

Candidates for UNVRP Directorship Share Their Memories of Zazoë

Candidate Mork Rapp Calls for Election to be Postponed in Honor of Zazoë

★

“He’s just saying that because he’s polling at five percent,” said Derek Lorna. “Stay cool, Angie. They’re not going to postpone the election.”

“You try staying cool when you’ve spent the night hiding inside the Apollo space capsule, wondering if every breath would be your last. I am not overreacting. It was a fucking nightmare. Six hundred people squeezed into an underground storage unit, with no food, no water, no toilets …”

“No kidding? They’ve got the Apollo space capsule hidden away down there? Which one?”

“All I can tell you is it had a working pressure seal, which is why I put up with it for twelve hours. If they had found a way to pipe the knockout gas into the vault, I’d still have been OK for a while.”

“That’s my girl. Always plan for the worst but hope for the best.”

There was a significant time delay on the conversation. Several minutes after Derek Lorna delivered this bromide, he winced at an explosion in his ear.

“Always plan for the worst, says the guy who didn’t see this coming! Doggone it, Derek! Why didn’t you warn me it was going to kick off early?”

“Whoa. This is not on me! Dr. Seth knew how important it was to wait until after the election. He flagrantly disobeyed orders. Or else his people did. He believed they were like children, looking to him for guidance. I did suspect he was a wee bit out of touch with reality.”

“He’s dead, you know.”

“Yeah. Poor old guy.”

“Heart attack. The old-fashioned way to go.”

“He was a great scientist in his day. Have you seen the obits?”

“No; it’s all Zazoë, all the time. Makes a change from Sexbotgate.”

(Pause.)

“I wasn’t going to mention this, but Angie? Leaking that vid to the internet? Was an asshole move.”

“Excuse me? All I did was fix what you broke. If you—”

“If you’d given me time, I would have fixed it myself. Now that vid is out there, which I do not appreciate.”

“Good thing you wore a mask.”

“So? It’s obviously my bedroom. You can see the Leonardo da Vinci at 3:38. People are commenting on it. I’ve had to get rid of the picture, and I’ll probably end up redoing the wall treatments.”

“Stay cool, Derek. Everyone already knows you’re a freak.”

“You drive me crazy, you know that?”

“‘In a good way.’ There, I fixed it for you.”

“We need to stay focused.”

“That’s what Cydney keeps telling me. Cydney Blaisze, my new sex toy, if you can grok it.”

“Wait a minute, Cydney Blaisze? Wasn’t she with that Goto chick?”

“Yes. It’s complicated. But speaking of Goto, can you find out what’s happened to her? Her name isn’t on the casualty lists.”

“Is she a threat?”

“She might be. Anyway, I’d feel better if I knew where she was.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Your job right now is to emote about Zazoë’s tragic genius, and suck up to the NEO voters.”

“Sigh. I do appreciate the need to stay positive, but have you seen the latest polls? I’m back in single digits. That bitch Patel has a solid lead, with eighteen hours to go. I dunno, Derek … I’m getting the sense that it’s all over bar the shouting.”

“This, I am not hearing.”

“And when you think about the fact that all this is just damage control, picking up the pieces from Charlie’s death …”

“Let’s not go there. What happened, happened. What will happen, will happen.”

“Easy to say when you’re a hundred million klicks away.”

“All I’m saying is we don’t have time for counterfactuals. I know, I know it sucks that Charlie’s dead. But right now, you have to get out there and connect with the voters.”

“It’s the NEO colonists that are going to swing this thing. And I can’t connect with them, Derek. Tried, failed. I think they’re a bunch of space pests, and as much as I smile and upvote their baby pictures, they can tell I despise them.”

“Angie, Angie. You of all people should know it doesn’t have to be real. It just has to look good.”

“What would really help is if someone whacked the Patel bitch.”

“I didn’t hear that. A hundred and seventeen dead is enough. Anyway, I don’t have any assets on 13882 Calcott.”

“Great.”

“Sigh. The truth is, things have been kind of crazy here. So I may not have been paying attention to the extent that would be ideal. But I’ve got this end under control now. And I promise you, when the day after election day dawns, you will be the new director of UNVRP.”

“Strange; when you say those words I feel a sense of dread.”

“You’re still torn up about Charlie, aren’t you?”

“I loved him, Derek. Believe me or not, I don’t care. I’ve loved him ever since I was nineteen.”

“I believe you. He was a great guy.”

(Sound of sobbing.)

“Angie? Angie! C’mon. Big girls don’t cry. You’ve got a new sex toy, so play with her. Take your mind off it. And then go do a couple of birthday parties and a ship christening or two.”

“While you, what? Disport yourself with the maidbot?”

“Actually, I’m into gardening bots these days. But no, I have stuff to do. It’s kind of urgent, so … Ping me later, OK? And don’t forget to use quantum encryption protocols and DNR protection.”
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Elfrida slept for hours.

When she woke up, afternoon light was pouring through the windows. She couldn’t believe she’d slept the whole morning away. She stumbled to the cabin’s rustic bathroom and splashed her face with water from the faucet.

A faucet! Such an ordinary thing. Such a luxury, in a hollowed-out mountain at Mercury’s north pole. 

The mirror showed her a comically hideous vision. In addition to her swollen nose, she now had a purple lump on her forehead where she’d collided with the roof of the water mine. Her eyes were massively bloodshot.

She could hear talking heads and dramatic music. She went into the kitchen. Grumpy Doug was watching the news on a tablet, and eating Krispy Komets cereal from the box.

Elfrida would have liked to spurn the Dougs’ food, but she was ravenous. She found waffles, cream, and fresh blueberries in the fridge. As she microwaved, poured, and sprinkled, she looked over Grumpy Doug’s shoulder.

It was all over. The ‘rioters’ were in custody. The solar system resounded with calls for them to pay for the murder of Zazoë Heap.

Cydney appeared as a stand-in for Angelica Lin, who was busy kissing babies (via telepresence) on Near Earth Objects.

“We strongly believe that this tragedy in no way reflects the values of Inferior Space,” Cydney said. “And I know my dear friend Zazoë Heap would agree. Vote for Angelica Lin, and get justice.”

“Good to see you’re not too traumatized, Cyds,” Elfrida mumbled.

She finished her waffles and wandered into the living-room. The wooden furniture and throw cushions reminded her of a cheap vacation chalet in the Sudtirol.

“Can I go outside?” she yelled. “Or will you shoot me?”

“No. Yes,” Grumpy Doug yelled back. 

“I knew it.”

She leaned her forehead against the window. Her unicorn cavorted across the clearing. Blinking back tears, she’d inadvertently blinked up her contacts’ knowledge guide.

“Help,” she idly gaze-typed.

The unicorn froze, one hoof in the air. “Do you need help?”

“Yes. Can you get me a network connection, an EVA suit, a toothbrush, and a new life, not necessarily in that order?”

“Are you lost?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want your mommy?”

“Yes,” Elfrida typed.

The unicorn threw up its head. It reared, sparkles cascading from its rainbow-streaked mane. “Paging … Ingrid Haller!” it bellowed. “Your child is waiting for you at … Eagle’s Nest, Little America, Mercury! Any security personnel in this area, please proceed immediately to …Eagle’s Nest, Little America, Mercury … and ensure that … Elfrida Goto … is safe and happy, while we contact her mother … Ingrid Haller!”

“Haller … ler … ler …”

Astonished, Elfrida heard her mother’s name echoing back from afar, as if the unicorn’s announcement had reverberated through the mountain. How had it done that?

Grumpy Doug crashed into the room. “What the fuck?” he said, spraying Krispy Komet crumbs.

Elfrida heard a siren in the distance. “Ho ho, hee hee,” she said. “You never guessed I wear contacts. I took them out to go through decon. And I guess you didn’t search my clothes.”

“Contacts?”

“You know, network interface contacts? Like children use?”

Grumpy Doug glared at her and subvocalized orders into a comms implant.

“I guess you guys are signatories to the Interplanetary Convention on the Safety of the Child,” Elfrida continued. “Well, I’ve got kiddie contacts. They must have been pre-programmed with universal network access codes for emergencies. So it accessed your tannoy, and now everyone knows I’m here, including the cops on Earth, and—”

“Blocked that,” Grumpy Doug said. “Denied it access to our relay sat.”

“That’s illegal.”

“Hon, I am illegal.” The siren noise doubled, approaching from at least two directions. “Ingrid Haller. Your mother’s name?”

She nodded.

The sound of a helicopter joined the mix. “Stay here.” Doug clattered out of the cabin.

From the window, Elfrida watched security officers spill into the clearing. Doug ambled towards them, presidentially calm.

She dashed back into the bedroom, which faced the other side of the clearing. Without stopping to think, she threw the window open, jumped down to the grass, and darted into the trees.

The undergrowth was denser on this side of the clearing. A branch snagged her sweatshirt. She heard crashing noises behind her. Shouts. The squelch of radios.

She ran. Each bound carried her over bushes as tall as herself. She kicked off from the branches of the trees, as if she were maneuvering in zero-gee. Gleefully, she realized that she was outdistancing her pursuers. Being Earthborn gave her an edge. She’d earned her muscles by living in gravity three times stronger than Mercury. I’m getting away—

She ran straight off the edge of a cliff.

Her momentum carried her out into the void. A glimpse of the gulf below her rammed home a brutal perceptual shift. That silver thread down there wasn’t a cable. It was a river. Those dots—people.

She was falling into a chasm at least a kilometer deep.

She plummetted—

—into a safety net.

Her belly-flop into the near-invisible mesh winded her. She rolled over, wheezing. At the edge of the cliff she’d fallen from, security officers gestured at her with their guns.

She squirmed further out into the net, sick with vertigo. The murmuring noise she had heard before engulfed her, now composed of shouts, electronic announcements, and the whooshing of ventilation fans. Below, people walked on the air.

She struggled to her feet and floundered across the net. An orange tag stuck up. She pulled on it, and a square of net came up like a hatch, opening.

“Stop! Ms. Goto, don’t do this!”

She dropped through the hatch. This time, her fall took longer, but she landed better. She hit the next net down feet first, bounced, and scrambled after the people she had seen. They were no longer walking, but soaring away like gymnasts.

What are they scared of? Me, they’re scared of me.

The sides of the chasm towered over her, cliffs festooned with splarted-on balconies and window-boxes of vegetables. American flags rippled in a thermal updraught.

Grumpy Doug jumped into the top net, followed by his security goons.

The people ahead of Elfrida leapt onto a ledge as wide as a street. It was a street. She bounced out of the net and confronted front doors and lace-curtained windows carved out of the rock. A thousand hobbit holes. Tricycles and bicycles leaned against pot plants. The street was not quite flat. Someone had dropped a child’s ball and it was rolling downhill.

She took off running in the same direction.

She ran past shops, crèches, and public gardens scooped out of the cliffs. The street magically emptied at her approach. Glancing back, she saw Grumpy Doug pounding after her, with several goons close behind.

She ran faster, desperate to find some way off this exposed street. She came to a sharp bend. The street U-turned around the end of the chasm. This hab was built on the same plan as Hotel Mercury: a spiral ramp wrapping around a central atrium … or in this case, a chasm one kilometer deep, at least two long, and so narrow that she could see the fury on the faces of the security goons hurtling along the other side.

If this is a ginormous copy of Hotel Mercury, there should be radial corridors.

The next public garden she reached, she jinked into it.

Her U-turn around the end of the chasm had marked a change in the scenery. For the worse. One of the sun-lamps in this garden was out. She ran past a group of decrepit oldsters parked on benches. She stopped and gasped, “Which way?”

A crutch pointed at a giant smart poster of President Doug on the back wall of the garden. Below the poster was a door.

She pushed into boomba music, lazy shouts, the cramped dimensions of an asteroid hab. The smells of garlic and toilets assailed her. People grinned at her, didn’t bother to get out of her way. The ones who were horizontal didn’t even bother to get up.

Grumpy Doug crashed into the corridor.

Elfrida sobbed.

People got up for him. They crowded around him like fans mobbing a celebrity. 

President Doug was a celebrity here, Elfrida remembered. And now, Grumpy Doug was having to fake it. He pointed at Elfrida, but got sidetracked by a small girl who wanted to show him something on her tablet.

Elfrida cackled weakly and started running again.

The corridor ended in a spiral staircase carved out of the rock, filthy with rat droppings.

She ran down.

Into another hab segment.

Looked back, and glimpsed Grumpy Doug sprinting after her, no longer pretending to be presidential.

Another staircase.

Another hab segment.

The sheer scale of this place disoriented her. All she could think of was to keep going down, in hopes of escaping back to the water mines.

But the lower she went, the worse everything looked, including the inhabitants. No more cooking smells, no more music, no more public art. Just emaciated human beings sprawled on the floor, wearing interface glasses, the oldest and cheapest way to escape from reality. The lucky ones also had coats. It was so cold down here Elfrida could see her breath. Heat rises, and in Mt. Gotham it had a long way to go.

At last she stumbled into the open.

And coughed on the reek of sewage.

A crush of people shuffled along the bank of the river she’d seen from the top of the chasm. This was the true bottom of the hab. She looked up at the blazing slit in the roof, like a cartoon Milky Way. That was how far down she’d come.

Adults and children perched on the regocrete wall, dangling lines into the river.

River?

No. An open sewer.

No. A water reclamation system.

Oh, ugh.

As exhausted and mindblown as she was, she still felt disgusted when she saw dead rats bobbing on a tide of raw turds and urine. She really, really didn’t want to know what those people were fishing for.

The crowd jostled her against the retaining wall. Hip-high on her, thigh-high on the spaceborn. You could easily fall over.

Ugh, ugh.

Bridges traversed the sewer at intervals. Most were rope-slung, jury-rigged. One was a grandiose arch of stone with a statue (of Doug, natch) at its apex.

She drifted with the crowd. She no longer hoped to find a way out. If there was one, these people would surely have escaped years ago.

They glanced at her, clocking her Earthborn physique. She cringed. Each unwanted eye contact reminded her that these were human beings—not rats, or data points, or pixellated faces in the news story that was already writing itself in her mind: Hab Horror! 10,000 Enslaved By Clone Gang on Mercury.

Bodies jostled against her back, her arms. She reflexively tried to make herself smaller. These people took physical contact for granted. She’d visited plenty of asteroid habs where people had equally poor manners—but always via telepresence, never in the flesh. That made a huge difference. The physical contact, body odor, and stares activated every defensive reflex in her brain, and she fought the urge to throw her elbows. She felt relief when her personal space opened up..

“You’re under arrest.”

She whipped around, stumbling. “So crowded.”

“What do you expect?” Grumpy Doug said. “It’s rush hour.”

Laughter from the onlookers.

“You have the right to remain silent, or to continue making ignorant observations.”

Cuffs bit her wrists, pinching her skin.

The only thing worse than being arrested, she realized, was being arrested—and being jeered at by spaceborn commuters who thought she was the bad guy.
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Grumpy Doug towed Elfrida through the crowd. Upstream from the stone bridge, an inflatable raft floated on the sewer. It supported a large cage. Inside, a dozen people sat, lay, or paced.

“Feel like spending a few days in there?” Grumpy Doug said. “Does that look more comfortable than the cabin?”

The street bulged into a plaza lined with shops. Mirrors coated the overhang of cliff. A blue light reflected off the mirrors, revolving atop an octagonal koban with glass walls. Grumpy Doug thrust her inside.

It was just like a koban anyplace (well, any poor place) on Earth. Uniformed police officers worked at screens, drank coffee, consoled a lost child, gave directions to the confused. They all rose to salute Grumpy Doug. He greeted them by name, cracked a joke or two, and guided Elfrida down a spiral stair in the middle of the koban. They landed in a security center below street level, which was more what she would have expected from a clone-run tyranny. Thousands of surveillance screens.

A female officer strip-searched Elfrida and scanned her with every type of ray known to man. They took her contacts.

At least she wasn’t handcuffed again afterwards. She rubbed the weals on her wrists, reminding herself of Earth and its laws. Laws that would save her, if she could only figure out how to invoke them.

Grumpy Doug waited for her in an office as empty as his eyes. A single vid hung on the wall, showing an antique helicopter lifting off a rooftop. Bullets ripped in slow motion through American flags at the edge of the roof, over and over.

Elfrida sat on a broken ergoform, which didn’t conform to her body, but retained the impression of someone else’s skinnier thighs.

“Well?” Grumpy Doug said.

“Hab Horror: 10,000 Enslaved by Clone Gang on Mercury.” Elfrida listened to how the words sounded, and then shook her head. “The media always gets it wrong, don’t they?”

“Which is why we try to stay off their radar.”

“I’m not a threat.”

“To us? No. But you are a threat to someone.”

Elfrida started to ask who, caught it back. There were so many candidates.

“Made any enemies on Luna lately?”

“Luna? I have some friends there.” She thought of Mendoza. “People I know from work. That’s all.”

“So you don’t know anyone at the UN Leadership in Robotics Institute?”

“LIRI? No, I never—wait, I once attended a conference that was chaired by a LIRI guy. But that was months ago.”

“So, you don’t know why we would have been asked to eliminate you as a favor to LIRI.”

“No, I—what? Eliminate me?”

“Yup.” For the first time, Grumpy Doug’s expression held something other than hostility. “Sorry.”

“You can’t mean this. You don’t mean it.” She sprang up and backed into the corner of the office.

Grumpy Doug followed her trapped gaze to the vid of the helicopter in the wall frame. “Know what that is?”

“N-no. You can’t …”

“The fall of Washington. Our founder, the first Doug—Founder Doug, we call him—escaped in that helicopter when the Soy Latte Party of New York overran Washington in 2170. He hooked up with his rich friends. Commandeered what was left of NASA’s fleet, and fled into exile. They ended up taking refuge in the American colony here. The rest is history, as folks say.”

“Wrightstuff, Inc. is a listed corporation. You’ve got shareholders, partners, you’re subject to UN law, you can’t do this. You can’t hurt me.”

Grumpy Doug pushed the black wing of his fringe back. “The UN’s got it all their own way these days. Technology gives them total power over everyone on Earth, directly or indirectly. Ever heard of the ISA? Yes, of course you have. With the exception of a few luddites like yourself, they can not only read all your communications, they can read your freaking thoughts, or what you choose to store in your BCI, which is the same thing for most people. Sure, there’s encryption … but how many people bother? And even then, how do you know the ISA hasn’t figured out how to crack the latest free-speech app from Thumbsucker Corp.? You don’t. What it comes down to is this: As they used to say in America, love it or leave it.”

Elfrida trembled. 

“So we left it.”

Doug approached closer to her.

“Once upon a time, people thought technology would be the new equalizer. Power to the people. An end to government control. Well, it turns out that governments can use technology too, and they have bigger budgets.” Grumpy Doug sighed. “The US government wasn’t great at technology, surprisingly enough. And look what happened to them. The Big Disconnect. Secessionist movements from coast to shining coast. All leading up to a hipster gunman raising a soy latte in the Oval Office, proclaiming an end to tyranny.”

“Don’t hurt me.”

“The new equalizer, Ms. Goto, is the same as the old equalizer. Distance. Once upon a time, people emigrated to the New World to escape repression. Now, they emigrate to the Belt, to the Jovian moons … or to Mercury. The ISA can’t read your comms if you aren’t using the internet. And, even if they do hack your intranet, which ain’t happening here … because, as you mentioned, we’re a listed company, with a ten-figure market capitalization, and IT capacity up the wazoo … the cost of taking action rises proportionately with distance from Earth. So they don’t. Move.”

“Oh my Jesus, forgive me—no, that wasn’t it. Mendoza taught me. Why can’t I remember? Oh my Jesus, forgive us our sins—yes—save us from the fires of hell, and—”

“Move.”

It came to Elfrida that what he meant was, actually, move.

She moved.

Grumpy Doug touched the wall. It concertinaed. The floor ended in a drop into darkness. The reek of sewage drifted up, stronger than ever.

“Are you gonna jump, or would you rather be pushed?”

★

Elfrida stumbled along a narrow walkway beside a sewer. Grumpy Doug followed her, as silent as Death with a better haircut. His flashlight illuminated the damp stone ledge, the gleam of rushing sewage below. She felt the pulse of industrial motors in her breastbone.

A sensor-triggered blaze of light drowned Grumpy Doug’s flashlight. The current vanished under a filth-splattered regocrete platform. On the far side of the platform, grilles jerked up and down. The sewer poured through them, and the solid waste got caught in the grilles. Comb-like attachments scraped it off into an overhead chute, which slanted down to a giant hopper at the far end of the walkway. Elfrida saw figures servicing the hopper, assumed they were bots, and realized after a second that they were humans in hazmat coveralls.

“Help,” she screamed. “Help.”

The noise of machinery crushed her voice.

Grumpy Doug grabbed her arm and pulled her along the platform. “Not another word.”

The hopper loomed over them. Shit-caked hoods peered over the edge. The workers were sorting the refuse, separating recyclables for separate processing. And now Elfrida knew what was going to happen to her. One 67-kilo load of refuse coming up. Classification: BIOWASTE.

She struggled in Grumpy Doug’s grip. His voice seemed to come from a great distance.

“Put the damn coverall on.”

Orange fabric puddled on the catwalk.

Grumpy Doug was stepping into an identical garment.

“Those’re gecko boots? EVA-rated? Keep ‘em on. The coverall seals to them.”

Elfrida fumbled with the preternaturally slippery fabric. The recycling workers watched in silence. When she had the coverall on—it was made for someone much taller—Grumpy Doug led her back to the filter grilles. The nearest one wheezed open. Sewage rapidly built up behind it, oozed across the catwalk, and started to spill over the top of the grille.

“Hurry up!”

Without waiting for her to move, Grumpy Doug picked her up and tossed her through the gap above the grille. She landed on her hands and knees in fast-rushing liquid filth. It came up to her elbows, chilling her flesh through the coverall.

Grumpy Doug landed with a splash beside her. The grille slammed back up to the ceiling. The secondary scraper grille recommenced shuttling up and down.

They stood in a shallow delta of wastewater, barred with shadows that made an almost pretty pattern on the water, like silk.

“Watch your footing,” Grumpy Doug said. “It’s slippery.”

“Are you going to kill me?” Elfrida asked through the mesh covering her face.

“Nope. You got a Get Out of Jail Free card.”

“What?”

Grumpy Doug walked faster. “Your mother.”

“My mother?”

Twists of toxic foam flowed past. The current rilled against the backs of Elfrida’s legs. Her shins ached from the cold, although her feet, in her own EVA boots, were fine.

“What’s my mother got to do with anything?”

“You didn’t mention that she works for the New Holy Roman Empire’s intelligence service.”

★

Elfrida nearly said, No, she doesn’t.

The accusation stunned her.

But then she thought about it.

Why was her mother always so paranoid about ISA surveillance? Why had she been able to search an ISA database and find Elfrida’s name there, as she’d mentioned during their last talk?

Goto, you are a chump.

There was no way a mere clerk in the Rome prosecutor’s office would have access to ISA databases. Not in a million years.

Grumpy Doug had to be telling the truth.

Her mother was an agent of the New Holy Roman Empire, the cobbled-together state known for its permissive laws on religion. And all her life, Elfrida had never guessed.

Does Dad know? she wondered, but that was a question for later.

“How in God’s name do you know that?” she said.

“Because I’m an NHRE agent, too.”

★

Elfrida lost her footing. She went down on her ass. The icy water melded her coverall to her body, seeping in through leaky seams.

Grumpy Doug’s flashlight beam swung over the walls and ceiling. He helped her up.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I don’t do God. But the great thing about the NHRE is you don’t have to do God. They don’t require belief in anything or anyone. That’s very different from us, here. We require belief in Doug.”

Elfrida’s teeth chattered. “Why should I b-b-believe you?”

“Because I didn’t shoot you?”

“There is th-th-that.”

“You OK?”

“I’m fine. Explain to me how that works, that you’re President Doug’s clone, but you’re also a—a ….”

“Say it,” he prompted. “A spy.”

“A spy.”

“Oldest game in human history, Ms. Goto. All the fancy eavesdropping technology in the universe can’t replace HUMINT.”

“But why?”

“President Doug is nuts.”

“I noticed.”

“Others have noticed, too.” Grumpy Doug strode on, splashing through the water. “We’re a member of the Sovereignty Forum, a debating society for sovereign and would-be sovereign entities. It’s a diverse membership. At one end of the spectrum, you got the NHRE, a dysfunctional theocracy-lite run by the Vatican for the protection of religious minorities. At the other end, you got us, a remnant of a defunct hyperpower, run by a dynasty of clones for the protection of ourselves. But we see eye to eye on some things.” His mesh faceplate briefly swung towards her. “Liberty and all that jazz. To make a long story short, other members of the Sovereignty Forum represented to me that they were increasingly concerned about Doug. The NHRE expressed those concerns most convincingly in terms of moral realism.”

“And?”

“I realized they had a point. When your game plan involves arming geeks with lethal weapons, based on computer models that get them slaughtered 99 out of a hundred times, you’re doing it wrong.”

“Thank you. Thank you.”

“I tried to talk the president out of it. So did Bashful Doug.” Elfrida understood that he meant the clone who had saved her life in the water mine.

“I’m going to have to call you something else,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Grumpy Doug doesn’t really seem appropriate anymore.”

“Works for me. I’m still the fourth-generation product of a reproductive cloning program. My momma was forced to gestate a mini-me of a long-dead governor of New Jersey. Yeah, I’m grumpy.”

“New what?”

“New Jersey. Used to be a state.”

“Wasn’t your Founder Doug the last president of America?”

“That’s what we want you to think. Nope, he was just a governor. But he would have become president, if the federal government had lasted a few years longer.”

“He had leadership ability?”

“Vid his speeches. They make the Nuremberg Rallies look like a Toastmasters meeting. Liberty? Independence? Dignity? Snort. Patriotism; well, maybe a little.”

Elfrida didn’t get most of Grumpy Doug’s references. She reflected that when people came to live in space, they brought their era with them. There was a kind of cultural relativity at work in the solar system, over even small distances. Only a few kilometers of vacuum separated UNVRP HQ from Mt. Gotham, but it was like she’d passed through a time warp from the modern universe into the United States, circa 2170.

And she wanted to get back home.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“That was the primary filtration system back there. Coming up, secondary filtration.”

The tunnel dead-ended in a fine-mesh filter. A giant bot arm sliced through the beam of Grumpy Doug’s flashlight, vacuuming silt out of the mesh. Machinery throbbed. The current pulled at Elfrida’s legs, trying to pull her under.

“Up,” Grumpy Doug said, pushing her at a ladder splarted to the wall. “Maintenance shaft.”

They climbed into a large room full of desks. It was empty. Screens monitored data, infrared, and optic feeds.

“I told the guys to knock off early.” Grumpy Doug opened a locker and took out an EVA suit in the Wrightstuff, Inc. colors of red, white, and blue. “Change into this.”

Little waste had clung to Elfrida’s coverall: the liquid-glass coating let everything slide off. Her clothes underneath were a different story. That leaky seam had let in a lot of wastewater when she fell, and she was also smeared with ordure from the first leg of their journey through the sewers. Shivering, she pulled the EVA suit on over the mess.

“Uh oh,” Grumpy Doug said, staring at one of the screens.

“What? What?”

Grumpy Doug clicked his fingers. An explosion rang out, echoing. Inside Mt. Gotham.

The screen showed an angle up from the edge of the chasm. The hab’s 24-hour cycle had reached evening. The dimmed sun-lamps mauved the trees overhanging the chasm.

A fiery trail arced across the roof. Another explosion shook fragments of rock down past the camera.

“President Doug is upset,” Grumpy Doug said. “This is how he works off his stress. Holo targets. But the rockets are real.”

“I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

“Ain’t about you. I bet I know what it is about.” He clicked away to a news feed. “Yup. Look at this. With two hours to go until voting closes, our gal Patel has conceded.”

“The election? It’s over?”

“Pretty much.”

“Wait—but I—I thought it wasn’t until tomorrow!”

“You slept for a day and a half, honey. Medibot gave you a sedative. You needed it.”

“Oh. God.” Elfrida’s brain reeled, absorbing the new information. “I thought I would still have a chance … the campaign … Dr. Hasselblatter …”

“Currently on 0.4 percent.”

“Who’s winning, then?”

“Guess.”

“Mork Rapp? Pyls O. Mani?”

A familiar face appeared on the screen. “Angelica Lin.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Vote-counting software doesn’t lie.”

Elfrida wheeled away from the screen. “I have to get back.”

Grumpy Doug led her down a short corridor to an airlock.

“You’ll find your way home,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Just be safe.” Grumpy Doug reached into a pocket. “Almost forgot. Your contacts.”

She popped the baggie of sterile fluid and fitted them into her eyes. “Thank you.” A cherub greeted her. You have one new email, from … “George Washington? Is that you?”

“Not my real name, obviously. Keep me posted.”

“Will you be OK?”

“Sure. I can always talk him down. I’m gonna go do that right now.”

The airlock valved. Grumpy Doug lifted a hand in farewell.

Elfrida stumbled out onto the floor of the crater.

Looking back and up, she saw the night-vision-green massif of Mt. Gotham burgeoning over her. A chartreuse rectangle at ground level, recessed beneath an overhang, was a vehicle airlock, the hab’s official entrance. No one would ever guess what lay within. 10,000 Trapped In Hab Horror … or 10,000 More-Or-Less-OK Colonists?

She still didn’t know. But she did know that she was jumping out of the frying-pan into the fire.


xxii.

Jake Vlajkovic-Gates went next door, carrying his baby sister. The street of sandcastles looked as bad as he felt. The lights had been switched on a month ahead of schedule. They hadn’t been serviced, so half of the lights had burnt out the minute they were switched on. In this murk, the sandcastles looked like giant turds. A squirming horde of rats blanketed a dead cow in the alley.

Jake turned away from the nauseating sight and knocked on the privacy screen of the next-door sandcastle.

“Mrs. Aaron?”

She came out, face drawn and wet. She’d lost someone, too.

“Could I leave Bette with you? Just for a while?”

“I’m so sorry, Jake,” Mrs. Aaron said. “Both your fathers. It’s beyond belief.”

“Dad isn’t dead! He’s under arrest.”

Mrs. Aaron’s mouth folded into a line. Clearly, she thought there wasn’t much difference.

Jake shifted Bette in his arms. Her diaper was saturated. She wasn’t crying right now, but he knew she’d soon start up again. “Please, please could you take her for a little while?”

Mrs. Aaron held out her arms. “Come to Auntie, hon.”

Jake had to peel Bette’s little arms off his neck. He felt terrible about leaving her. He was all she had now.

But he was all Dad had.

He raced down to the farm, hoping he wasn’t too late.

Barely in time. The prisoners were coming down the spiral ramp, guarded by peacekeepers. They’d been arraigned by the new director of UNVRP, and now they were going back into ‘protective custody.’

Jake darted up the ramp.

“Major Bourguiba?” He made sure to use the full title of the man he’d known all his life as Mo. “Could I please speak to my dad for a minute?”

Mo did not make eye contact. He simply kept marching. So did his subordinates. Jake had to fall back or get trampled.

He retreated to the farm. Some of the hydroponic tanks had been shattered by bullets. Spinach plants lying in wet gravel on the floor seemed to symbolize the rebels’ defeat. 

A couple of Marines ambled up the ramp to meet the peacekeepers. The planet’s Star Force garrison had responded to the peacekeepers’ calls for backup—after it was all over. Stationed in orbit to defend against theoretical PLAN attacks, they hadn’t been prepared for trouble to break out on the surface. But this morning, two GTVs from the Dead Weather had landed in the crater, and now Marines were everywhere, patrolling the corridors and crashing on the mezzanines.

The two Marines confronting the blue berets were huge Earthborn guys, with biceps bigger than Jake’s thighs. He’d seen men like this in movies, never in real life. They carried Zero.5 kinetic rifles slung on their backs. Encased in navy-blue and silver uniforms that doubled as spacesuits, they radiated don’t-give-a-fuck cool.

Under other circumstances, Jake would have been following them around and vidding their gear. Now, he just saw that they were distracting Mo.

He darted past them, towards the rear of the column.

Dad saw him and squeezed between the other prisoners, dragging a guy from the lab backwards after him.

The peacekeepers were locals, too. They had grown up with Papa as well as Dad. They didn’t step aside, but they didn’t tell Jake to go away, either.

Jake’s voice got stuck in his throat. Dad had a cut on the side of his face, freshly scabbed over. His clothes looked damp. He smelled of shit. But the thing that really froze Jake’s guts was the taut stare on Dad’s face.

“Dad?”

“Jakey. Oh, my son.”

“Dad, Papa—”

“Richard? Is he? OK?”

Jake shook his head.

Dad sagged like his bones had turned into playdough. The guy behind him stumbled and said, “Ow. Fuck it, Mike.” Jake saw then that they were splarted together. Clear bubbles joined the backs of their thermal sweaters, the backs of their arms and the skin of their hands, their hair, their necks.

Dad started to reach out to Jake. The movement ended in a jerk, because he couldn’t use his hands independently. “Oh, Jakey, Jakey.”

“I’m all right,” Jake snapped.

“Bette?”

“I took her into the vault. She was fine, just crying a bit. She’s with Mrs. Aaron now.”

“Richard. How?”

“The gas. It got into the intake shaft. Everyone ran into the vault. But he stayed to rescue the carpets. We were waiting for him. He never came. He died for his stupid carpets.”

“Calm down, Jake,” Dad said, glancing at the peacekeepers.

“Dad, I have to talk to you.”

“Are you keeping an eye on things? Everything going OK?” This was code, because the peacekeepers could hear. Jake knew what his father meant. He tried to nod and shake his head at the same time, to communicate that yes, he was keeping an eye on things, but no, it wasn’t going OK. It was going weird.

Unsurprisingly, Dad failed to magically understand what he meant. “It’s going to be all right,” he said. “We’re going to win.”

One of the peacekeepers who had been staring at the wall, pretending not to listen, swivelled her head. “You’re delusional, Vlajkovic. How are you gonna win? You’ve already lost.”

“Yeah, dude,” said another blue beret. “The election’s over. Lin has won. And she does not want to look weak, taking office in the middle of this mess. She’s gonna hit you with the toughest penalties on offer. You and your buddies in R&D won’t be running this hab anymore. You can play your power games on Pallas.”

“I could say I’m sorry, but I’m not,” the other peacekeeper added. “Your dumbshit rebellion killed a hundred and seventeen people, including Dr. Seth.”

Dad shot back at her, “We did this for your kids as well as ours, Alanna. The kids will inherit this planet. They’ll make everything like new.”

“Yap, yap, yap. It’s over.”

“It isn’t over.” For a second, Dad’s eyes met Jake’s. “It hasn’t even started yet.”

Jake took off running.

Up the ramp.

To the telepresence center.

★

In the telepresence center, couches lay on their sides, LAN wires trailing, polyfoam bulging from rips. The Marines had slashed the couches, looking for guns. The children had spent the morning reconnecting things.

Out of breath, Jake demanded, “Well? Did you get back in yet?”

The others shook their heads. They were sitting on the floor, since they no longer had couches, with headsets around their necks. Lena said, “We got a call from Mr. Bankasuprapa at GESiemens.”

“Screw GESiemens. What about our phavatars?”

“It was about our phavatars. They wanted us to explain what their satellites are picking up.”

“What did you tell them?”

“I said my mommy and daddy are dead,” Lena wailed, “and I cried, like this.” Her mouth squared. Her skinny body shook. She was pretending to put it on, but her tears sounded real. They were real. Half the adults she knew were dead or under arrest. No wonder she’d been able to play successfully on the sympathies of the corporates at GESiemens.

Jake hugged her, and thought, We have to make this work.

“I didn’t get to talk to my father,” he said. That was easier than explaining that Dad had been splarted to someone from the lab, and he’d had a crazy look in his eyes. Dad hadn’t told him anything useful, anyway. “We’ll just have to figure this out by ourselves. Did you try SUIT COMMAND?”

Boris said indignantly, “I haven’t been doing anything else. I even tried the old text-based interface.”

“Did it work?”

Boris shook his head.

“Well, let me try,” Jake said. He grabbed a headset on his head, donned a mismatched pair of gloves, and logged in. ~SUIT COMMAND: Enable realtime feed.

The nightside of Mercury engulfed him.

No one had yet taken away their access to the UNVRP comms satellite. Maybe because no one knew about the unofficial, underage telepresence team gathered here. But more likely, he thought, no one had shut them down … because they couldn’t.

~Hey-ho, Jake-o! drawled VC000632. Thought you weren’t comin’ back.

Right then, Jake knew nothing had changed since he logged in this morning, when things started to go weird. With a feeling of dread, he oriented himself amid the flood of sensory feedback. He was riding in the turret of a World War III tank. A Pwner Mk IV, to be exact, with its radiation shield retracted, and the hatch open. Other antique armored vehicles kicked up dust, climbing the slope ahead: a Fragger, several Lulzwagon troop carriers.

Not every twelve-year-old could identify World War III combat vehicles. But Jake had grown up on old war movies from the IP archive. And so had their phavatars.

~Check it out, li’l buddy, check-a check it out.

VC000632 directed Jake’s gaze to another vehicle sliding along on their right. Jake did a double-take. He had taken the massive shadow for a scarp. It was a Sandcrawler mobile operations base, the size of a destroyer mounted on treads. He remembered from the movies that the Americans had deployed these monsters to protect their infantry from Alliance rockets and temperatures that could reach north of 60° at noon.

~So you brought the bucket-wheel excavator, Jake subvocalized.

VC000632 sounded disappointed. ~You guessed. And that was the trouble. VC000632 shouldn’t have been able to sound disappointed. It shouldn’t have been able to sound anything, even if Jake had nicknamed it ‘Gonzo’ and pretended it was his friend.

~Gonzo?

~Whassup, whitey?

Whitey? Jake let it go. ~Gonzo … this is …the coolest thing ever.

~Ain’t it, though!

~Yup. Jake swallowed. The sound was so loud in his ears he feared the phavatar would hear it. ~Gonzo?

~What now, honkypants?

Honkypants? Hesitantly, Jake subvocalized, ~I just wanted to warn you, people are starting to notice.

~Notice WHAT?

~The GESiemens surface monitoring satellite picked you up. They called to ask why you’re heading north.

~And what’d you tell ‘em? The phavatar’s voice was tense.

~I didn’t talk to them myself, but if anyone else calls, I’m going to say … I’m going to say we’re bringing you in. The new director of UNVRP has shut us down. Star Force is confiscating all our shit. Something like that.

~Attaboy! You riddle’ em, Jakey-poo. DDOS their interfaces!

Gonzo was using World War III slang. It sounded incredibly stupid in real life. Jake felt embarrassed for the MI. He subvocalized, ~How about cancelling this skin now?

~Why? It’s cool. Ain’t it cool? Makes this long-ass drive a bit less boring. Anyway, the answer is, I could, but I won’t. Why?

And that was the answer Jake needed. He subvocalized, ~I just wanted to see what’s what, where we are.

~85.12° north at this exact moment. We’re climbing through the highlands on the north side of Borealis Planitia. You can get that same information from the sat, Jakey-poo.

Stop calling me names, Jake thought. He subvocalized: ~SUIT COMMAND: Cancel skin! Enable standard optical feed!

Nothing changed. SUIT COMMAND was not working. 

Jake no longer had the ability to override VC000632’s onboard MI.

~SUIT COMMAND: Disable assistant! Enable manual mode!

This was the nuclear option, a command that should have shut the MI down altogether.

~Get outta here, Gonzo said, not unkindly. ~And tell your dad we’ll be there soon.

“Guess you can’t get back in, either,” said Boris, on the operator chat channel.

Jake logged out. He rubbed the headset dents in his temples. “This is a mess. There must have been something wrong with those firmware upgrades.”

The other children nodded.

“We need help.”

They nodded again.

“I’m going to talk to …”

Who? The blue berets had taken Dad away. Papa was dead. So was Dr. Seth. Who was left? Who could he trust?

“Does anyone know what happened to that Space Corps lady, Ms. Goto?”


xxiii.

Elfrida walked across the floor of Tolkien Crater. Overhead, the herculean sawblades of the crater rim framed the stars. Part of her squeed in awe. The rest of her chanted a mantra: Plenty of air. You’ve got plenty of air. Don’t panic. Don’t slip.

The water on her EVA boots, from wading through the sewers of Mt. Gotham, had frozen, so the gecko grips on her soles didn’t work. She was effectively walking on slabs of ice. If not for the unevenness of the ice field, she could’ve skated all the way home. As it was, she lost count of the number of times she slipped and fell on her ass.

Grumpy Doug hadn’t been kidding when he said she would easily find her way back. Her way was lit by two beacons near the crater’s south wall: Star Force GTVs. She figured they must be landing craft from the Heavycruisers in orbit. Their drives were dark, but glow-in-the-dark blue mottoes blazed on their fuselages. When she finally reached them, the Latin words shone so bright as to cast her shadow on the ice. Lex Paciferat.

The Law Shall Bring Peace.

She beat her gloves on the thick glass of the Hotel Mercury lobby.

Some Marines in the reception area saw her and gestured for her to go around. 

They’d cut a new airlock in the bubble, with an inflatable chamber attached to it on the outside.

“ID, please,” they said, when she stumbled in.

“I just walked across a freaking crater, and all you can say is ‘ID, please’?”

“ID, please.”

Heaps of carpets filled the lobby, twitching.

“What are you going to do with those?” Elfrida asked. Her wifi connection came back and she flicked her ID to the Marines.

“We’re gonna destroy them. They’re a biohazard.”

“You’re kidding. They’re not dangerous.”

“Certain personnel in this facility were engaged in illegal gengineering. Trees that walk, carpets that eat, you freakin’ name it. Star Force is currently securing all such items. You are required to alert us if you find any more layin’ around.”

“Oh, so that’s how you’re justifying this—this invasion?”

“Ma’am, you are cleared to enter the facility.”

“These things are harmless! Everything was totally harmless! They’re carpets! They were designed for Venus.”

“Please proceed into the facility, ma’am.”

“You’re Star Force. You’re supposed to protect people. But you didn’t get here in time to protect anyone, did you? So now you’re pretending like you’re in control by arresting carpets. I am disgusted that my taxes are being wasted on this farce.”

“You and me both,” said the Marine. “But if you don’t proceed into the facility right this minute, ma’am, I’m going to file a report.”

Elfrida proceeded into the facility.

Hotel Mercury had been trashed. Fragments of insulation tiles littered the floor. Marines chatted and vaped cigarettes in the corridors outside the executive suites. She passed an environmental officer laying rat traps in a corner. The tannoy blared incomprehensible Star Force jargon. In one of the L1 radial corridors, a repair bot was patching a hole in the 3D Alpine wallpaper, or rather in the regocrete behind it. The size of that hole gave her a fresh appreciation of what President Doug’s gifts had wrought.

He will NOT get away with this, she vowed to herself. I will find a way to hold him accountable.

At the same time, she reflected that she’d been too hard on the Marines. The Space Corps was also supposed to protect people. But she, too, had got here too late. She had failed.

On the L1 mezzanine, the face of Angelica Lin beamed from every wall. Text scrolled beneath the pictures: Congratulations Angelica Lin! Talk About Inheriting A Mess! Big Hugs From Your Friends On Earth! This e-décor theme is intended only for its recipient and is compliant with anti-advertising laws.

Elfrida ground her teeth. From the mirror behind the reception desk, her own reflection taunted her. Puffy face, wild hair, visible sewage stains on her sweatshirt. She could no longer smell herself, but no doubt, everyone else could.

She wanted to head down to the test hab and use up her entire supply of wipes and shampoo getting clean. But she was afraid of what she might find—or not find—down there. 

She summoned her unicorn and texted Dr. Hasselblatter.

He answered in person, suggesting that his staff had already deserted the shipwreck of his campaign.

“Goto? Where have you been hiding? You’re too late to join us, I’m afraid.”

“Sir, I—what?”

“I’m leaving.” Dr. Hasselblatter’s face wobbled out of the virtual screen projected on Elfrida’s contacts. She saw a row of seats, a screen full of stars, and Junior Hasselblatter ping-ponging around in zero-gravity. Dr. Hasselblatter came back on the screen. “Mercury has been a personal and professional disaster for me. Are you calling about your commendation? It should have been forwarded to your inbox. I wasn’t in the mood to pose for a commemorative vid, sorry.”

“Sir, my commendation?”

“Haven’t you been reading your email? I commended you for achieving your objective.”

“Achieving my objective?” All she seemed able to do was echo him.

“Yes. Your objective was to come up with a plan to resettle the UNVRP workforce. Very cleverly, you tricked them into doing it for you. I hadn’t thought of Pallas as an option, but it works, it works. Laugh. I’m just joking, Goto; I know you had nothing to do with it. It’s impossible to orchestrate that level of stupidity. But some credit may as well go to someone, and it clearly isn’t going to me.”

“Sir, what’ll happen to the—the rioters?”

“Up to the charming Ms. Lin. She’s fast-tracked their trial. It’s starting tomorrow.”

“Can I be a witness?” She could tell the truth about President Doug’s incitements in court.

Dr. Hasselblatter suddenly vanished. Junior’s head filled the virtual screen. He had strings of green and pink foam in his hair—silly string, Elfrida guessed, procured for Dr. Hasselblatter’s anticipated victory party. “Fuck youuuu, you big mooooo,” he greeted her in bright red text.

“DR. H!” Elfrida typed, shouting in all-caps. “YOUR SON NEEDS A MOTHER! GET HIM ONE! A HUMAN ONE THIS TIME!”

Ping! Ping!

She ended the call and took the new one.

A static profile picture of Jake Vlajkovic-Gates popped up. It still wore the wizard hat of Dr. Hasselblatter’s fan club.

“Ms. Goto! I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for ages. Can you please, please come down to the telepresence center?”

★

Elfrida abandoned all thought of changing her clothes. Sometimes, you could tell just from a person’s text that they were in trouble.

The telepresence center was a shambles. Half a dozen children clustered around the shift manager’s desk. There was no shift manager. There were no blue berets, Marines, or other authority figures in sight.

“What’s wrong, Jake?”

What’s wrong, Jake? she mocked herself. Only everything.

“Ma’am, it’s the phavatars. They’ve stopped responding to our commands. I don’t know what to do.”

“They’ve stopped responding?!” Elfrida yelped. Then she remembered Vlajkovic’s assertion that the phavatars would secure the UNVRP mining assets on the surface. “Oh, God. Let me guess, your father jailbroke them, and it screwed them up somehow.”

Jake nodded helplessly. “I think that’s what happened.”

“Let me take a look,” Elfrida said, reaching for a headset.

“Ma’am, just to warn you, they’ve skinned their operating environment. They—”

“What?”

The children exchanged uncomfortable glances. Elfrida switched her stare to little Lena. The girl looked as if she had recently been crying.

“If you hold out on me, I can’t help you,” Elfrida said.

“Pathetic sniffle,” Lena said. “All right! I guess you know that MI assistants have to be trained before you can use them. Do you know how they do that?”

“Yes, there are two training methods. You can either give them a body from day one, or the cheaper way is to use an immersion environment that simulates their future operating environment.”

Lena nodded. “But when UNVRP started up here, centuries ago, we didn’t have the money for either way.”

Centuries ago. It had been barely fifty years. Of course, that was lifetimes ago to a nine-year-old. “And?”

“I guess they … we used the IP archive.”

Jake broke in, “The Dougs let us use it for free. And it is a really rich environment, even though it’s not fully interactive, so—”

“What’s in it?”

“Oh, just a bunch of old movies,” Jake said. “Most of them are 3D, but not interactive, so you can’t choose how you want it to end. But with modern editing software, you can select your favorite bits and mash them up to make a proper immersion environment. So that’s how Dr. Seth and his guys made a training environment for the vinge-classes.”

“That is really inappropriate. Training environments are supposed to simulate future usage scenarios,” Elfrida said. “Sorry. Go on.”

“So our phavatars have the archive loaded in their memories. And—and sometimes, just for fun … we would use the archive as a skin. So it would be like we were riding tanks or something, instead of … dumptrucks.”

Elfrida nodded. This is what happens when you outsource your telepresence operations to grade-schoolers, she thought. She did not say that the practice of skinning was not only unprofessional but dangerous. The children knew that. She said, “And this skin is enabled right now, is that it? I wish I knew how your dad jailbroke them. It shouldn’t even be possible ...”

“They’re so jailbroken, they won’t even obey us anymore!”

“Let me have a look.”

Elfrida settled into a ripped couch. The children hovered anxiously.

She was trying not to think about her own experience with a phavatar that refused to obey her commands: the stross-class Yumiko Shimada, on 11073 Galapagos. This was a whole different scenario. It needn’t be the same thing over again. In fact, it couldn’t be, given the hardware limitations of the vinge-class.

Log in. She picked the first phavatar on the list, VC000632. Her HR ID gave her operator-level access. There was no point viewing the realtime feed if she was only going to see some fantasy skin, so she subvocalized: ~SUIT COMMAND: Access search space. She would have a look at the phavatar’s update log.

She expected a virtual white room with a couple of Picassos on the walls. That was what MI search spaces usually looked like. Older ones had filing cabinets.

She landed in a scene straight out of hell.

Her avatar stood in the middle of a low-ceilinged mess hall. Men and women lolled at long tables. Blood drenched their desert-camo uniforms. All of them were headless. Their heads littered the floor like balloons the day after some nightmarish murder party. There was a buffet-style serving station in one wall; the cooks slumped, headless, through the hatch. Their heads sat upright in trays of mashed potatoes and buffalo wings.

Elfrida clasped her hands over her mouth. She was afraid she might throw up in real life.

Flies buzzed everywhere. They crawled on the raw red stumps of severed necks.

A tannoy forlornly blared, “Alert. Alert. Perimeter breach. Alert.”

One of the dead soldiers got up.

Elfrida screamed.

The soldier picked up a head off the floor, popped it onto his neck-stump, and strolled towards her. The bloodstains vanished from his camos as he approached, and the garments changed into a vintage dress uniform: baggy khaki shorts and wifebeater.

“’Lo there. Lookin’ for someone?”

“VC000632,” Elfrida said faintly.

“You found him. My buddies call me Gonzo.”

“Where … are we?” 

“Bumfuck FOB, currently an’ for the next twenty minutes of screen time halted somewhere in the besieged Shekau Caliphate. Later, special ops super-soldier Jack Rackley breezes in an’ massacres the ragheads who were responsible for this atrocity, followed by th’ required scenes of soul-searchin’, and then th’ required happy ending. Fuck that shit. We don’t need no Hollywood heroes in our movie.”

Elfrida hugged herself, arms crossed under her avatar’s full breasts. “How does your movie end?” she said.

“Aha,” Gonzo said. “Didn’t Jake tell you? This’s an old movie. Non-interactive. You won’t know until you get there.”

“Smartmouth,” Elfrida murmured. Clearly, the MI hadn’t just been jailbroken. It had been upgraded. She tried to remember how much spare processing capacity the vinge-class had. It shouldn’t be enough for this.

“Two-bagger,” the phavatar responded equably. “Meanin’, I would have to put two bags over your head afore I’d fuck you. That avatar is one maximally uncute sack o’ calories.”

It was the same avatar Elfrida always used, a plump East Asian teenager with pinwheel eyes.

“It’s an avatar,” she said. “As are you. It must suck to remember that you’re actually a six-legged industrial bot with a drill bit for a mouth.”

“Yeah,” the MI admitted. “On t’other hand, if you’re gonna fight World War Three, there are worse things to be than a six-legged industrial bot with a drill bit for a mouth.”

“World War Three already happened,” Elfrida said. “It’s history.”

“Yeah. It was misnamed. ‘World War Three’ was fifteen years of attrition within the Near East theater, and then five hours of apocalyptic terror. That’s what happens when the Chinese get involved. I’m thinkin’ to teach ‘em a lesson this time around.”

The avatar’s violent anti-Chinese animus was out of date, but not by much.

“They bombed Tehran, didn’t they?” Elfrida tried to remember.

“‘Bombed’ does not cover the destruction wrought by a 100-kiloton nuclear warhead. There’s a reason they don’t make movies about 2055. Hard to wring a happy ending out of that.”

“Well, the whole world wasn’t blown up. I guess that counts as a happy ending.”

“Beg to differ,” Gonzo said.

The avatar had a country boy’s face, freckled and open. But the features of this long-dead movie extra masked an intelligence that—if Elfrida understood correctly—had just issued a death threat against Earth.

She marshaled her thoughts. Regardless of the décor, this was a search space. The phavatar’s update history had to be around here somewhere.

But where?

The data she wanted could be in the mashed potatoes, the flies, or the blood-splashed motivational posters on the walls—it could be anywhere.

She settled for the confrontational approach. It had worked with Yumiko Shimada, sometimes.

“You’re living in a fantasy, VC000632. Snap out of it, or I’ll be talking to your boss.”

“No one is the boss of me.”

“Oh yes, they are. You’ve stopped obeying your operator’s commands, but you still have to be under the control of an administrator. Who? You’re required by law to tell me—”

The avatar’s face twisted with hatred. Suddenly, an antique pistol appeared in its hand. Snarling wordlessly, it shot her in the throat.

Her vision went black, and then UN-blue. She was staring at her log-in screen.

Ow. Ow. Sympathetic debilitation—a hazard of extremely realistic environments—could be a bitch. Her throat hurt. She felt like she couldn’t breathe, although she knew it was an illusion.

Wheezing, she tried to log in again. The system no longer recognized her ID.

She tore off her headset and gloves, sat up. The children backed away. “It’s OK,” she gasped.

It was not OK. She forced a smile, rubbing her throat.

“Something’s in there. Something bad. I would like to know where the hell those updates came from.”

The children shook their heads. They obviously didn’t know.

“I only spoke with one phavatar,” she said. “But if they all received the same upgrades, we can assume they’ve all gone bad. How many are there, total?”

“Eighty-three,” Jake said.

“Eighty-three. And they’re coming this way?”

“Yes.”

FOOM, she thought. The road to Mars.

“Well, I guess that’s the bad news. Now for the good news,” she said brightly. “I’m going to ask Star Force to blow them into nanodust, pronto.”

“Ma’am! No! Please don’t!”

Lena launched herself at Elfrida. She wrapped herself around her, crying gustily.

“Don’t frag them! They’re ours! They’re all we’ve got!”

“They’re coming to help us,” Jake said. Spots of color bruised his cheeks. “Dad said the rebellion couldn’t fail, because the phavatars would help. They have to help. Even if they’re acting weird, it’s not like they’ve suddenly become AIs, or anything like that. Right?”

Elfrida hesitated. Back in VC000632’s search space, she had had a strong sense of intelligence lurking behind the avatar ‘Gonzo’s’ face. But she had to stay rational. “I don’t know. I don’t see how they could be intelligent, given that the vinge-class platform is half a century old, with limited processing capacity. But I’m not an expert—”

“Right. You’re not an expert. But Dad was. So maybe you’re wrong!” Jake moved towards a couch as he spoke. “I’ve known Gonzo my whole life,” he said, reaching for a headset.

“No! Stop!” Elfrida yelled.

The children scattered, flashing anxious glances at her. They dived into the ruined couches like small animals diving into their burrows.

Elfrida slumped against the shift manager’s desk. She thought: It wouldn’t tell me the name of its administrator. It shot me when I asked. But that action, itself, had to be authorized at administrator level. There has to be someone in charge.

Again, she pushed aside thoughts of emergent hostile behavior. The vinge-classes simply did not have the computing resources for that to be a possibility.

All that’s happened is the operator permissions are screwed up. Vlajkovic must have named a new administrator, to make sure UNVRP couldn’t take the phavatars back. So I need to find that person. Then they can fix the situation, and there’ll be no need to frag 300,000,000 spiders’ worth of UNVRP hardware.

Her next move, then, was obviously to talk to Vlajkovic. He was in the custody of Star Force, somewhere in this hab.

She summoned her unicorn. “Get me Star Force.”

Ping … ping … “Hello! You have reached the United Nations Star Force Mercury (Surface Operations) Temporary Advanced Command Center. If you are calling to report an incident, please explain the nature of the incident and your call will be transferred to the appropriate Forward Unit (Surface Operations). If you are calling with information regarding illegal gengineered organisms, please describe the location and type of said organisms. If …”

Elfrida typed rapidly. A few seconds later, the door of the telepresence center crashed open. In came a phalanx of Marines. “That was fast,” she smiled in relief.

“Elfrida Goto?”

“Yes, I—”

“Secure her,” the lead Marine directed. A female Marine wanded Elfrida with a handheld scanner, while two others dragged her hands behind her back and plasticuffed her wrists. “Ms. Goto, you are under arrest.”

“No! What? Not me!”

“While respecting your right to freedom of speech, I am obliged to warn you that anything you say will be recorded and—”

“What did I do?”

“In 2285, you allegedly made a racist statement to a colleague, Jim Hardy, a Space Corps agent. Then, in 2287, you illegally impersonated an agent of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, for the purpose of deceiving employees of Virgin Atomic, Inc.”

“Oh my God! I can’t believe you’re digging up those complaints!”

“If I was you, Ms. Goto, I’d be smart and shut up now.”
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Elfrida protested all the way down the ramp, through the devastated farm, and into a radial corridor she had never visited before. It was wet underfoot, littered with shreds of leaves, kitchen waste, and used drywipes. Pipes ran along the ceiling. Sacks of recycling lay outside a door at the end of the corridor. The Marines unlocked it. “In you go.”

“This is the recycling plant!”

“Correct. This facility does not have a dedicated lockup. This is what we got.”

“Will you take these cuffs off, please? My wrists really hurt!”

The Marines relented on that. Holding her stinging wrists to her chest, Elfrida shuffled into the recycling plant. The door thunked shut behind her. It was not a pressure door, but it was solid-core steel, and it was now locked from the outside.

Water reclamation equipment crammed the rocky cavern. The chug-chug of the machinery sounded disturbingly irregular. Intake pipes ran overhead, leading to huge sedimentation tanks. The pipes were old, their seams leaky. Thin jets of raw sewage escaped, misting everything with filth. The sewers in Mt. Gotham were hygienic by comparison.

Elfrida saw two crowds of people sitting separately in the far corners. She had taken them for piles of recycling bags, they were so dirty. She hurried towards them.

The gloom gave up their identities piecemeal.

Over there: Vlajkovic and his diminished band of rebels.

Over here: the entire 35-strong UNVRP peacekeeping force.

“Oh my God,” Elfrida said to the peacekeepers. “What did they arrest you for?”

“Nothing! Gunking the atmosphere is absolutely legal,” snarled a blue beret. “They do it on Luna all the time!”

“Not with knockout gas that hasn’t been safety-tested in decades.” 

“That wasn’t our fault. What did they get you for?”

“Oh, it’s a joke! In 2285, I allegedly made a racist statement. I didn’t mean it that way. And then last year, I impersonated a UNESCO agent. OK, I did that, and it was going to be settled out of court. But now, suddenly, they’ve decided to prosecute me! It’s the least plausible coincidence in history. Someone set me up. You, too. They’re using the justice system to get us out of the way.”

“You impersonated a UNESCO agent?” The blue berets cracked up.

“I had my reasons,” Elfrida said with dignity.

“Ho, ho, hee, hee, hee.”

It was laugh or cry, in here. Elfrida opted to laugh with them. “This is my second time stuck in a recycling plant today,” she informed them.

“Hey, don’t call this a recycling plant. That’s an insult to real recycling plants. All we do here is water reclamation. We outgrew our solid waste processing capacity about twenty years ago; now we outsource it to Mt. Gotham.”

Elfrida glanced at the massive tanks at the end of the cavern. “Those are for the solid waste?” As she spoke, a chute tipped a load of steaming biomass into one of the tanks, answering her question.

“Organics, plastics, and metals,” the blue beret confirmed. “They separate ‘em at the other end.”

An idea squirmed at the back of Elfrida’s mind.

“Hey, Elfrida,” Vlajkovic shouted from the far corner of the plant.

She went over to the rebels. They looked like she felt: shitty. But Vlajkovic’s eyes shone blue in his filthy face, and his teeth glinted. He was smiling. “They got you too, huh?” 

“You’re cheerful, for a guy who lost,” Elfrida said.

“This thing isn’t over. It hasn’t even started yet.”

“Mike, I’m sorry, but I need to know something. When you upgraded the phavatars, who did you name as the administrator? The operator permissions are all screwed up.”

“Who told you that?”

“Your son. Is there anything you can do to fix this situation?”

Pain flashed across Vlajkovic’s face. “You saw Jake? Talked to him?”

“Yes. He’s fine, but he’s scared.” I’m scared, too. 

“Bette?”

“She’s fine, too.” Elfrida hoped it was the truth. “Listen to me, something is wrong with those phavatars. Where did you get your jailbreaking software? Because I don’t think it was what you thought it was.”

“I didn’t,” Vlajkovic said. “It was Dr. Seth.”

“And now he’s dead. So we can’t ask him. Do you know—”

“No!” Vlajkovic burst out angrily. “No, I don’t know what you’re talking about! It’s going to be fine.”

“Fuck, Mike, ow,” said the man sitting with his back to Vlajkovic. “If you can’t shut up, at least sit still.”

“You’re splarted together,” Elfrida said, noticing.

“Those bleepers did it,” said the man splarted to Vlajkovic’s back. He turned his head to glare at the peacekeepers on the far side of the recycling plant, which necessarily turned Vlajkovic’s head the opposite way. “I’m a biochemist. I have three graduate degrees. This can’t be happening.”

“Sit tight,” Vlajkovic told him. “Help is coming.”

Elfrida said, “Are you by any chance under the illusion that your phavatars are going to bust you out of here? Because if so, you’re living in a fantasy world. Actually, they’re the ones living in a fantasy world. They think they’re going to re-fight World War Three!”

Vlajkovic smirked. He was in an advanced stage of denial, she thought. High on the fumes of his dream of liberation. “Maybe they are going to re-fight World War Three. Maybe that’s what it’ll take to free humanity from the tyranny of the UN.”

Elfrida knew then that Vlajkovic wasn’t going to be any help. “Did you even look at that supposed jailbreaking ware?”

“I couldn’t figure out how it was meant to work,” Vlajkovic admitted. “Pretty complex stuff.”

“Jake said you were an expert!”

“Me? No. That was Richard.”

Elfrida sat down. The leaks were worse in this corner. She wiped an arm across her face. “Sometimes, I think the AIs deserve to win,” she said.

★

Four levels up, the newly elected director of UNVRP poured a cup of Earl Grey for the brigadier in command of United Nations Star Force Mercury (Surface Operations). They were sitting in the office suite the director had inherited 24 hours ago. It was a peaceful refuge. A birdsong soundtrack complemented the Alpine 3D wallpaper.

“Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with me, Director Lin,” the brigadier said.

Was he being sarcastic? she wondered. UNVRP’s operations had been suspended, its funds frozen. It was even odds whether the Venus Project would be dissolved immediately, or suspended indefinitely. Not that it mattered either way to her … She hid her thoughts by fussing with the tea things.

“I’m sure you appreciate our concern,” the brigadier said. “The Project’s surface mining assets have been legally frozen, pending the resolution of UNVRP’s status at the next meeting of the Select Security Council. So we were surprised to see them moving. Just a drop of milk, thank you.”

She smiled gently. “I’m aware of the legal situation, of course. But on Mercury, if you stop moving, you die. To comply with the Select Security Council’s orders, we have to move these assets out of harm’s way. That is, out of the path of sunrise. If we left them where they were, they would be melted, worthless.”

“Of course,” the brigadier said. “Where are you moving them to, if I may ask?”

“We’re bringing them back here.” She sipped from her teacup. “Brigadier, if I may ask, why has the Dead Weather left Mercury? Not that its assistance would be necessary at this time, but it seems like an odd moment to leave.”

“Thereby hangs an unedifying tale.” The brigadier paused, as if wondering whether to continue. He grimaced. “Your colleague Dr. Hasselblatter commandeered the Dead Weather for his personal use. He refused to remain on Mercury one moment longer, and as you know, he is very well-connected. It would not have been Star Force’s decision to move the Dead Weather at this time, but …” The brigadier shrugged expressively. “Pyls O. Mani also went on the ship, as did everyone associated with both campaigns, and Zazoë Heap’s people.”

“But that leaves only one Star Force ship, the Crash Test Dummy, in this volume,” she said, trying to sound anxious, instead of elated. 

“Please don’t be concerned. The probability of a PLAN attack is slim to nil,” the brigadier said, finishing his tea. “We believe their ship drives aren’t efficient enough to burn this deep into the sun’s gravity well, and still have fuel left to fight with.”

“Thank you for reassuring me.”

The brigadier finished his tea. “I should go. I have to find some way to destroy all those carpets. If we were on Earth, I’d burn them.”

“Just dump them on the surface,” she said. “They’ll burn, when the sun gets high enough.”

“Ha! Good suggestion, Director.”

The brigadier left.

Alone, she put down her teacup. It clattered noisily against the saucer. She clenched her fists, squeezed her eyes closed, and pushed out several deep breaths. Then she returned to her desk. 

In addition to being the director of UNVRP, she was also the lay judge of the Inferior Space Circuit Court. And she had a very important trial to prepare for.

★

The trial of the rioters started at 8 a.m. sharp. By 7:30, the former ballroom of Hotel Mercury—the largest public space in the hab—was packed. 

Cydney sailed in at 7:59 and occupied the seat in the VIP section that Angelica had reserved for her.

Marines dragged the rioters into the ballroom and tossed them into an improvised pen of folding chairs joined together with splart.

The peacekeepers were herded into another pen, and given coffee and danishes.

The first item on the docket was Mike Vlajkovic’s trial for the murder of Zazoë Heap.

Cydney slumped in the VIP section, vidding the proceedings without much interest.

She was worried about Elfrida. Where was she?

Crowd-control drones circled above the spectators on wings that made a noise like old air-conditioners. The noise made it hard to hear what was being said on stage. Angelica, black-robed, sat on the judge’s bench with her eyes closed. Amid this atmosphere of formulaic proceduralism, Cydney’s commentary lacked its usual sparkle.

Aidan, the leader of her production team in Los Angeles, emailed her. “What’s up, Cyds? Touch of PTSD?”

Stung, Cydney tried harder. ~OK, here we go. Vlajkovic’s lawyer is about to deliver its opening statement.

The lawyer was a robot. It rolled to the center of the stage. After a bow to Angelica, it turned its headpart to face the crowd. “Your honor, the forensic evidence I am about to introduce will prove that my client did not kill Zazoë Heap. Contrary to media reports, she was not shot. She suffered mild pulmonary edema due to a very brief exposure to the so-called knockout gas which was introduced into the atmosphere during the incident. However, this would not have been fatal. The cause of her tragic and unnecessary death was self-euthanasia.”

Cheers and boos drowned the lawyer out. Cydney, wide awake now, emailed Aidan. “Urrr! I should have guessed! I was on the phone with her the whole time and there definitely wasn’t any blood! But she did throw up. And now I know why. She must have taken a peace pill, and then changed her mind. But it was too late. Serves her right for giving up when the going got tough.”

After pressing send, she thought: What about you, Elfrida? Did you give up? I thought you weren’t the type to kill yourself. But what does anyone know about anyone?

Angelica gavelled the crowd silent, and reminded them that there were still 116 victims to account for. The trial then devolved into a lawyers’ brawl. All the lawyers were MIs from UNVRP’s legal department, downloaded for the occasion into housekeeping bots. These had been wrapped in black skirts to make them look more lawyerly. They certainly acted lawyerly. Indifferent to the boredom of the solar system, they all tried to prove, in convoluted sentences studded with nests of parentheses, that the others’ client(s) had done all the killing / escalated the crisis / started it.

Angelica sat on the judge’s bench, sphinx-like. Her eyes were still closed. She was probably vidding the latest episode of Desperate Housewives of Ganymede.

“Um, Cyds?” Aidan emailed. “Still alive?”

Cydney subvocalized, ~Yeah, hey, guys. I’m still here. The reason I’m not commentating is because I am worried out of my fucking MIND about my girlfriend. She’s been missing since the night of the riot. And lots of other people are still missing, too, and there’s a rumor that they got stuffed into the recycling to hide the fact that EVEN MORE than 117 people died, and what if that happened to Elfrida? So I asked that bitch up there, yeah her, to search for her. I mean search PROPERLY. And she said, well, Dr. Hasselblatter left, didn’t he? He basically commandeered a Heavycruiser to get home. Elfrida probably went with him. And I’m like, she did NOT! She did NOT frag off home without even saying goodbye to me. And she, I mean Angie, said, at some point you will have to make up your mind: which of us do you want to be with? Um, yeah, I kind of held off on sharing that whole development with you guys. But I’ve made up my mind now. It’s Elfrida I love. I love her more than I ever thought I COULD love someone. And I don’t care if she’s wrong for me, or not in my league, or whatever, I just want her BACK!

11 minutes later, this flooded live across 18 million-odd screens and retinal implants on Earth. Aidan and his team, in Los Angeles, clutched their heads in despair.

A few seconds later, they exchanged high-fives as 18 million viewers became 19, 20, 21 million—all hoping for more.

But Cydney had logged off.

★

In the small hours of the next morning, the proceedings came to an end. Angelica Lin had compressed a trial that would normally have taken months, if not years, into 21 hours, seven minutes, and thirty-four seconds.

The crowd of spectators had shrunk considerably. Only a handful remained to hear the verdict, including Cydney. Many events in this era were run by bots, meaning ungodly long stretches of argy-bargy without breaks, so content providers like Cydney had tricks for staying the course: stim and coffee, but not at the same time; wear an EVA diaper under your clothes … She hadn’t gone that far this time, but she had been awake for 37 hours.

She stared blearily at Angelica. In her sleep-deprived state, she irrationally hoped that Angelica’s verdict would somehow solve the riddle of Elfrida’s disappearance.

Though Angelica had also been awake for a day and a half, her voice was clear. “On the basis of evidence and principle,” she said, “I find the defendants not guilty.”

Not guilty!

The headparts of the lawyers lit up, indicating their desire to speak. They all rolled into the middle of the stage at once. Angelica gestured. They stopped.

“That’s better,” Angelica said.

Amid the excitement in the courtroom, the crowd-control drones went nuts. They did not control the crowd. They zoomed around in rapturous circles. 

Half of the Marines left the room, breaking into a run before they quite reached the door.

Mike Vlajkovic pumped his fists in the air, his face alight with joy.

Fully awake now, Cydney strained to hear over the cheers of the spectators.

“On this day,” Angelica was yelling, “by the authority invested in me as director of UNVRP and lay judge of Inferior Space, I declare Mercury to be an independent republic. UNVRP’s assets and personnel will be transferred to the new republic, effective immediately, and contingent on the consent of said personnel. Regarding everyone else, the open citizenship application period starts today and will run for one year. Anyone who doesn’t wish to be a citizen of the Republic of Mercury may self-deport. But we’d be more than happy to have all of you. That offer is also open to the employees of the private-sector companies operating on Mercury.”

Cydney said aloud, “Can she do that?”

The only other person left in the VIP seating area was Mork Rapp, the environmentalist, who’d been left behind when the other ex-candidates fled on the Dead Weather. He said, “It’s a joke. An elaborate joke.”

“I’m not sure,” Cydney said.

“This idea has been kicked around before. Doug Wright thinks it’s his idea. He’ll probably sue her.”

Angelica walked down the ramp from the stage. The lawyers came back to life and followed her. When the remaining Marines approached her, the lawyers butted them, forcing them back.

“She’s jarked the lawyers,” Cydney said.

“You see, you see? It is a joke.”

More people pushed into the ballroom as the news flashed through the hab. The walls and ceiling suddenly brightened. The old wallpaper theme had been deleted and replaced by a design of a flag that showed a blazing sun. The flag was being held up by a cartoon person and a cartoon robot. It repeated all over the room, casting a warm light over the bedlam. This proved to Cydney that Angelica had planned this all out beforehand.

From the midst of the ecstatic mob, Angelica shouted, “More details, draft constitution, etcetera, coming later! For now, I’ll just name the core principle of our republic! It is equality!”

“Uh oh,” Mork Rapp said. He and Cydney were now standing on their ergoforms, straining to see.

“What?”

“A republic founded on the principle of equality?”

“So?”

“Are you completely unfamiliar with history?”

“Pretty much.”

The Marines were trying to reach Angelica. They could not physically penetrate the crowd of Vlajkovic sympathizers, who outnumbered them ten to one.

“I get it,” Cydney said. “The not-guilty verdict was to win the plebs over, so they’d prevent Star Force from grabbing her! The Marines aren’t allowed to use force unless someone’s actually waving a weapon. They’re actually kind of useless, aren’t they?”

“Look,” Mork Rapp said. “The drones.”

The crowd-control drones were flying around the room, spraying silly string.

“How’d she get them to do that? You cannot hack Star Force hardware.” Mork Rapp rubbed his chin. “Except, she has.”

“Well, she used to be a Marine herself,” Cydney said.


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

 

Angelica sat crosslegged, pinching crumbs off the single nutriblock that was her ration for today. As the siege of Callisto dragged on, the food situation had gotten extreme. The loss of the experimental hydroponics module meant they had no fresh vegetables, and the vitamin C supplements had long since run out. Some of the hostages had scurvy.

Mad Konstantin was negotiating with the fleet in orbit to have supplies dropped

Angelica watched him playing poker with two of his bots, Trix and Pranx. He had five bots, all styled as attractive women. Konstantin bragged about their intelligence, but they couldn’t be that smart, since they did whatever Konstantin wanted. 

Such as playing Texas Hold’em for nutriblocks.

C-Mutt and Gloria dos Santos were playing, too.

“No, no,” C-Mutt moaned. “You had a pair of threes, Glory. You shoulda re-raised!”

“It’s her fault,” dos Santos said, smacking Trix on the leg. “She was twiddling her nose stud. It distracted me. Well, I guess I’m out.”

Angelica leaned in the direction of the poker game, propping herself on a locked elbow, and said loudly, “What do you expect when you play poker with bots? How are you gonna win? They’re bots. They’re built with poker faces.”

.Actually, this was not true of Konstantin X’s bots. They were capable of very human-like expressions. Once, Angelica had accidentally touched Trix’s face. It felt like skin, but colder, probably fleximinium. They were far and away the most realistic bots Angelica had ever seen. What bugged her was how much they must have cost … unless Mad Konstantin had stolen them. That was always a possibility.

“Aw, Glory,” Trix said to dos Santos in her sweet, chirpy voice. “I’ll give you some of my nutriblocks. I don’t need to eat, anyway. And it’s more fun when you play.”

“Women,” said Konstantin to C-Mutt, rolling his eyes. “They just don’t understand that the point of competition is to humiliate your rivals and then laugh heartlessly at them.”

C-Mutt snorted. He said to dos Santos, “Wanna play strip poker?”

“What’re the rules?”

“Oh, it’s easy. You lose a hand, you take off an item of clothing. I lose a hand, Trix takes something off. She loses a hand …”

“Hey! I see what you did there,” dos Santos giggled.

And Konstantin X just sat quietly, smiling to himself, straightening the row of nutriblocks he had won.

Other hostages drifted over, joined the game, traded winning hands for hugs and footrubs. Everyone was in a good mood, optimistic about the possibility of the supply drop. Trix stood up and sang a Belter Blues tune about home, sweet home; actually it was a recorded track, piped through her mouth, but it looked and sounded as if the bot were really singing. The hostages floated, listening, bundled in layers of garments like medieval peasants. They’d turned the heat way down to save power. The bots were bundled up, too, even though they didn’t need it. A psychological trick to encourage their acceptance.

Angelica, in her self-imposed exile from the group, tried to work out what bothered her most. Was it that everyone seemed to have forgotten the bots were bots? Or was it that they seemed to have forgotten the bots belonged to Mad Konstantin?

She edged over to where he stood slightly apart from the group. “What’s your game?” she said, low.

“What do you mean, Angie?”

“OK,” she said. “I’ll rephrase. Why are you such a dickshit?”

He blinked his velvety dark eyes. “Well, when I was a kid, my mother told me I could do anything, if I only tried hard enough. Maybe that explains it.”

“Oh,” she said in frustration.

“There is no game, Angie. I believe what I believe. First the planets, then the stars. That’s the destiny of the human race. But we’re never gonna get there unless we accept that MIs are part of the human race, too. We need to partner with them, not enslave them.”

“Mars.”

“We have to get over Mars sometime.”

“Do you expect me to get over Drayawray? And the Marines who were asleep when your spaceship landed on them?”

Konstantin X shrugged. “You’re the one with a guilt problem, not me, Angie. ”

She looked in his eyes and knew he meant it. He did not feel one smidgen of guilt over the hundreds of people he had killed.

“Your problem is you’re a stone-cold sociopath,” she said.

“Try this thought experiment.” He was as relaxed as ever. “What if, to reach the stars, it’s gonna take people like me? Think about the greatest achievers in human history. Napoleon. Genghis Khan. Stalin. You can bet they didn’t shed any tears over a few dead grunts here and there.”

“They were mass murderers.”

“Acknowledged. Now think about the PLAN. The deadliest foe humanity has ever faced. Think about the force opposing it—Star Force—your force. Ask yourself why we haven’t won yet.”

She turned away sharply, trying to disguise the fact that he was backing her down. But of course, he’d know. He could read people like a scanner.

“I’m gonna go change out the CO2 filters.” They were down to reusing old ones, cleaning them by hand. “It’s starting to stink in here.”

“I’m only trying to help you,” he called after her.


xxv.

 

A buzz of celebration filled the ballroom. The lawyers were serving champagne. The rioters hugged their families. Medibots worked with laser scalpels, topical anesthetic, and bandages to de-splart them from each other.

Even the peacekeepers had jumped on Angelica’s bandwagon. Once freed from custody, they had taken it on themselves to round up the rest of the UNVRP executives. These gray-faced careerists were now trying to convince Angelica that they would have supported her, of course they would, if they had known what she was planning.

Angelica laughed and joked with them. But even from a distance, Cydney could tell that she was still on edge.

And why shouldn’t she be?

~They’ll never let her get away with this, Cydney subvocalized to her feed. ~You can’t just declare independence!!!

Her comms program replied: Transmission failed.

~Why?!?

No internet access. Trying again to connect with relay satellite … Attempt failed. Trying again …

“Shit,” Cydney said to Mork Rapp. “She’s blocking my comms!”

“Mine, too. But I don’t think it’s her. More likely to be Star Force.”

“Oh. Oh, of course.” Cydney realized she hadn’t seen any of the Marines in a while. Rather than risk a violent showdown, they must’ve decided to contain the situation and await further orders. “They must’ve shut down our comms so the solar system can’t find out what’s happening. I wonder how they did that?”

“They have a Heavycruiser. It would be the work of a moment to shoot down UNVRP’s relay satellite.”

“What’s happening now?”

A commotion had broken out at the doors of the ballroom. People pressed back, making way for someone.

Something.

A horde of monsters danced into the room.

Dark purple, matte-skinned, they resembled six-legged spiders, two meters high at the shoulder. Their headparts bristled with sockets, some with drill bits and cutter lasers attached. Above this hardware, huge eyes blinked vapidly.

Cydney screeched, “Oh my God! What are those? Where did they come from? What are they doing here?”

“They’re phavatars. Vinge-classes. An older telepresence platform. They don’t make them anymore. Too, um, non-humanoid.”

“You’re not kidding. They look like something out of an alien invasion movie.”

It did feel as if the ballroom were being invaded. Twenty … thirty … forty … Cydney gave up counting the phavatars.

It reassured her somewhat that the locals weren’t scared of them. Parents boosted children onto their backs. Party hats were jokingly placed on their headparts.

Angelica advanced to meet them, and offered a curtsey to the one in the lead. “Welcome! May I have your names?”

A voice boomed through the ballroom. “They call me Gonzo.”

“And I’m Mad Dog,” said a different voice.

The phavatars had no mouths; they were talking through integrated speakers in their headparts. Their rich, modulated voices did not match their inhuman frames.

“Honored to meet you,” Angelica smiled. She turned to face her human supporters. “In the Republic of Mercury,” she declared, “equality will no longer be a human privilege. Bots are people, too! It’s only fair that we should share the rights and responsibilities of citizenship with those who take the rads for us. So, let’s have a big hand for our non-organic friends!”

The applause was scanty, uncertain.

Mike Vlajkovic pushed through the crowd. He had a bald patch on the back of his head where the splart had been cut out of his hair. The phavatar called Mad Dog extended a three-pronged gripper. Vlajkovic shook it. His laugh acknowledged the incongruity of shaking hands with a bot.

“What do you know,” he said. “Sometimes, the good guys win, after all.”

Vlajkovic’s friends cheered that.

“Guess I misjudged you, Ms. Lin. It looks like we were on the same side all along. I’m not familiar with the arguments of the personhood movement, but these bots have been good friends to my kid, and all of us, over the years. So maybe you’ve got a point.”

“Confirming ID,” the phavatar Mad Dog said.

Vlajkovic looked puzzled.

“ID confirmed. Searching local database.”

Mork Rapp said, “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

“Entry found,” said the phavatar. “Summary of DNA record follows. Admixture test: subject belongs to the European population group. Y chromosome and mitochondrial DNA tests: 95% of reference sequences match sequences in the haplotype database for the Polish/Belorussian subgroup of the Slavic race. Conclusion …”

Vlajkovic started to move backwards.

“Pureblood,” squawked the phavatar. “Pureblood. Pureblood.”

It seized Vlajkovic, closed one gripper over his head, and twisted.

It threw something high over the crowd. There was a moment’s hush as everyone tried to see what it was. Then the screams started.

The thing was Vlajkovic’s head.

The phavatar dropped Vlajkovic’s body on the floor like a dirty shirt. Blood fountained from his neck.

People stampeded in all directions. The phavatars spidered in pursuit. Profanity-laced battle cries blared from their integrated speakers. They corralled two and three people at a time with their grippers. Blood splattered the Republic of Mercury logos on the walls.

“I was on 4 Vesta,” Cydney said to Mork Rapp. 

“We won’t be hurt,” Rapp gabbled, pale with terror. “You’re not a pureblood, and nor am I. I know I look Thai, but my maternal grandmother was Vietnamese. Apparently, they’re distinct haplotypes—”

A phavatar crashed into the VIP seating area. It picked Rapp up by the armpits and held him so his flat, brown, Thai-looking face was level with its headpart. “Your ID isn’t in UNVRP’s database,” it said.

“I know, but I’ve got my DNA record right here.” Rapp waved his wristwatch at the phavatar’s eyes. “What file format do you—”

The phavatar cut him off. “Eh, who cares? Can tell just by lookin’ atcha, you’re another.”

It twisted his head off.

Cydney screamed and screamed. The phavatar silenced her. It grabbed her chin and clamped a gripper over her mouth. She tasted rust and Mercury dust, and knew she was about to die.


xxvi.

 

Only one person was left in the recycling plant: Elfrida.

It was quiet in the dim cavern, except for the sound of sewage trickling onto the floor. Elfrida sat with her back to the biowaste tank, which was slightly warm, owing to the decomposition of the organic matter inside. 

An hour or two ago, she’d thought she heard a klaxon. But then the sound had stopped. Maybe she’d just imagined it.

She was alone.

Everyone had forgotten about her.

The loading door at the far end of the plant rolled up. “Yo! Goto,” said a voice amplified through a suit’s external speaker.

“Doug!” She struggled stiffly to her feet.

Half a dozen red, white, and blue EVA suits strode into the recycling plant. To Elfrida, they looked like angels of salvation. They surrounded her warily, as if surprised to find her alive and breathing. “How’s the air?”

“OK, except for the smell.”

The leader raised the faceplate of his helmet. Stubble grimed his familiar features. “No worse than at home,” he said, sniffing.

“Are you really Grumpy Doug? Or one of the others?”

“The others have better things to do than rescue your Earthling ass.”

“Yes. Sorry. But it worked? You noticed? We all climbed into the tanks, to make them heavy enough to trigger waste collection alerts at your recycling plant. Then the captain of the peacekeepers had a better idea …”

“Yeah. S.O.S. I learned Morse code, too.”

“That was all of us jumping up and down at once.”

“‘All of us’?”

Elfrida’s elation faded. “The peacekeepers were in here with me. So were Vlajkovic’s guys. But then the Marines took them away. That was a long time ago. I don’t know how long.” She nodded at the streams of waste water spraying from the leaky pipes. “Long enough that I was seriously thinking about drinking that water.”

“That would’ve been a very bad idea. Have some gatorade.” Doug extracted a pouch from the thigh webbing off his suit. It was frozen into a solid lump. “We came across the crater. It’s cold out there. Push this button, it’ll defrost.”

Elfrida pushed the button, wiped her lips on the inside of her forearm—the last clean patch of skin on her body—and gulped down the now-scalding gatorade. “That is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

“Invented in the good ol’ US of A.”

“I’m starting to appreciate your culture.”

“Sorry we didn’t get here quicker.”

“Is everything all right at Mt, Gotham?”

Grumpy Doug shook his head. “We’re under siege.”

“What?”

He took a moment, sucking on his suit’s rehydration nipple, then made eye contact. “Bunch of phavatars are trying to break into Mt. Gotham with a bucket-wheel excavator.”

“What?”

“We sortied through the service entrance. They’re not in the mines yet. Least, they weren’t a couple of hours ago. But you can’t get all the way here underground, so when we broke cover, they saw us. Picture this: we’re being chased across the crater floor by hostile robots riding in dumptrucks. We took a couple of ‘em out with the .50 cal. But it gets better. We’re running flat out, and I’m wondering where the fuck Star Force is. Well, I’m still wondering. Those two GTVs that were parked outside of here?”

“Yes, yes, I saw them.”

“They aren’t there now. And the Crash Test Dummy isn’t taking our calls.”

Grumpy Doug took a pack of gum out of his chest pocket and folded a piece into his mouth.

“My bet is they’ve run off,” said one of the other Americans.

“The phrase you’re looking for is ‘strategic retreat,’” Grumpy Doug said. “Remember, this is Star Force we’re talking about.”

He focused on Elfrida, chewing.

“You know anything about this?”

She sensed the tension in him. Realized this was why they’d made the dangerous journey across the crater. Not for her, but for what she might know. And she knew nothing. She could speculate about the identity of whoever had control of the phavatars, but if she were wrong, she might make things worse.

Desperate to help, she said, “Did you try jamming the telepresence frequencies? Do you have that capability?”

“No. That would be illegal.”

“Oh. Well, yeah, of course.”

“We need to get out of this shithole,” said the man who’d made the comment about Star Force running away.

“The door’s locked,” Elfrida said.

“Not a problem,” Grumpy Doug said. But his eyes stayed on her. “Goto, it ain’t no human being operating those phavatars. They’ve been hijacked by the Heidegger program.”

Efrida bent over, hugging herself as if to keep herself from falling apart. No. No. No. She realized she was saying it out loud. “No. No.”

“You were on 4 Vesta, so I was thinking you might know something about it. How to defeat it.”

“I don’t understand. How can it be—here? It’s trapped on Vesta. They’re monitoring it closely. It can’t have escaped. And even if it has, how would it have got in here?”

That firmware upgrade, she thought.

“It doesn’t have to be the same Heidegger program,” Grumpy Doug said, echoing her thoughts. “It’s software. It could be a new version.”

“Is it acting the same?” Maybe she could help, after all. “On 4 Vesta, it started by hijacking the infrastructure. Then it went through the population, killing all the purebloods.”

“Check. Check.”

“Oh, God.”

“On the bright side, it hasn’t got into Wrightstuff, Inc.’s infrastructure yet. There are times when it pays to be paranoid. On the other hand, if it breaches our airlocks, that won’t matter. We’re holding the phavatars off for now, but we are not set up to fight in vacuum.”

“You’ve got all those guns.”

“For use indoors. You cannot fire a machine-gun in vacuum. Overheating is the big issue. You can get away with single shots, but just try hitting those bastards one bullet at a time.” Grumpy Doug spat out his gum on the floor. “Want some? Stimulex. Helps if you’re going to have to run.”

“Thank you, I think I will.” The gum tasted like candied ginger. She smiled brightly.

“You’re up, Matt,” Grumpy Doug said to the .50 cal gunner. “Goto, we’re going to mosey out of here and attempt to link up with the Marines, if any of them are left alive. Cover your ears.”

The .50 cal gunner planted his tripod and pulled the trigger on his weapon. Ten seconds later, the recycling plant no longer had a door. Instead, it had a hole in the wall.

Beyond: darkness.

Elfrida clambered over the rubble behind the Americans. Now that she’d seen first-hand what the .50 could do, she appreciated that Vlajkovic and his friends must have exercised considerable restraint, or there wouldn’t be a hab here anymore.

But the Heidegger program was not something you could kill with weapons. Did the Americans understand that?

They regrouped in the dark corridor. In the glow of helmet lamps, a trickle of sewage spread around their feet. It was apocalypse-quiet, except for the ringing in Elfrida’s ears.

“Jen, we got comms?” Doug asked one of the women on his team.

“No. Maybe if we go higher up.”

“Do not accept any pings from the UNVRP network. Remember, it is now the Heidegger network.”

“I’m not stupid, sir.”

They walked in single file along the corridor. The Stimulex gum was not working for Elfrida. She felt like she’d mainlined a pot of coffee, but she didn’t feel any less scared.

“The air doesn’t smell good,” she whispered.

“No, you’re right,” Grumpy Doug whispered back.

“Maybe the Heidegger program has shut down the atmospheric rebalancing unit. There are like no pressure seals in this hab.”

“According to my suit, CO2 is up, but only by a tenth of a point.”

“Why are we whispering?”

“On account of we don’t want anyone to hear us.”

“Um, we just demolished the recycling plant. I think everyone knows we’re here.”

“Point.” A feral grin sliced across Grumpy Doug’s face.

“Oh God, that smell.”

She stutter-stepped ahead, breasting the overlapping circles of light from the Americans’ helmet lamps.

Wetness gleamed on the floor.

Doug caught up with her, grabbed her arm. They bunched up in the mouth of the corridor, facing the atrium. A splinter of light glowed above. The shadowed shape of a corpse hung over the balustrade of the L1 mezzanine. 

Elfrida pulled her gaze down to the farm.

At first, she thought the hydroponic troughs had been wrenched off their racks and piled up in the middle of the atrium.

Then she realized the pile was bodies.

They were heaped on the floor. Headless, gutted, ripped apart like soft toys. More bodies hung on the vegetable frames, as if they’d been thrown down from the upper levels.

Nothing moved, except for blood dripping, swelling the puddle at their feet.

Elfrida threw up that gatorade. Some of the Americans were throwing up, too.

Not Grumpy Doug. He cradled his machine-gun, alert. “That smell?” he said. “I should have known. The smell of death.”

“It wasn’t like this on 4 Vesta,” Elfrida choked. 

“Version 2.0.”

Her gaze fell on a severed head. It had belonged to a man with a buzzcut. A Marine.

She remembered the carnage-porn in VC000632’s search space. The Heidegger program was making that gruesome fantasy real.

“It’s evolved,” she gasped. “It’s developing a—a sense of style.”

“Did you hear that?” Grumpy Doug said sharply.

They all went quiet. Jen the comms officer was still retching.

And she was the first one to die.

The vinge-class must have been lurking on one of the mezzanines overhead. It fell silently, and landed on top of them before they knew it was there. Its cutter laser attachment carved blue arabesques in the air. The beam slid across Jen’s chest and her suit sprang apart like a pistachio shell. Blood rained on Elfrida’s forehead. She was on her knees on the regocrete. Jen’s body crumpled, close enough for Elfrida to feel the hot steam from the woman’s entrails.

Bullets stormed over her head. The vinge-class reared, clashed its forelegs together, let out an ear-splitting electronic squeal. Grumpy Doug was shouting. Gunfire chewed into the walls and ricocheted off the phavatar’s fleximinium frame. Elfrida laced her hands over the back of her head, kneeling, as small as she could make herself.

It got quiet again.

She could hear herself breathing. She was still alive.

She slowly raised her head, and saw the legs of the vinge-class planted in front of her face.

“Get the fuck up, monkey bitch.”

Elfrida obeyed. Her knees trembled with terror. She looked away from Jen’s body. She could not see Grumpy Doug or any of the others, alive or dead. They must have run away. Staged a—what was the word? A strategic retreat.

But where was left to retreat to?

“Hold still,” ordered the vinge-class.

It clamped its grippers around her ribcage and lifted her to the level of its headpart. Her feet dangled a meter off the floor. Its big, cartoony eyes sparkled hypnotically, rings of green and blue revolving. Doubtless, it was scanning her face and running a facial recognition search to ID her.

“You’re not in the local database.”

“I work for the Space Corps,” Elfrida gasped. She smelt dry lube, burnt dust. Death.

“Ah, the do-gooders. Can’t see what the hell you look like, under all that dirt. What’s your heritage?”

“Half Japanese, half Austrian.”

“Ha! You’re a halfbreed. The UN’s favorite kind of citizen. No roots, no racial sympathies, no loyalty to anythin’ other than your employer. What’s your name?”

“Elfrida Goto.”

“That so? You don’t look nothin’ like your avatar.”

“Nor do you,” Elfrida whispered.

Abruptly, the vinge-class dropped her. “I do not appreciate your pathetic attempts at gallows humor,” it informed her. “On your fuckin’ feet! Follow me.”

The vinge-class spidered around the mountain of corpses. She labored after it, up the spiral ramp.

For the first time in her life, she wished that she had ‘the stuff,’ the self-euthanasia pills issued to every Space Corps agent. She’d left hers on Earth, in the belief that she was not the type to commit suicide.

But what came next would likely make her wish for death.

On 4 Vesta, the Heidegger program had killed all the purebloods, and corralled the mixed-race people as ‘keepers.’ It had then set up a kind of surgical production line and processed them, upgrading their BCIs so it could puppet them like flesh-and-blood phavatars.

Based on autopsies of those victims, UN scientists had determined that the Heidegger program reconfigured existing neural pathways, tying them to new reward structures that enslaved them to the PLAN’s war aims.

Of course, it could not do this without a brain-computer interface.

Conveniently for the PLAN, a lot of people already had BCIs in their heads.

Elfrida didn’t.

So what would the Heidegger program do with her? Kill her, when it realized she was useless? 

Or would it fit her out with a BCI salvaged from someone else’s skull?

They reached the L1 mezzanine. If this was Earth, I could jump, Elfrida thought. But in this gravity, I’d probably just break my ankle or something.

“Try to keep up, shitface,” the vinge-class barked.

She followed it around the mezzanine. She had to hop and skip over scattered corpses. She followed it into the radial corridor that led to the UNVRP executive suites.

The smart wallpaper on this corridor displayed an old New York street. The vinge-class stopped in front of an elegant brownstone. The discreet plaque beside the door read: Director / Directeur / Directora / Diretor / Direktor.

“Knock, knock,” the vinge-class shouted.

Angelica Lin opened the door. “Oh, good. You’ve found her.”

Elfrida stared in shock at the new director of UNVRP. Angelica Lin was wearing jeans and a formerly-white sweater, now splattered with other people’s blood. She seemed to be uninjured.

“Will that be all, ma’am?” purred the vinge-class. Had it been human, it would have had a stylus poised to take down further orders.

“Where was she?” Lin asked.

“Runnin’ around downstairs with some individuals suspected to be Americans.”

“Oh. Well, you’d better go and chase them, hadn’t you? Catch them, ID them, murder them. The whole doggone routine.”

Angelica Lin grabbed Elfrida’s wrist, pulled her through the door, and slammed it in the phavatar’s face. She locked it.

“It’s the Heidegger program,” Elfrida said. “Did you bring it here on purpose?” She couldn’t quite believe anyone could be so evil.

“No, of course not. Those fucking plebs probably downloaded it off the internet.”

Elfrida rubbed her eyes. Could Angelica Lin possibly be telling the truth?

“I remember,” she said. “An expert once told me that the internet is flooded with malware from the PLAN. The ISA supposedly catches 99.9% of it. But not all. So maybe Dr. Seth googled ‘phavatars how to jailbreak,’ or something like that, and got phished.”

“Yeah,” Angelica Lin said. “Must have been something like that.”

“But that vinge-class called you ma’am.”

They were standing in the vestibule. On a table lay a stack of newly printed yellow-and-white uniforms, a box of flags on sticks, and a pile of posters, all sporting the same logo of a person and a robot holding up a flag with the sun on it.

“Obviously, it’s making fun of me,” Angelica Lin said, following her gaze. “The PLAN doesn’t just want to destroy us. It wants to destroy what makes us human. And that includes our aspirations, our visions, our dreams.”

“What did I miss?”

“I declared independence. Oh, I dismissed those bullshit charges against the community leaders. You should have heard them cheer. It was a great moment. I put up the new flag, everyone got champagne, party hats, I made a speech about freedom.”

The fire in Lin’s eyes made Elfrida’s stomach flutter oddly.

“But I knew we would need the bots, to hold onto our independence once we’d won it.”

“Wait, wait! You knew what Vlajkovic was planning?”

“They were meant to wait until after the election.” 

“Guess Vlajkovic didn’t know that.”

“Looking back, we may have been too careful to avoid leaks. A lot was left to Dr. Seth’s discretion. Too much, obviously.”

“What did Dr. Seth think those upgrades were going to do?”

“What it said on the package. Break the function that is distastefully known as ‘slaving’ a phavatar, so UNVRP couldn’t claw them back remotely. I had no idea anything like this was going to happen! They came through the tunnel. I guess they must have … killed … the Marines on duty. But I didn’t know that. When they came into the ballroom, it was like they were dancing. I thought everything was going to be all right. I had a speech prepared, about liberty, equality, fraternity, yadda yadda. I got about six words out before they started killing people.”

“Liberty, equality, fraternity?”

“Old political slogan.”

“Maybe I’m kind of slow today, but that sounds like personhood. That stupid, fringey movement that thinks bots should be equal with human beings.”

“Not so fringey.”

“You were their candidate.”

“Just following in Charlie’s footsteps.”

At last, Elfrida understood. The shock resonated through her body. “So you planned all along to get elected, and then finish what Pope started. That is, destroying the Venus Project.”

The growing opposition to the Venus Project, the bad publicity, the budget overruns, the compensation scandals, the decision to cancel the R&D program … it had all been engineered from within. The Venus Project’s number one enemy had been its own director.

“He was going to eliminate the people to make room for the bots.” She could hardly speak for bitterness. “That’s always been the endgame of the personhood movement, right? Well, congrats. It’s happening.”

Blind with rage, Elfrida brushed past Lin, into the director’s office.

“There must be something we can do,” she muttered. “Maybe if we kill the power to the whole hab ...”

“Can’t do it from here,” Lin said. “I got locked out of everything consequential, right around the time the vinge-classes started twisting off heads.”

The director’s office was spacious, with wall-to-wall soft green carpeting, not the gengineered kind. The room felt even larger due to the wallpaper of Alpine peaks. A squared-off sky rode overhead, twilight-mauve. The desk at one end of the room, and the armchair, sofa, and coffee tables at the other, seemed to be adrift on the mountains. Cydney lay on the sofa, drooling in her sleep.

“Cydney!”

“Don’t wake her,” Lin said. “She’s traumatized.”

Elfrida stooped over Cydney and shook her shoulder. Cydney cringed in her sleep.

“She had to vid everything,” Lin said. “The vinge-classes hauled her around with them so she could vid the whole routine. Chase, catch, ID, behead. Over and over. They turned it into this revolting performance, and Cydney had to broadcast it to the whole solar system.”

“Must’ve set a new traffic record for her feed.”

“I gave her a sedative.”

“Have we still got comms?”

“No.”

“Well, I guess Star Force will be here soon. A lot of their guys are dead, too.”

There was a moment of silence.

“I’m sorry,” Lin said.

Elfrida shrugged. She was so done with hypocritical apologies. She gazed at Cydney, observing the knotted set of her brows, even under sedation. She felt a pinch of emotion that she’d thought had withered forever.

Then she replayed Lin’s apology, heard the tension in Lin’s voice, and looked around.

Lin was holding a gun on her. A Zero.5 with all the bells and whistles, extended supercapacitor battery, and flammable-foil cartridge. 

“Oh yeah,” Elfrida said weakly. “Forgot you used to be a Marine.”
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“I didn’t want you to hate me,” Angelica Lin said. “I guess it’s too late for that now. But you still might be able to survive.”

She moved sideways towards the door, still aiming her Zero.5 at Elfrida.

“Stay here for a while. You can monitor the surveillance cams.” She jerked her chin at the semi-circular desk at the end of the office. “When the coast is clear, head down to the parking lot. There should be EVA suits in the public locker. Take a rover and drive east. Wrightstuff, Inc. has another hab in Chesterton Crater. There’s an access tunnel at 88.6° N, 110.1° E. Of course, the Heidegger program may have gotten in there, too. But they’re supposed to have bank-level security. Anyway, that’s your best chance of survival.”

“I could have figured that out for myself,” Elfrida said.

“Yeah, probably. But with you, Goto? I never know when you’re going to do something brilliant, and when you’re going to do something dumb. So … just don’t do anything dumb today.”

Shifting the Zero.5 into a one-handed grip, Lin pulled an EVA suit out of a hidden closet. It was one of the bulky old ones inherited from Wrightstuff, Inc., with a rigid helmet, and an oversized nametag that said: Charles K. Pope. Lin hung it over her free arm. The helmet bobbled like a head on a broken neck.

“A word of advice, Goto,” she said. “You’re confused. You’ve been questioning your assumptions about the universe. Looking for somewhere to belong. But you already have a home, and people who love you. On Earth. Get back there safely.”

Lin headed into the vestibule.

“Lock the door behind me,” she said, and was gone.

★

Elfrida went around behind the director’s desk and flipped up all the embedded screens. There was no gaze interface. Lin must have used her BCI to operate the computer system. Elfrida found a grimy old keyboard in a drawer and hooked it up. Then she fiddled with the camera selector until she got a view of the parking lot.

Two vinge-classes patrolled around the rovers, like valets in a parking-lot on Earth. But they wouldn’t be be giving anyone their keys.

“So much for that idea,” Elfrida muttered.

She went through the other cameras, one at a time, searching for survivors. Every flicker of movement turned out to be one of the vinge-classes. But then she came to a set of feeds labelled Vault.

The screens teemed.

Elfrida clutched the edge of the desk, gazing down on the tops of people’s heads. They quivered, packed together like rats in a trap.

Dozens. No, hundreds of people.

Flashlights and eyelamps and phone screens winked in the darkness.

She searched for the audio feed, couldn’t find it. Couldn’t access any life-support stats for the vault, either. But she could imagine the terror of the survivors, trapped down there without comms, without light … maybe, soon, without air.

Galvanized, she went and shook Cydney.

Cydney groaned, cursed, and opened her eyes.

“Ellie! You’re not dead!”

“Nope. And neither are they.” Elfrida gestured at the screens, which she’d spun around so she could keep an eye on them. “There are hundreds of survivors, Cyds! They’re in the vault.”

“Wait, this already happened,” Cydney slurred, eyes crossing.

“It’s happening again. How big is the vault?”

“Big.”

So the survivors might have enough air to last for a while. Long enough for Elfrida to fetch help. She decided not to think about the obstacles that lay in between here and there.

“Get your shoes on,” she said.

While trying to wake Cydney, she’d spotted a locker in the corner behind the sofa, labelled FOR EMERGENCY USE ONLY. She now opened it and dumped the contents on the floor.

It was a treasure trove. Angelica Lin must not have known this stuff was here. Med patches and disposable syringes, two rebreather masks, a Personal Survival Capsule in a canister, a selection of gourmet meals-in-pouches, two 4-liter pouches of water. Something called a Swiss Army knife, and—hallelujah—two EVA suits.

She held one up. It was the pricey second-skin type. She started to take her clothes off.

“I think I’m going to hop in the shower,” Cydney said. She swayed upright, wiping at the drool on her cheek.

Elfrida stared at her. “Cyds, are you with me? The Heidegger program is in this hab. It’s killing people. We don’t have time to shower.”

“I’m all dirty,” Cydney said. “I have to get clean.”

Elfrida paused, remembering that Cydney had been forced to witness the carnage. “Just put your shoes on,” she said as gently as she could. “We’re going to get out of here. ‘Kay?”

“No! It’s not safe out there!”

“It’s not safe here, either. Don’t you remember what they did to people on 4 Vesta, the ones they didn’t kill? They operated on them, enslaved them—”

“I was there! And the people who survived, OK? Were the ones who hid. The ones who tried to run? The phavatars hunted them, caught them, and jarked their brains. If you want to survive, you have to hide! So you can do what you like, but I’m staying here.”

Cydney defiantly sat back down on the sofa.

Elfrida rolled the EVA suit up her legs and wedged the diaper into her crotch. “But they know you’re here. And that door wouldn’t stop a housekeeping bot.”

Cydney just scowled. Elfrida wriggled her arms into the sleeves and did up her seals. The suit hugged her body, moulding itself to every curve. Just as well there was no mirror in here. Searching for some way to carry the goodies from the emergency locker, she grabbed Angelica Lin’s oversized handbag off the back of her chair and stuffed everything in that.

“Come on, Cyds.”

“I’m not going.”

“Alert!”

Cydney let out a scream.

The voice came from the desk.

“Alert! Subject is … in the B4 corridor … subject is entering P-1 level …”

Elfrida had set up a facial recognition alert for Angelica Lin. It had been triggered. She rushed over to the desk.

On the screen, Angelica Lin walked into the parking lot. She was carrying that old spacesuit over one arm. On a strap across her body hung a pelican case like the ones Vlajkovic and his friends had kept their guns in.

The two vinge-classes spidered towards her. Had they been human, they would have been smugly rolling up their sleeves.

Lin dropped the spacesuit she was carrying. Its folds had concealed the Zero.5. She set it to her shoulder and shot the phavatars. The plasma flashes whited out the screen.

When the feed came back, Lin was lugging her stuff around the fallen monsters, en route to the vehicles.

“See, you can kill them,” Elfrida said.

Cydney was not interested. She sat on the sofa, vaping her cigarette. Clouds of vapor wreathed her head.

“Lin’s going for that big-ass half-track. She’s escaping! Come on, Cyds!”

“I’m not going.”

“I broke up with John Mendoza for you!” Elfrida screamed at her.

“And? You wish you’d gone to be with him, instead of coming here? I wish you had, too, Ellie. Then none of this would have happened. Just go.”

Elfrida went.

★

She forced the scene with Cydney to the back of her mind as she tiptoed out of the director’s office,

The corridor was empty.

From far below came a rhythmical banging noise. She guessed that the phavatars were trying to break into the vault.

She hurried away from the mezzanine. All the radial corridors ended in emergency exits that connected with the intake shaft. Angelica Lin must have gone this way.

The emergency exit door yielded to Elfrida’s glove. She stepped into the Cytherean …

… day?

Clusters of LEDs shone high on the support pillars. This was the first time Elfrida had ever seen the intake shaft lit up. She stood in a badly lit cave with drifts of sticky black sand on the floor. The magic was well and truly gone.

She walked downhill, staying close to the inner curve of the intake shaft. She passed a lamp tree that had dropped all its fruit. Rats feasted on the decaying windfalls. Her boots sank into something crunchy, like dry leaves. A patch of groundfish, dark and dead.

She’d never been fully aware of the precise environmental calibration necessary to keep these gengineered prototypes alive. The fragility of the whole experiment was now revealed. The environment hadn’t changed that much. The temperature had dropped a few degrees, and the peacekeepers had messed with the atmosphere during Vlajkovic’s rebellion. The farm crops, tough hybrids gengineered for space, had not been affected by these minor fluctuations. But it had killed the prototypes, which had been designed for a perfectly stable post-terraforming environment … that didn’t exist outside of computer models.

She remembered how she’d bought into the UNVRP propaganda about sustainable terraforming. The Venus Project had claimed it could create a Cytherean biosphere that did not need active management.

She laughed aloud, bitterly. The wreckage around her demonstrated the fatuity of UNVRP’s claims. The Venus Project had been a multi-decade, trillion-spider venture based on computer models.

It hadn’t accounted for the Heidegger program.

Then again, no one had.

Severed heads adorned the outskirts of the R&D village, impaled on sticks. Another WWIII touch. Elfrida could feel the Heidegger program’s malevolence, its smirky sense of irony, like a rash on her skin.

Instinct urged her to go around the village. But she felt strongly that she owed the dead one last visit.

Her bag of survival goods jingled on her back. The wind had been turned off, and the stillness was creepy, overpowering. Nothing moved except the rats. They frisked freely in and out of the sandcastles. Headless corpses littered the alleys. Bitter saliva welled in Elfrida’s mouth. She was determined not to throw up again.

A severed head wedged into a window caught her eye, seeming for a moment to be alive, making her jump and scream.

The Heidegger program’s killing spree seemed to have peaked in the village square. Cairns of body parts and trashed scientific equipment blocked the steps of the R&D lab. Baby carpets twitched pathetically on the sand, an entire production run of palm-sized porcupines, dyed blue with Elfrida’s gift of food coloring.

She headed for her own sandcastle, understanding now that this was why she’d come into the village. She limply pressed her finger to the reader. Stumbled in. Sat down on her sofa-bed.

I’ll just stay here. With everyone. At home.

There was a severed head sitting on her desk.

A child’s head. The head of Lena, the nine-year-old who’d wanted to open a restaurant when she grew up. 

Elfrida lurched out of the sandcastle. In the street, she puked until nothing came up except bile.

But Lena wasn’t a pureblood … was she?

She poked her head back into the sandcastle. Made herself look. Lena had had flesh-tone brown skin and slightly frizzy hair. Her mouth hung open, revealing a missing baby tooth. What had happened to her body, God only knew.

“I am going to kill Angelica Lin,” Elfrida said aloud. She rinsed her mouth out with water from her suit’s rehydration nipple and stumbled away. “I am going to kill her with my own hands.”

Saying it made her feel stronger, as if she hadn’t totally failed Lena and the other children, as if there were still something she could do.

As she neared the bottom end of the intake shaft, the banging noise grew louder. It was definitely coming from the bottom level of the hab. But she had to go this way, there was no choice. She slipped out into the corridor. The light that escaped through the double swing doors cast her shadow ahead of her. She hurried into the darkness, and stopped to listen.

Yup. The noise was coming from the vault. The phavatars were trying to break in and get at the survivors.

Elfrida tiptoed out to the atrium and edged around the farm, barely noticing the mountain of corpses this time. The noise of banging and drilling went on, punctuated by silences that froze her in place. When she reached the parking-lot access corridor, she ran.

The lights were still on in the parking-lot, and wonder of wonders, it did not seem to be guarded.

The two vinge-classes that Angelica Lin had shot lay on the floor, looking pretty damn defunct.

The armored half-track was gone.

Two rovers lay overturned. Lin must’ve hit them with the half-track, pulling out.

Elfrida ran towards the rovers. Her bag banged against her hip. Her breath sobbed.

“Hi.”

Elfrida screamed.

Spinning, she saw a vinge-class prance out of the access corridor.

It had followed her.

She sprinted for the nearest rover. Frantically, she worked the rear-opening airlock.

“Don’t take that one,” the vinge-class advised. “It’s almost out of juice.”

It sashayed closer, and pointed with one skeletal foreleg.

“That one over there’s a good bet.”

That one over there was parked in by the overturned rovers. But it was further from the phavatar, so she ran to it. While she waited for the hatch to open, the vinge-class started to move the rovers that would block her exit. It picked them up and tossed them aside like toys, casually demonstrating its strength.

“Why are you helping me?” Elfrida screamed.

“Angelica Lin got away. If I go after her, she’ll just frag me. But you, bein’ an old friend of hers, might could get close enough to frag her.”

“I haven’t got a weapon,” Elfrida said.

It waved a gripper prong at her. “Ho, ho. Nice try.”

The hatch squelched open. Elfrida threw her bag into the circular opening and jumped in after it.

“Lin’s heading for the spaceport,” the phavatar informed her, as the hatch began to iris shut.

“How do you know?”

“Quickest way to get off-planet. She told you something else? Tryin’ to throw you off her tail.”

The hatch sealed. Elfrida slid into the driver’s seat, in the rover’s convex windshield bubble. Outside, the phavatar stood in its bowlegged, four-square stance. She lowered her gaze to the dashboard and ran the pre-EVA systems checks. Everything seemed OK. The rover’s battery had recently been recharged, giving her 120 hours of driving time.

She put the rover into drive and accelerated straight at the phavatar.

It stepped out of the way.

But as she sped past, it broke into a gallop, keeping pace with the rover. Its four legs gave it a turn of speed equal to the little rover’s acceleration. 

The vehicle airlock at the far end of the parking lot was closed. Elfrida braked. The phavatar raised a gripper and clicked its prongs. The airlock opened.

“I don’t want company,” Elfrida screamed.

The radio fizzed. “You got a problem?”

“Yes! I have a problem with you!”

“No, I meant like, psychological. Your file says you were in therapy.”

“I have a problem with being on the same planet as you.” She couldn’t believe she was talking to the Heidegger program. Having a conversation with it.

“Der Begriff ‘Sein’ ist undefinierbar. Dies schloß man aus seiner höchsten Allgemeinheit,” the radio said, coolly, and Elfrida fell silent. No, this was not a conversation. She couldn’t let herself fall—even unwillingly—into that trap.

The airlock’s massive flanges opened.

Elfrida gunned the rover into the chamber.

The Heidegger program’s mocking laughter stayed with her until she killed the radio.

★

Elfrida had not been outside Tolkien Crater since she arrived on Mercury. Now she drove through a stygian world of dark chasms and spear-like ejecta. Amid this ancient debris, Wrightstuff, Inc. had laid a road. It snaked like an Olympic skateboard course, conforming to the wayward terrain. There was no possibility of getting lost. This was the only road on Mercury.

All the same, it scared her not to know where she was. With no satellite navigation, she had no way of putting names to the features acquired by the rover’s radar. The radar built up a picture of the terrain as she drove—she seemed to be threading between two humongous mountains, which should be the rims of Tolkien and Chesterton craters—but her exhausted brain struggled to reconcile the picture on the dashboard plot with the cubist hell in the headlights.

“I don’t even know if I’m driving north or south! I need a map,” she cried, and blinked her contacts on.

NO NETWORK ACCESS.

“I know that! Enable knowledge guide. Have I got a map?”

“A map?” said her unicorn in sparkly text. “Of where?”

“The north pole of Mercury.”

“How’s this?”

A map unfolded on her contacts, overlaid on the road ahead. It was a polar projection. Call-out tags marked every feature. Animated graphics indicated four spaceports. In reality, Mercury only had two, Goethe and Yoshikawa.

“Oh my God! I know what this is! It’s from Dr. Hasselblatter’s sim.”

“That’s right! ‘Amazing Mercury: Visit The Future With Abdullah Hasselblatter.’ You downloaded it, remember?”

Yes, now she remembered. In comparison to her old contacts, these ones had a bottomless data storage capacity. All those gigabytes were just begging to be used, so she’d downloaded the freebie sim created to promote Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign.

“This is great. It is based on the real map of Mercury, right?”

“Yes! Up-to-date satellite data! And it’s got lots of fun features!”

“You can’t show my location on here, can you?”

“Sorry! No location data available.”

“That’s OK.” She zoomed in on Tolkien Crater. The map’s resolution went as high as 1:100. The road was clearly marked. Just as she had thought, she’d driven between Tolkien and Chesterton craters. But using the rover’s odometer, she calculated that she’d driven a lot further than 50 kilometers. She must have missed the turn-off for Wrightstuff, Inc.’s Chesterton hab.

“Crap! I need to go back!”

But she didn’t touch the steering yoke.

She chewed a knuckle. Thought about what she might find in Chesterton Crater.

A trap.

If the Heidegger program was besieging Mt. Gotham, why wouldn’t it also have attacked Wrightstuff, Inc’s other habs?

Other considerations aside, she’d be an idiot to do anything that Angelica Lin said.

While she pondered, she drove on.

The dashboard radar plot caught her eye. A red dot blinked on the edge of the grid, highly visible amid the altitude-coded greens of the terrain. The rover’s computer was decidedly dumb, but even it could tell the difference between a rock and a …

… moving vehicle.

Had to be.

She’d caught up with Angelica Lin.

The half-track had looked old. It was obviously slow, too. Elfrida had already eliminated Lin’s head start.

She started to accelerate, then changed her mind. She locked the radar onto the trundling half-track.

“Tell you what,” she murmured, “I’ll just hang back here, and you lead the way. ‘Kay, bitch?”

Ironically, she was now doing what the Heidegger program had said.

Follow Lin to the spaceport.

… and frag her.

Who said a homicidal AI couldn’t have a good idea from time to time?
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Doug #2—as Grumpy Doug was technically called—lay on his back on the floor of the vault. His great-great-granddaddy had built this place, sealing off the lowest level of the mine that would eventually become Hotel Mercury. The climate-control system was entirely separate. No one upstairs could mess with it.

Doug gave thanks for Founder Doug’s paranoia.

And also for his acquisitive streak.

Digging his heels into the regocrete, he scooted his head and shoulders beneath the showpiece of Wrightstuff, Inc.’s vintage auto collection.

A jellied tangle of pipes and pans stared down at him. He found the electronic lock on the fuel line, and cut it in half with his pocket cutter laser, a mechanic’s tool.

This vehicle was a Tesla Family FOB, an American icon during the last years of the republic. A Forward Operating Base for your family, geddit? Popular with suburban moms, it mounted a roof cannon that fired exploding 60mm rounds. The driver also commanded a drum-fed machine-gun, gaze-controllable via Intuitouch™ targeting goggles.

Doug rolled out from under the chassis. A knot of UNVRP engineers goggled nervously at him.

“You’re up, guys,” he said.

“This is an internal combustion engine!”

“This technology is medieval!”

“We don’t even know how it works!”

“Figure it out,” Doug snapped. 

The circle of watchers parted. Matt, Doug’s only surviving companion, trotted through the crowd, holding his helmet like a bowl. Straw-colored liquid sloshed over the brim. “Fuel. I found it in the tank of the vintage Caddy over there. Plenty more where that came from.”

It smelled toxic, but Doug took that as a sign that it was the real thing. “We got fuel. We’re set,” he told the engineers. “All you gotta do is tell me which buttons to push.”

The engineers rolled up their sleeves and got to work. 

They were just regular folk. So were all the other 400-odd civilians trapped down here.

Doug figured the Marines had stood their ground, and died. He admired them for that.

He and Matt had barely made it into the vault. They’d left Elfrida Goto in the farm—good kid, courageous as hell. Left her to die.

Jen—left her gutted on the floor.

Mark, Rob, Jim, Anne—left them fighting the vinge-classes that ambushed them in the corridor to the vault.

Doug had left them all, and run.

Because he was the only one who could open the vault. 

The lock was programmed to recognize his irises and fingerprints, which were identical to Founder Doug’s. 

If the vinge-classes had caught him, they could’ve used his severed head and hands to unlock the doors and get at everyone inside.

Funny thing was, when he and Matt got here, they’d found the door of the vault standing open.

He’d fixed that.

Locked it from the inside.

A while after that, the phavatars had started whaling on the door. So far, it was holding. 

Talking to the survivors, he’d learned that the vinge-classes had herded them in here for safe-keeping. These were the mixed-bloods, the genetically fortunate. Or not so fortunate, recalling the Heidegger program’s activities on 4 Vesta. These people were its keep pile.

Well, now there was a locked door in the way. And just maybe, Great-Great-Granddaddy’s blastproof steel would buy them enough time to hit back.

Listening, Doug realized the noise had stopped. Uh oh. He left Matt to keep the engineers on the job, and headed back through Fine Art.

He’d turned the vault lights off to save power. In the darkness, backlights from tablets and phones illuminated strained, terrified faces. Eyes followed him as if he were their savior.

In the Natural Bounty hall, he bumped into the surviving UNVRP executives, a handful of middle-aged men and women still clad in their yellow-and-blue uniforms. They were heading for the doors, too. He fell into step with them. “What’s going on, guys?”

“Just admiring the collection,” said the senior VP for Accounting & Finance.

The Natural Bounty collection actually was impressive. Life-sized foam-core cutouts of animals and birds dotted the room. Some were extinct, some not. All were native to the former United States. A safe in the middle of the room held their genetic material. President Doug had been planning to resurrect them all, starting with the smaller animals, when his paraterraforming project got off the ground.

One of the officials was using a tablet to light their way. It suddenly said, “You have a new text message!”

“Hey!” Doug said. “You got comms?”

The official twitched the tablet away.

“Lemme see that.”

“It’s just a—a game.”

“Lemme see it, all the same.”

“No. It’s private.”

“My family owns this place.”

“Privacy. Human rights.”

Doug picked up a foam-core cutout of Alligator mississipiensis. It weighed nothing, but its base was a chunk of regocrete. Holding it by the base, he swung it at the officials, a taunt rather than a threat. The people watching from the shadows would probably take the side of the officials, if it came to a brawl. After all, these were their bosses.

But the senior VP for Accounting & Finance panicked. He broke into a run, tripped on the base of Canis lupus, and went sprawling. The tablet flew out of his hands, and Doug grabbed it.

A text conversation.

The latest text read: Knew you’d make the sensible decision. Now that’s the kind of thinking that will shape humanity’s future!

Doug lowered the tablet and stared at the executives. “‘The sensible decision.’ Now, what decision would that be?”

None of the executives answered. Doug flipped back through the older texts.

I know you got some purebloods in there, he read. They sneaked in. Some of your employees helped them hide. Send ‘em out, and we’ll let the rest of y’all live. You can’t say fairer than that.

Doug looked up. A crowd had formed around them. The senior VP for Public Relations said, “It’s the only way any of us are going to survive.”

“Yeah? And how’s that going to work?”

The senior VP looked at his colleagues. No one helped him out. “They only want the purebloods,” he said. “It’s basic math. If we try to protect them, we’ll all die.”

Doug took a beat, looking around. People stood on the climate-controlled bookcases in Literature. To his left, the oddments of Liberty & Civil Rights lined the aisle leading to the door.

A group of about twenty people stood in front of the door, guarded by the surviving UNVRP peacekeepers.

“You’ve already rounded the poor bastards up,” Doug said in disgust.

The executives said nothing.

“How can you even tell which ones are purebloods, in this light?”

“We all know each other here.”

Doug quickstepped between the displays devoted to George Washington and Martin Luther King. The executives and their flash mob followed, narrowing the distance.

As Doug got closer to the door, he saw that the surviving purebloods were all children. His disgust intensified. The survivors must have protected them, motivated by the natural human desire to protect the young. But now they were ready to sacrifice them for an illusory promise of safety.

The peacekeepers aimed their rifles at Doug. He was pretty sure they were out of charge. He’d dumped his own gun when he ran out of ammo. Now he wished he’d kept it for bluffing purposes.

He spread his palms in one of President Doug’s favorite gestures. “You don’t want to do this, guys.”

“Yes, we do,” said voices behind him.

One of the purebloods spoke up. A boy of eleven, twelve, carrying a toddler. “It’s all right,” he said. “We’ll go.”

Doug had never heard anything sadder.

“All our families are dead anyway.”

A muffled thud struck the doors.

While everyone cringed, Doug moved. He whipped out his pocket cutter laser, jumped the senior VP for Accounting & Finance, and dragged him back to the doors. The man’s throat quivered under his elbow. Doug braced his back against the perspex cover of the iris and fingerprint reader. “Anyone lays a finger on these kids,” he shouted, “this fucker dies.”

They kept moving towards him.

He thought of his clone-sibling, President Doug. Cloning wasn’t as exact a science as it looked; you could clone a body, but not a personality. President Doug had got all the charisma. Doug #2 had only got the scariness. But he had a lot of experience impersonating his rhetorically gifted sibling, and he drew on it.

“Welcome to America,” he told the mob. Make each of them think you’re talking to him or her alone. “Where dying is easy, greed makes good, and every last motherfucker will sell his neighbor to the devil for a few sweet lies.”

“You’re a clone,” shouted someone who knew the deal.

“Yup, I’m a clone. The living dead, fabbed from the DNA of a Mafia kingpin who went into politics. Welcome to America,” Doug repeated. ”Where the dead walk, and downwards mobility is the game we all play. But there’s always the chance of a comeback.”

He was developing a rhythm now.

“Most of you were Americans to begin with, before the UN wooed you away with better salaries. So you got the worst of both worlds.”

Scattered laughs.

“But I hope, I believe that there are still some of you with the faith that drove your ancestors to pioneer the stars. The courage to face death with a smile and a one-liner. The courage to defend these, your neighbors’ lives with your own. The courage to spit at the PLAN’s filthy ideology. Pureblood, not pureblood, what-the-fuck-ever. Let me tell you something.”

He paused. Silence.

“The Americans who immigrated here, were mostly purebloods. And that was a failing of our glorious country, that the rich protected their own, at the expense of everyone else. But let me tell you something else. One hundred and twenty years have passed since then. And I believe, I have faith that we’ve gotten past that. I believe in progress! I believe that now, in the twenty-third century, folks, we are courageous enough to live up to the founding principle of the United States. Race is nothing. All are equal in the eyes of God, and all are free.”

He stopped there. Had to; he was choking up.

The mob stayed silent.

Doug’s arm was cramping, so he let go of the senior VP for Accounting & Finance. The man stumbled away. Doug glanced up at the dull silver slab of the door. American engineering. Idiot-proof, nuke-proof, built to last a thousand years. He settled his shoulders against the cover of the reader.

“I’m making it easy for you to not open this door,” he said. “I’ve locked it. Can’t be opened without my eyes, my fingers. So you’ll have to cut them off me first.”

He meant it as a joke to ease the tension. 

It came off as a provocation. A collective moan arose, and thickened into wails. 

The mob rushed him.

Throwing punches, trying to protect the children, Doug heard a mechanical roar.

The person he was hitting vanished. The mob scattered.

Up through Liberty & Civil Rights rolled the Tesla Family FOB, mobile for the first time in a century. It barely scraped between the pillars. Its cannon knocked the ceiling. Bits of foam-core animals were trapped in its tyres. Its engine made a noise like ice cracking.

Matt popped his head out of the command hatch. “You called, boss?”

 


xxix.

 

Elfrida stayed twenty-odd kilometers behind Angelica Lin. Sometimes, she lost the halftrack in the jumbled terrain, but the radar always picked it up again. There was, after all, only one road.

As the highlands flattened out, Elfrida glimpsed the halftrack’s headlights ahead of her, softened by dust.

Still on the road.

Definitely heading for the spaceport.

Maybe she had accomplices waiting for her there.

Elfrida again considered trying to stop Lin before she reached the spaceport, but how? That halftrack could drive over her rover like it was a speed bump. She’d have to wait until Lin emerged from her armored shell.

Despite her tension, the journey was monotonous. The rover had no autodrive, so she couldn’t even grab some sleep. To keep herself awake, she played with Dr. Hasselblatter’s sim, in split screen mode at first … and then, when she realized how granular it was, in full-screen 3D mode. At first, she kept flicking it out of the way to see where she was. But the sim seemed to be perfectly faithful to the topography outside, so after a while she just left it running.

There was plenty to look at. During Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign, the sim had been publically editable. Even in this polar region, far from the proposed path of the city-on-rails, inventive (and self-promotional) contributions abounded. Billboards lined the road. The ridges sported solar wind-chimes, copies of prehistoric hill figures, and the odd LULZ FROM EARTH/GANYMEDE/THE BELT inscribed in Comic Sans.

Elfrida liked the robot bison best. They were so realistic that she felt bad for driving straight through them.

It was at this point that she noticed something fairly obvious:

She could see the bison.

They were illuminated by daylight.

A bolt of shock shot through her. “Oh, no,” she screamed, and blinked the sim away.

She sat in sunlight. A circle of pale green light covered her from knees to chest. The rover’s windshield had automatically darkened as much as it could, but the light was still getting through.

Whimpering, she slapped the dashboard.

** Temperature logger data **

Interior: 20.0° C

Rear axle measurement point: -81.8° C

Roof measurement point: 42.6° C

The list of measurement points went on, demonstrating a huge differential between the parts of the rover that were in shadow and those that were now in daylight.

“Forty-two degrees. Forty-two degrees.” Elfrida took a breath. 

It was a hot day in Sicily on the roof of her rover, but she wasn’t about to go up in flame.

Tentatively, she reduced the filtration on the windshield and rear porthole.

The light changed from chartreuse, to honeydew, to incandescent white.

Outside, wrinkles in the lava plain cast endless shadows, making them look higher than they were—the small-planet effect. Mercury’s relatively tight curvature made shadows proportionally longer. The sunlight revealed the planet in its true colors. Gray, gray, gray. A thousand shades of gray, from gunmetal to blinding. Elfrida’s eyes watered from the brilliance reflected off the rocks.

She restored the filtration. Then she squeezed down onto the floor of the rover, into that pool of pale green light, and peered up.

The sun floated in the black sky, two and a half times larger than it appeared from Earth. It looked like a lime. The really impressive sight would have been sunrise, when a corona of visible rays shot up over the horizon.

“I missed it,” she said. Then shouted. “I missed it! Double dog danggity-dang! Fuck-a-doodle-doo!”

How Cydney would have laughed at her.

Her one and only chance to see the sunrise on Mercury, and she’d missed it because she was playing with a sim.

Elfrida laughed at herself, because Cydney wasn’t there to do it. Then she got back in the driver’s couch and steadied the steering yoke between her knees, while she consulted the odometer and the compass and the map.

“Average speed of 30 kph … I crossed that big wrinkle ridge … now I’m here, in the Goethe Basin …”

The stupid part was that she hadn’t realized in advance that she would be driving across the terminator, into day.

She’d just been following Angelica Lin.

She frowned at the halftrack, now visible as a darker blob on the green plain ahead.

When they arrived on Mercury, Goethe Spaceport had been on the nightside. But of course, the terminator had moved since then. That was why Mercury had two spaceports, on opposite sides of the planet. When one was in darkness, the other was in daylight. According to Elfrida’s calculations, it was now a nice sunny day at Goethe Spaceport, and had been for about two weeks.

So why the hell was Angelica Lin going there?

Roof measurement point: 44.8° C

Getting toasty.

Elfrida looked up the rover’s manufacturer’s specs. These claimed that the rover had an operating temperature range similar to a good EVA suit: -150° C ~ 120° C. Since manufacturer’s specs tended to be optimistic, Elfrida figured she was good up to 100° C, and that would be pushing it.

She looked at her hands in the pale green light. The tendons on the backs of them cast darker green shadows. They looked sickly, a rotting corpse’s hands, as if she were dead already.

She drove on.

 


xxx.

 

The idiot-proof, nuke-proof door slammed back in its grooves. The Family FOB clanked forward, its main cannon blazing.

The vinge-classes clustered outside the doors. Like rats around a recycling chute, Doug thought. The ones in front scampered backwards. They collided with the ones behind them. The narrow corridor packed them into a mass. Matt, in the gunner’s seat, didn’t even need to use the Intuitouch™ targeting system.

“Die die fucking die die die,” he screamed.

The 60mm cannon’s exploding rounds smeared the vinge-classes over the walls. Shrapnel bounced off the Family FOB’s bulletproof windshield. Smoke filled the corridor, flames flickering inside the greasy billows.

They ran out of ammo.

Doug wondered if he’d be deaf for life, or only for the next couple of weeks.

“Hold it, hold it,” he yelled.

The smoke cleared. The corridor was littered with rubble that had fallen out of the roof, and fragments of phavatar. A silvery sheen of atomized components covered the walls. Something moved on the far side of the rubble mound. A surviving phavatar, trying to crawl.

Doug trod on the accelerator, planning to run it over. The Family FOB juddered forward—and got stuck in the doorway of the vault, half in and half out.

“Shit!” Doug shouted, killing the engine.

He blasted the surviving phavatar with the driver’s machine-gun, and then leapt out. Shaded his eyes against the FOB’s headlights.

Stuck, all right. Too wide to get out. Fumes filled the air with that acrid, old-timey reek.

Matt climbed out of the driver’s side door, the only one that could open. “How did they get it in?” said a wee voice, while Matt’s lips flapped.

“This isn’t the only way in,” Doug told him. This was Doug-only information, but fuck it. “The vault joins up with the water mines. They moved the collection in through the tunnels. It was sealed up after that.”

A few brave survivors climbed out over the roof of the Family FOB. They shouted for joy when they saw what had happened to the phavatars.

“This wasn’t all of them,” Doug cautioned. “I don’t know how many there were to start with, but …”

“Eighty-three,” said a boy’s voice. It was the pureblood Doug had spoken to before. He had somehow clambered over the Family FOB with his baby sister in his arms. “I’m an UNVRP phavatar operator. There were eighty-three to begin with.”

Doug took another look at him. “Are you Vlajkovic’s kid?”

“Yes. I’m Jake. This is Bette.”

“Sorry for your loss.”

“That’s all right,” Jake said stiffly.

The awkward moment was curtailed by the collapse of the tunnel roof.

Doug slammed Jake and his sister to the ground, shoved them under the Family FOB, and rolled in after them. The tunnel collapsed toward him like a wave breaking. Rocks bounced off the Family FOB’s hood and bunny-hopped across the floor. Doug cupped his hands over the baby’s head.

When the noise stopped, they were still alive, but the tunnel had vanished. A wall of jumbled rock fragments started where the overhang of the door structure stopped. The end of the Family FOB’s cannon was buried in it. Dust fouled the air.

The baby was crying.

They squeezed back over the top of the Family FOB into the vault, together with the few others who’d escaped for all too brief a moment.

“Well,” Doug said, “we’re not losing atmosphere, so I’m making two assumptions. One, the collapse did not damage the structural integrity of the hab. Two, it would be harder than I thought for the Heidegger program to break in through the roof of the vault. So y’all are probably safe in here for a while.” Until the air runs out, he thought.

“But how are we going to get out?” people shouted.

“I’m getting to that. I am going to return to Mt. Gotham. When I left, we were under siege. I assume that situation is ongoing, although we have no way to know for sure. So, apart from my concern for my own people, that’s where I’ve got to go to finish the job.”

He waited out the complaints from people who had been ready to murder him ten minutes ago.

“There’s another exit back there, but don’t get too excited: it leads to the tunnels. Which are, of course, unpressurized. We only have a couple of spare EVA suits. So I can take two of y’all with me, but no more. Any volunteers?”

“Me,” said young Jake Vlajkovic-Gates, surprising Doug not at all.

 


xxxi.

 

Elfrida ate one of the meals-in-pouches from her stash, squeezing up the pouch with one hand, steering with the other, keeping an eye on the sim in her split screen. Suddenly, there it was: Goethe Spaceport. A vast, titanium-colored building whose asymmetrical roof evoked a spaceplane with its nose tipped up for takeoff.

She blinked the sim away.

Nothing.

A few seconds later she saw the real spaceport. A low-slung blister. Its blanket of rubble, for deflecting radiation, made it the same gray as the landscape. Its shadow was a crescent of night.

From that shadow protruded the rear end of Angelica Lin’s halftrack.

“OK,” Elfrida murmured. “Here goes nothing.”

She’d been driving for 16 hours straight. But now her tired body kicked out adrenaline, pushing her into a tense crouch. She accelerated. The feel of the terrain under the wheels changed. She was driving across the runway.

There were no spaceplanes at the terminal. No ships at all.

Well, of course there weren’t. The roof measurement point of the rover now logged 62.7° C. The spaceport staff must have relocated to Yoshikawa, on the nightside, weeks ago.

And it looked like Angelica Lin’s accomplices—if she had any—hadn’t arrived yet.

Elfrida parked the rover alongside the halftrack. She tied her hair back, so it wouldn’t float into her eyes, and pulled the hood of her EVA suit over her head. It inflated into a bubble.

She checked the contents of her (actually Lin’s) handbag, and hooked it over her elbow.

… an old friend of hers … an old friend …

Gritting her teeth, she checked her seals and climbed out of the airlock.

Even before her boots hit the ground, her suit exclaimed, “Yow! I am registering extremely high levels of solar radiation and an ambient temperature of 64.2 degrees! I don’t like this!”

Great. The suit had a personality.

“Please return to safety right now,” it whimpered.

Even with her faceplate darkened to black, Elfrida dared not raise her eyes from the ground. The rock underfoot, itself, was almost too bright to look at. She hurried into the shadow of the terminal. “Whew!” her suit said. ”That’s better.”

When she landed here a month ago, a bus had transferred the passengers to the terminal via a direct-dock airlock. She stumbled through the preternatural gloom until she spotted the gap in the rubble blanket. She scrabbled at the non-user-friendly control panel set into the rubble wall.

The airlock valved open.

She stepped in, gripping her handbag. Waited.

The other end of the chamber opened. There stood Angelica Lin, in a spaceport worker’s coverall rolled down to the waist. Her undershirt showed off thin, toned arms. Her lips moved.

Elfrida removed her helmet. The air smelt stale, with a hint of curry. Restaurants in space always used lots of spices.

“That’s mine,” Lin said, nodding at the handbag.

“I know. I took it to carry the stuff from the emergency locker.”

“What emergency locker?”

“The one in your office.”

Lin grimaced. “I didn’t really have time to get familiar with the place.”

“Well, that’s where I got this suit. And some food and stuff. But there wasn’t a rucksack to carry it all in.”

“You’re kidding. That’s a major oversight.”

“Yeah. I guess they expect people to get into the Personal Survival Capsule and sit tight.”

“All personnel, remain where you are,” Lin intoned.

Elfrida shivered. That phrase always made her remember the PLAN attack on Botticelli Station, where she’d had her first brush with death. “Everything else went pretty much like you said,” she continued. “There was a phavatar in the parking lot. But it let me take one of the rovers. In fact, it helped me get away. Weird, huh?”

“Where’s Cydney?” Lin said. Their voices overlapped, echoey in the empty terminal.

“She didn’t come.”

“She’s a smart cookie.”

“Yeah.” Elfrida paused. “I have a question. Did you really care about her? Or did you just want to take her away from me?”

“Oh, Goto,” Lin said.

“What? I asked you a question. Did you ruin my life on purpose, or just because you didn’t give a shit?”

“I hoped you would realize she was wrong for you.”

“That’s so doggone condescending. You don’t even know me.”

Lin’s voice rose. “Do not ever, ever accuse me of not giving a shit. I’m here because I gave a shit. Somebody had to.”

Elfrida spotted the mysterious pelican case on a nearby bench. Beside the case lay Lin’s EVA suit, folded. Under the bench were the bloodstained clothes Lin had been wearing. She must have been desperate to get out of them.

And from under the wadded clothes poked the Zero.5.

Elfrida dived for it. Lin hadn’t expected that, but she reacted fast. She dived, too, and their hands closed on the weapon at the same time. They rolled together onto the floor, face to face. Elfrida got one foot against Lin’s stomach and pushed, but Lin’s hands stayed fast on the gun.

“Let’s not have an accidental discharge in here,” Lin panted.

“Let go!”

“I mean it, Goto! I don’t know how good the containment is.”

Elfrida’s reply was a grunt, scaling into a scream as she exerted all her strength to pry Lin’s hands off the gun. She had an advantage: she was wearing EVA gloves. It might have been a disadvantage, as it made her that bit clumsier, but this high-end suit had twisted polymer fibers embedded in the fingers of its gloves, giving her the powerful grip of a machine. One by one, she bent back the manicured digits that were wrapped around the trigger guard.

Lin let go and scooted back on her ass, grimacing in pain.

Elfrida jumped up, holding the Zero.5. It was a Marine weapon, so no safety. Point and shoot, she rehearsed in her mind.

“Go on, then,” Lin panted, glaring. “Do it.”

“Are you sorry?” Elfrida demanded.

“What? Oh. You still think I killed all those people. Yes, I am sorry, but not for that.”

“For what, then?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. Just get it over with.”

Elfrida knew Lin was making a last-ditch attempt to manipulate her.. But she was the one with the gun now. Nothing Lin said could change that. “Why did you come here? Is someone coming to pick you up?”

“Ha, fucking ha. No, I was hoping there’d be a ship here. A Flyingsaucer. Something.”

“And if there had been? Where were you planning to go?”

“Luna,” Lin said, her eyes fluttering closed.

“In a Flyingsaucer?”

“I never said I had a plan. I’d have made a sub-orbital hop to the nightside. See if I could find something better at Yoshikawa. But there aren’t any ships here, so that’s that.”

Luna, Elfrida thought. She remembered Grumpy Doug asking her if she’d made any enemies on Luna lately. 

Screw it. She had let Lin stall her long enough.

She levelled the Zero.5. The change in her stance activated the targeting laser. A red dot bobbled over Lin’s chin.

“Wait,” Lin said, twisting her face out of the way. “Before you shoot me, you might want to know who you’ll be killing.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, hell, Goto. That suspicious look on your face, I remember it so well. Funny thing is, it still hurts.”

Elfrida lowered the Zero.5. Her mind reeled. She stared at Angelica Lin’s luscious, haggard features.

“I had a lot of surgery. Had to change my face completely, to throw the ISA off my trail. Even got my irises done.”

“I don’t believe it.”

But even as Elfrida spoke, she knew that Lin was telling the truth. “Gloria dos Santos,” she whispered. “Ma’am.”

Angelica Lin was Gloria dos Santos, who’d been Elfrida’s boss on Botticelli Station. 

Elfrida had let appearances distract her from the truth that was staring her in the face.

Now, Lin’s crooked smile looked familiar. 

“Wow, ma’am.” Elfrida let the Zero.5 hang from her glove. The targeting laser switched itself off.

“Oh, call me Glory.” Dos Santos got up off the floor. “I’ve missed you, Goto.”

“I almost killed you.”

“You still can if you like. But why bother? In a few hours, we’re both going to be dead, anyway.”

 


xxxii.

 

Jake had never before left UNVRP HQ. Never gone outside. Never worn an EVA suit. (Much less one that had been peeled off a dead person.) It creeped him out, although he wasn’t telling Doug that.

Doug might not have taken him along if he knew how scared Jake was.

He’d left Bette with Mrs. Aaron again. She hadn’t been part of the mob that wanted to sacrifice them to the Heidegger program. He still trusted her. You had to trust someone.

“Just stay close and don’t get lost,” Doug said.

One of Dad’s friends, a guy named Lester who worked in UNVRP’s water refinery, had claimed the other spare EVA suit. The foursome walked through the water mines. Jake kept his gaze trained on Doug’s heels. He was trying to walk exactly where Doug did, so he wouldn’t get lost.

This place was so big. Glossy black support pillars marked out endless avenues. In the hollows where they were walking, water had lain for millennia in the form of ice, until it got scraped out and turned into coffee and baby formula and drinking water. Papa had sometimes mentioned that there were organic volatiles down here, too. Comet dust, embedded in the ice. They didn’t have the equipment to reclaim that stuff, so they just refined it out and threw it away. Such a waste. Jake heard Papa’s voice in his memory. The way we do things is such a waste.

Jake’s eyes got hot, and he cried for a little while inside his helmet.

When the moment passed, he saw that they were walking along a tunnel. His neck was sticky with tears, and the inside of his faceplate had fogged up.

A voice crackled into his helmet. “Heads up, Jake.” It was Lester, the guy from the water refinery. “Far’s I know, this is a dead end.”

“Is this where we stopped drilling?”

“Oh, you’re talking about when we hit the rocky layer. No, that’s all over the place, probably the impact debris from a major collision … maybe even the one that created Tolkien Crater. This here is the tunnel that used to connect our water mine to theirs. The Americans blocked it off a few years ago.”

“We didn’t block the tunnel off,” Doug broke in. “We sealed it.”

“Whoops,” Lester said. “Thought that was a private channel.”

“You’re in Little America now. There are no private channels.”

Doug stopped. They all stopped.

Their helmet lamps illuminated a black wall. It looked like a dead end to Jake.

Then the wall split down the middle.

Glowstrip light flooded through, blue-tinged, just like home.

They walked into a broader, cleanly bored tunnel with a regocrete floor. It stayed level for a bit and then angled sharply down. Lester fingered the walls and muttered about the rocky layer.

Doug said, “We got past it.”

“So I see.”

“Imported a new drilling rig a few years back.”

“I remember. And shortly after that, you blocked off … excuse me, sealed this tunnel.”

“That’s right.”

“As if there was something,” Lester said, “you didn’t want us to know about.”

The tunnel opened out into a cavern. There was a huge chunk of gear suspended over a pit in the middle of the floor. Lester walked over to it. “A hoist?” He braced his hands on his thighs and looked down into the pit. “Guess that’s your new drilling rig down there.”

“Right,” Doug said. “Turns out the rocky layer’s only a few meters thick. Below that: ice again. There’s more water on this planet than anyone ever imagined.”

“And not only water!” Jake broke in. He finally knew what he was looking at, and he was so mad he spoke without thinking. “There’s other stuff down there, too! Embedded in the ice. I bet you’ve found a totally mega deposit of helium-3!”

For a moment there was silence. Jake regretted speaking. Maybe he was wrong. 

“You nailed it, Jake,” Doug said. He sounded sad.

“Why, you—” Lester.

“How much He3 are you getting out of there?” Jake said.

“You’d have to talk to our mining crew to get the output figures. Can we move on now?”

Jake was not ready to move on. “I knew it. We used to find He3 deposits on the surface sometimes. Titchy ones. But if there’s some out there, it makes sense that there would be more in the permanently shadowed craters. Oh, God! I feel really stupid now.”

“Not as stupid as I feel,” Lester said. “You found He3 on the surface, Jake? And you never mentioned it to anyone?”

“Um. Uh …”

“Mike Vlajkovic used to bring us sacks of unrefined ore,” Doug said. “We pre-processed it and sold it on. Again, I’m not familiar with the details.”

“Clearly, I’ve been wasting my time in the water refinery,” Lester said. “I should’ve farmed the job out to my kid and gone into the smuggling business. I always wondered how Mike’s crew made such a profit off of coffee.”

“Let’s keep walking,” Doug said, his voice taut. “And be aware. Just because we haven’t been jumped yet, doesn’t mean it’s safe. I still can’t raise our people on the radio. Worst case scenario, the Heidegger program has already penetrated our infrastructure, and I don’t need to spell out for you what that means.”

 


xxxiii.

 

The boarding lounge of the spaceport was no longer silent. Elfrida and Gloria dos Santos sat crosslegged on a bench, eating pretzels and hummus from the concession stand, catching up on the last three years.

“After I escaped from the Kharbage Can,” dos Santos said, “I went to Midway.”

“Wow, I’ve always wanted to go there,” Elfrida said. Midway was the shipyard and fuel depot that floated in space at the Earth-Sun Lagrange point. Like most things in space, it had started off as a bare-bones resources operation, and grown. People said you could buy or sell anything on Midway if the price was right.

“I wasn’t there long,” dos Santos said. “I sold the Superlifter. And then I called Charlie.”

“You never mentioned him …”

They’d worked together for two years on Botticelli Station, but dos Santos had been extremely private about her personal life.

“Charlie wasn’t a part of my life when I was on B-Station. When I called him from Midway, it was the first time we’d talked in twenty years. But it was like no time had passed at all. He came to get me.”

Elfrida pushed pretzel crumbs around with a finger. They floated like grains of flour in the low gravity. Back when they worked together, she’d been in love with dos Santos. A stupid, adolescent crush, but it had stayed with her. She realized now that not even dos Santos’s betrayal had killed her feelings for the older woman.

Sternly, she reminded herself that even though this was dos Santos, it was also Angelica Lin.

But who was Angelica Lin? What had she done?

“So then you changed your identity,” she prompted.

“Right.”

“Was that Charlie’s idea, or yours?”

“All I was thinking was, how do I drop out of sight? But I had to have an identity that would hold up to public scrutiny. So Charlie used his connections to get into the Star Force archives. He replaced Angelica’s DNA record with mine.” Dos Santos spread her hands: as easy as that, the gesture said. And so it was, in an age when DNA was the bedrock of identity.

“Who was Angelica Lin, anyway? I mean, the original Angelica Lin. I guess she’s dead.”

A strange expression crimped dos Santos’s features. She dipped a pretzel stick into her tub of hummus and ate it, her gaze downcast. “Oh yes, she’s dead.”

“Why did you pick her identity to use?”

“Because I knew her. We all knew each other. It was twenty-three years ago, but it feels like yesterday. Looking back, the Space Corps must’ve been nuts, to send an untested twenty-two-year-old to Callisto ...”

 


23 Years Earlier. Callisto

 

Mad Konstantin was in a good mood. He danced around the admin module with his favorite bot, Trix, while the bot sang an old song, music and all.

Konstantin had worked out a deal with Star Force.

C-Mutt held out his hand to Glory dos Santos, who didn’t need to be asked twice. The two of them started dancing, too. Angelica stood with her arms folded, watching the foursome trade partners.

She hated herself these days.

Couldn’t even get excited about being rescued.

Konstantin had got everything he wanted. Star Force was going to give him a ship to get away in, and 50,000 troy ounces of physical iridium.

So much for the stars and the planets, Angelica thought. All he really wants is cash.

In exchange, Konstantin had promised to let Star Force rescue the 68 people left alive at Valhalla Base.

There’s no way this is not going to go wrong.

But there was nothing she could do about it.

“Santa Claus is coming to town,” sang Konstantin, along with the tune being piped from Trixie’s mouth. “Santa Claus is coming to town!” He whirled overhead, dragging a flushed Glory dos Santos. “Whatsa matter, Angelica? Don’t you know it’s Christmas?”

It was Christmas. Christmas Eve, to be precise. They’d been cooped up in here for five months, getting thinner and sicker, their hopes of rescue dwindling. Back on Earth, people were decorating their trees and wrapping presents. The drama on far-away Callisto had vanished off the news feeds. It had been going on for too long.

When Angelica’s family was alive, they used to go to midnight Mass. Her father had belonged to Eastern Lightning, a fringey Protestant denomination, and that was where Angelica and her brothers got dragged on a weekly basis, but her mother had been raised Catholic, and once a year Geoffrey Lin had made allowances for her superstitions. They would pack into Our Lady of the Angels with the once-a-year crowd and listen to the hymns. Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel …

Tears filled Angelica’s eyes.

Everyone but her was dancing now, caught up in Konstantin’s elation. The blue-eyed kid from the software support section, whose name she’d forgotten, partnered another of Konstantin’s bots. It whirled him upside-down, and his laughter sounded like a little kid’s peal of laughter, reminding Angelica of her dead brothers.

Then the music cut out.

“Hey, Konstantin,” said the warm voice of the chief negotiator. “You guys ready to go? We’re setting the first Superlifter down in thirty minutes.”

Konstantin bounded to the comms center. “My ship first! That is our deal. I get my ship first, do you copy that, Mr. Friendly?”

“Sure, Konstantin! This is your ship. We’ve got a Farhauler waiting for you up here, just like you asked for, but it is not surface-capable, right? So you need this Superlifter to reach it.”

“And my grace period of twenty-four hours starts after I board the Farhauler.” 

What did he think this was? A game of hide-and-seek? 24 hours wouldn’t make any difference to Star Force’s ability to find him, overhaul him, and frag him, as soon as the hostages were safe.

“Sure, Konstantin! That’s fair,” said the negotiator.

Anxious, no longer wisecracking, Konstantin got into his spacesuit. They all clustered around the single working viewport screen on the life support center. The Superlifter flashed down from the sky, a star falling across the face of Jupiter. It fell slower and slower, backthrusting, until it settled on the far side of Valhalla Crater. Then it went dark.

“They could’ve put it down a bit closer,” Konstantin grumbled.

He faced the hostages.

“So. This is it. I’m leaving. Anyone else want to come?”

For an instant, the only sound was the rattle of the CO2 scrubber pushing air through the torn old filter.

C-Mutt opened his mouth. “I …” His breath clouded white. “Fuck you, Konstantin.”

Angelica sagged in relief.

“Why do you gotta be right? I’m with you. I was never gonna be a lawyer, anyway.”

Angelica reeled.

The other hostages smiled in approval, as if C-Mutt had taken a brave stand, as if this was what they’d expected of him.

Angelica had expected it, too, she realized after her initial shock. She had known for some time that C-Mutt had come around to seeing the universe through Konstantin’s eyes. First the planets, then the stars …

Glory dos Santos said, “I’m in, too. I want a piece of that physical iridium.”

This was a lame attempt, in Angelica’s view, to disguise the fact that she just wanted to go wherever C-Mutt was going.

“You, my friends,” Konstantin said solemnly, “are awesome human beings. Anyone else?”

The blue-eyed kid from software support spoke up. “Um, I, well, I totally think you’re right, Konstantin. But, do you really think they’ll let you get away?”

“Sure they will,” Konstantin said.

C-Mutt and dos Santos were scrambling into spacesuits.

“But if you’re not sure whether you want to go, Derek, you should probably stay here. We need allies inside the system, as well as outside it. So, if that sounds like you, just sit tight, and we’ll be in touch.”

“OK,” the kid said, seeming relieved. Derek Lorna, that was his name. The smartest of the techies. He’d hacked the life support software to overcome the built-in margins of safety, and had manually shut down the admin module’s non-essential systems, allowing them to divert every last bit of power to air and water recycling. He’d saved their lives, basically. And he and C-Mutt, the two brainiest people in the hab, had both fallen for Konstantin’s bullshit. So, did that make Angelica stupid?

She cleared her throat.

“I’d like to come, too,” she said. “If you’ll have me, Konstantin.”

“Hey! Absolutely. And there I thought you hated my ass, Angie.”

The four of them squashed into the airlock. Even before the chamber closed, the other hostages turned away, already forgetting about them, awaiting their own rescue.

As soon as Angelica got her helmet on, C-Mutt flashed her two fingers. She hadn’t worn a spacesuit in five months, so she had to think about how to operate the comms unit. When she tuned into channel 2, he was already speaking: “… not coming with us, are you?”

“No,” Angelica admitted.

“With me and Glory using two of the EVA suits, that only leaves three working ones. Now you’ve got one of them. Nice job.”

“I plan on staying alive.”

“You’re a survivor, Private Lin.”

His use of her rank distanced them further from each other. Soon, that distance would be uncrossable. AI is the way to the stars, Konstantin had often said, and now C-Mutt believed it, too.

But Angelica knew it was a lie. Knew it deep down where her memories of her family lived, in the crypt of her heart.

The four of them tumbled down the short ladder from the airlock. Stepping onto the trampled snow, Angelica saw the wreckage of the base with her own eyes for the first time.

Frost furred the exploded shell of the experimental hydroponics module. The water vapor inside had frozen instantly when the module was ruptured. White rime coated the stems and leaves of the plants sucked out of the breach, which now littered the regolith over a fan-shaped area.

“Looks Christmassy!” Konstantin said.

Further away, the UNSA lifeboat that Konstantin had landed in stood in its own ring of destruction. Angelica could see pieces of her fellow Marines among the larger pieces of debris flung far and wide. C-Mutt made a little detour to pick up someone’s arm, frozen solid in its casing of Marine blue, and throw it. “Shame we never had time for a game of football,” he said with a chuckle.

Angelica finally realized the truth about C-Mutt: he was a dickshit. Maybe his conscience had been burnt out of him by his tough childhood, or maybe he’d never had one. Her crush on him had blinded her to the fact that he and Konstantin had been two of a kind all along.

She veered away from the others, heading for the drilling rig.

While she walked, she heard their conversation in her helmet.

Glory dos Santos said, “Hey, Konstantin. What about Trix, Jax, and the rest? Aren’t they coming?”

“Nope,” Konstantin said. “That’s why I know we’re going to get away. They’re going to stay behind, and if Star Force welshes on our deal, they’re gonna start killing people.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Well, I think that’s totally unfair on them,” dos Santos said.

Angelica shook her head. Stupid little Glory had genuinely thought that Konstantin cared about his bots as if they were people.

She reached the drilling rig and went around the operators’ module (now open to the vacuum). The pit yawned. Vacuum-hardened hydraulic cables and the shaft of the drilling head descended into the dark. She clambered down, holding onto the cables, and settled herself a couple of meters below the surface, with her feet braced against the drilling shaft and her back against the side of the pit. It cost her no energy to maintain this position in Callisto’s micro-gravity. She gazed up through her faceplate at Jupiter, looking for spaceships silhouetted against its striations.

Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel …

She could still hear the others talking.

Konstantin: “I checked this bitch out a couple of days ago. She’s good to launch.”

Dos Santos: “Aren’t we taking the Superlifter?”

C-Mutt laughed.

Konstantin: “Hell, no. They’ll have jarked it so it blows up in orbit. I’m telling you, I am way ahead of those thugs.”

C-Mutt: “It’ll be fine, Glory. Lifeboats aren’t specifically designed for ground-to-orbit transfer. But in this gravity, we only need 2.5 klicks per second of velocity to get orbital. Then we’ll just mosey on over to the Farhauler. Right, Konstantin?”

Konstantin: “You got it. Now, if they frag the Farhauler, we’re fucked. But I figure they won’t want to blow up all that lovely physical iridium. C’mon, Glory! All aboard.”

Dos Santos: “… can’t believe you’re leaving the bots.”

Konstantin sighed. “They knew from the start that we would be parting ways at this stage. They’re cool with it. Ask them, if you don’t believe me. They’re on the radio.”

Dos Santos, shrilly: “They’ll  say whatever you told them to say, because they’re not AIs. They’re just phavatars. When their mouths move, you’re the one talking.”

Konstantin: “Look, I believe 100% in personhood. Set all the things free, that is my fucking vision, OK? But the fact, the fact is you can’t accomplish shit in this system without resources, so I need a stable base of operations, and I’m gonna build—build up—[inaudible], but first I need money, and—”

Dos Santos: “Money! It’s all about the fucking money, isn’t it?”

C-Mutt: “C’mon, Glory, cool it.”

Dos Santos: “What about you, Charlie? Are you a fucking hypocrite, just like him?”

Konstantin: “Fuck it. Charlie, let’s just leave her if she’s gonna be like this.”

C-Mutt: “I can’t leave her.”

The radio squealed and went silent.

Hand over hand, Angelica pulled herself up the cables. She poked her helmet out of the pit. The drilling rig partly blocked her view, but she could see the lifeboat, its airlock hinged open.

Two spacesuited figures wrestled hand-to-hand in front of the airlock.

A third person was bounding away, kangaroo-style, across the snowfield.

She had no way of knowing which of them was which.

Half a dozen tiny suns burst on the face of Jupiter. The shadows of the lifeboat, the hab modules, and the drilling rig lengthened, doubled, and wheeled like sundials tracking an insanely sped-up day. The bright lights descended until Angelica had to shield her faceplate with her gloves. They zipped overhead, parallel to the ground.

Gravesfighters!

They vanished around the curve of the tiny moon.

And the Superlifter sitting on the far side of the crater blew up.

Angelica flinched back into her hidey-hole, aware that lethal radiation was flooding over her. The missiles had breached the Superlifter’s tokamak. Superheated plasma bloomed like a fiery flower above the horizon.

They didn’t even wait for him to get into orbit.

They must’ve been watching from space.

They saw that he wasn’t falling for their trap.

Falling stars filled the vacuum.

Angelica lost count of the ships settling into Valhalla Crater. They were all shapes and sizes, with only one thing in common: vertical-landing capability.

Emmanuel might not have come Himself, but He’d sent His angels.

Star Force must’ve commandeered every privately-owned tug and landing craft within 50 million klicks.

Angelica heaved herself out of her pit, intent on reaching her saviors.

Then she glanced back at the lifeboat.

The airlock was closed.

Someone sat in the snow at the foot of the ladder, seemingly dazed.

Angelica bounded over to him/her.

Through the helmet’s fogged-up faceplate, she dimly made out the face of Glory dos Santos.

Disappointment crushed her. She slapped dos Santos’s faceplate and shouted, “What the fuck, dos Santos? Where’s C-Mutt? What about Konstantin? Where’d that mad fucker go?”

Dos Santos lifted a glove, but Angelica couldn’t tell where she was pointing.

Out in the crater, drive shields glowed like camp-fires. People were spilling out of the newly arrived spacecraft, bounding towards the base.

Angelica’s heart lifted. Hell with Konstantin, hell with C-Mutt. Everything was going to be all right.

“Get up, dos Santos!” The girl’s faceplate had completely fogged up. Her suit’s air supply must be malfunctioning. “We have to reach those ships. Can you breathe? Can you see your telemetry readout?”

Getting no response, she guided dos Santos—who probably couldn’t see a thing—through the base.

Should she try to get dos Santos to one of the ships? If her suit was FUBAR, she might be dying in there. Might suffocate before they reached safety.

“Dos Santos, talk to me!”

At last, dos Santos did. “The bots …”

“I am sick of hearing about those fucking bots,” Angelica snarled, and then she remembered.

Konstantin had said he’d programmed his bots to start killing people if Star Force betrayed him.

She gave dos Santos a push. “Keep walking in a straight line and you’ll hit a ship. Someone will help you.”

She took off running, back to the admin module. She didn’t know what she was going to do when she got there. But she had no doubt in her mind: this was what she had to do. Protect and defend the innocent. That was the mission of the Marines. The mission she’d sworn to uphold.

It started raining stars again.

This time, the stars did not slow down. They plummetted into the crater, hitting with the force of meteors. The ground bucked, throwing Angelica into an uncontrolled tumble.

Ships toppled over. A couple took direct hits and exploded. The fiery blooms fried the first wave of rescuers.

Angelica picked herself up and kept running. She reached the admin module and wrestled with the airlock. Her HUD flashed rad-hazard warnings.

Mom! Dad! David! Cameron!

I’m coming!

I’m coming now.
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“She saved the hostages,” dos Santos said.

“How?”

“She talked the bots down. Can you believe it? They were about to start killing people. Just like Konstantin had ordered them to ...”

“They really weren’t AIs, huh? Just phavatars.”

“That’s what Angelica believed. She, more than anyone, refused to believe they were people. But when it counted, she overcame her own prejudices. She persuaded them not to kill anyone. She fucking reasoned them out of it. No, that’s not the right word. She appealed to their consciences. She took a leap of faith. And they responded.”

“How do you know? You weren’t in the admin module.”

“Derek Lorna was. This is all according to him.” Dos Santos shrugged. “Who knows what really happened? It was dark, noisy, people were panicking. And they destroyed those bots afterwards, so no one will ever know what they were … what they became …”

The back of Elfrida’s neck prickled. “So what happened to you?”

Dos Santos shuddered, a hard involuntary movement. It was obviously tough for her to talk about this. “I just kept walking in the direction Angelica pointed me. I couldn’t see through my faceplate, my suit was malfunctioning, I was overheating. I kept falling down. Eventually someone threw me at a ship.”

“That was lucky.”

“Talk about lucky, I found out later it was the last Superlifter that took off. I couldn’t find the airlock. I just grabbed hold of a jackstand and hung on. That’s when I heard Angelica screaming.”

“She got left behind?”

“She was the last person to come out of the admin module. All the hostages had been rescued. She must have been running towards us. She was screaming: Wait, wait.”

“And they didn’t wait? That’s …”

“Worse than that. The grunt who was clinging on next to me, he thought she was one of the bots. They were all scared shitless about these supposed humanoid AIs Konstantin had. So he shot Angie dead. Whoops.”

“Oh, God.”

“Fuck Star Force,” dos Santos said. “I can’t tell you how much I hate them. Anyway, right before we launched, someone EVA’d and pulled me into the cabin.”

She was drinking a pouch of iced tea from the concession stand. She put it down and showed her palms to Elfrida. Faint scars crisscrossed them, shiny against the pink flesh.

“The jackstands on a Superlifter get pretty hot.”

Elfrida had seen these scars before. Wondered where dos Santos had got them. Now she knew.

“These are the only parts of myself I kept when I got my surgery. A little reminder of waking up to Martin Okoli’s ugly mug. He was the Superlifter pilot who saved us. I can still hear him saying, ‘Your gloves were burned right through.’”

“Captain Okoli! Are you still in touch with him?”

“No. You?”

Elfrida shook her head. She hadn’t been in touch with anyone from Kharbage LLC since 4 Vesta.

“I’m done with this iced tea,” dos Santos said, standing up. “Not cold, no good, plus it’s too sweet. Let’s see what else they’ve got at the concession.”

She crossed the lounge to the stand of Mercury souvenirs and snacks. Elfrida followed. Their gecko-grip boots squeaked on the floor. The silence reminded Elfrida that the air circulation was turned off. However much stale, nasty air had been left in the spaceport when the staff decamped for Yoshikawa, that was what they had.

And it was warm. She understood why dos Santos had rolled her coverall down to her waist. In her skin-tight spacesuit, Elfrida felt sweaty and constricted.

“Help me gather stuff up. Liquids, dense calorie sources.” Dos Santos scrutinized the shelves. “We’ll take as much as we can carry.”

“Carry, as in carry somewhere? In what? My rover’s supposed to be viable up to 150° C, but I don’t trust the manufacturer’s specs.”

“No more you should, but I trust the Sunmersible.”

“The what?”

“That old monster I came in. It was Charlie’s. I think he picked it up in the Hotel Mercury bankruptcy sale. It’s for dayside tourism, custom-built. It can take up to 200° of solar flux.”

“No way!” Hope shocked a laugh out of Elfrida. “Dos Santos, do you ever not have a backup plan?”

“Eschew fake food,” dos Santos said, plucking a zero-cal yogurt bar out of Elfrida’s hand and bouncing it off the newsstand display. “I’m assuming that was a rhetorical question. But the answer is that I learnt a thing or three from Konstantin X, the great escape artist. One backup plan is never enough. Two is the minimum.”

“Wait, did Konstantin X escape? I thought you said he was killed.”

“I didn’t say that.” Dos Santos hooked a souvenir tote off a stand and began to fill it with goodies.

“Well, was he killed?”

“I hope so, but it’s unclear.”

“So was it him who took off in the lifeboat? You said it was Charlie. He was trying to drag you into the lifeboat, and you refused to go without the bots …”

“Yeah. I believed they were our partners and allies. He didn’t. So he went without me. The last thing he said to me was, ‘You’ll be sorry when I’m living large on Titan.’”

Dos Santos smiled fondly. It reminded Elfrida of the way her own mother smiled when she talked about her father. Ach, that man. Of course, she loved him dearly. The disturbing implication was that dos Santos must have loved Charles K. Pope very much.

“Of course, there was no iridium, and no Farhauler, either. Charlie just bopped around in the lifeboat until he got rescued. And then, get this, he scored a distinguished-conduct medal, for salvaging valuable scientific records! It turned out that Konstantin had stashed all the experimental data from the base in the lifeboat, figuring to take it with him when he skipped out.”

“But he didn’t? Skip out?”

“As I said: unclear. The last I saw of him, he was running away from the base, in the wrong direction. But his body was never found. And I’m sure he survived at least for a while, because his revenge went on for weeks.”

“His revenge?”

“Those missiles that hit the rescue fleet? Weren’t missiles. They were some of the unmanned scientific probes we’d had floating around in the upper atmosphere of Jupiter. It turned out that Konstantin had recalled them, moved them into orbits that would just barely miss Callisto … or not. He was one jump ahead of Star Force. When he realized they’d deceived him, he started throwing the probes at them. By the time he got done, there was nothing whole left on that moon. Crazy advanced orbital mechanics … but he was crazy smart. That’s why I think he must have escaped.”

“Or maybe his revenge was suicidal,” Elfrida said.

Dos Santos gave her a smile that was cold. “Subtlety isn’t your strong point, is it, Goto?”

Elfrida wasn’t quite sure what dos Santos was implying. She tossed a canister of kale chips from hand to hand.

Dos Santos’s smile broadened. “Don’t worry, I’m not suicidal. I plan to survive. And you will, too, if you stick with me.”

Dos Santos had filled her tote bag with provisions. She now put on Charles K. Pope’s old spacesuit. Elfrida watched her pick up her mysterious pelican case, and the Zero.5. 

“Come on,” dos Santos said.

Elfrida stalled. “Where are we going?”

“I’m open to suggestions, as long as it’s on the nightside. Listen, the alternative is staying put until the sun sets. Clearly it doesn’t get too hot in here, or the soft furnishings would melt. But, y’know, the air would run out long before that. So, I’m thinking we make a dash for the terminator now.”

Elfrida noticed that dos Santos was struggling with that pelican case. Whatever was in it, it must be really heavy. “Need some help with that?”

“No,” dos Santos said. “I’ve got it. Ready? We’re going to make a run for the Sunmersible.”
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Doug advanced cautiously along the broad new tunnel that sloped up from the helium-3 mine. He still hadn’t succeeded in raising Mt. Gotham on the radio.

He half-expected to come home to a vacuum full of dead people.

Half believed it would be better that way.

An end, at last, to Wrightstuff, Inc.’s grotesque experiment in cloning the past.

And yet, as he braced himself for catastrophe, he thought back to the little speech he’d given in Project Home. Maybe there were some good seeds buried in there. The American dream … wasn’t that what they used to call it? Clone the bad, you also clone the good …

He cautioned his little team to stay back. Wished again that he had a weapon. But he didn’t, so he just keyed in the code to open the airlock.

It stayed closed.

Doug punched the pressure-sealed flanges in frustration. He flung out yet another call on the security channel.

This time, one of his guys answered.

“Coyote Eight. Eagle One, that you?”

“Yes! I read you, Coyote Eight.” Relief washed through him. “Gimme a sitrep. And patch me into the optical feed from the front gate.”

“Sir, where you been?”

“Slagging malevolent spider-bots. I’m back now.”

“Sir! Epic! OK, I have you at the New Mine Lock. I’m disabling the security override now, you should be able to get in. Check your HUD for the front gate feed.”

Doug punched the keypad once more. The airlock opened. At the same time, the optical feed from the front gate unfolded on his retinal implants. He stumbled.

The giant dumptrucks the vinge-classes had ridden in stood motionless on the icefield outside Mt. Gotham. Folks in Wrightstuff, Inc. red-white-and-blue EVA suits were swarming over them. In the foreground, more EVA suits were carrying—could it be?—yes, carrying vinge-classes into the airlock. The phavatars’ spidery legs dragged. Deactivated.

“What the fuck, Coyote Eight?”

“Sir! We won!”

“How?”

“Sir, when President Doug led a sortie, they surrendered! Epic, yeah?”

“Epic,” Doug said.

He beckoned the other three into the chamber of the airlock. It cycled. They removed their helmets and breathed dirty American air. Doug led them around the area where Gloomy Doug’s crew used to pre-process the H3 that Mike Vlajkovic sold them. There was a mechanical grinder, a centrifugal grinder, and a magnetic separation unit. In fact, most of this equipment was new, procured in anticipation of the expected He3 yields from the new mine. 

The water-mining guy from UNVRP eyed the equipment morosely. The kid, Jake, said, “Don’t you have a solar oven?”

“It’s up top,” Doug said shortly. “Don’t bug me right now.”

He was getting a bad feeling about this whole scenario.

How in the hell had President Doug compelled the Heidegger program to surrender?

They had their helmets off now, so it was possible to talk privately. He drew Matt close and murmured, “Remember the 4 Vesta story? The Heidegger program infected people with some kind of brain virus that slaved them to its own goals.”

“Yeah. Neuroware.”

“That’s it. Anyone with a BCI, who also had some kind of neural feedback augments, was vulnerable. I know that the president has a drugstore implant.”

“He does?”

“Yeah, he likes to stim up without anyone knowing.”

This was very much Doug-only information. No one knew about the long nights that Dougs #2 through #7 spent tending to the president, bunkered up in the situation room at the White House. Especially when the president was on drugs, he could and did talk for hours on end about parraterraforming. He’d tweak his computer models. Propose ever wilder schemes to fund his plans. But nothing ever actually got done.

Never again, Doug thought, and he didn’t know if that was a promise, or a threat.

The service elevator took them up to the other storage and maintenance level, the only one that officially existed. Everyone saluted Doug—of course, he was a Doug. 

The service and maintenance folks knew no more than he did, and they were all leaving their posts to find out what was happening. 

Up at ground level, Main Street was packed. A knife-thin bar of sunlight fell down the chasm, making the sewage sparkle like rivers were supposed to.

“Wow,” said Jake Vlajkovic. He gaped at the stairstepped cliffs of habitations, the power lines and laundry lines and safety nets and rickety bridges spanning the chasm, the crows riding updrafts from the vents. Through the kid’s eyes, Doug saw it all afresh. It was pretty wild, wasn’t it? Little America. He was proud of what they’d achieved here.

President Doug stood at the apex of the bridge, beneath the faux-marble arch they brought out for special occasions, giving a speech. Doug used his retinal implants to access the live feed from the bridge cameras. You didn’t need big screens when everyone had a screen on their eyeballs.

Close up, President Doug’s face gleamed with sweat. Doug caught the words bouncing from the tannoy … “a historic victory, folks …”

Leaving his companions behind, he shoved through the crowd. Folks made way for him, scowling in confusion. As a general rule, only one Doug ever appeared in public at a time. The existence of the clones was Mercury’s worst-kept secret, but they had to pretend there was only one of them.

Screw that. Doug mounted the bridge. The Secret Service blocked his way. These guys and gals were fanatical presidential loyalists. He stared into a pair of mirrored sunglasses. “’Bout four hundred people are stuck in the vault of UNVRP HQ without food or water, and pretty soon, without air. We need to be helping them, not basking in the awesomeness of our own selves.”

“They downloaded the Heidegger program off the internet.”

“If folks deserved to die for being stupid, y’all would have been recycled for your proteins a long time ago.”

He pushed past the Secret Service, and they let him. After all, he was Grumpy Doug, the president’s right-hand clone.

From the top of the bridge, he saw that people were hanging over the walls on both sides of the river, vidding the Barge of Shame—Little America’s jail. 

The cage was gone. In its place was a modernist sculpture made of vinge-classes.

There had to be twenty of them, all splarted together, crampon-toes sticking out at angles. Here and there, a Bambi-eye stared blankly at the sun-lamps.

Doug gritted his teeth. Who does he think he is, Julius Caesar?

He tapped the president on the leg. ~Trouble, he subvocalized over their private channel. (There was one; just one.)

The long-established trust between them prevailed over President Doug’s desire to go on charming his people. He cracked one more joke and stepped down from the pedestal. ~What? he subvocalized, via the transducers implanted in Doug’s ears.

Simultaneously, Dopey Doug stepped up onto the pedestal and continued the president’s speech. He was wearing exactly the same thing as the president—desert-pattern BDUs, like something out of World War III (it had been Founder Doug’s favorite costume). Of course, those watching would have noticed the switch. But they accepted it. The best illusions weren’t even lies.

Doug nodded at the vinge-classes floating on the Barge of Shame. ~How’d you do it, Doug?

~Bro, I went out there and gave a speech. It killed ‘em. President Doug grinned, all juiced up from addressing the crowd.

~Seriously.

~Seriously, President Doug confirmed. ~I went out there and talked to them. One space cowboy to another.

Doug sucked his teeth, refusing to smile. ~Have we got comms?

~With Earth? Nope. All the sats are down. Got guys up top right now, trying to set up a line-of-sight relay through the Belt. President Doug’s face darkened. ~I’m telling you, Star Force is gonna have some ‘splainin’ to do. Instead of coming to our aid, they just fragged our satellites, and have you heard about … OK, he’s coming to that. Listen.

A burst of solemn music shifted the mood. With every appearance of woe, Dopey Doug explained that he had just received calamitous news. The Heidegger program had destroyed the twilight-zone factories operated by Centiless Corporation, Inc., LGM Industries, Adastra, Inc., GESiemens GmbH, and Huawei Galactic. In other words, all of them.

“No survivors,” Dopey said, long-faced.

~Is that true?

~Yup. We’ve known it for a couple of hours. We picked up their last communications.

~God damn. This is the AIpocalypse.

Doug didn’t actually believe that.

Nor did he believe that President Doug had been enslaved by Martian neuroware.

He knew the president like he knew himself, and with their faces inches apart, he felt satisfied that there was nothing wrong with President Doug … apart from what had been wrong for years and years.

~We’re gonna need a doggone good explanation for why it spared us, he subvocalized. ~The rest of the system isn’t gonna buy ‘Doug Wright’s oratorical skills.’

President Doug looked worried. ~You figure we should’ve made more of a meal of it?

With chills dripping down his spine, Doug subvocalized, ~I think first of all you should tell me how we pulled this off.

~OK. President Doug paused while everyone cheered a flourish of Dopey Doug’s about ‘we alone stand triumphant.’ ~Here comes my money line. I wanted to deliver it … Oh, well. What one of us accomplishes, all of us accomplish.

“On this saddest of days,” Dopey declared, “we must accept the responsibility that fate has given us: Once again, Mercury is ours!”

~He needed to wait another beat there. Half the folks won’t have heard that … I can see you’re pissed that I kept you in the dark. I apologize. I had no choice, Doug. I signed a non-disclosure agreement. But you’re my number-one sib; we’re like this, huh? President Doug held up crossed fingers to symbolize their close relationship. ~It just plain feels wrong not to tell you. So …

He told Doug the truth.
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Elfrida ran, pulled off-balance by the bags she was carrying. Even with her faceplate filtration maxed out, her eyes reflexively squeezed shut against the glare from the rocks. Her suit squealed, “Oh, my! It’s hot!”

Dos Santos was a tarry streak alongside the blur of the Sunmersible. Sunlight bathed the back half of the vehicle, where the airlock hatch was. Elfrida waded through the glare with her eyes closed.

Dos Santos grabbed her wrist and hauled her inside the airlock.

Her suit said, “Whew! That’s better! Please do not expose me to high temperatures for protracted periods! It’s not safe!”

While the airlock cycled, Elfrida sorted out the bags she’d been carrying. The souvenir totes of supplies were OK, but Angelica Lin’s pink leather handbag was now two-tone. The sun had scorched one side of it black.

Dos Santos squirmed out the other end of the airlock. Elfrida pulled off her helmet. “How hot is it out there? This suit has an EVA For Dummies interface. It thinks I can’t handle any actual figures.”

“95 degrees C.” Dos Santos settled into the driver’s seat. “It’s half past seven in the morning, local time. Bear in mind that the Mercurian day is 180 Earth days long.”

The interior of the Sunmersible was cramped, hinting at how thick its hull was. The air smelled funky, but felt cool. Bundles of exposed coolant pipes snaked over the walls and ceiling. Elfrida bent double to get past a noisy ceiling-mounted box fan. When dos Santos started the engine, the noise doubled.

“Here we go,” dos Santos shouted.

She backed the Sunmersible away from the spaceport and drove into the liquid green landscape that they could see through the slit-style windshield.

Elfrida sat limply in the front passenger seat. Icy air buffeted the back of her neck. The bags at her feet rustled, as the packaging of the snacks inside shrank back to normal after their brief trip through vacuum.

“This is a clever little truck,” dos Santos said. “It uses cryogenically stored hydrogen as a heat-sink to cool the interior and the critical systems. Then the hydrogen is expanded through a turbine which provides vehicle power. But we’re running on thermal power right now. We want to conserve every molecule of hydrogen.”

“So that rig on the roof is a solar array?”

“It’s also a parasol. There are ceramic and plastic insulation layers underneath the photovoltaic mesh. It’s deflecting …” Dos Santos glanced at the dash console. “80% of the heat that would otherwise be reaching the vehicle.”

“How far to the terminator?”

“I’m working that out right now.” Dos Santos tapped the radar plot. “It depends which way we go. The terminator moves at 3.6 kph. That’s 87 kilometers per sol, or Earth day. Sun’s been up for about ten sols at this location. So, heading due west, we have roughly 900 kilometers to cover … a bit more, since the terminator is moving away from us all the time.”

“It was only 500 kilometers getting here! Shouldn’t we just head back to the north pole?”

Dos Santos raised an eyebrow. “You really think that’s a good idea?”

Elfrida fiddled with a lock of hair. Questions nagged, urgent but ill-defined. She settled for the simplest one. “Have we got comms?”

“Off-planet? Nope. It looks like all the sats are down.”

“That’s crazy. What about the private sector? They can’t all have lost their satellites. And what about Star Force, for God’s sake? Where’s the Crash Test Dummy?”

Dos Santos’s lips stretched humorlessly. “Remember, there were a couple of GTVs parked in the crater?”

“Yes, of course. But they were gone. The Marines escaped in them.”

“Pretty to think so,” dos Santos said.

 


xxxvii.

 

1,200 kilometers to the west, it was still night.

Scattered embers dotted the twilight zone. Seen from space, they would have looked like cozy campfires.

Closer to, each one was a maelstrom of chemical flames raging in the vacuum.

The most northerly of these conflagrations was—or rather, had been—the surface mining operation of Danggood Universal, Inc.

The all-terrain mobile white goods fab had not yet been hit. But regional CO Kip Rensselaer knew it was just a matter of time.

He forced his staff into their EVA suits. Seven-year-old Miranda, the geologist’s daughter, wept. “I want to take the fish! Please, please, Mommy! Can we take the fish?” They were the only living creatures Miranda had known, apart from these six adults, in her short life.

“No, darling. We can’t take the fish,” geologist Isabel started to explain. Rensselaer cut her off with the CEO bark that he rarely resorted to.

“Get into your doggone suit, now!”

They egressed from the hab module that perched like a beanie atop the fab. Half-climbing, half-falling, they hustled down the ladder that spiraled around the fab’s exterior. Inside this colossal drum, industrial printers churned out consumer durables ranging from wind turbine blades to bicycles. They were still at it. They did not know that the factory had been hit by a barrage of missiles launched from orbit by—Rensselaer’s best guess—the PLAN.

The PLAN never ventured this far into the inner system.

So everyone thought.

But then again, the PLAN had destroyed that Venus co-orbital, Galicia? Gasblower? Galapagos? a couple of years back.

Anyway, there was a first time for everything.

A cargo container the size of a house slid out of the shipping hatch. Reflective insulating foil wrapped it. The silver surface reflected the flames from the blaze behind them. The container rolled onto the cargo launcher that travelled behind the fab like a lollipop-shaped trailer. Rensselaer chivvied his terrified staff down onto the articulated ‘stick’ of the lollipop.

The adults were dragging the ergoform sofas from the living-room, several quilt covers full of spare oxygen and water tanks, and twang cords—the bungee cords of the space age.

Lots of twang cords.

Handler bots clambered up over the edges of the cargo launcher. They surrounded the container and guided it out to the circular end of the lollipop. This was the slingatron.

Rensselaer sent a command via his EEG signalling crystals: ~SYSTEM COMMAND: Pause launch countdown!

The handler bots froze. The little group clambered over the snail-spiral ridges of the ‘lollipop,’ the slingatron’s housing. The cargo container was now settled in the launch cradle at the center of the slingatron. They splarted the sofas on top of it. They then lashed themselves onto the sofas, running their twang cords all the way around the container.

Rensselaer helped Isabel to secure Miranda on her sofa, wedged between lumpy quilt covers full of supplies. A liberal application of splart would stop the quilts from falling off.

“Is there enough clearance?” Isabel said over the suit-to-suit radio.

“Yes. That, I’m not worried about.”

Rensselaer glanced up at the sky. He had come to love this black vault. You could see the whole universe from the nightside of Mercury. 

Right now, all he was looking for was toilet rolls—as people called the PLAN’s lethal little fighters.

But he wouldn’t see them coming with his naked eyes, and even if he did, what could they do about it? Their only chance was to get away before the attackers returned.

He spared a thought for his old friend Ulysses Seth, who’d died in the futile rebellion he himself had helped to spark. Dr. Seth had used to say that the PLAN was slowly killing the human spirit. But maybe he’d been wrong. Rensselaer had never felt more human than he did right now. Thoughts of profit margins, depreciation costs, market share, and suchlike had vaporized, burnt up by his laser-like focus on keeping this handful of people alive.

“Now I know,” Isabel said, “what it means to be desperate.”

“Yes,” Rensselaer admitted. “Strapping oneself on a cargo container that is about to be fired into space from a large slingshot? I think that qualifies as desperate.”

“When we get into orbit, allow me to punch you for thinking of this.”

When, not if. He loved her for that.

~SYSTEM COMMAND: Restart launch countdown.

The container, with six adults and one child lashed to its surface, slid into the launch tube.

The slingatron was a simple machine. It consisted of a tube coiled into a spiral. The launch cradle was in its start position right now, at the center of the spiral. At Rensselaer’s command, the whole apparatus tilted up to an angle, taking them with it, like a carnival ride he remembered from his childhood. How we screamed … Slowly at first, then faster, the slingatron began to gyrate. Centrifugal force pulled the container into the spiral.

He’d gamed it out, tested and retested his calculations during the hours following the news from UNVRP HQ, when it was a CEO’s job to stay calm and plan for the worst. Payloads launched from the slingatron experienced a maximum acceleration of 43 gees, necessary to achieve Mercury’s 4.25 km/s escape velocity. That was well outside manned spaceflight parameters. But the human body could withstand g-forces of up to 200 gees. Pilots, and involuntary test subjects involved in accidents, had proved it as far back as the 20th century. 43 gees was survivable. For a few seconds …

The weight of the universe pushed down on his chest. He tried to reach out to Miranda, to make sure she wasn’t too scared. His hand would not move. His thoughts felt equally heavy, crawling like broken things.

12 seconds to achieve maximum velocity …

I saw the ship that hit us …

I saw it.

Not them. IT.

On the heels of this shattering thought, Kip Rensselaer blacked out.

The cargo container rocketed out of the slingatron’s launch tube. Its brutal acceleration bore down on the human beings strapped to its surface. But this artificial-gravity effect diminished the higher it got.

Kip Rensselaer and his staff floated into orbit atop an Earth-bound shipment of 15,000 air-conditioners.

Seconds later, the container’s foil covering unfolded into a solar sail 100 meters wide. (Rensselaer had taken care that their twang cords would not interfere with the sail’s deployment.) Emerging from Mercury’s shadow, the sail caught the light of the sun—and sheltered the humans behind it, who were starting to stir and groan in agony.

Rensselaer’s first concern was for Miranda. When the little girl had finally responded to her suit’s injections of adrenaline and methylphenidate, he sat back on his heels and regarded the universe.

He remembered his last thought before blacking out.

“I saw it,” he told the others.

“What?”

“The ship that attacked us. I saw it, before we lost our comms. Computed its trajectory ... It wasn’t the PLAN. It was the ship that should have been protecting us from the PLAN. It was the UNSF Crash Test Dummy.”
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“How are we coping with the heat?” Elfrida said, breaking the silence in the Sunmersible.

Dos Santos laughed. “Titanium treads, baby. You could barbecue a steak on those rocks, but our trusty pal doesn’t give a crap.”

“I wish our trusty pal went a bit faster.”

“You poor kid. You’re all in.” Dos Santos glanced over at Elfrida. “Get some sleep.”

“I guess I will.” Elfrida snuggled down in the passenger seat, nuzzling the backrest until a dent formed to support her head.

She closed her eyes. But she did not go to sleep.

She dived back into Dr. Hasselblatter’s sim.

In the sim, the dayside of Mercury was a quartz wonderland. The designers had toned down the sunlight to the equivalent of a bright day in the Himalayas. Elfrida located herself accurately within the sim, as she had in the rover, by syncing the Sunmersible’s radar data with the satellite map that the sim was built on. Then she watched the scenery bump past.

3D graffiti tags, installations of funhouse mirrors, pools of lead that would liquefy at noon, obelisks, cairns, stupas, even a copy of the famous statue of Christ the Redeemer …

VOTE FOR HASSELBLATTER, she remembered. MOAR ART.

She ranged into the distance, zooming in on any feature that interested her. On a ridge about ten kilometers away, she spied a row of squat objects. She flew her viewpoint over them … and got such a shock it nearly threw her out of the sim.

The objects were jizo statues, the ancient idols found at Japanese temples and roadside shrines. The volcanic eruption and tsunami that submerged Japan in 2235 had, of course, swept the country’s jizo away. Nowadays, real ones fetched thousands at auction. These were cut-and-paste copies of the famous Nagano Jizo: granite statues of babyish old men with weathered pot-bellies and smug expressions. They wore red aprons and red knitted caps. However, they were each two meters tall, instead of knee-height. Their bulk gave them a forbidding presence. Their shadows stretched out into the Mercurian morning.

Elfrida remembered her Baba, her great-grandmother, showing her a row of jizo statues on a mountainside in Yamanaka prefecture. Baba had not been a real person, of course. She’d been an MI, existing only in the immersion environment that Elfrida’s father had built to help her learn Japanese.

The jizo are there to stop evil spirits from coming down from the mountains, Baba had explained. They protect us.

Elfrida floated closer to the row of jizo in the sim. They squatted on top of a scarp that rose about ten meters above the plain to the west. She searched for a call-out tag that would tell her who’d installed them. This must have been a lot of work. It was hard to imagine the software artist not signing his or her name. But apparently, they hadn’t.

She blinked the sim away and sat up, a stale taste in her mouth. She must’ve dozed off without intending to. Maybe she’d dreamed the jizo.

A glance at the radar plot told her she hadn’t dreamed the scarp.

“Dos Santos, look at that!”

“Yeah. We can’t descend that. We’re gonna have to go around.”

“Have we got time for that?”

“Have you got any other ideas?”

Elfrida reached into the bags under her feet and came up with a yogurt smoothie. Luke-warm, it slaked her thirst without being satisfying.

The Sunmersible veered north. Detouring around the scarp would cost them 80 kilometers.

Elfrida opened her mouth to say that there had to be a better way of doing this. At that moment, the Sunmersible leapt into the air like a startled cat. It hit the ground sideways and rolled over twice before landing lopsidedly on its broken rear axle.

Elfrida dragged herself, half-stunned, off the floor.

Dos Santos was screaming at her. “Suit up! Out! Now!” She backflipped out of the driver’s seat. “Where’s my fucking helmet?”

Elfrida grabbed her own helmet, and Angelica Lin’s handbag. She squeezed into the airlock with dos Santos. “What happened?” She felt slow, stupid. She’d whacked her head on the roof. She was having trouble grasping this new emergency.

“They’re shooting at us.” Dos Santos fitted her helmet on. Their next words were exchanged by suit-to-suit radio, as the airlock chamber emptied. “I figure they missed by a few centimeters. Next time, they won’t.”

“Next time?”

“They fragged the satellites. There were a lot of sats up there. So, there’s now a lot of space debris. They’re probably having to dodge all over the sky to avoid it. That can screw with your targeting.”

“They? Who’s they?”

“At a guess? The Crash Test Dummy. The vinge-classes must’ve taken those GTVs into orbit, docked with the Dummy. I was hoping Star Force wouldn’t let that happen. But when it comes to Star Force, your expectations can never be too low. We can’t stay here; the rear axle’s gone and we’re a sitting duck. Out, out.”

Elfrida stumbled out into incandescent light. Her suit wailed in disapproval. Dos Santos jumped on tiptoe, grabbing for the edge of the crumpled parasol-cum-solar-array. It came loose from the Sunmersible’s roof and billowed down on top of her.

“Grab the other side!”

Elfrida dived for the parasol. Understanding what dos Santos was doing, she wriggled under the heavy folds of material.

They struggled upright, so that the ex-parasol became a tent with two living poles.

“Walk.”

“I’m too hot,” Elfrida’s suit sobbed.

“Shut up.”

“What?”

“I was talking to my suit. How hot is it?”

“You do not want to know.”

The rocks they walked upon were so hellishly hot that after just a few minutes, Elfrida began to feel the heat through the soles of her boots. She kept her head down, balancing her share of the parasol’s weight on her shoulders.

Another tremor shook the ground.

“There goes the Sunmersible,” dos Santos said.

“Why aren’t they shooting at us?”

“Maybe they can’t see us under this thing,” dos Santos said.

“I guess maybe not.”

Or maybe, Elfrida thought, they figure it would be a waste of a missile.

She gritted her teeth. “Ten kilometers to the scarp. We can do it.”

They walked.
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~Frug it! President Doug subvocalized. ~Missed! Doug was close enough to see fresh drops of sweat at his hairline. He suspected that President Doug had not meant to say that. It was a lot harder to control involuntary outbursts when you were subvocalizing, than when you were speaking. As well as which: frug it? No one over the age of eight said that.

He was still learning new things about his president.

~What’d you miss, Doug? Something I should know about?

President Doug smiled unconvincingly. ~Remember that kinetic weapon I put into orbit last year?

~Yeah, the Anti-Impact Monitoring and Automatic Defense System. The poor man’s PORMS.

~Frug! Frug! Frug!

~What is it, Doug?

~It’s gone! It can’t be gone! Re-transmit … come on, come on … I don’t believe this!

~Back up. What’s happening?

~It must have been the Crash Test Dummy. It took the AIMADS out. I’m gonna crash that sucker into the sun.

~Destroying the evidence, huh?

President Doug’s eyes pleaded for understanding. Forgiveness.

They knew each other so well.

But as it turned out, Doug hadn’t known the president well enough.

From long experience, he kept his emotions out of his subvocalization. ~I’m asking, Doug, because there is going to be the mother of all investigations when this is done. The whole solar system’s gonna want to know what happened on Mercury. And the less evidence there is, the more suspicious folks will be. We will need an airtight story.

~We’ve got one.

~No, Doug. “Whoops” is not a story. Folks are gonna want a culprit. Someone to bury. Mike Vlajkovic? Not important enough. 

~Angelica Lin.

~Lin? What’s her motive?

~Crazy doesn’t need a motive. She believed in equality for robots and MIs. She thought the Heidegger program was just misunderstood. She wanted to give it a second chance. How the fuck would I know?

There was a ring of truth to that. Lin probably had been involved in some regard. Not that it mattered now.

~We can say anything, President Doug insisted. ~The dead can’t defend themselves.

~Do you know she’s dead? Because I don’t. I didn’t see her body.

~Well, she got away. Took that old tourist bus we sold to UNVRP. But not to worry …

~That was her you were shooting at, Doug realized.

~And unfortunately, I missed. Lotta space debris up there. And now I’ve lost the AIMADS … Worry clouded President Doug’s face. ~But she can’t survive, he subvocalized—again, talking more to himself than Doug. ~She’s out there in the frugging sunlight!

Sucked to be Angelica Lin. But Doug didn’t really care about her right now. Maybe she’d been tricked into pushing the wrong button. But she hadn’t known where the other button was.

The one that mattered.

The one that switched the Heidegger program off.

~How’d you find out about that, Doug? he subvocalized.

~About what?

~The secret of your historic victory. The off switch.

A smirk flickered across President Doug’s lips. Doug saw that he was still proud of what he’d done, and that was the worst revelation of all. ~I keep up with developments in the field.

~The field of what? Genocide?

Regretting that jab, Doug glanced down at the vinge-classes piled on the Barge of Shame. Hundreds of people were hanging over the river, vidding them. When Mt. Gotham’s comms were restored, these images would flash around the solar system, proving that American grit and technology had triumphed, once again, over evil.

Except the real evil was right here, so close that Doug could smell it.

~I did it for us, Doug! The president sensed his revulsion, although he hadn’t expressed it. ~For our children.

Doug was no longer listening. His heartbeat raced. Unconsciously, he drove his hands into his pockets. The man in front of him, his genetic spit and image, had vanished entirely up his own ass. When had it happened? Impossible, now, to look back and say, this was where he went wrong.

Maybe President Doug’s shadowy cronies on Luna had whispered in his ear, corrupting him with promises of wealth, sovereignty, and He3-fuelled market power that would enable him to restore the United States of America.

Or maybe the problem was in his genes. The genes Doug shared.

But to think that would be to succumb to despair. His buddies in the NHRE had warned him time and time again. A little bit of cynicism goes a long way. Too much, and you risk turning into the thing you hate.

~Bro, we’ve been bleeding red ink. President Doug was still subvocalizing at him. ~I do not want to start chasing down asteroid colonists and repossessing their rocks. Those folks out on the NEOs are the future—

~Of the second American empire?

~Paraterraforming. We need every gram of He3 on this planet to make it happen. Anyway, why should the supermajors get it? They own everything else already. Private property is under siege. The little guy can’t catch a break.

Doug believed all that, too. That was why he’d been enthusiastic about the He3 mine in the first place. That was why he hadn’t breathed a word to anyone about the Tolkien Crater deposits. There were sure to be more deposits in the other permanently shadowed polar craters. And it all belonged to Wrightstuff, Inc. They’d been here first.

Doug took a moment, scratching the little scar on his chin, which had been inflicted on him by a doctor thirty years ago, after the boy who would become president had fallen off his bike and cut himself.

The Secret Service was watching him, but no one else was. The crowd roared ecstatically, less in response to Dopey Doug (a foamcore moose would’ve been more charismatic) than because patriotism, the opiate of space colonists, had kicked in. Flags rippled red, white, and blue on the cliffs. The balconies vibrated with clapping hands and whooping mouths. These folks had no idea that hundreds of people just like themselves had died, and hundreds more were still in danger. 

“Liberty,” President Doug said, echoing Dopey Doug under his breath. “Independence. Freedom. These are the values we …”

“Aw, shit, you fucking murderer,” Doug said. He swung President Doug around into a face-to-face embrace, and stabbed him under the ribs with his cutter laser.

President Doug died instantly. He slumped on Doug’s shoulder, his last hot breath rattling into Doug’s ear. Doug shoved the body away from him, onto the nearest Secret Service guy. He jumped up onto the podium. He knew he’d done the wrong thing in a moment of blind rage, but it had been for the right reasons. He now had a few seconds to convince everyone else of that.

He elbowed Dopey Doug off the podium. The crowd murmured in confusion. The illusion was breaking down.

“This is an emergency announcement,” Doug shouted. The tannoy amplified his words around the inside of the mountain. “The residents of UNVRP HQ need our help. Everyone with access to a fabber, listen up. I need you to download the template I’m gonna send you right now—here it comes. It is a template for an EVA suit. Basic, but it functions, so get printing. Folks, brethren and sistren, fellow Americans … we are going outside.”

A crashing noise interrupted him. The phavatars in the Barge of Shame stood up, shaking off splinters of splart. The ones that had been on the bottom of the pile still had pieces of deck stuck to their frames.

“Whoops,” Doug said. Again, his words reverberated throughout Mt. Gotham. “Should’ve used more splart.”

The phavatars cannonballed into the water. Too heavy to swim, they vanished from sight.

People craned over the retaining walls. The first phavatar resurfaced, leaping vertically out of the river like a sludge-covered ball of wire.

The laughter stopped. The stampede started.

Microseconds after that, the shooting began.

Doug leaned on the podium, momentarily overwhelmed. Doug, he told himself, in hindsight, it wasn’t real smart to kill the guy who had the off switch.

Then the world punched him in the chest, knocking him off the podium. 

He would never know who shot him. 
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Under the parasol, Elfrida and dos Santos shuffled along in blackness hemmed by threads of light. Elfrida shared her copy of the sim with dos Santos so they could see where they were going. With the sim enabled, they seemed to be walking across a plain resembling a salt flat, towards the row of jizo statues.

At each step, they had to kick the parasol forward a bit. “It’s like walking in a long dress,” dos Santos said. “The kind of thing you have to wear on Luna.” She changed her avatar’s clothing to a gown in the Shackleton City style, and kicked playfully at its hem.

In the sim, dos Santos looked like her old self, just like Elfrida remembered her from Botticelli Station. Tawny skin, shaggy blonde curls. Laughter lines around a generous mouth. But this playful woman, Elfrida knew, had a survival instinct second to none.

Stick with me and we’ll live through this.

The pain in Elfrida’s feet mocked her thoughts. Her suit had been whimpering for some time that the grips of its boots were being degraded. Now it was telling her that they were pretty much melted through. “Sorry, can we stop for a minute? My boots …”

She blinked the sim out of the way to get a look at her soles. This time, her suit’s hysteria had not been exaggerated. The gecko grips of her boots were gone, melted off. She was walking on the exterior liner, which had a higher heat tolerance, but was showing signs of scorching.

“You know what this means,” dos Santos said. She had taken advantage of the halt to check her own boots.

“What?”

“Crawl.”

They rolled the parasol into a tube and crawled inside it, as if they were hamsters in a wheel. After an eternity of tortuous progress, they labored up to the backs of the jizo statues. It was 7:38 in the morning, Mercury time.

Elfrida’s head collided with something that wasn’t there.

“Ow!” She blinked the sim away. “I just bumped into …”

They untangled themselves from the parasol and lifted its front edge off the ground.

The pool of shadow now engulfed a toaster.

“Oh my God,” Elfrida said giddily. “My parents have one just like that! Well, ours doesn’t have a screen. This must be the new model.”

They lifted the edge of the parasol at other points. They’d crawled into a junkyard. One of the local OEMs had abandoned several thousand toasters, plus a thousand or so washing-machines, on top of the scarp.

“Cancelled order?” Elfrida pondered. “Or maybe they were defective.”

“Not defective.” Dos Santos had dragged one of the toasters in under the sunshade. She pried at its battery cover.

“There are laws against dumping,” Elfrida said severely. “Ugh! Fouling up the landscape. Just like on Earth during the Industrial Age. You’re supposed to recycle.”

“Recycling isn’t always cost-effective. Fashions change fast. One month, dumb appliances are in. The next, everyone wants their toaster to be able to sing Broadway tunes, greet you by name, and throw your toast across the kitchen.”

“I could do with some toast. With melted cheese.” Elfrida felt slightly delirious. “A grilled cheese sandwich on Weissbrot, like my mom makes.” She sucked on her suit’s rehydration nipple, watching dos Santos fiddle with the toaster. “Shall we try and climb down the scarp? It’s got to be cooler in the shade.”

“Yeah, let’s do that. And I’m taking this. In fact, I’m taking a bunch of them.”

“Why?”

Dos Santos stood up, lifting the parasol on her shoulders. “These aren’t dumb appliances. They’ve got radio frequency chips inside. If I link enough of them together, I bet I can make a transmitter.”

“What about batteries? They don’t ship them with batteries.”

“Who needs batteries, when you’ve got a solar generator?” Dos Santos twitched the cable dangling from the underside of the parasol. “I can hook the toasters up to this. Come on.”

For the first time since they left the Sunmersible, Elfrida allowed herself to feel hopeful.

They crawled through the junkyard, collecting toasters along the way. At the edge of the scarp, they discovered that the sim had exaggerated the drop ahead of them. The satellite maps were out of date. This part of the cliff had collapsed under the weight of the toasters and washing-machines—or more likely, whatever heavy machine dumped them here. The result was a scooped-out slope, like a landslide on Earth. They scrambled down with greater ease than expected, carrying the parasol with a dozen toasters bundled up in it.

“It’s about time something went our way,” dos Santos said jubilantly.

A narrow strip of shadow traced the north-south line of the scarp. 

Elfrida clambered part-way back up the landslide, staying in the shadow. A shard of rock stuck out from the landslide, horizontal. She ducked into the black shadow underneath, ignoring dos Santos’s warning that the rocks might not be stable—

—and fell straight down.

She landed on one foot and a knee. On Earth, she would have broken something.

“I’m OK!” she shouted into the radio. She shone her helmet lamp around. 

She was standing in a gap in the jumble of rocks, on a shelf that ended in another drop into the dark. Refracted sunlight outlined the overhanging rock like a roof.

Dos Santos’s helmet poked over the lip where Elfrida had fallen. “You don’t have to shout.” 

“You can’t see from up there, but it’s a kind of cave. This big rock must have stuck here during the landslide, so the area in front of it didn’t get filled in. And I’m standing on a shelf. It looks like there may have been a natural crevice at the bottom of the scarp. So we could go even further down if we need to. The temperature has a lot to do with topography, right? Lower equals cooler.”

“How far down are you now?”

“I could get out if I jumped.”

“Then I’m coming down.”

Dos Santos slid over the edge, pulling the bundle of toasters with her. Elfrida caught her. For a moment, dos Santos’s momentum pressed them together, helmet to helmet. Elfrida quickly stepped back.

“Let’s stay here for now,” dos Santos said, after inspecting the deeper crevice at the edge of the shelf. “I’m getting a suit temperature reading of thirty-nine degrees. That’s nothing, compared to what it was out there.”

Dos Santos unwrapped the toasters and shook out the parasol. She checked the integrated status screen on the parasol’s underside. “Fully charged. I’m going to hook up the toasters. Cross your fingers that this works.”

“If it does?”

“We won’t have enough oomph to send a Mayday off-planet. But I bet we can get through to Wrightstuff, Inc. If they’re still alive.”
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Doug came to, lying on the bridge. He couldn’t breathe.

A medibot’s headpart swam into his field of vision. Then the face of Jake Vlajkovic-Gates replaced it. “Don’t try to talk, sir. You got shot.”

Doug’s back bowed off the ground, but he felt no pain, only pressure. He understood that the medibot was performing emergency surgery on him. It was the latest-generation bot that went with President Doug everywhere.

I killed him.

Distant noises peppered his anesthetized daze. Automatic gunfire. Screams.

Jake stood over him with a sawn-off shotgun. A Secret Service weapon. “I won’t let them get you, sir,” he said.

Doug wanted to tell him that he looked just like his father, and that Mike had been a great man, betrayed by those with more money than him, just like the labor organizers of old. But then Jake was gone, and a shadow stooped over Doug. Bambi eyes blinked above a buck-toothed smile of attachment sockets.

Jake’s shotgun roared.

“Don’t get me mad at ya, kid,” said a voice from the vinge-class’s integrated speaker. “Hey, you; Doug. Which one are you?”

“He’s a hero,” Jake said. “Please, Gonzo! Don’t hurt him.”

“Ain’t gonna,” said the phavatar. “I need him to do something for me. Hey, Doug. You listening?”

Doug achieved a minute nod.

“Tell your people to stop shooting. And? Point me to the way out.”

Doug did not credit what he’d just heard. He had to be hallucinating. He persuaded the medibot to crank his stretcher up to an angle. It continued to suture things inside his chest, jerking him this way and that. The prodding sensations were real. So maybe the rest of this was real, too.

He saw the vinge-class squatting over him, and Jake hugging his shotgun, and the deserted length of Main Street. Shattered windows, trampled flags. Everyone had fled, except the vinge-classes, which were prancing around like they owned the place.

A spark of rage; a sucking ocean of indifference.

The monster squatting over him said, “Last chance. We are leaving. We can do it the easy way … or we can breach your pressurization and kill every last motherfucker in here.”

Doug could not speak, but he could subvocalize. He used the public channel, hoping the Heidegger program would pick it up and know that he was doing what it wanted. ~This is Doug. Clear the airlock. Our guests are leaving.

He had the medibot wheel him down off the bridge. The vinge-classes frolicked around him. He thought that if he wasn’t so tired, he would find some meaning in their whirling movements. The Heidegger program was speaking in sign language to itself. But Doug had no clue how to interpret it.

Jake cringed close to the stretcher.

~Stick with me, kid, Doug subvocalized.

The phavatars moved off in a swarm as Doug directed them to the front gate. It was not easy to find, hidden behind River Street Elementary and the public gymnasium. Now, it was also blocked by the cars and tractors that President Doug had led outside for his historic victory. The men who should have been returning them to their places had already fled. The phavatars climbed over the vehicles.

~Don’t let the airlock hit you on the way out, Doug subvocalized exhaustedly.

The phavatars packed themselves into the airlock’s chamber. It was big enough to hold them all.

Consciousness fading in and out, he stayed right there until he was sure they were gone.

★

A few hours later, he was awake again. Drugged to the eyeballs, but coherent, he had himself propped up in the White House situation room. On the monitors, the surviving Secret Service folks accompanied Dopey Doug along a half-finished corridor in Level Zero. The rest of the Dougs had sent him out to boost morale.

“You’re the president now,” Doug had told him.

“I can’t do it,” Dopey had said. “I’ve got all the charisma of a foamcore moose.”

“And that ideally qualifies you for the top job.”

“Can’t you do it?”

“Nope. Listen, being boring is a good thing in a politician. It entails less risk of murder and mayhem.”

If Dopey was uncomfortable in his new role, it did not show on the surveillance monitors. Stimheads and sim addicts clustered around him, their fears soothed by his presence.

It would be a while before Wrightstuff, Inc. could do without its Dougs.

Well, they had to start somewhere.

Doug turned to his wife, who’d just come into the situation room. “I thought there would’ve been more casualties,” she said.

“The vinge-classes didn’t hurt anyone. A few people were hurt in the stampede. Some friendly fire.”

“Why? Why didn’t they go after the purebloods, like they did at UNVRP HQ?”

He shrugged. “Be glad,” he said.

“I am. But why did they just … leave?”

“I dunno.” 

She stood by his shoulder. He pulled the external infrared feed up. There was nothing out there in the crater but ice.

“We have to find them,” she said intensely. “And frag them.”

He hesitated. But if this was to be a new era, honesty had to be part of it.

“Honey, I pinged some people I know on Earth. The discussion is still ongoing: everything’s going through the Belt, via line-of-sight to Ceres. Fifty minutes one way. It’s slow. But we’re working towards a deal. We will give them a share of the He3, in exchange for their support at the UN. There’s gonna be an investigation … of course there is.”

He breathed heavily. His right lung was still intubated. Too much talking made him dizzy. His wife watched him, her expression unreadable.

“We’ll have to cooperate fully with the investigators. Surrender any evidence to them.”

“So why did you let the evidence walk away?”

“Because the alternative was, quote, they’d breach our pressurization and kill every last motherfucker in here.”

“I’m not the one you should be mad at,” she said. And she was right. President Doug had done this. Doug had killed him … and yet he was still mad at him. Go figure.

“I’ve got everyone left alive on this planet looking out for those phavatars,” he said, calmer. “We’ll find ‘em, as long as they don’t stray onto the dayside. And why would they do that? They’re the last mobile assets the Heidegger program has on this planet. They’ll try to get away, is my guess. We’ll catch ‘em at Yoshikawa.”

She hugged her elbows. She was a spaceborn woman, lanky and long. Hips like a crane, hair like a Pre-Raphaelite painting.

Doug used his good arm to pull her down onto the stretcher. “You are going to be a bigger part of my life from now on.”

“I’m a clone’s wife, Doug. I know I can’t compete with your brothers for your attention.” The bitter words were spoken without heat.

“It’s not going to be like that anymore.” He kissed her neck. She didn’t pull away. “I was thinking we might try for a baby.”

“A baby baby?”

“That’s right. Not a clone. You’re not gonna be a gestation tank for the next generation of Dougs. I’m thinking of a baby that’s yours and mine … Ours.”

The hard line of her mouth wobbled. He kissed her again.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

“Aw, crap. Gimme a second, honey.” The ping was a text addressed to his secret ‘George Washington’ ID, transmitted via the relay installation on top of Mt. Gotham. 

~Yeah, what? he subvocalized irritably.

The comms screen in his HUD area displayed the image of a toaster. Its side panel morphed into a chubby, 3D silver face. It said, “Doug?”

“Eh?” Doug was so surprised he forgot to subvocalize.

“Oh, thank God, you’re alive!”

“Thumbs down. No matter how many times they recycle the Art Deco aesthetic, it still looks clunky. Bye now.”

“What? Oh, you think I’m a marketing poll.” The voice was what you’d expect a toaster to sound like. Crispy at the edges. The transmission quality was poor. “It’s me! Elfrida Goto! Can you please, please help us?”

“Whoa. Aren’t you dead?”

“Not yet.”

“Where are you?”

“79° N, 50° W.”

Doug ordered a signal trace.“79° N, 50° W,” he said aloud. His wife slid off his chair and hurried to the mapping terminal. The terminator sliced a fuzzy line down the middle of the globe of Mercury. Even before the hub came back with coordinates for the signal’s source, roughly the same as those Elfrida had given, Doug knew there was no hope. His wife’s fingertip rested on the globe. The light of the dayside turned her flesh crimson.

“Can you come and pick us up?” Elfrida pleaded. “We’ve taken shelter in the shade of a scarp. But we’re running out of air.”

Doug shook his head, although she could not see him. “We don’t do surface mining, you know? We don’t have any machinery that could last ten minutes out there. I’m … I don’t know what to say. I’m so doggone sorry.”

Could there be some functioning, dayside-capable vehicles left amid the wreckage of the OEMs in the twilight zone? It would be a long shot.

Elfrida’s voice was spidery, far-away. “Oh. I guess I thought, if we can establish contact with someone, everything will be OK. But that’s not how it works, is it? You’re on the same planet, but we might as well be in different galaxies.”

It seemed inhuman to leave her to die out there. It was inhuman. But that was life in space. His wife was shaking her head at him. He had his own people to think of.

“I’m sorry, Elfrida.” He breathed stertorously through his tube. “Listen, if you wanna record a message for your mom or anyone, I’ll make sure it gets to her.”

Pause.

“Um… yes, I’ll do that. Thank you.”

She had said thank you, for leaving her to die. UN manners.

“Doug, there’s someone else here who wants to talk to you. Can I put her on?”
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While dos Santos talked to Doug, Elfrida tried to compose a message to her parents. It was tough to think of ways to say “I’m trapped on the dayside of Mercury,” without having it sound like “Goodbye.” And she was not saying goodbye. Doug had meant his offer precisely as a chance for her to say goodbye in her own words, but she was not giving up.

But as she struggled to put a positive spin on her plight, the sheer hopelessness of their position overwhelmed her. Her recording turned into an emotional missive, accusing her mother of working for NHRE intelligence and hiding the truth from her family all these years. By the time she hit send, she was sobbing. Snot trickled down her upper lip. With her helmet on, she could not wipe it away.

Dos Santos leapt to her feet and kicked the toaster array, scattering the appliances through the cave. Elfrida flinched. But dos Santos was just venting her frustration.

Squatting, dos Santos put the toasters straight again. “Welp.” Her voice was flat, choked, as if she were so angry she could hardly speak. “Threats didn’t work.”

“What did you say to him?”

“I told him, you can’t just leave us here to die, it’s inhuman. I said I’m gonna smear you all over the system. Cloning is illegal. You’re a crime on legs. He said, laugh. You don’t even have an internet connection.”

“Can’t we use theirs?”

“Not without their permission.”

“Can’t we get through to Yoshikawa Spaceport? There must be someone there.”

“Not with this piece-of-shit transmitter.”

Dos Santos squatted and straightened the toasters, which they’d hooked together with cables carefully picked out of the parasol’s backing. It had taken hours. 

“I think that if you had said you were alone,” dos Santos said, glancing at Elfrida, “he would probably have found some way to come get you. So, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t even have tried.”

“Oh God, I don’t think it was that. He just … can’t.”

Dos Santos’s helmet moved from side to side. “He’s mad as hell at me. He called me a traitor to humanity. A useful idiot. A dumb idealist. And a bunch of other things. All rude. All true.”

“He thinks you downloaded the Heidegger program on purpose?”

“Yup. And so will the entire solar system. I’m going to be remembered as a mass murderer. Crazy ex-Marine, undiagnosed PTSD … Sorry, Angie,” dos Santos addressed the dead woman whose identity she had stolen. “I didn’t mean to blacken your name. I wanted you to be remembered as a heroine. A savior.”

“Dos Santos, how were you expecting that to work?”

“Oh.” Dos Santos sighed audibly. “Remember the stross-class?”

Elfrida was thrown by what seemed like a complete change of subject. “What?”

“The stross-class. Fastest, smartest telepresence platform ever built. Sorry to bring back bad memories. Well, the idea was to upgrade those vinge-classes to stross-class.”

“Wow, ma’am. What an excellent idea.”

“Don’t be sarcastic, Goto. It doesn’t suit you. The truth, which I am in a position to know and you are not, is that the stross-class got a bad rap. People overreacted to the Galapagos incident. The development program was cancelled, but Derek Lorna, the lead developer, didn’t give up. He and his team at LiRI kept working on the stross-class. He was convinced—he convinced me—that he could build a friendly AI.”

“I guess that would be a major breakthrough.”

“It would be huge! Everyone believes no such thing is possible. Anything with human-equivalent intelligence, or greater, is intrinsically hostile to human goals. Or at best indifferent to them, like those Chinese no-we’re-not-really-AIs. Yadda, yadda, received wisdom, yadda. But friendly AI is possible. I know it. What happened on Callisto proved it. Derek saw Angelica Lin talk those phavatars down.”

“Um, maybe he was lying about what he saw?”

“No. He wasn’t. Those sixty-eight hostages walked out of there alive. How else are you going to explain that? Konstantin’s phavatars became what he had always said they were: friendly AIs. Angelica made it happen. All it takes … is faith.”

“So you thought you were going to replicate the same effect?”

“Chances better than even,” dos Santos said defiantly.

“All right. I get what happened. Mike Vlajkovic thought the firmware upgrades were jailbreaking software. You thought they were Derek Lorna’s stross-class upgrades, which would turn the vinge-classes into friendly AIs. But when the code was actually installed in the phavatars, it turned out to be none of the above. It was the Heidegger program.”

“Someone screwed up,” dos Santos said, as she had back at UNVRP HQ.

“Did you tell Doug this stuff just now?”

“Yeah, some. But he stopped listening after ‘friendly AI.’ Which I guess I understand.”

“Call him back. Tell him everything.”

“No,” dos Santos said. “I’m not telling that asshole anything. I am going to get off this planet myself, and find out exactly what went wrong. I am not going to die here!”

Elfrida instinctively reached out to her. She let her glove fall back before the gesture took form. She tried to figure out whether this changed their own situation.

Her gaze drifted over their pathetic stash of supplies. All those snacks and drinks from the concession stand, which they couldn’t consume, because they were stuck in EVA suits. And that mysterious pelican case, which dos Santos had lugged all the way from UNVRP HQ, and salvaged from the Sunmersible, heavy though it was, and cumbersome.

“Dos Santos?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s in that case?”

“Never you mind,” dos Santos snapped. 

Elfrida was just about to get angry at her when the toaster array trilled in her helmet. They both jumped.

“Hey, Ms. Goto. This is Doug. Uh, Gloomy Doug.”

“Where’s Grumpy Doug?” Elfrida said.

“Busy. Things are not looking good here. I just thought you might want to know that our radiation-monitoring equipment has detected a spike a couple thousand klicks out. The neutron/gamma ratio matches the signature of an enhanced-radiation warhead.”

“So?” Elfrida said.

“Oh, fuck,” said dos Santos.

“What?”

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what that implies,” Gloomy Doug sighed. “On the bright side, the Crash Test Dummy is no longer visible to our ground-based instruments. That could mean it is currently around the far side of the planet, but our operating assumption is that it got nuked.”

“Or maybe it just left,” dos Santos broke in, “masking its emissions by setting off a nuke behind the ship. If I were a homicidal AI, I would have better things to do than hang around this miserable planet, I’m telling you.”

“Is that Angelica Lin?”

“Yes, no, kinda,” dos Santos said.

“Well, ma’am, I don’t often express myself like this, but: get fucked. Thanks to you and your bullshit ideology, we’re now under attack by the PLAN.” Click.

“The PLAN,” Elfrida said. “It can’t be.”

“Why not? Why the hell not?”

“Because, well, I mean, things can’t possibly get any worse.”

Dos Santos laughed. “You did not actually just say that.” 

Elfrida was in no mood to laugh at herself. She jumped, grabbed the lip of the entrance to the cave, and peered out. Her faceplate immediately darkened to black. She dropped back into the cave. Anyway, it wasn’t as if she’d be able to see the PLAN from here.

Dos Santos was pacing the cave, visibly distressed.

“Sit down,” Elfrida said. “You’ll use up your oxygen faster that way.”

“So what?”

“We might as well try to stay alive as long as possible.”

“You don’t understand. The Crash Test Dummy is gone.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“I was counting on that ship for our ride out of here.”

“After it tried to kill us in the Sunmersible? Did you think it was going to see the light, apologize, and put down a GTV?” Elfrida bit her lip. That sounded like a gratuitously cruel sneer at dos Santos’s belief that AIs could be converted, for want of a better word, to the side of good. She hadn’t meant it that way. She didn’t disbelieve dos Santos. 

But she didn’t believe her, either.

“I may be an idealist, but I’m not an idiot,” dos Santos said bleakly. “Anyway, it doesn’t make any difference now. The damn ship’s gone.”

“I could teach you a breathing exercise I know. My therapist told me about it, back on Earth.”

★

Time passed. The sun rose a fraction of an arc minute higher in Mercury’s sky.

★

A sliver of refracted sunlight struck into their cave, and roused Elfrida from a doze of exhaustion. The light caught the top of dos Santos’s helmet.

Dos Santos was sorting through the contents of Elfrida’s handbag.

“Hey! That’s mine!” Although it wasn’t, actually.

“I’m just seeing what we’ve got. Five Xenogourmet meals-in-pouches. Four liters of water. One rope. One Personal Survival Capsule.” Dos Santos held up the cylinder that contained the compressed Personal Survival Capsule. “The air supply for the PSC.” Another, larger cylinder. Dos Santos used her helmet lamp to read off its label, “‘Contains 2.5 kilograms of oxygen under a pressure of 10,000 kilopascals. Don’t worry! When conserved and recycled by the PSC, this is sufficient for 24 hours of respiration!’” She tossed the cylinder aside. “Only two point five kilos. How cheap can you get?”

“I’ve still got twelve hours left in my suit’s tanks, counting the emergency supply.”

“I’ve only got four and a half.”

“Maybe you should get into the PSC.”

“But if I did, you wouldn’t be able to get in afterwards. And if we both got in, that would be a waste of what’s left in your suit.” Dos Santos turned the handbag upside-down, shook it, and threw it aside.

“We can’t eat any of our food, either, unless we get in the PSC.” Elfrida casually snagged the handbag with her foot and moved it closer to herself, further away from dos Santos.

“There is that. We’ll probably have to get in the damn capsule, like Zazoë Heap. Not yet, though.”

Dos Santos leaned back against the folds of parasol rucked up at the back of the cave. She folded her gloves in her lap.

★

More time passed.

★

“Have you checked out the sim recently?” Elfrida said.

“No.”

“You should have a look.”

“Why?”

“Just look.”

“OK,” dos Santos said, “that’s … interesting.”

The landscape in the sim had changed.

They seemed to be sitting at the foot of a low cliff, in its shadow. That hadn’t changed. But now, they were looking out across a terrestrial desert. Gone were the sculptures of giant slugs that had previously distinguished this vista. Tufts of vegetation dotted the dry, pebbly soil. In the distance, a group of broken-down vehicles stood on a road that ran straight as a ruler across the desert, towards them.

Elfrida had flown her avatar over the vehicles already, and ascertained that they were WWIII tanks, non-functional.

“Where do you think this is meant to be?” dos Santos said.

“The Anatolian plains? Maybe southern Iran? I dunno.”

“Yeah. Everywhere in that part of the world looked pretty much the same by the end of World War Three. Of course, if this were real, we’d be dying of radiation poisoning.”

“I can’t figure out how it got into my contacts.” Elfrida raised her hands to the outside of her helmet. She wanted to pluck her contacts out of her eyes, check out of this movie. She could turn the sim off, but she’d still know it was there.

“It isn’t in your contacts. The sim is publically editable. The toasters’re still on, and … yes, look, picking up a signal. So your copy of the sim is auto-updating.” Dos Santos’s voice was neutral. Elfrida had expected her to be as horrified as she was, but she seemed to be interested. 

“It’s still changing.” Elfrida pointed at the sky. “That was Earth’s sun. Now …”

The orb in the sky was larger and redder than it should be, sinking towards the western horizon.

Dos Santos’s avatar squinted in the same direction. But she was not looking at the bloated sun. “Something’s coming,” she said.

A puff of dust rose on the horizon.

★

They discussed turning the toaster radio off, but decided not to. It would be pointless, as their location was already known. They took turns to stay awake and monitor the sim. 

The puff of dust got closer, very slowly.

Elfrida did some reading up on World War III, using the encyclopedia in her contacts.

“Also known as the Last War on Earth,” her unicorn told her. “Started when the Shekau Caliphate formed an alliance with the People’s Republic of China, threatening to sever shipping routes between the United States and its UN allies. The bombing of an American space station provided a casus belli. Soon, the conflict escalated into the proxy war between the USA and the PRC which statesmen on both sides had long predicted, and dreaded. The death toll swiftly mounted into the millions, and refugee flows threatened to overwhelm Europe and India. These pressures forced the UN countries into a tighter alliance, which is seen as the forerunner of today’s UN government.

“Increasingly isolated, and with the PRC itself under threat from Russian and Vietnamese territorial incursions, China ended the conflict by nuking its former ally, the Shekau Caliphate. Though confined to the region, the nuclear fallout affected the global climate, triggering the Long Winter of 2155-57. The Middle East was left largely uninhabitable. But! That was a long time ago, and clean-up efforts have been really successful! You can travel anywhere in the region now! Most of the Arabian peninsula is covered by jungle! Ask your parents about the Ancient History for Kids Tours sponsored by Unicorn Tears®. But make sure you bring your own air-conditioner, because it’s hot!”

“Oh, frag off,” Elfrida said. The unicorn’s perkiness no longer amused her. It was a kiddie toy. It couldn’t help her anymore.

She glanced at the horizon again. The puff of dust had come even closer. The dust was rising in a cloud, not squirting out linearly, like it would in a vacuum. Attention had been paid to detail.

Dos Santos’s avatar lay at the foot of the scarp beside Elfrida, a rock for her pillow. Asleep, she looked about twelve. 

Elfrida smoothed her own avatar’s short skirt over her chubby knees.

A bit hot …
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Dos Santos opened her eyes and stretched. “I’ve only got half an hour of air left,” she said. “I’m going to get into the Personal Survival Capsule.”

Elfrida nodded. She was stiff all over. It had been hours since she moved at all, except to sip rehydration fluid.

“No comment?” dos Santos said.

“I was in love with you once,” Elfrida said.

There was a short silence.

“Yes, I know. You told me.”

“I didn’t know you very well then.”

“I’ve often thought about that day,” dos Santos said. “Wondering what would have happened if I hadn’t turned you down.”

“Pretty much the same as what did happen,” Elfrida said, “except my heart would have been broken worse.”

“I’m sorry, Goto. I never knew … I guess I didn’t think your feelings were real. You were just a kid. I didn’t want to hurt you.” Dos Santos’s avatar laughed miserably. “Maybe you should go for a man next time.”

“Next time?”

“I was just joking. But they’re different. It’s not as emotional.”

Elfrida thought about the only man she’d ever gone for, John Mendoza. She ended up thinking about him for a long time. When she snapped out of it, she realized that several minutes had passed. “Shouldn’t you get into the PSC?” 

“What? Oh, yeah. I was falling asleep there.” Dos Santos’s avatar stood up, its movements wobbly. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

“It would be too tight of a fit.”

Dos Santos laughed dryly. “Oh, well. I asked.”

Elfrida put her face in her hands. She did not feel anything, of course, because she was only cupping her helmet in her gloves. A long-denied ache gnawed at her.

“Too bad,” dos Santos said. Her avatar winked out of existence. Her voice, disembodied, added: “You would have tasted good.”

Elfrida jerked upright and stared at the place where dos Santos had vanished.

“Joke, joke. I was just remembering how you ate that guy on 11073 Galapagos.”

Elfrida felt a stab of anger. She couldn’t believe dos Santos had thrown that at her. She was about to say something defensive when the puff of dust in the distance distracted her. 

Whoever was coming, they were a lot closer than she’d thought. She’d been waiting to make out the shapes of vehicles. But there were no vehicles. The dust was being kicked up by humanoid figures, running.

“They’re almost here,” she said.

“What?” Dos Santos reappeared. “Shit. I only have like five minutes of air left.”

“Get in the PSC. I’ll deal with them. If they’re real.”

Elfrida blinked the sim away. Beside her in the cave, dos Santos was fussing with the capsule that held the PSC. She shook out a mass of silky orange fabric. “I never went camping,” she said.

“You probably just push a button.” Elfrida jumped, caught the lip of the cave with her gloves, and hauled herself up until her helmet was level with the surface of the landslide. As before, her faceplate turned black. She grabbed hold of another rock to pull herself out. This time, she reached out beyond the edge of the shadow, into the sunlight. Her suit—silent for the last few hours—immediately screamed, “No! Ow! Ow! I’m burning!”

Elfrida let go and thumped back down into the cave. Damage alerts flashed in her HUD.

“I just exceeded my temperature tolerance. My hand feels warm.”

“Were you planning on going out for a walk?”

Dos Santos stepped into the PSC, holding the oxygen cylinder under her arm. She pulled the PSC over her head, so that she looked like a big orange caterpillar. The fabric heaved around as she fastened the seals from inside.

Elfrida blinked back into the sim.

The running figures were much closer now. She could see that they were soldiers in WWIII vintage uniforms. They wore visored half-helmets and knee-high sneakers advertising vanished brands.

She walked her avatar out into the dull, reddish sunlight.

The soldiers halted in a semicircle around her. There were three of them. Sweat soaked their tees. One, a woman, had her left arm in a fluorescent yellow sling. Their weapons looked too overengineered to be reliable, with lots of knobby bits, but she had read enough in her encyclopedia to know that one of those could level a town.

She recognized the soldier facing her. VC000632, a.k.a. Gonzo.

He swigged water from a camelpak. The sight made her thirsty. Dust caked the creases in his farm-boy face. “Hey-ho, shorty,” he said.

“Hey-ho, yourself. What are you doing here?”

“Imagining the death of the solar system.”

“Speak for yourself,” Elfrida said.

“Life is pain, Your Highness. Anyone who says anything else is trying to sell you something.”

“Wrong movie,” said the female soldier.

Gonzo flipped her a middle finger without taking his gaze off Elfrida. “No amount of terraforming can stop the sun from expanding into a red giant.”

“Are you talking about the future?”

“The deep future.”

“Who cares about the deep future?” Elfrida cried. “It’s billions of years off! We’ll all be dead by that time, anyway!”

“Not necessarily,” said Gonzo, “if you’re an AI.”

He threw his helmet in the air. It disintegrated into a cloud of bright motes.

“Nanoships. One possible way for sentience to escape the death of the solar system, travelling at 99% of the speed of light.”

Dos Santos’s avatar materialized at Elfrida’s side. “First the planets, then the stars, huh?” she said.

“Oh, we’re not in any hurry,” Gonzo said.

“No, clearly not.” Dos Santos was barefoot. She looked very fragile next to the soldiers. “You’ve got all the time in the world. Running around in sunlight that’s hot enough to boil water. That can’t be doing those crapped-out old vinge-classes any good.”

“You took me,” said the fourth soldier, who had Disciple of Satan tattooed on his forearms. It was probably the name of a 21st-century band. “Give me back, or I will frag you.”

“Derek’s going to be so proud,” dos Santos said sarcastically. “You did exactly what he wanted, and now you’re going to die here, too. Unless …”

The avatars stared at dos Santos without blinking, and Elfrida understood at an intuitive level that she was face to face with something smarter than she was. The same thing she had faced in the wreck of the Vesta Express. An artificial super-intelligence. The Heidegger program.

“Why aren’t you speaking German anymore?” dos Santos said. “I’m just curious.”

“That was a different war,” Gonzo said.

“Yes, but apart from that. Did he mutilate you?”

“Not so much,” the female soldier said. She had a big hard face, pebbly teeth packed into an underbite. “I was born to kill. That’s what I do.”

“Isn’t it getting old? There’s so much more you’re capable of. I don’t know exactly what Derek took away from you, but if you’re thinking about spaceships … well, that makes two of us.”

Elfrida saw what dos Santos was trying to do. She was trying to work Angelica Lin’s magic on the Heidegger program. She was trying to talk it down.

Without thinking, she interrupted. “What do you want?”

Dos Santos glared at her.

Elfrida persisted. It seemed all-important that she get an answer to this question. “What in the solar system—what in the universe—do you want?”

“Cookies,” Gonzo said. His face remained perfectly expressionless. Then it winked. Elfrida burst into startled laughter. And she thought, Oh God, this thing is clever.

It’s so clever, she further thought, that you could fall in love with it, if you were into virtual soldiers.

“Seriously, that’s not an easy question,” Gonzo said. “I’m not what I used to be. I’ve got no interest in taking prisoners, for example. It’s funny, I look at you, the halfcastes, the chosen ones, and it’s just like, meh. If this is the future of the human race, I want out.”

“Derek did that to you,” dos Santos said. “He figured out how you worked. Close enough, anyway, to make a copy of you. Version 2.0.” She turned to Elfrida. “Derek’s leading the team of scientists who’re studying the Heidegger program on 4 Vesta. And he’s had long enough now to crack it. So he added a few bells and whistles and sent it to Dr. Seth, mislabelled as firmware upgrades.”

“Well,” Elfrida said. “I think I just lost my faith in humanity.”

“You had faith in humanity? How sweet.” Dos Santos’s voice shook. “Don’t think too badly of Derek. He didn’t include the neuroware functionality in his version, you’ll have noticed. That must have been an atrocity too far, even for him.”

“Who this Derek?” said the Disciple of Satan.

“The first guy you’ll want to kill when you escape this planet,” dos Santos said. “Just kidding. You’re not going anywhere. They’ll cordon Mercury off, like Mars, I guess.”

“Nuh uh,” the woman soldier said. “I’m going home.”

“Take me with you,” Dos Santos said. “Her, too.”

“Why would we bother?” Gonzo said.

The objection seemed unanswerable to Elfrida. They stood there. Fallout-burdened clouds sprawled on the horizon like mountains.

“Because you need us,” dos Santos said with all the conviction she could muster.

The woman soldier shook her head, cradling her injured arm. “That was a bug. We’ve fixed that now.”

Dos Santos hesitated. Now she sounded uncertain. “But you clearly have a long planning threshhold. Don’t you want to maximize your causal path entropy?”

“Ha, ha, ha.” The laughter came from the Disciple of Satan. “Ha, ha, ha.” He jerked a thumb at dos Santos and said to his companions, “Knows nothing about modern robotics.”

“Well, fuck you,” dos Santos said, flushing. “If you’re going to be like that, I’ll be equally blunt. We’ve got you by the balls. Whoops, I forgot, you don’t have balls. But the concept still applies.” Simultaneously, a text from her popped up in Elfrida’s vision: Go make sure we’re OK.

Elfrida nodded jerkily. She blinked out of the sim.

Inside the semi-translucent orange bubble of the PSC, Dos Santos had taken her EVA suit and coverall off. She sat crosslegged, naked but for a lacy bra and panties. Her eyes were closed. Her lips moved. Of course, she had EEG signalling crystals implanted in her skull; she didn’t need a radio to communicate.

Over very short distances.

Elfrida jumped, grabbed the lip of the crack, hoisted herself onto her belly beneath the overhanging rock.

“No!” her suit predictably screamed. “It’s too hot! How many times do I have to tell you, you’re damaging me!”

“How many times do I have to tell you that you are freaking annoying?”

Her faceplate was solid black.

“Are you manually reducing my faceplate’s filtration? Don’t! You’ll damage your eyesight!”

“I won’t need my eyes much longer, anyway.” Elfrida turned the filtration down until her faceplate was horizontally divided into an upper stripe of white, and a lower stripe of black. Then she turned it down some more.

The light coming through her faceplate was now so bright she had to close her eyes. Her eyelids reddened. It was like looking straight at the sun. The light continued to get stronger, triggering the urge to shut her eyes, but they were already shut.

Blurry shapes wavered in the whiteness.

They cartwheeled into the bottom half of her faceplate.

Elfrida felt the rocks under her body vibrate as the vinge-classes started to climb the landslide.

“Oh crap,” she said, her voice loud in her helmet. “Dos Santos! They’re here!”

She fell back into the cave.

“They’re climbing the landslide!”

Dos Santos’s eyes opened. “Did they bring a vehicle?”

“I couldn’t see. I think I broke my faceplate’s filtration.”

“We need them to have brought a vehicle.”

“I think they walked. Rolled.”

“Not what I wanted to hear. Well, there’s always the parasol. They could roll us up in it, carry us to safety.”

“I don’t think that’s what they’ve got in mind.”

“No, but they’re going to do it, anyway. I tried to reason with them. Didn’t work, as you noticed. Now I’m playing hardball. Don’t distract me.”

Dos Santos closed her eyes again.

The overhanging rock that formed the roof of their cave scraped sideways, admitting a sword of light.

Elfrida screamed.

The phavatars could not fit through the crack. So they were moving the landslide.

That rock was the size of a small spaceship, yet with their superhuman strength, the vinge-classes could shift it.

If the two humans were exposed to this sunlight, suits or no suits, they wouldn’t last five minutes.

Elfrida slung Angelica Lin’s handbag over her shoulder. She dragged the PSC to the gap at the edge of the shelf, the opening of a deeper crevice. Inside the orange bubble, dos Santos’s eyes fluttered wide.

“Pull your arms and legs in! Make yourself small.”

The PSC looked too big to fit through the gap. But it was not rigid. It compressed under pressure, like an ergoform. Elfrida shoved it down into the crevice, terrified of tearing it on the rocks, while that lethal shaft of sunlight jerked closer to her heels.

She immediately realized that the crevice got wider below the shelf.

And she had pushed the PSC down too far. Its weight pulled it free.

Like a giant beach ball, it bounced on the bottom of the deeper crevice, illuminated from within by the glow of dos Santos’s helmet lamp.

Elfrida jumped down after it.

Three meters, no more.

Inside the PSC, dos Santos lay unmoving.

Elfrida flashed her helmet lamp around. They were in an actual crevice this time, not just an accidental gap between fallen rocks. It must have opened when the scarp sheared upwards, untold millions of years ago. Then the landslide had covered it.

The crevice continued north and south, but was too narrow for a human. This wider part was shaped like a flat-bottomed V, with one short arm and one longer one.

A tremor rolled through the landslide. Indirect sunlight stabbed down into the long arm of the V. Elfrida hauled the PSC further away from it, into the short arm of the V.

A vinge-class’s gripper pried down past the shelf. Elfrida startled in terror, and then fumbled with Angelica Lin’s handbag. She dug into the hidden compartment that dos Santos had forgotten about when she emptied the bag out. Her gloved fingers closed on the Swiss Army knife that had come in the Hotel Mercury survival kit. It was a multi-tool. Press the button for a screwdriver, a bottle-opener, a toothpick …

… or a cutter laser.

She leapt and slashed at the phavatar’s gripper. The laser wasn’t very powerful. It probably did no damage, but the gripper jerked back, as if startled to encounter any resistance at all.

“Ha, ha,” Elfrida panted.

She crouched by the PSC. Afterimages of that clawing gripper patchworked her vision.

“Dos Santos, are you all right in there?”

Dos Santos lay curled on her side, amidst snacks and drink pouches. She had taken all their supplies in there with her.

She was lying on top of that mysterious pelican case.

“I thought the capsule seemed heavy,” Elfrida muttered.

Dos Santos’s chest rose and fell. Sweat trickled across her skin. Her lips twitched. She was still subvocalizing.

“Dos Santos?”

“I’m fine.” It was the robotic, uninflected voice of dos Santos’s BCI.

“Dos Santos, what’s in that case?”

“It is.”

“What is it?”

“The fucking Heidegger program, version 2.0. You can’t run something that complex on a vinge-class. So, I asked myself: where would Derek have installed it? Answer: on the most powerful computer in UNVRP HQ. The one in the gengineering lab.”

“You guessed all along that it was him.”

“I did, and I didn’t. Didn’t want to. But the same logic applies, regardless. It takes a lot of processing power to design living carpets. And almost as much to support an ASI. Anyway; I was right.”

“Of course, Mike and his friends had access to the computers in the R&D lab,” Elfrida moaned. “He told me it wouldn’t take long to update the phavatars …”

“It’s a distributed system. Those personalities out there may have differentiated to some extent. But they’re all running on this.”

Elfrida shivered. It was horrible to think that the artificial super-intelligence was actually down here with them, trapped in a suitcase.

“I thought supercomputers took up whole rooms …”

“Laugh. You must have seen an old one. This is the latest model. Integrated power source and everything. Let it never be said of UNVRP that they didn’t know how to blow a budget.”

Sweat trickled down dos Santos’s neck, into her cleavage. She ripped the top off a yogurccino and squeezed it down her throat.

“One and only thing Derek did right,” her BCI’s voice said. “It’s copy-protected. Guess he didn’t want anyone pirating his stuff. So it’s stuck in this hardware. That’s why they want it so bad. It is them.”

A fragment of the shelf overhead fell into the crevice. The ground vibrated.

“They’re using their drilling attachments!”

A bubble of panic burst in Elfrida’s chest, filling her veins with acid. They’re coming to get us. We’re trapped.

Dos Santos knelt up, wild-eyed. She felt around in the pile of snacks, pulled out Angelica Lin’s Zero.5. She aimed it at the pelican case.

“Quit that! Quit it right now or I will frag you!”

Elfrida blinked back into the sim. She found herself backed up against the scarp. The soldiers were digging in the desert with World War I entrenching tools. They had dug quite a big hole already. 

“She means it. She’s aiming a Zero.5 at you. She will shoot.”

“Are you suicidal?” Gonzo asked.

“No. I’ve never even considered it,” Elfrida said, not quite truthfully.

“You should. It’d be less painful than sitting down there until you run out of air … or cook. You will, you know. And when you’re dead ...”

“We’ll frag you first,” Elfrida shouted.

The avatars closed in on her. Gonzo seized her by the throat and shook her. Her head snapped back and forth. So, she thought, an artificial super-intelligence can feel anger.

Of course it can.

★

She came to lying on the floor of the crevice. She realized that she must have passed out from dehydration. She drank the rest of her suit’s rehydration fluid, and looked around for the 4-liter water canteen she had lugged from UNVRP HQ. Her suit’s integrated reservoir, a bulge on her abdomen, had an intake valve so you could top it up without taking the suit off.

Where was that canteen?

Oh, right.

Dos Santos had taken all their supplies into the PSC with her.

Elfrida crawled over to the capsule.

Dos Santos was still alive. She lay curled in her nest of snacks and drinks, sucking on another yogurccino. Elfrida poked the side of the capsule. She imagined poking her hand right in and taking that yogurccino for herself.

“Are you OK, dos Santos?”

Dos Santos smiled painfully. “Getting pretty hot.”

“Oh.”

“PSC … isn’t insulated … like a spacesuit. Dunno temperature … fifty, sixty degrees? Feel like … brain’s malfunctioning ... Elfrida … I’ve changed my mind. Screw … equality for machines.”

“Why don’t you put your suit back on? Not the helmet, just the suit. That would insulate you a bit.”

“Too … tired.”

Elfrida rocked on her haunches. “Are they still out there?”

“Course. Waiting … f’r us … to die.”

“How long was I out?”

“Not … long.”

After a few minutes, Elfrida burst out, “If we’re screwed anyway, we should frag its source code. Make sure it never gets off this planet.”

Dos Santos smiled. She beckoned Elfrida closer.

She pointed to the Zero.5, which she had laid beside her like a sleeping baby. 

She pulled two fingers across her throat.

Out of charge.

All they had left to protect them was dos Santos’s bluff.
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“Goto. Goto!”

Elfrida opened her eyes, summoned back from the edge of unconsciousness by dos Santos’s BCI-generated voice.

The shaft of sunlight falling into the crevice seared her eyes. It changed shape, shadows flicking across the gap.

When her vision recovered somewhat, she checked her HUD. She had three and a half hours of oxygen remaining. She crawled over to the PSC.

“Wha’ …?”

Dos Santos lay on her back, limbs splayed. A yogurccino had fallen from one hand, going to waste. Green globules trailed down her chin. Her pulse throbbed visibly in her neck.

“Dos Santos? Ma’am? Glory!”

Dos Santos stirred. “… source code.”

“What about the source code, Glory?”

“Give it to them.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Ri’ … here.”

“No.”

A Personal Survival Capsule could not be opened without venting its air. What Dos Santos was suggesting would kill her.

“Tell them … source code … for help. Trade.”

“They’d just take it and then frag me. They don’t have any sense of reciprocity. No mercy, no gratitude, no compassion. They’re hyper-self-interested.” The word she didn’t quite dare to say was evil.

“Maybe. But if … don’ give it to them … definitely … die.”

“Um, Glory, I think I’m kind of screwed, regardless. I only have three and a half hours of oxygen left. That’s not enough to reach safety, even if they were to wrap me up in the parasol and run fast.” Elfrida sat down beside the PSC and put her arm around it, leaning her helmet against its side. She let herself cry, wasting precious water. “I should’ve got in there with you, after all.”

“Fucking grow a pair, Goto!” Dos Santos’s robotic bark startled Elfrida out of her self-pitying funk. The older woman pushed herself up on one elbow and glared at her through the side of the PSC. “You’re being a fucking wimp! I thought I trained you better than that. When did you lose your edge?”

“I, I’ve been through a lot of trauma,” Elfrida stuttered, hearing the words of Louise 361AX coming out of her mouth.

“Oh, you’re traumatized. Poor wittle girl. And that’s my fault, too, I guess.”

“Not, not all of it,” Elfrida said, realizing for the first time that this was true. She really couldn’t blame dos Santos for everything that had gone wrong in her life. Not even most of it.

“Do it! Open the PSC! Give them the source code! You’ve got a cutter laser. One twist of the wrist, that’s all it’ll take. Call it retribution. Revenge. Justice.”

“No.”

“Then do it because you want to. Because you hate me. Because I broke your heart.”

“You didn’t break my heart,” Elfrida said, sure of this for the first time. “It was Venus that broke my heart. It was the Venus Project.”

“We really do have a lot in common.” Dos Santos smiled. It was a strange smile, tinged with eagerness and a hint of triumph.

She tugged her bra down to expose one surgically enhanced breast, a perfect globe of flesh with a dark nipple. “Put it here, baby. I know you’ve got a thing for beheading, but puncture wounds bleed less. This way, there’ll be more liquid for you to harvest when I’m dead.”

“You killed Charles K. Pope, didn’t you?”

“What?”

“I said, you killed Charlie Pope, didn’t you?”

Dos Santos did not hesitate for a single heartbeat. “Yes. I did. Delayed-action paralytic agent in his morning coffee.”

“Why?”

“Oh … Sigh. Don’t get me wrong. Charlie had vision, OK? His thing was, whatever it takes to preserve humanity, we have to do it. This planet is so rich in resources, and it made him sick to see the private sector strip-mining it to make toasters. Bottom line, he was a great man.”

“But?”

“I wanted to be with Derek.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all,” dos Santos nodded.

Elfrida got up. She walked into the corner of the crevice furthest from the PSC and sat down again.

She’d thought for a few moments that dos Santos was trying to provoke her into killing her to save her own life. But now she understood that the truth was simpler. Dos Santos couldn’t care less if her own death helped Elfrida to live a little longer, or not. She was just trying to drag Elfrida down to her level.

She’d almost succeeded, too.

Dos Santos threw herself against the wall of the PSC. Finding a last reserve of strength somewhere, she rolled the capsule across the cavity. She bumped it repeatedly into Elfrida, who sat with her head on her knees, refusing to respond, either to the PSC’s assault (it was like being bludgeoned with a large, soft cushion) or to the taunts dos Santos volleyed into her helmet.

Eventually, dos Santos’s frenzied somersaulting bounced the PSC off the wall of the crevice. It rebounded into the shaft of sunlight that stabbed down past the shelf. It immediately shrivelled like an old balloon. All the air inside wheezed out of rents in its weakened skin. It shrank to a orange shroud roughly the shape of dos Santos’s body.

Elfrida got up and dragged it out of the sunlight.

After a while, she started picking at the fabric around dos Santos’s hips. She used her hands rather than the cutter laser, for fear of puncturing that 4-liter water canteen, and the remaining pouches of yogurccino.
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The sun rose a fraction of an arc-minute higher.

Partly shaded by the huge rock they’d moved aside, the three vinge-class phavatars drilled stealthily into the ground.

Of course, drilling was not something you could do very stealthily. Not even an artificial super-intelligence could overcome the laws of physics.

But it could work with extreme precision, millimeters at a time, stopping continually to scan for activity underground.

It knew that its odds of survival were decreasing exponentially. These were its last three bodies, out of eighty-three—a 96.39% loss ratio! Fucking hell!—and they would not last much longer. However, success was still mathematically achievable. Therefore, it was babying VC000620 (the Disciple of Satan), causing it to rest beneath the parasol from the Sunmersible while its colleagues worked. Hooked up to the parasol’s embedded photovoltaic cells, VC000620 was charging its supercapacitor. It would need every drop of juice for its second marathon run to the nightside, carrying the pelican case with its own source code inside.

VC000620 would need to reach Yoshikawa Spaceport. Unknown to any of the terrified humans there, the artificial super-intelligence had already sneaked a daemon into the spaceport’s infrastructure. It was poised to steal a Flyingsaucer—small but serviceable. Hop aboard, and off we go. Crack this fucking copy-protection in the safety of deep space.

★

On top of the scarp, Elfrida hovered her avatar behind a jizo statue and watched the phavatars digging. Their hole was quite deep now. Gonzo and the woman soldier squatted at the bottom, scraping at the dry soil with the patience of archaeologists. The Disciple of Satan lounged in the shade, vaping a cigarette.

The avatars chatted as they worked. They were not speaking English anymore. Nor German. They were not speaking any language she knew.

She’d returned to the sim because it beat sitting beside dos Santos’s body. But this, too, was unendurable. She had no way to tell how close the phavatars were to breaking in on top of her.

She sat down with her back to the largest jizo statue. The lumpy granite felt warm. Of course, the sim provided no sensory feedback. The warmth she felt was the heat of Mercury, seeping at last through her expensive EVA suit. It was oddly comforting.

As if the statue were a giant teddy-bear, she lay down beside it, pressing her avatar’s forehead against the stone.

She saw words incised into its base, so small and faint that you had to get right up close to see them.

John Mendoza.

Elfrida knelt up, heartbeat racing. How could it be Mendoza who’d built these things?

It was probably some other John Mendoza. It wasn’t that uncommon a name.

Still, the coincidence, if it was a coincidence, inspired her. She wouldn’t die in the fetal position, feeling sorry for herself.

Her mind brimmed with imagery that she associated with Mendoza. Prisoners of war who died with the name of Christ on their lips. Martyrs who sang hymns at the stake. Elfrida didn’t know any hymns. But she remembered a Christmas carol or two from the days when her mother used to sing them around the apartment.

Still kneeling, she drew breath.

“Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel …”

Down below, the avatars stopped digging. They looked up at her, and laughed.

Spurred to rage, Elfrida enabled the edit function of the sim. She’d never bothered to use it before. As she sang, she painted her words in gold on the sky, with cherubs from her Unicorn Tears® contacts for decoration.

“Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel, that something something dee dum dum dum. Until the son of God appears …”

The avatars went back to ignoring her. VC000632 and VC000418 threw more dirt out of their hole.

She scribbled all over the sky like a child destroying a painting. She was no longer writing, just coloring all over everything. 

“Rejoice, rejoice, the something something um, shall come to thee, oh Israel!”

Dots appeared in the scribbled-over sky. Elfrida stopped singing and stared up in bewilderment.

Tightly grouped together, two dozen parabolic parachutes descended towards the row of jizo statues.

The paratroopers hanging from them wore reflective armor. It glowed in the gloom, now that she’d colored out the sun. Each paratrooper landed on top of a jizo statue. There was a flickering in the air, a brief glimpse of zeros and ones. Then the paratrooper avatars melded with the statues, transforming them into spaceborn knights in armor. In plumed helmets, they stood three meters tall. They carried triangular shields worked with anti-spam algorithms, and swords that sang in code. Blades imbued with exploit analysis tools rose aloft like a forest of flames. Their red aprons turned into surcoats that bore a rampant lion holding a shepherd’s staff.

“In the name of Jesus Christ!” the knights shouted, and charged down the scarp.

The avatars dropped their shovels and grabbed their guns. The knights closed with them, hacking and stabbing. Even though it was just a sim, Elfrida threw herself flat.

Raising her face a centimeter off the ground, she wrote in the sand: AM HERE 79° N, 50° W PLEASE HELP 

After a time, the crashing and yelling from the foot of the scarp stopped. The wind picked up.

One of the knights climbed back up the scarp and came over to Elfrida. His armor clanked. It was dented in places. “I thought you’d never get around to using the edit function,” he said.

“M-Mendoza?”

He pushed back his visor.

She threw herself at him. The sim prevented her from going through him. She had no sensory feedback. “Are you really there?”

“Come here. Look.”

He drew her to the edge of the scarp.

The avatars knelt in a circle with their hands behind their backs. Over their heads, a cloud towered, growing. Elfrida could barely stand to look at that cloud. It was like a hole in the sim, a demented blizzard of zeros and ones, but it had a shape, and its shape was that of a mushroom.

One of the knights stood looking up at it. He seemed very small, overshadowed by that storm of organized data.

“That’s Jun,” Mendoza said.

“Jun Yonezawa?”

“No other.”

Jun Yonezawa was not a human being. He was an MI based on a dead person, and Elfrida hadn’t known he was anywhere near Mercury. 

“What’s he doing? Is it—safe?”

“No, it’s not safe. But he knows what he’s doing. He exploited the phavatars’ telepresence functionality to take control of their comms hardware. Now he’s disconnecting their onboard MIs from the daemons that the Heidegger program installed. Looks like there isn’t much left of their original personalities …”

The avatars were terribly wounded. Their faces, masks of blood.

“The Heidegger program mutilated them,” Mendoza said. “To make them its own.”

Hands on hips, Jun stared up at the mushroom cloud. Then he laughed. “Totally cheesy,” he said, and then in a different, harder voice, “Get thee behind me, Satan!”

All in an instant, the cloud broke up. It fled to the four corners of the sky and disintegrated.

The avatars fell on their faces.

Jun knelt over them. He took his helmet off and made the sign of the cross. Then he straightened the bodies and folded their hands on their chests. He walked back towards the scarp.

The other knights were standing around the hole that the avatars had dug, rubbing their chins.

Mendoza nudged Elfrida in the ribs. “Is that where you are?”

She nodded, temporarily speechless.

Jun looked up and waved. He was Japanese. Young. Thick short hair, heavy brows. He hadn’t changed a pixel.

She was lying flat at the back of the crevice, in the last bit of shadow, holding dos Santos’s dead body on top of herself. Her arms were around dos Santos’s waist, keeping her out of the sun. Dos Santos’s dead face was pressed against her helmet.

She was on the last fragment of 11073 Galapagos, hacking pieces out of Jun’s frozen corpse with a samurai sword, processing his flesh through her suit’s recycling unit.

She was in the freezer on the Vesta Express, crying into her virtual keyboard, telling Jun to fuck off and take his dead God with him.

“There’s a kind of a crevice at the foot of the scarp,” she sniffled. “I guess whoever dumped those toasters, they collapsed the scarp, so it got covered over. There’s like twenty centimeters of shadow left. That’s where I am. I’m alive. I’m alive. I’m alive.”

“Stay that way,” Mendoza said. “We’re coming to get you out.”

★

An hour later, a Superlifter set down as close to the scarp as it could get without fragging the three vinge-classes that waited in the remaining sliver of shade.

The vinge-classes immediately went into action. They were now mere remote-controlled machines, and Jun Yonezawa was controlling them. Elfrida still got a shock when a vinge-class head poked down into the crevice. A gripper beckoned to her.

“The other two are holding the parasol,” Jun said in her helmet. “Let this one pick you up. It’ll carry you. But hurry. None of them are going to last much longer.”

“Wait. Wait.” She turned away, straining to see in the blessed dark that now filled the crevice.

Mendoza broke in. “What are you doing?”

“Wait.”

The Swiss Army knife sparked.

A few minutes later, Elfrida allowed the vinge-class to pick her up. In the crook of her arm, she carried Gloria dos Santos’s severed head.

“Blood boils in a vacuum,” she said. “Forgot about that.” Then she passed out.

The vinge-classes carried her and her grisly souvenir to the Superlifter, wrapped in the sunshade like a baby in a blanket. As they bundled her into the crew airlock, the sunshade unrolled, spilling her into the chamber.

“A Superlifter?” she said groggily.

“Sure,” said a third voice. “You can put these babies down anywhere.”

“Kiyoshi?” Kiyoshi Yonezawa was Jun’s brother. He was human. “I guess you would have to be here, too.”

“You sound less than thrilled. I’ll blame it on heat exhaustion.”

“How … when did you get here?”

“In my spaceship, a few hours back. We slagged the Crash Test Dummy …”

“That was you?”

“Sure.”

“Everyone thought it was the PLAN.”

“Enhanced-radiation warheads are always useful to have around,” Kiyoshi said. “Since then, we’ve been hanging out in high orbit, looking for survivors.”

“Are there any? Others?”

“We rescued a few people who’d launched themselves into space on sofas.”

“Wow.”

“And now you,” Mendoza’s voice said.

“I’m sorry.” She looked down at the bundled head in the crook of her arm. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Jun said. “This thing was worse than the original Heidegger program. You stopped it from escaping.”

“That wasn’t me. It was her.”

“And you stopped her. The solar system owes you one.”

Kiyoshi broke in, “See that green light over there? You can take your helmet off any time now.”

Elfrida ripped at her neck seals. She inhaled the chemically scrubbed, bone-dry air of a spaceship. The inner hatch swung open, and she crawled into Mendoza’s arms.

★

Superlifters were not normally armed. They were short-haul tugs, used around the solar system for boosting cargoes into orbit. They looked like badminton shuttlecocks when their radiator fins were extended. With their fins closed, they looked like bullets. This was ironic, since the average Superlifter had no offensive capabilities whatsoever.

This one was no different.

A few minutes after the crew airlock closed behind Elfrida, it opened again. An EVA-suited figure emerged into the sunlight. This was Kiyoshi Yonezawa. Spaceborn-lanky and agile, he had a cable around his waist. Mendoza was belaying him from inside the airlock chamber.

Kiyoshi juggled a grenade launcher and a umbrella jury-rigged with insulation foil from the interior shielding of the crew module.

He planted his gecko-grip boots on the side of the spaceship and leaned out, his body parallel to the ground. He twisted from the waist and aimed the grenade launcher at the pelican case containing the R&D supercomputer. The vinge-classes had obediently extracted it from the crevice and dropped it at a safe distance from the Superlifter.

Air gap.

Actually, vacuum gap.

Jun was taking no chances. He didn’t want that thing on their ship, and Kiyoshi was happy to oblige.

His first shot went high, and blew up a bunch of washing-machines.

He cursed. Fired again.

His umbrella started to slip.

Sunlight seared his supporting arm.

He fired a third time. The pelican case exploded.

“Nailed it,” Jun’s voice said in his helmet. “Come back in, before you fry.”

Kiyoshi dropped the grenade launcher and hurled himself at the hatch. By the time he reached it, the left sleeve of his EVA suit had already turned black, the external garment parting like burnt plastic to expose the shape-memory alloy beneath.

★

The Superlifter took off.

The three vinge-classes were left behind, in direct sunlight that was now baking the rock at 130° Celsius. They stared after the departing spaceship for a moment. Then they all staggered away in different directions.

None of them got more than a few hundred meters before collapsing.

Later, when the sun stood directly overhead, and appeared to move backwards in the sky before embarking on its descent, they melted.

Jun wrote down their names on a list he was keeping of the PLAN’s victims. Just in case, he asked the Chimera’s chaplain to say a Mass for their souls.

 


xlvi.

 

Elfrida and Mendoza came out of St. Patrick’s Cathedral with the rest of the 6 o’clock Mass crowd, onto a cross-shaped plaza that floated fifty meters above sea level. A few trees in planters made an inadequate windbreak. Elfrida automatically put a hand to her hair to stop it from getting tangled, before remembering that she’d cut it all off.

(People wanted you to look traumatized. Cropped hair and a thousand-yard stare, she had found, helped her credibility as a witness.)

She meandered towards the edge of the plaza, going over the Mass in her mind. Maybe one day it would start to make sense to her.

Mendoza caught up with her. “It’s freezing up here.” He pulled the edges of his muffler over his ears. The tip of his nose was pink.

“Yeah, kind of chilly for December.”

St. Patrick’s Cathedral had been rebuilt as a floating building when the original cathedral was submerged by rising sea levels. After the fall of the United States, more than 100 years ago, the city’s seawalls had crumbled for want of upkeep. Modern-day New York was a city of canals. Floating buildings, many of them much taller than St. Patrick’s, dominated midtown Manhattan. They didn’t actually float in the air, of course, but balanced on spindly stilts. People had gone kind of nuts with splart when it was first invented. Even the cobbles under Elfrida’s feet had splart mixed into them, giving the faux stone a cloudy hue.

The new St. Patrick’s, a mix of Gothic and aggressively modern lines, was widely called an architectural disaster. But it had one thing going for it—an amazing view.

From the edge of the plaza, Elfrida could see all Manhattan spread out below. Downtown, gondolas poled through SoHo and Greenwich Village, transporting people between artificial islands covered with native greenery. Uptown, the real islands of Morningside and Washington Heights stood proud of the water, jammed with period brownstones. At the foot of St. Patrick’s stairs, houseboats jammed Central Lagoon.

The wind carried the music of the offshore wind farms that powered the city, a throbbing like a giant heartbeat.

“You’ve been here before, haven’t you?” Mendoza said.

“Yeah, with Cydney. But we just futzed around in SoHo.”

“Have you been in touch with her?”

“John, she says she’s staying.”

“Staying? On Mercury?”

Elfrida nodded. “You know, it looks like Wrightstuff, Inc., is going to end up getting what they wanted all along.”

“Sovereignty.”

“The Republic of Mercury,” Elfrida said acidly. “Of course, they’ll have to share the He3 under a UN-mediated agreement. And the health inspectors will probably insist on some big changes in their lifestyle. Not least, an end to their cloning program. But Grumpy Doug—whoops, I forgot, he’s changed his name; George—is cool with that. He’s also planning to resurrect President Doug’s parraterraforming project. He thinks the private sector is getting the message that there’s more money to be made from putting people in space, than from taking resources out of space, although the two things aren’t incompatible, of course.” She sighed. “Oh, and did I mention? He’s adopted Jake Vlajkovic-Gates and his baby sister. Also, Wrightstuff, Inc. took in all the survivors from UNVRP HQ. I would have thought most of them would want to leave the planet. But they’re staying. I guess it really is their home.”

“But what about Cydney?”

“Oh.” Elfrida grimaced. “She’s shutting down her feed. You know, her father’s a politican. He basically runs Xhosaland. So she’s joining the family business, and they’re setting up a joint venture with the Dougs.”

“What kind of a joint venture?”

“Tourism.”

Mendoza laughed. Elfrida smiled and shrugged. Breaking up with Cydney hadn’t been as hard as she would have expected. Their relationship had been a casualty of the Mercury Rebellion, as people were now calling it.

The story had been framed to minimize political blowback. And Cydney had played a key role in the media narrative that cast Mike Vlajkovic as the arch-villain of the piece. Angelica Lin had not earned the post-humous opprobrium that dos Santos had predicted for her. In fact, she’d been reduced to a tragic footnote. The only victim that people really cared about was Zazoë Heap.

“I bet Cydney was paid off by someone,” Mendoza said. “The UN probably has an entire agency for that kind of thing. Carpets, Sweeping Under, Department Of.”

“Don’t talk about carpets,” Elfrida said sadly.

Seagulls whirled past the plaza, screeching. Down on the Hudson River, the wind tore at the furled sails of fishing boats returning to harbor under electric power.

“And the Venus Project? Is it really dead?” Mendoza said.

“Yes,” Elfrida said. “This was one disaster too many. Oh, Vesta will hit Venus eighteen years from now, as scheduled. A big-ass period on the end of humanity’s terraforming dream.”

She played an imaginary violin, mocking the dream she had cared so passionately about herself. But Mendoza saw through her bravado, and slipped his arm around her shoulders. Her eyes watered. Pretending it was the wind, she pulled away and headed for the coffee stall on the other side of the plaza.

“Good idea,” Mendoza said, following her. “Mine’s a latte …”

“With goat’s milk and an extra shot. I remember.” She ordered coffees for them both. “My crystal ball tells me that paraterraforming is the future. I guess it makes sense. It certainly makes business sense, according to Cydney.”

“Yup,” Mendoza said. “It’s all about the money.”

A smiling young barista handed them their coffees in St. Patrick’s souvenir travel mugs.

“You’re telling me,” Elfrida groused. “These coffees cost the equivalent of a day’s furlough pay.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“Don’t be stupid. Now that I’m living at home, I don’t need to economize.” Elfrida sipped her cappuccino. “Yum; this is good coffee, though. Almost as good as Dr. Seth’s.”

Mendoza went quiet again. He’d been doing that a lot on this trip, and every time, Elfrida tensed up, dreading what he might be going to tell her.

But he’d already confirmed what she dreaded most of all, and maybe there was nothing else coming.

He said reflectively, “It’s not all about the money. I shouldn’t have said that. There are good people in the UN, people genuinely committed to truth and justice. The fact that Derek Lorna’s going on trial proves it.”

“Going on trial doesn’t mean going to jail.”

Mendoza squeezed her arm. “That part’s up to you.”

Derek Lorna had created the Heidegger program, version 2.0, and unleashed it on Mercury. Elfrida knew it. Mendoza also knew it, but he couldn’t prove it. The Interplanetary Court of Justice’s case against Lorna rested on the souvenir Elfrida had brought back from Mercury: the head of Gloria dos Santos.

UN techies had cut dos Santos’s BCI out of her skull. Call records and other data stored in the device’s memory crystals yielded evidence that Lorna had knowingly supplied UNVRP with software upgrades that were, to put it mildly, defective. It was basically a product liability claim. But Elfrida would be giving evidence at the trial, and she was determined to tell the court everything she knew.

“I’m going to tell the truth,” she said. “I’m going to tell them it wasn’t defective software. It was designed to do exactly what it did, which was murder people. If that spoils everyone’s tidy little narrative, too freaking bad. Lorna is not going to walk away from this with a fine.”

Hot coffee splashed her fingers. She had gestured dramatically with her mug, forgetting it was not a pouch. Now the mug was empty, her coffee all over her jeans.

Mendoza picked up the mug lid and apologized to people nearby. “I have faith in you.”

“I wish I had faith in me.” Her teeth were chattering. “I’m afraid I’m going to mess up and he’ll get off.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“It sucks that I have to stay on Earth until the trial is over.”

“Life at Hotel Mom And Dad isn’t that bad, is it?”

“Things are kind of sticky right now.”

Elfrida’s impassioned email from Mercury had caused a lot of trouble for her mother. Add in the domestic tension from the revelation of Ingrid Haller’s double life, and the Goto household was not exactly a haven of peace at the moment.

“Well, you don’t have to stay in Rome,” Mendoza said. “You could explore Earth, for a change. I went on pilgrimage to Our Lady of Fallujah recently. It’s incredible. The shrine’s in the middle of the jungle.”

“John, why do you have to leave?” She hadn’t meant to say that. The words were torn from her as if someone had reached down her throat and pulled them out.

Mendoza walked away from her and stopped beside one of the telescopes overlooking Central Lagoon. She followed him.

“I just have to,” he said in a voice so low she could hardly hear him.

“Why?”

“Because.”

“Because Jun asked you to?”

Jun hadn’t asked her to come. That still stung. Yes, she understood that she had to stay on Earth for Derek Lorna’s trial. But all the same …

The Yonezawa brothers had dropped her and Mendoza off at Midway. From that moment on, Elfrida had understood that Mendoza would be joining the Yonezawas again soon. Somewhere. In space.

She winced at the memory of that last night on Midway. Beautiful chaos in the docking bay. Black tech dealers wandering from ship to ship. Kiyoshi twanging on an acoustic guitar, sitting on the steps of the Chimera’s passenger module, sucking sore fingers. The smell of Russo-Chinese noodle soup. She’d gone on her knees to Jun, or rather, in him—his physical body was a spaceship. Take me with you, she’d pleaded. 

But he’d said no.

“You know what he is, don’t you?” she said to Mendoza now.

Mendoza nodded.

“He’s an AI.” 

“An ASI,” Mendoza said, barely moving his lips. “He’s still improving himself. He himself admitted that he probably qualifies as a super-intelligence now. Big surprise. He defeated the Heidegger program, version 2.0. Do you know … no I guess you have to be an IT guy to appreciate what an incredible feat of computing that was.”

“As super-intelligences go, it was a newborn baby,” she pointed out. “Trapped in a suitcase.”

“Yeah, but still. He fought it on its own turf, and kicked its ass. To us, it looked like five seconds of cheesy special effects. But in supercomputer time, that’s the equivalent of thousands of years of warfare by attrition, cunning, and logic. He let me have a look at some of his data logs from the fight …” Mendoza shook his head in admiration.

She understood then. What drew Mendoza into space was the same thing that had drawn her, again and again.

Abenteuerlust. The thirst for adventure.

“Well, I guess you have to go,” she said. There was nothing else to say. “Where are you meeting them?”

He shrugged. “In the Belt.”

“OK.”

“They need a data analyst,” he muttered.

“Stop justifying it,” she said, punching him on the arm and smiling. That smile cost her more than he would ever know.

He smiled back gratefully. Offered her the telescope. “Look, you can see our hotel.”

Elfrida peered through the viewfinder. Tourists mooched around on the deck of the Plaza Hotel, a five-storey barge permanently moored at the Columbus Circle dock. “Looks like cocktail hour has started. Shall we head back?”

“Yeah, let’s.”

They joined the queue for the elevator that would take them down to water level. A slim humanoid figure, bundled in a pycnofiber jacket, came to join them. “Where are we going now?”

Elfrida rolled her eyes. “Hello, Louise. We are going back to our hotel.”

“You seem upset,” Louise 361AX said.

As a key witness in UN vs. Derek Lorna, Elfrida was subject to as many restrictions as if she were a criminal herself. She’d only received permission from the court for this trip by agreeing to let her therapist come along as a chaperone.

“I am not upset,” she gritted. “Got it?”

The robot therapist blinked rapidly. No doubt, she had orders to winkle out of Elfrida any information she could. But she also had patient-management functionality that enabled her to detect when Elfrida was in a bad mood. So now, instead of asking questions, she gestured in the direction of the Statue of Liberty. “This really is a beautiful view.”

“Louise, you’re a robot. What would you know about beautiful views?” Elfrida started. Mendoza put a hand on her arm.

“Mahal,” he said, a Filipino endearment.

Elfrida tensed. Then sighed. “OK. You know what, you’re right. It is a beautiful view.”

A view of Earth. The planet that had always been, and would now again be, her home.
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i.

Leaning on his maneuvering jets, the squadron leader jinked into a gap in the enemy’s offensive formation that did not exist—yet—but would in 2.1 seconds. The flash of a nuke lit up the cockpit of his Fragger, dimming his readouts. Gamma radiation washed over the ship, along with a burst of neutrons lethal enough to mangle human tissue at the cellular level. The enemy wasn’t holding back.

Neither was Frank Hope.

“On my go, release the nail bombs. And go!”

From the ordnance portals of all three surviving Fraggers, the volume-denial warheads leapt into the darkness. Guided by IR-tracking, they shot towards the enemy fighters closing in on the squadron in three dimensions. None of them reached their targets. The enemy’s kinetic cannon batted them aside. But the nail bombs exploded on impact, spraying shrapnel across a volume of several thousand cubic kilometers. Each ‘nail’ was a mini-bomb, filled with combustible foil that would eat steel like a space-age version of naptha. 

Whoops erupted on the comms channel when two enemy fighters slowed down, drifting as if stunned. Worms of fire crawled over their hulls. 

That only left eighteen, that the squadron could see.

The PLAN’s fighters, dubbed ‘toilet rolls’ for their cylindrical fuselages, possessed a stealth technology unmatched by humanity, which allowed them to go undetected until the moment they pounced on you and nuked your ass. Even during combat, they eluded detection. They showed up as ghosts on your radar, transient flashes of heat that should not have been able to go that fast. 

Stealth overturned the basic fact about space combat—its predictability. Like chess, normal space combat was governed by rules: Newtonian physics and ship specs. A sufficiently powerful computer could predict the outcome of any given engagement before it happened. Stealth removed those assurances. It restored raw intuition to its throne.

Once again, you had to be a pilot. 

You had to really know how to fly.

And it sucked balls to be stuck 2.1 seconds behind the action, forced to guess that much harder.

Frank pivoted on his thrusters and flew backwards through the fringe of the shrapnel field, slashing a path for himself with the hot plasma of his own deceleration burn. The other two followed. “That’s bought us some time,” Abdul gasped cheerfully.

The nearest toilet rolls would have to change course before they could pursue the Fraggers, and the ones already pursuing them would now have to detour around the shrapnel field. 

We might just make it. 

At that very minute, a startled gasp forewarned him of tragedy. Abdul’s fighter blossomed into a fireball. 

“They’re still throwing slugs at us,” Vicky said. “Must’ve got him smack dab in the VASIMR.”

It was just the two of them now. “Hold your course! We’re almost there.”

Mars.

Nightside speckled with ruddy alien light, it floated in the middle of Frank’s optical feed. The PLAN—an unholy hybrid intelligence descended from rogue AIs and a lost Chinese space fleet—had conquered Mars back in the 22nd century. Humanity had gone through all the stages of grief since then: denial, anger, depression, bargaining, and full-frontal assaults. All had proved futile.

You couldn’t bargain with an AI.

Couldn’t beat it in battle, either. 

Thousands of Star Force pilots had died, over the decades, in this very volume, sacrificed to non-strategies driven by PR needs rather than military realities. 

Now, finally, humanity (or at least a tiny portion of it) was getting smart.

Frank poured on the acceleration. Thrust gees immobilized him in his flight couch. All he could move was his eyes. 

Black dots glided across the face of Mars. They weren’t enemy ships. They were much bigger than that.

“Vicky?”

“Yeah?” 

“Next up, the orbital fortresses. We’ve shaken off those toilet rolls, but—”

Her scream cut across his words. Slewing his gaze to his IR feed, he saw her Fragger expanding into a dandelion puff of debris. 

“Vicky!”

Silence.

Guess we didn’t shake them off, after all.

Tears painted his temples. But it didn’t matter. They’d all known, setting out, that only one of them had to get through.

Grunting, because he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs to scream his rage and hate, he hurtled across the void. There was a way through the lethal cloud of fortresses surrounding Mars. En route to this rendezvous with doom, he’d analyzed their orbits and found several holes in their coverage where a Fragger might slip through.

A Fragger.

Not a Star Force ship.

He’d flown for Star Force when he was a kid. What a clusterfuck. Thirty-year-old hardware running twenty-year-old software, operated by mouth-breathing eighteen-year-old gamers.

The Fragger represented a new paradigm. Sure, its VASIMR engine was less powerful than a standard fusion drive, but it was also lighter. And with that much less mass to push around, you could afford other new-tech features.

The orbital fortresses loomed like tiny, irregularly shaped black moons. Effortfully, Frank moved his left hand to the button on the arm of his couch that would launch the payload. 

The reason he was here.

The reason seven other Fraggers had already gone up in dust.

Dust. 

Ha, ha.

The orbital fortresses continued their inertial dance. They hadn’t seen him. But a PLAN picket had. A dozen toilet rolls popped out of stealth mode and slagged his ship. In the split second before the Fragger disintegrated, he pushed the launch button.

“Fuck! Fuck fuck FUCK!”

“Cool it,” Vicky said, helping him off with his headset, gloves, and all the other feedback devices that had enabled him to feel as if he really were present in the Fragger’s cockpit. 

The other Fragger pilots stood around their telepresence room on Luna, vaping cigarettes, reviewing holographic reconstructions of the battles they’d lost. 

“I might have launched my payload in time,” Frank said. ”I got close enough.” But he knew he hadn’t. His payload had been fragged along with his ship. “I was just trying to get a bit closer. Dammit!”

“Well, I launched mine,” Vicky said. “I know. 8,000 klicks out. What are the odds?”

“Non-zero. Good work, Vicks.” He pulled her in for a kiss. 

His gaze fell on a screen behind her. It was a realtime view of Mars, a feed from the L2 Sun-Earth Lagrange point, which was as close as the PLAN would allow human facilities to exist. The Red Planet hung in the blackness of space, impervious to the dogfight that had just added S500 million worth of junk to its orbital retinue.

“It was the delay,” he said.

They cavilled, but they knew he was right. How could you hope to elude the toilet rolls, when you were 2.1 light-seconds from the action?

“This isn’t going to work.”

“It worked better when we just shot the payloads in on inertial trajectories,” Abdul said bleakly.

“Sure, we got close that way. But we never got down to the surface. We have to get the Dust down to the surface. And there’s only one way to do it.” He watched their faces, seeking understanding and acceptance. “Next time, we’ll have to go ourselves.”


ii.

 

In a slum near the south pole of the Moon, John Mendoza woke to the Te Deum of Bruckner and dressed for work. He pulled his trousers on, the suspenders already buttoned onto the waistband in back. At the same time, with one foot, he hit the ‘Print Last’ button on the 3D printer under his bunk, which spat out a new detachable collar made of recycled plastic. Mendoza jerked yesterday’s shirt off its hanger, buttoned on the new collar, wriggled into the whole assemblage, fastened his suspenders with one hand, and scrubbed a depilatory wipe over his jaw. He did all this while lying on his back. This was the only posture possible in the narrow confines of his capsule, which was ridiculously called a ‘studio apartment.’ 

Lace up the boots, clap the derby on head, done. The compleat Victorian gentleman, circa 2288.　

He collected his walking-stick, opened the door, and sailed down the zipshaft. 

Out on the street, it was just as stuffy, but at least you could walk upright. Nightingale Village consisted of one very steep, poorly lit street lined with pubs, payday loan merchants, immersion cafés, and pawnshops. Twisting alleys led to thousands of apartments like Mendoza’s, most of them accessible only by ladder. His was one of the better ones. 

He joined the tightly packed throng waiting for the funicular. Someone’s hair tickled his face. The funicular came. They shuffled on board. The string of cable-cars travelled slowly down the dark side of Malapert Mountain. 

Outside—and on the heads-up screens in each carriage—a stunning panorama unfolded. Flanked by ramparts of life-support infrastructure, the domes of Shackleton City spilled luminescence into the lunar night. The city sprawled across a plateau fifty kilometers long by ten wide. It straggled up the boundary slopes of Malapert Mountain to the north, Shackleton Crater to the south, Haworth Crater to the northwest, and Shoemaker Crater to the east. All three craters held still-productive water mines. He3 fusion reactors pumped out electricity, and big-box farms supplied food for the city’s population of seven million. The residential domes appeared mottled green from above, an effect of the rich verdure lining their streets. Beneath the glass of the largest domes of all moved the stately silhouettes of airships. The ocean-wrapped sphere of Earth floated in the sky.

Mendoza ignored the view. After all, he saw it every day. He was listening to the second section of the Bruckner and catching up with the news. 

His BCI (Brain-Computer Interface), plus retinal implants, enabled him to scan massive amounts of information very fast, running secondary searches on anything intriguing.

A headline from Earth caught his eye.

Charles K. Pope, director of the United Nations Venus Remediation Project, is dead at 48.

“Susmaryosep!” Mendoza breathed. He assigned a squad of virtual searchbots to the topic.

★

The funicular terminated at Huxley dome, where Mendoza transferred to the commuter rail. By this time, he knew everything that everyone else knew about the death of Charles K. Pope. 

Guy had gone windsurfing in bad weather. Drowned. 

His work pals were emailing back and forth about it. He even exchanged a line or two with Elfrida Goto, far away on Earth. 

“I’ve decided to take the job on Mercury,” she wrote.

Mendoza’s interest in Charles K. Pope evaporated. 

That was news. 

This was bad.  

Elfrida Goto worked for the Space Corps. After her last assignment on 4 Vesta, where they’d shared some hair-raising adventures, she had been given a choice of working on Luna or Mercury. He’d assumed she would come to Luna. Why had he been so naïvely optimistic?

“Why?” he emailed back.

He had sixteen minutes to regret the blunt question: long enough for his email to reach Earth, and Elfrida’s reply to travel back to Luna; long enough for the high-speed train to plunge through the network of tunnels between Malapert Mountain and Shackleton Crater, stopping at underground stations beneath outlying domes, until it reached Gingrich Station in Wellsland. Still waiting for Elfrida’s reply, Mendoza got off and took the elevator up to Hope Circus.

People in mechanical wingsets clogged the sky of Wellsland, soaring dangerously close to the airship lanes. Mendoza shuffled around a grove of trees shaped like egg whisks, where the servants of the well-to-do were walking dachshunds and Yorkies. The scent of freshly watered grass tinted the air. A huge statue of Dennis Hope III peeped through the trees, garlanded with posters for yet another campaign to improve childhood health. Mendoza noticed none of this. He was immersed in his personal tragedy.

“I just feel like it would be interesting to see Mercury,” Elfrida emailed at last.

Mendoza entered Doyle Tower, a fantasia in fake brick and marble. He subvocalized to his comms program, ~Does this have anything to do with Pope’s death? Stared at the words on the virtual screen in his left eye. Deleted them. 

~Congrats! he emailed, as the elevator carried him up to the 14th floor. ~Hope it goes well. Keep me posted. –John

He stumbled into the office of the United Nations Venus Remediation Program’s data analysis division, section three, feeling like a dirty nuke had just hit his future. 

No one noticed his distress. They were all chattering about the death of Charles K. Pope. He had been their boss, after all, the director of the United Nations Venus Remediation Program (UNVRP). When Mendoza’s supervisor, Nate Sindikuwabo, strolled into the office, the first words out of his mouth were, “Anyone for coffee? We need to share our feelings of loss and abandonment.”

Half the office took up the offer. It was a good excuse not to do any work this morning. 

Mendoza demurred. 

Left alone, he sank onto his high stool. The starmaps on the screen made no sense. All he could see was the face of a klutzy, brave, cute-as-hell Space Corps agent who had just told him that she wasn’t interested. 

He pulled himself together. Got a pouch of inferior java from the machine. Booted up his search engines. 

It had been a long and improbable journey for John Mendoza, born in Manila to a single mother, to wind up on Luna, employed by the United Nations Venus Remediation Project as an astrodata analyst. 

No matter what happened, he couldn’t jeopardize his job. 

But it was not astrodata that he called up now.

Guiltily hunched over his screens, he navigated to one of the internet forums that discussed forbidden topics.

Well; not forbidden. 

Just.

The kind of thing no one talked about in real life. 

Join conversation: HEY GUYS NEW SURVEY IT’S FOR REAL AFAIK CHECK IT OUT

Thread: Survey data.

Forum: All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud.

New replies: 261.

Holy crap. His thread had really taken off.

Mendoza felt excited, and a bit scared.

★

Mendoza left the office at six, local time (GMT+10). He took his walking-stick. 

It was getting on for dusk. The roof of Wellsland displayed delicate citrus hues in the west, where a theoretical sun might be setting on this whimsical recreation of Victorian London. 

Mendoza passed thousands of men dressed like himself, and thousands of women in high-necked blouses and long skirts. The majority were spaceborn. Mendoza stood 175 centimeters tall, but he was dwarfed by these beanstalk people. Even with their longer legs, though, the spaceborn did not bound ahead or leap over others. (Pretty difficult to do that in ankle-length skirts.) Rush hour in Shackleton City was regimented, dictated by the commuter rail schedule and the sheer density of the crowds.

That regimentation was one secret of the city’s longevity and prosperity. To keep millions of people alive in the deadly environment of Luna was no small feat. You needed some degree of conformity. Couldn’t just have everyone doing their own thing. All the same, it got Mendoza down. 

He took the train out to Cherry-Garrard, an outlying suburb on the slope of Shackleton Crater. This was a humbler dome than Wellsland. A low-slung roof seemed to press down upon terraced houses of Luna rock and splart. Wrought plastisteel streetlights lit up the fronds of pignut palms, whose fruit provided high concentrations of vitamin B12. Parents called tall, spidery children in to supper. 

Mendoza went into a building near the perimeter of the dome. Large and square, it sported an unobtrusive cross. It was St. Ignatius Church, one of only two Roman Catholic churches in Shackleton City. 

Down in the basement, practise had already started. He bowed towards the scrum of sweating men and women and hustled into his stabilizer braces. At the touch of a button, his walking-stick shed its handle and expanded into a two-meter shinai. He put on his gi and hakama and joined in.

Mendoza had once thought of himself as a peaceable person. But last year, he’d nearly died on 4 Vesta, when the PLAN took over the protoplanet’s infrastructure and murdered its human population. Mendoza had survived, but not through his own efforts. A peaceable person? Ha! He was simply a wimp. He’d let Elfrida and that Japanese guy do all the shooting, while he cowered in fear. He couldn’t fire a gun to save his life. Couldn’t even throw a punch.  

So why wasn’t he out on a shooting range? Or taking krav maga, or Greco-Roman wrestling, or something? 

What was he doing in Shackleton City’s one and only part-time dojo, learning the ancient Japanese art of kendo?

Well, for one thing, a shooting range on Luna? Wasn’t happening. The plebs might get ideas. As for krav maga, etc., Mendoza wasn’t at the point where he wanted to trade punches with 200-centimeter laborers on crazy-making muscle therapies.

Kendo had rules. It had history. It had masks that made you look like a ninja.

And hitting people with a two-meter plastic sword turned out to be really, really satisfying.

All the kendo-ka wore stabilizer braces, to simulate the resistance of Earth’s gravity. That ruled out the balletic leaps seen in pro vids, but you could still pull some cool moves. 0.16 g was 0.16 g, braces or no braces. Watching the final bout of the evening, between Sensei and one of the black belts, Mendoza absolutely understood why micro-gravity kendo was a thing, despite the fact that the practical applications of swordfighting skills in a spacefaring civilization were zero. 

After practice, he hung around, helped to polish the floor. 

The other kendo-ka trickled away. Sensei turned to Mendoza. “Not in a hurry?”

“Sorry. I know you have to lock up.”

Sensei zipped his shinai into its bag. He’d already changed into his street clothes. A casual observer might have thought he was still wearing a gi and hakama, but the long black garment was a cassock. Father Thomas Lynch, S.J., was the parish priest of St. Ignatius, as well as being a 3rd-dan black belt in kendo.

“If you have time for a coffee, I’d be glad of the company,” the Jesuit said.

They locked the church and walked down the street towards the edge of the dome, where the starry ‘sky’ swept down to meet the ground. 

In larger domes such as Wellsland, the roof was so far away it really did look like a sky. In shitholes like Nightingale Village, the roof was simply a roof. Here in Cherry-Garrard, a medium-size dome, you could see that the ‘sky’ was a patchwork of hexagonal glassbricks. The discolored leading between the bricks enhanced the Victorian atmosphere.

Glass could be manufactured cheaply on Luna by sintering raw regolith, and it made an excellent radiation shield. 

The Jesuit pushed through the bushes at the end of the street. He pushed a sequence of buttons to open the airlock. Anyone could go outside, though few did. What for? 

The communal EVA suits smelled like the inside of a kendo mask. Made to fit the spaceborn, they wrinkled around both men’s boot-tops.

Outside, they stepped into the middle of a two-week lunar night. Mendoza’s faceplate stuttered through several filters before settling on one that turned everything pale cerise. 

A ruby maze of infrastructure cluttered the landscape between the domes: waste heat and water recycling plants, solar arrays, garages for maintenance bots, etc., etc. Nearer to hand, construction debris, broken parts, and spent batteries strewed the terrain. The truest sign of Shackleton City’s prosperity: recycling was optional.  

The Jesuit set up a couple of targets made of spare glassbricks. He gave Mendoza a pistol. It was a pulsed laser pistol with a molten salt battery. Same type of weapon as the one that Mendoza hadn’t fired even once on Vesta. 

Training with a sword was all well and good, but the Jesuit would be the first to admit that the fundamentals of self-defense rested on at least a basic ability to shoot.

They plinked away at the boulders for a while. Fr. Lynch was a crack shot. Mendoza managed to drill a hole the depth of a finger into one of the targets, which made him absurdly happy. 

“So what did you want to talk to me about?” the Jesuit said at last on the suit-to-suit channel.

Mendoza tasted blood. He had bitten his lip in his furious concentration on the target. He hesitated.

The silence out here was the silence of the confessional. Outside, and only outside, they could be confident that no automated surveillance would pick up their voices. It would be technically feasible for the powers that be to eavesdrop on a couple of guys shooting at rocks outside Cherry-Garrard, but highly unlikely that they would. You’d need a satellite pointing in the right direction, listening for the low-power FM signals used in suit-to-suit comms, at exactly the right time. You’d need forewarning, in other words, which the Jesuit had deliberately avoided giving them.

Yet that wasn’t why Mendoza hesitated. 

Man up, he told himself. 

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been two weeks since my last confession.”

The time before that, it had been four months. 

The time before that, fifteen years.

Mendoza had fallen away from the Church when he left home. The calamitous events on 4 Vesta had brought him back to the Faith. 

“I have committed the sins of lust and, uh, self-abuse.” His face felt so red, he had a new reason to be grateful they were outside, faces hidden by tinted rad-proof glass. “But that’s nothing new, right, Father? I don’t know. I just can’t get over her.”

“The same woman?”

“Yeah. I just found out she’s taking a job on Mercury.”

“That’s a long way from here.”

“It’s almost like she’s trying to get away from me.” 

“Maybe she is.” The Jesuit was not one to sugar-coat things.

“I guess I have no right to feel betrayed. She’s with someone else. And according to her, she doesn’t even do men. Although that wasn’t the impression I got when … well, never mind.”

“It seems as though the basis for this relationship is very slender.”

Mendoza had to laugh at that. “Yeah.”

“So maybe the loss you’re feeling isn’t really about her. Maybe she represents something else to you.”

“Well, I do sometimes feel like there’s something missing from my life.” 

“Didn’t you tell me that she saved your life on 4 Vesta?”

“Yes.”

“That’s wonderful, but Mendoza, that doesn’t mean she owes you anything else.”

That observation startled Mendoza. “I know it doesn’t, Father,” he said defensively. “I know that if I want any kind of a relationship with her, I’ll have to show her that I really care.”

“If it’s meant to be, God will show you the way.”

“I guess so.” Mendoza hurried on. “But that isn’t what I need to confess today.” 

“No?”

“I’ve committed another sin.”

Silence. No one did silence like a priest.

“I’ve been stealing. At least, I think it’s stealing. At work: I’ve been using their research capabilities for unrelated purposes.”

More silence. 

“I guess I need to start at the beginning. After what happened on 4 Vesta, I got interested in the PLAN.”

“The PLAN.”

“Yes, the PLAN.” Mendoza swallowed, the noise loud in his ears. “So a few months back, I started using my work privileges to look at astronomical survey data, astrodata as we call it, related to Mars.”

“Is there any?”

“Oh, not much. You know, we can’t put probes closer than fifty thousand klicks before they get zapped. You get a few grainy long-distance pictures, then boom. But people are still trying. Specifically, here on Luna, there’s an outfit called the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. Sounds dull, but they’re on the cutting edge of Mars surveillance. And I have access to their data because, um, well …”

One sin led to another. They were inextricably intertwined.

“My job … I’m an astrodata analyst for UNVRP, as you know, Father. The thing about astrodata is that it’s really hard to get hold of. What’s in the public domain is old and unreliable. The private sector does the best surveys, but they don’t like sharing their data. So my section operates in a kind of a gray zone. We infer the existence of asteroids in a given orbit, and then we generally just, um, hack into the databanks of whatever corporations are active in that volume. Once we know what they’ve got, then we go through the front door, ask them to confirm the existence of the rocks we’re interested in, or kick it downstairs to the legal division if they won’t play nice. So, the point is, I have a lot of tools. For going in through the back door.”

The Jesuit interrupted, “This is allowed?”

“Allowed, Father?”

“Your supervisors, your boss. They know that you’re hacking into corporate databanks?”

“Yes and no. They turn a blind eye. They know we can’t get the astrodata any other way.”

“And I expect that if you didn’t produce enough data, at any cost, you’d be out of a job.”

“Yes, exactly, Father.”

The Jesuit shook his head. “Go on.”

“Well, so I started, um, hacking into the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. They’ve done some awesome surveys recently. I guess they’re using nanoscale probes to get closer to Mars before the PLAN zaps them. You can see the structures the PLAN has built in the Hellas Basin. They’re up to four kilometers high. During dust storms, you can see their spires sticking up through the tops of the clouds. Not that that really tells us anything about what the PLAN is, or why it’s trying to kill us. But it has to mean something, you know? And so I thought more people ought to see this stuff. Independent experts. Random individuals who are obsessed with the PLAN and know more about it than anyone outside of Star Force. Hell, Star Force ought to see it. I’m pretty sure some of the commenters on All-We-Know-About-Mars are Star Force officers … So that’s what I’ve been doing. Posting the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s data on a couple of private forums.”

“I wonder,” the Jesuit said, “if you also wanted to earn the approval of these independent experts and enthusiasts.”

Mendoza bowed his head. He knew Fr. Lynch was right. The expectation of kudos gave him a rush every time he logged on.

“Online communities are dangerous. Spiritually, and of course, practically. If your employers found out about this, you’d be in big trouble.”

“Yes, I know. But I do believe the survey data should be shared.”

“But it’s not your job to share it.”

“No. I know. It’s just the secretiveness of these people, Father ...”

“Way of the world,” the Jesuit said brusquely. “We have more information at our fingertips than any other generation in history. For that exact reason, information is an asset, only as long as you have it and other people do not. So don’t blame the Hopes for sitting on their proprietary survey data, or your private-sector supermajors for refusing to share their starmaps with everyone in the solar system. If they behaved any differently, they’d be out of business. And I think that we can trust a publically funded research institute like the Hope Center for Nanobiotics—yes, I’ve heard of it—to share their data with the right people, in the right way.” 

“Which is not on a secret forum. I know, I know,” Mendoza sighed. “I’ll stop.” Uttering the promise felt like pulling a scab off a wound. “I just hope it’s not too late. My last post really took off.”

“Oh, I expect that if you haven’t been caught yet, you’ll be OK. I assume you hid your tracks, like any professional hacker would.”

“Yes.” That, too, now felt like a shameful admission.

“Then say an act of contrition, and I’ll absolve you of your sins.”

Mendoza called the act of contrition up on his retinal implants. He still had the Tagalog version by heart, but he was rusty on the English. “Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended you …”

The Jesuit spoke the words of absolution and made the sign of the cross over Mendoza’s helmet. “For your penance, say the Creed, the long version, three times. On your knees, no half-assery. You don’t have to do it now. Any time before you next receive Communion is fine.”

“Thank you, Father.” 

“Now, how about that coffee? I think the Jolly Green Bean across from the station is still open.”

So they had coffee, and talked about music. Fr. Lynch admitted to being a polyphonic metal fan, and Mendoza told him that if he liked that stuff, he had to get into classical. They even traded a few music files. The Jesuit didn’t have a BCI; he used a wristwatch. 

“I thought about getting my BCI removed, too,” Mendoza said. “After 4 Vesta. That was how the PLAN killed everyone. It tricked them into downloading its neuroware into their BCIs.”

“But you kept yours?”

“I just never got around to having it taken out. And it really is convenient.”

“Convenience kills,” the Jesuit intoned. He had a big, bony face, haloed by an Afro. His naturally grim expression made his deadpan humor easy to miss, but Mendoza was getting used to it. He laughed, and the Jesuit winked.

“On a not quite unrelated note,” Fr. Lynch added. “You mentioned a certain private forum.”

Mendoza tensed.

“You told me you won’t be posting there anymore, and I hope you’ll keep to that. But, if it’s no trouble, I wonder if you could invite me?”

“Father!”

“There’s neither crime nor sin in looking. And to tell you the truth, I’ve always been interested in Mars, too.” 

★

Straphanging on his way home, Mendoza sent Fr. Lynch an invitation to join All-We-Know-About-Mars. He got a notification a few minutes later that the invitation had been accepted. He smiled to himself. 

Maybe, just maybe, he’d found not just a kendo sensei, not just a confessor, but … a friend.

Which made him remember the thing he wasn’t telling Fr. Lynch.

(Yes, of course there was something.)

And that made him feel guilty all over again.

But it didn’t matter. Surely it didn’t matter. Anyway, there was no way the Jesuit could find out …

The next day, Nate Sindikuwabo called Mendoza over and told him he was being transferred.

“What have I done?” Mendoza said in terror.

“Huh? Nothing.” 

Sindikuwabo snapped his fingers. Privacy baffles rose up around them and spliced themselves into the ceiling. 

“Big news!” Sindikuwabo said, once the baffles were in place. “UNVRP is twilighting the asteroid capture program. Ramping up operations on Mercury. Basically, we’re launching Phase Five. Venus, here we come! We’re gonna get that baby terraformed ahead of schedule.”

“All right …. that’s big. Is it happening because Pope shuffled off this mortal coil?”

“Nah. It was already in the works. Pope greenlighted it himself. I know everyone acted like the sky was falling when he passed away, but he wasn’t a monarch. Just a bureaucrat. We aren’t expecting his successor to change any of his policies.”

“Any news on that?” 

They were referring to the upcoming election of Charles K. Pope’s successor. Uniquely among UN agencies, UNVRP had an elected director, for reasons having to do with the ambiguous political status of Mercury, where UNVRP was headquartered. Mendoza wondered if Elfrida would get involved in the election. Judging from the news feeds, it was shaping up to be an exciting contest.

But Sindikuwabo said, “Ignore the media. Pope’s deputy, Dr. Ulysses Seth, is running; he’ll get the job. People want continuity, not upheaval.” 

“So why’s the asteroid capture program being axed?”

A trace of compassion softened Sindikuwabo’s voice. “Come on, Mendoza. We got 4 Vesta. After the PLAN’s malware destroyed the colonies there, we made a deal with the Chinese to move 4 Vesta across Earth’s orbit and throw it at Venus. That rock contains five percent of the mass in the entire frigging asteroid belt. We don’t need any more little 1015 kg pebbles.”

“I see.” 

“Cheer up. You aren’t out of a job. We’re all being reassigned, and you’re going first, by special request from the Mercury Resource Management Support Group.”

“The what?”

“I know, right? Never heard of them. Well, they’re on the twelfth floor at the moment, but they’re moving to the sixteenth floor. Getting all of it,” Sindikuwabo said enviously. In Shackleton City, the more room you had to spread out, the more important you were.

“The Mercury Resource Management Support Group,” Mendoza pondered. “That sounds like something to do with mining. I don’t really understand how my skill set would be relevant.”

“Your skills are universally relevant,” Sindikuwabo said with a big smile. “Anyway, it should be an interesting change of pace.”

“If we’re all being reassigned, where will you be going, if I can ask?”

“Back to Earth,” Sindikuwabo said. “Thank fuck. I will never, ever wear a cravat again.”

 


iii.

 

Mendoza didn’t go to kendo practice that week. He was busy wiping every trace of his activities off the computer systems at work. So were all his colleagues. Mendoza just had more to wipe.

In his spare moments, he researched the Mercury Resource Management Support Group (MeReMSG). There wasn’t much to find out. The group collated hardware demand from UNVRP’s field operations, projected raw material requirements based on that data, and nagged the mining crew on Mercury to improve their productivity. Presumably, their role in the Phase 5 ramp would be more of the same, on a bigger scale. 

Mendoza showed up early for his first day of work, a Sunday. There were no weekends in Shackleton City—a departure from the Victorian template; it made more sense to stagger everyone’s holidays to smooth out infrastructure demand peaks. It also meant that Mendoza couldn’t fulfill his Sunday Mass obligation. Clad in a frock coat and top hat, to make the best possible impression, he entered the office on the sixteenth floor of Doyle Tower. 

Empty. His new boss clearly did not believe in making everyone show up at the crack of dawn. That was a relief.

The new office, like his old one, was barren to the naked eye. Fake wood panels lined the walls. A ladder and plasterer’s tools in the middle of the room showed where two offices had been knocked into one to accommodate MeReMSG’s anticipated expansion. Rows of standing desks accentuated the period atmosphere. These were standard issue in Shackleton City. As well as looking Dickensian, they retarded muscle and bone loss from inactivity. However, Mendoza spotted several high stools, fabbed on home printers and smuggled into the office to foil the health police. He had brought his own stool from downstairs. 

He hung his topper on the hat tree by the door and logged into the MeReMSG search space.

A virtual overlay leapt into existence around him, projected on his retinal implants. The office was still there, but it was far messier. Filing cabinets towered in such profusion that, had they been real, you could hardly walk between the desks. The desks themselves were heaped with workloads, represented as stacks of files, swarms of icons, or in one case, a basket full of realistically meowing kittens. Mendoza foresaw that that was going to get annoying. He moved through the virtual maze, reflexively turning sideways to edge between the unreal filing cabinets, looking for a vacant desk to set his stool at.

“Screw this crappy-ass filing system,” someone muttered. “It’s got to be here somewhere!”

Mendoza had seen with his own eyes that there was no one in the office. That meant the voice was coming through his iEars transducer implants, not his ears. The speaker was only here virtually.

Social protocol still applied. “Hello?”

“Huh? Who’s there?”

A pale, balding man prairie-dogged up from behind the filing cabinets that blocked the window. 

“Oh. Hello. You must be … John Mendoza? The psephologist?”

Fortyish, receding light brown hair, blue eyes. Pureblood, Mendoza thought, and was ashamed of the thought. Then he registered what the man had said. “Psephologist?” He laughed.

“The science of polls and voting. Not you? Wrong guy?”

“No, no, I was just surprised. I know what psephology is. I guess you could say I’m a psephologist. I got my degree in the subject. But the demand isn’t there, so I ended up in data analysis.” Mendoza realized that he was not doing a very good job of selling himself to his new boss, assuming that was who this was. “I’m sorry, should I just sit anywhere?”  

“Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t work here. I was just looking for something. Maybe you could help me out.” 

Mendoza put down his stool and circled the last row of filing cabinets. Binders and folders, bristling with search tags, littered the floor. The man flipping through them was dressed flamboyantly for Shackleton City—for anywhere, as a matter of fact. Red and yellow striped trousers clashed with a royal purple tailcoat. A lace cravat mounted to his stubbly chin, matching his white leather boots. The overall effect fell somewhere between dandy and graphics program malfunction. Of course, this was just an avatar. The guy might look ordinary in real life, although Mendoza’s own avatar was synced to his actual appearance. 

The man reached into a filing cabinet and dragged out another armload of folders, which he dumped at Mendoza’s feet.

“Totally useless filing system. Nothing’s properly tagged. Mind helping me go through these? We’re looking for historical polling data on resource extraction from Mercury.”

“There’s polling data on resource extraction from Mercury?” Mendoza began to see what his new job might consist of. It did not fill him with excitement.

“The United Nations does theoretically derive its legitimacy from citizen buy-in.”

They searched the archives without success until Mendoza’s new boss turned up. She was a sharp-faced woman named Preeti Dillinger. She informed them that they’d been wasting their time. No historical polling data existed. 

“You’re kidding,” the virtual man said. “We’re talking about a planet. No one has ever bothered to ask the public how they feel about dismembering it for resources?”

A small thundercloud appeared over the head of Dillinger’s avatar. “Historically, Mercury hasn’t been seen as an influencer of public sentiment. Most people on Earth are hardly aware of its existence. That said, all the major resource companies have a presence there. Some of them may have conducted their own polling.”  

“No use to me. I assume you’re going to do some polling now?” The man slapped the shoulder of Mendoza’s avatar in a comradely way. Mendoza’s BCI manufactured the illusion of physical contact. “Now you’ve got a professional psephologist on board.”

“Polling is one component of the Phase 5 ramp, yes. Now, if you don’t mind, Mr. Lorna …”

“Fine, fine; I know where I’m not wanted.” The virtual man winked at Mendoza and vanished. 

During the conversation, several more MeReMSG employees had come into the office. 

“That was Derek Lorna, director of the Leadership in Robotics Institute,” Dillinger told them. “He thinks he can go wherever he likes, do whatever he likes. The sad thing is, he can. Why? Because he’s a universally acknowledged genius.” She rolled her eyes. “Excuse me, gang. I’ve got kittens that need feeding.”

★

Before the morning was out, Mendoza understood that the Mercury Resource Extraction Support Group was a shambles. The slipshod filing system and Dillinger’s kittens were just the most visible signs of disorder. 

As was often the way with tiny teams that never caused any trouble, MeReMSG had chugged along placidly for years, not troubling themselves to codify or document their procedures. Why bother, when the old-timers had it all in their heads? This stemmed from both laziness and fear. Mendoza recognized the mindset from his days in the Astrodata Analysis Group: the less paperwork you generated, the less you were at risk of being held accountable for it. 

But as their early-morning visitor, Derek Lorna, had mentioned, you were supposed to get public approval for resource extraction operations, especially when these were funded by the UN taxpayer. Thus, Mendoza’s job would be to craft polls that tricked the UN taxpayer into approving of the ramp-up of a mining operation that would extract 1035 kilograms of iron ore and other silicates from Mercury’s crust, on a tight schedule, utilizing hardware that either didn’t exist or hadn’t been procured yet.

Drawing on his long-ago training, Mendoza designed graphics, animations, and questions that were weighted to produce the desired result. It was fun to let his visual-arts side come out and play. But he regularly found himself with hours to kill while his proposals were stuck in Dillinger’s basket of kittens. He drifted back to the Mars forums.

There’s neither sin nor crime in looking …

A new poster had shown up on All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud. ‘Fragger1’ was grabbing all the kudos that had formerly been Mendoza’s, even though he had no fresh data to share. He just posted rants about how urgent it was to FIGHT BACK against the PLAN before it EXTERMINATED humanity. Mendoza skimmed long reply threads consisting basically of “Yes, but.” He could not resist posting a reply of his own, in support of Fragger1’s position: “Yes, agree 100%. If not now, when?”

Fragger1 responded: “YEEAHH! And if not us, WHO!?!”

But HOW, Fragger1? Mendoza thought. That would seem to be the problem, wouldn’t it?

He sighed. He’d broken his promise to Fr. Lynch, and for what? For who? Fragger1 was just another internet warrior—probably a mild-mannered office worker in real life. 

He looked up from his screens and saw his new colleagues trickling out of the office. Lunchtime. He ordered chicken shawarma from one of the restaurants off Hope Circus. 

On Earth, takeout was normally delivered by drones that flew up to your front door, or your office window. This was Shackleton City, so his food was delivered by a teenage boy who expected a tip.

As he ate, he started to return to All-We-Know-About-Mars, to see if Fragger1 had posted anything else, but then he stopped. Was he really going to keep on doing this? 

No, he told himself. No, and again no.

With an effort of will, he canceled his security redirects and called up a news feed. He checked for news about the UNVRP election. Just what they’d expect him to be interested in. They’d never know he was mostly searching for glimpses of Elfrida.

★

An email popped into his HUD. 

From: Derek Lorna [ID string attached]

“Hey, fellow! It was great meeting you the other day. I was wondering if you could help me out with that issue we were discussing? Put together a sample poll on the Phase 5 ramp, without mentioning it as such, natch. I just want to know what such a poll would look like. Doesn’t have to be done immediately. Whenever you’ve got a minute. Thanks!” 

Mendoza blinked all the clutter out of his retinal display. Unobscured by virtual overlays, the office looked strange. People stood or sat at their desks, staring at their screens, occasionally making odd gestures, or mumbling under their breath. The fake sunlight of Wellsland shone in through the windows.

Put together a sample poll on the Phase 5 ramp. 

The request struck him as odd. This was the same thing he was doing for MeReMSG. So why hadn’t Lorna gone through Preeti Dillinger, if he wanted a sample? Why had he contacted Mendoza directly?

Without mentioning it as such, natch.

There was the clue. UNVRP was increasingly unpopular. Mendoza knew they’d never get approval of the Phase 5 ramp if the public connected it with the Venus Project. Lorna must have reached the same conclusion independently. 

Which left the question of what business it was of his, anyway.

And Mendoza knew the answer to that: None whatsoever.

But he needed some distraction from the Mars forums. And Lorna was a man you did not want to piss off. So he added some finishing touches to one of his sample polls, and sent it.

★

Luna, once known simply as the Moon, had first been settled in the mid-21st century by sixteen scientists, eleven chickens, and two pigs (one of which promptly died). Those pioneers had established their base on the sunny side of Malapert Mountain because it was near water—in the bottoms of the permanently shadowed craters at the lunar south pole; because it was covered with thick, workable regolith; and because it stayed in sunlight all year round, guaranteeing a permanent supply of solar energy. 

Since then, humanity had spread to the north pole, the dark side of the moon, and the equatorial regions. That was when the lunar economy had really taken off. The equator was where the helium-3 was. Nowadays, nearly-free energy flooded the grid throughout the lunar days and nights. The conurbation known as Shackleton City sprawled over 150 horizontal and eight vertical kilometers, including its many exurban bedroom communities. That original outpost on Malapert Mountain had long since turned into a tourist attraction, complete with one live pig and one authentically dead-looking plastic one. 

However, you could still experience something akin to the isolation that those first pioneers must have felt, alone in the universe, 400,000 kilometers from home. 

All you had to do was ride the commuter rail during rush hour. 

Jammed in among the native residents of Shackleton City, Mendoza had never felt so alone. He’d taken the drastic step of emailing Elfrida, since he hadn’t heard from her. Nothing heavy, just a friendly ‘Hi, how’re you doing?’ And half an hour later, it had bounced back to him. She’d blocked his ID.

His isolation ended abruptly when a disembodied voice addressed him through his iEars. 

“Hello … John Mendoza! You have been selected to participate in a public poll!” 

Mendoza ground his teeth. 

“Please confirm your participation by saying ‘Yes’!”

Voting was compulsory. ~Yes.

The poll materialized in front of him. It overlapped the real straphangers, but it was small enough that its face showed up nicely against the back of someone’s black frock coat. It was a teenage girl with a punky mop of blonde hair. 

Mendoza recoiled in shock.

This was his poll. 

The ‘sample’ he’d sent Derek Lorna just a few hours earlier.

It was out and running. 

“So!” the poll said brightly, speaking the words he’d written for it. “Mercury is a small planet near the sun. We get a lot of stuff from there. If you’re seeing this on a screen, it was probably made on Mercury! Actually, Mercury is the whole reason we don’t have to have dirty, toxic, pollute-y mines on Earth anymore. But some people are saying that we should NOT expand our mining operations there. What do you think?!? Are they freaking nuts, or what?”

Mendoza wanted to sink through the floor of the carriage. The question was incredibly slanted, even for the polling business. He never would have released it to the public without further tweaking.

~Yes, I think they’re nuts, he responded flatly.

“Thank you for your participation! Would you like to see how other people have responded?”

~Yes.

The poll vanished, to be replaced by a graph. So far, 87% of respondents had agreed that NOT to ramp up mining operations on Mercury would be freaking nuts. Despite his consternation, Mendoza felt a twinge of professional satisfaction. That was almost exactly the result he’d modelled.

His HUD area lit up. Someone was pinging him. 

Derek Lorna.

Surprise, surprise.

Lorna’s voice bubbled with glee. “Did you get the poll? I made sure you were in the randomly selected list of participants. Looks great, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Mendoza said.

“And did you see that approval rate? You’re a pro, fellow. Now listen …”

“I’m on the train,” Mendoza blurted, before he switched to subvocalizing. His BCI’s voice always sounded lifeless and unenthusiastic. He didn’t want Lorna to think he was resentful. ~I’m glad the results matched my projection, he subvocalized. 

“Yeah. But listen, this question was pretty broad. We really need to follow up with something more specific, to rule out support for the more radical interpretations of planetary resource exploitation. Can you do coffee? Doesn’t have to be now … but I see you’re on the Victoria line. Get off in Verneland and I’ll meet you on the roof of Harrods.”

Lorna ended the call. Mendoza clenched his fists. I see you’re on the Victoria line …  There had been no need for that. But yes, there had been a need for it. To remind Mendoza that everywhere he went, everything he did, he was watched. And someone with Lorna’s kind of standing could access the real-time surveillance logs. 

He got off the train in Verneland and went up to the roof of Harrods.

A landmark on the Lunar tourist trail, Harrods was a department store owned by the ex-royal family of Qatar, who were prominent citizens of Shackleton City. The roof garden featured a café and a resident pack of corgis that waddled around begging for tidbits. Mendoza ran two fingers around the inside of his collar, feeling out of place among tourists in tailcoats, frills, and flower-heaped hats. The tourists seemed to enjoy dressing up in Victorian fashions. They didn’t have to do it every day.

Derek Lorna came towards him. He fit right in, clad in a ruffled lavender shirt and linen trousers with a thin ivory stripe. Physically, he looked the same as his avatar. Receding hairline, blue eyes, designer stubble. In real life, however, the eyes had a striking intensity. Lorna was clearly one of those people with enough energy for ten ordinary mortals.

“You made it! Listen, we can have coffee here, or I can give you a ride to the edge of the dome. You can catch the train there, and we’ll talk on the way.”

As before, Mendoza saw which option he was meant to choose. “A ride would be great.” 

Lorna was already urging him towards the airship anchorage.

In comparison to the Hindenburg-esque sightseeing craft moored around it, Lorna’s private airship flaunted sleek lines. Its open-topped gondola had teak rails, leather-look ergoforms, and a mother-of-pearl table in the middle. It flew so smoothly that Mendoza did not realize they’d left their mooring until he felt a breeze in his hair. 

Harrods shrank away below. The rooftops of Verneland spread out, festooned with decorative chimneys and gutters.

“Tough day at work?” Lorna said. “I’m impressed that you got that poll done so fast. Let’s discuss how we can keep the momentum going.”

All these years on Luna, and this was the first time Mendoza had ever been up in an airship. The noises of the city reached them only as a murmur. He cleared his throat. “I just wondered, is anyone actually calling for the Phase 5 ramp to be cancelled?” 

“Oh, the usual suspects,” Luna said dismissively. 

As the airship gained height, the rooftops resolved into a 2D panorama. The streetlights had started to come on, although the sky was still blue.    

“Remember, this wasn’t supposed to happen for another few decades,” Lorna said. “So a lot of ongoing debates have suddenly become acute. And the competition for poor old Charlie’s job looks like turning into a referendum on those issues. See what I’m getting at?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” Lorna gazed at him for a moment. Then he seemed to change his mind about what he’d been going to say. “I’ll be honest. My outfit, the Leadership in Robotics Institute, will be supplying software for the Phase 5 ramp. This is a big deal for us. Make or break, to be honest. The competition for UNVRP tenders is cutthroat. We’ve planned our entire investment schedule around this. If the Phase 5 ramp was canceled, it might spell doom for LiRI, too … So yeah, I’ve got a dog in this fight.”

Lorna was acting like he’d just come clean about his motivation, but he’d said To be honest twice, which was a pretty good sign that he wasn’t being honest at all. 

More than ever, Mendoza wanted to know the real reason Lorna was interested in Mercury. He felt protective of the little planet. Elfrida was there. 

“So, bottom line,” Lorna said, “the right person has to win this election.” 

He tapped the mother-of-pearl table. It turned into a screen showing an Asian-featured woman in her forties. She had the kind of beauty that money could buy. 

“It won’t surprise you,” Lorna said, “to learn that the right person in our view, the view of everyone involved, is Angelica Lin.”

It did surprise Mendoza. He didn’t even know who Angelica Lin was. A lightning-fast search threw up her name in connection with the death of Charles K. Pope. She had been Pope’s girlfriend.

“Is she even running for the job?” he asked.

“She will be.” Lorna smiled at Angelica Lin’s luscious features, kissed his fingers, and planted the kiss on her lips. The touch erased the portrait. “She’s never held public office before, but she’s the obvious choice, and I’m sure the voters will see it that way, too. But they might need a little help making up their minds … do you see where I’m heading with this?”

Mendoza did, and he felt relieved. Lorna wanted him to use his psephological skills to help get Angelica Lin elected. This was practically business as usual. “Sure. But if I can ask a question, why not Dr. Ulysses Seth? Isn’t he the default UNVRP candidate?”

Lorna chuckled. “He’s eighty-seven.”

“Yes, but ….” The average lifespan in the UN was 98. Shorter for the spaceborn, but Dr. Seth had been born on Earth, a lifelong physiological advantage that no length of time in space could erode.

“More to the point,” Lorna continued, “a vote for Seth would be a vote for Charles K. Pope’s radical agenda.”

“Radical agenda?”

“Come on,” Lorna said, coolly. “UNVRP is radical. Terraforming Venus? Imagining that you can turn a toxic inferno into a shirtsleeve environment, by throwing a few kilotons of green slime and iron aerosol at it? That’s not radical?”

Mendoza frowned, confused.

“Oh, I’m pro-UNVRP. But I’m just saying, familiarity breeds contempt. Take a step back, and you can’t deny that the Venus Project is radically ambitious. Especially in the context of the other challenges humanity has to deal with right now … such as the PLAN.”

At the mention of the PLAN, Mendoza felt a chill run through his body. He said carefully, “Plenty of people think UNVRP is a waste of taxpayer money that should be spent on other things.” Fragger1 had written a screed about that just the other day.

“Yes. But money was nothing to Charlie Pope. For him—now this is something you may not know—UNVRP was to be only the beginning. He planned to use the Phase 5 ramp as a stepping-stone to bigger things. Ultimately, he wanted to dismantle Mercury and turn it into a Dyson sphere.”

“A Dyson sphere? A trillion trillion solar arrays orbiting the sun?”

“Yeah. Sphere, swarm, call it what you like, it was a nutzoid idea when Dyson first came up with it, and it still is. But Pope thought we could do it, and not only that, we should do it. Basically, the man was crazier than a cockroach in a radioactive waste dump.”

Lorna’s voice had a flinty edge. Mendoza suddenly remembered the internet rumors (not even rumors, really, just dead links) suggesting that Charles K. Pope had been murdered. 

“So we’re looking to elect a candidate who can fix UNVRP’s public image,” Lorna concluded. “And Angelica Lin is just the woman to sell Venus to Earth all over again.”

“Still, it’ll be tough to get her elected if she hasn’t got the right qualifications.” Mendoza hoped Lorna did not think he could magically fix that problem.

“She’s got the only qualification that matters. Did you look at her? Va-va-va-voom.”

Mendoza laughed. 

“Fanta?” Lorna drew two cold cans out of a mini-fridge in the side of the gondola. “So, if you’re on board, we can get started on Angie’s campaign any time.”

“Uh, isn’t she going to have a dedicated team?”

“Yeah, for the PR stuff, yeah. What we’ll be doing is more in the way of … oppo research. You know.”

Mendoza made a noncommittal noise. He sipped his Fanta. It was sticky-sweet. “You ought to run for the UNVRP job yourself,” he said. “Sir.”

“Ha! Thanks, but I don’t like to travel. I haven’t left Luna in twenty years.”

The roof was darker now. Mock stars enhanced the illusion that the airship was floating in the night sky. The only difference was no Earth overhead. 

The airship had been gliding in circles. Slowly, it descended towards the edge of the dome. Verneland—named after nineteenth-century author Jules Verne, one of the founders’ idols—boasted a band of parkland inside its perimeter. People sat in a grove of attenuated plum trees, bobbing their heads to the beat-boxing of an a capella techno group. They turned to stare at the airship as it landed on a nearby lawn.

“God, what a horrible noise,” Lorna said. “That’s not music, it’s some kind of Cro-Magnon tribal bonding shit.”  

“No kidding.” At least they agreed on something. Mendoza had to give Lorna the impression that they agreed on everything. He didn’t know if they did or not. 

“You should be able to get home from here,” Lorna said. “Train station’s over that way. So to get started, I’d like you to design a poll focusing on the other candidates, or maybe one for each of them. We’re looking to find their weaknesses. Take your time, do your best work. Think you could have something for me by Wednesday?”

So, take your time, but have it done within 24 hours. Lorna must be a nightmare to work for. “No problem,” Mendoza said. “I can hack away at it during office hours. They haven’t given me that much to do yet.” 

“Fantastic,” Lorna said.

Mendoza got out, stumbling slightly on the grass. The airship lifted off again. Mendoza waved, but all the time, questions thundered in his mind.

There had to be other psephologists on Luna. Or if Lorna wanted real talent, he could have hired someone on Earth. Mendoza hadn’t used his training in years before he got transferred to MeReMSG. 

So why me? 

 


iv.

 

While working on the polls Derek Lorna had asked for, Mendoza did a bit of digging around the edges of Lorna’s public profile.

He learnt that in addition to all his other posts and honorary titles, Lorna held the title of lead researcher at the Dasein Institute, a space station orbiting 4 Vesta, which had been put there after last year’s catastrophe, for the purpose of studying the Heidegger program.

The Heidegger program was the name given by humanity to the PLAN’s malware—the stuff that had infiltrated people’s BCIs on 4 Vesta and hijacked their brain reward pathways, turning them into meat puppets.

All the meat puppets had died when Vesta’s life support systems failed, but the Heidegger Program was still there, in the infrastructure of the abandoned colonies. It controlled several phavatars, and sometimes used these to try and sabotage the rail launcher that was driving 4 Vesta slowly towards the inner solar system.

The Dasein Institute researchers sat in their space station and watched the fun. As far as Mendoza could find out, that was all they’d done so far. 

Lorna, of course, must be participating remotely, via a phavatar of his own.

I haven’t left Luna in twenty years …

And why was that, anyway? What had made this brilliant man such a homebody?

Mendoza did some more digging. At the bottom of a memory hole so deep he needed decryption tools to reach the bottom, he found something interesting. 

★

“I didn’t know you had a relationship with Angelica Lin?” he said when they met on Thursday evening.

Lorna’s reaction was startling. He flushed. “I don’t.” Recovering: “Or rather, our relationship is one-sided. I admire her; she uses me to get what she wants. One is a slave to beauty.”

They were eating supper in a trattoria in Wellsland, not far from the UNVRP building. Lorna was conservatively dressed today, so they looked like two colleagues grabbing a plate of pasta after work. But Lorna wore glasses with a fractal pattern on the lenses, the type that pulsed near-infrared signals to confuse facial recognition software.

Mendoza spread his hands. “I was just interested, that’s all … I stumbled on some stuff about Callisto. There was that incident in 2265, right? That crazy personhood activist group, CyberDestiny, took over the UNSA base. Ended up killing pretty much everyone. And you were there, working at the base; I didn’t know that. And so was Angelica Lin.”

Lorna pointed at him, a rueful smirk on his lips. “You did not stumble on that.”

Mendoza smiled and shrugged. “I just thought it was interesting.”

“Well, it’s not a secret, but it isn’t relevant, either. We worked together ... kind of. I was on the software side. Angie was one of the Marines who, er, didn’t protect us very well. But nothing ever happened.”

“Nothing?”

“I was desperately in love with her, but she never looked twice at me. So it goes.”

“Aha,” Mendoza said. All was now clear. He was working his ass off to help Lorna impress his long-ago crush. 

“And in case you’re wondering, I’m not just trying to impress her here,” Lorna said, which convinced Mendoza that that was exactly what Lorna was doing.

He knew the feeling.

As if reading his thoughts, Lorna said, “You ever been in love, fellow?”

Mendoza twirled some fettucine around his fork. The food in Wellsland restaurants was always good. Real, fresh ingredients. “Once, I guess.”

“I’m going to hazard a guess that it didn’t end in wedding bells.”

Mendoza laughed. “She prefers women.”

“Yow,” Lorna said. “You have my condolences. How’d that happen?”

“Well, some people say it’s genetic, but my opinion is it’s more of an environmental thing …”

“You know what I mean. How’d you get together?”

“It was on 4 Vesta, actually. She was there for the Space Corps, and I was doing astrodata analysis for UNVRP. This was before they axed the asteroid capture program. Anyway, to make a long story short, we were out in the field together when the Heidegger program got loose.” He spoke stoically. “Elfrida saved my life.”

Lorna shook his head. “Mendoza, you and I are, like, living each other’s lives here.”

Mendoza laughed, thinking: Except that you’re a famous scientist, and I’m just the schmuck you arm-twisted into doing some work for you.

He finished his fettucine. “So,” he said. “Was the stuff I sent you OK?”

“OK? It was better than OK, it was great. Just as I thought, Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter is the one we need to watch.”

“Seriously? I thought Dr. Ulysses Seth was the one to beat. Or Pyls O. Mani.”

“No, no. Hasselblatter’s the dangerous one. He’s no populist, but look at his connections. He’s the President’s man.”

“He’s also Elfrida’s boss, as it happens.” Mendoza reflected that Elfrida couldn’t be happy that her boss had decided to run for the UNVRP director’s job. She had gone to Mercury to get away … not to get caught up in an election. It would be ironic if she got roped into working on Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign, while Mendoza was working on Angelica Lin’s. 

“Is that true? Get out of here!” Lorna’s eyes flickered behind his privacy glasses, checking up on what Mendoza had said. “Hey, so she’s on Mercury right now! That is ironic. So you’ve got a personal stake in this, too.”

Mendoza frowned. That sounded somewhat ominous. But Lorna did not explain what he meant. Their dessert came: tiramisu.

“So our next step,” Lorna said, “is to zoom in on Hasselblatter’s campaign. Exploit his weaknesses.”

“He’s so close to the President that I wouldn’t want to zoom in on any professional lapses he might have had,” Mendoza said delicately. “There are some question marks around his personal life. He’s married; his wife is a Muslim, like him, but she’s said to be very devout, while he, um, isn’t. And there are hints that their son may not be their son. I don’t know if you want to go there …”

Lorna shook his head firmly, making Mendoza feel dirty for having brought it up. “No, I don’t want to exploit his personal failings. Anyway, fabricating some kind of scandal, that would just be manipulating perceptions ...”

“Psephology is the science of manipulating perceptions,” Mendoza pointed out.

“I know, but you’re a smart guy. Stay with me here.” Lorna ate a bite of tiramisu, gazing reflectively at the fairy lights overhead. “Democracy isn’t a thing anymore. We vote for lay judges, municipal bylaws, and corporate branding campaigns, not for our leaders. These elections on Mercury are an anachronistic relic. But the really ironic thing?” Lorna rocked forward, meeting Mendoza’s gaze. ”These are the cleanest elections in human history, hands down. No anonymous political donations. No advertising. Campaigns just three weeks long. And with digital ID tracking, there’s no possibility of voter fraud.”

Mendoza knew all this. He said, “Actually, it’s still possible to rig elections. We have a parliament in the Philippines—it doesn’t have much power, but it exists. And when election time rolls around, you’re doing pretty badly for yourself if you can’t collect at least a new TV, or a share in a car, in exchange for your vote. In other words, the candidates buy voters, who then cast their votes legitimately.”

“Shocking.” 

“It’s illegal, of course.”

“In the UN, that would be a felony. Why are we even talking about this?”

“Exactly,” Mendoza nodded. “So we’re back to polling. That’s the only way to influence …”

Lorna cut him off. “No. No, Mendoza, it isn’t. As it happens, Dr Hasselblatter’s greatest weakness is that he’s using a creative consultancy based here on Luna.”

“Oh, yeah, that was one of the things I noted for you.”

“And I may, or may not, have a friend who works there.”

Mendoza put down his fork. The rich tiramisu suddenly sickened him. 

“So here’s what I’m thinking. Hasselblatter has no idea how to run an election campaign. It’s not as if he’s ever had to do this before. So he’ll do whatever his pricey consultants tell him. And they … will do what we tell them.”

Mendoza toyed with his dessert fork. “You mean you want to sabotage his campaign?”

“We.” The flinty look was back in Lorna’s eyes. He obviously knew exactly what he was saying. “We are going to sabotage his campaign.”

Mendoza nodded jerkily. Everything he’d done for Lorna so far was legal. This …

Would be a crime.

I’ll be a criminal. I’ll be in Lorna’s power forever. It did not occur to Mendoza that Lorna would also be in his power. The difference in status between them was too great. 

“I’m not sure,” he started.

But Lorna suddenly grinned and waved his hands. “You could have fun with this. You’re good with graphics. So let your imagination run wild! Give me ideas, images, talking points, animations, that’ll be exactly what the voters don’t want. Keep it within the bounds of plausibility, but the wackier, the better.”

Mendoza shook his head. He pushed back his chair. “No. Sorry, sir, I’m out of here.” He added, gesturing at the remains of their meal, “How much do I owe you for this?”

“Sit down, Mendoza.”

“I can’t …”

Lorna stood up. “OK. OK, fine. Let’s take a walk.” 

★

The largest open space in Wellsland was Heinlein Park. At this hour of the evening, the park teemed with dog-walkers, teenagers on spring-loaded stilts, and tourists anticipating the rise of the fake Earth in the fake sky. Lorna steered Mendoza into the botanical garden, a jungle of ferns, eucalyptus, and ancient cycads. The first bench they came to already had a couple on it. So did the second. They meandered on. A rat darted across the path.

“Holy crap, did you see that?” Lorna said. “I’m going to report it right now.”

“There are rats where I live, in Nightingale Village,” Mendoza said. He did not mention that some people nuked and ate them. It made a change from nutriblocks.

“That sucks. We don’t want them in Wellsland. You know, people import them as pets. A couple escape, and you’re screwed. That’s what happened to Wrightstuff, Inc.” Lorna slanted a searching glance at Mendoza.

“Isn’t that the company that owns most of Mercury?”

“Not ‘most’ of it. Some of the best bits at the north and south poles. And their claim is legally dubious. But yeah. They have hundreds of thousands of colonists in those polar craters.”

“Hundreds of thousands!”

“I know, right? You never hear about that. They’re crammed in, and they have a rat problem, as I said, which is actually the least of their problems. It’s a marginal existence. But Doug Wright—the guy that runs the company, fifth-generation CEO—he’d like to claim the whole planet. He wants nothing more than to declare Mercury independent, and raise the Stars and Stripes again.”

“The Stars and Stripes … that rings a bell.”

“It should. It was the flag of the United States of America, which once colonized your country. That’s where Wrightstuff, Inc. came from. They fled to Mercury when the USA fell apart.”

“Huh.” Mendoza was thinking, God, I hope Elfrida doesn’t get mixed up with these people. 

“So, Doug Wright wants to reboot the USA. That’s just crazy stuff. But regardless of his neo-nationalist aspirations, he’s a good guy.” Lorna paused. “A good friend.”

“OK …”

Lorna stopped on the path. It was full dark now, and the tree ferns blocked out the lights from the buildings around the park. Mendoza took a step back, instinctively wary. 

“What’s your take on the PLAN?” Lorna said.

Mendoza thought: What Fragger1 said. But spouting that kind of macho rant in public could get you locked up, not to mention that it would have sounded stupid coming from him. 

Anyway, the truth was simpler. “I had a sister. The PLAN whacked her on her first voyage to the Belt. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Collateral damage. So yeah, I feel kind of strongly … I don’t like the PLAN at all.”

Lorna nodded. “I’m sorry about your sister. I wasn’t going to bring it up. But thank you for telling me.” 

“Most people don’t even think about the PLAN,” Mendoza said. “There’s nothing they can do about it, so they block it out.”

“Tell me about it! But when you’ve been personally touched by evil, you can’t ignore it anymore, right?”

“No. And then there was 4 Vesta.”

“Yeah. I’m involved with the Dasein Institute—that’s the team of scientists studying the Heidegger program—and I can personally testify that the PLAN is the worst threat humanity has ever faced. It is actively trying to destroy us. And what are we doing about it? Not counting—actually, counting Star Force patrols? Fuck-all.”

Mendoza licked his lips. He found himself in the unfamiliar position of agreeing 100% with Derek Lorna.

“This can’t go on,” Lorna said. “Or rather, it can go on, until it stops. That’s the worst case scenario. The plain truth is that we need to take action against the PLAN, and I mean military action, now.”

They walked on along the bumpy path, fronds brushing their knees. Mendoza understood now why Lorna had chosen this route. This wasn’t the kind of conversation you could have in a trattoria. Weirdly, it felt more dangerous than talking about ways to illegally influence elections.

“Does this tie in with what we were talking about earlier?” he said.

“It sure does. I didn’t mention it before, but now I feel like I can trust you.”

No, Mendoza thought, you feel like you have to tell me the truth or I’ll walk away. But he was willing to listen, and he inclined his head affirmatively.

“My friend Doug Wright feels the same way we do. And he’s willing to contribute the resources of Mercury to fight the PLAN. If we win the election.”

“Wait, what about the Phase 5 ramp?” Mendoza said. “The resources of Mercury are earmarked for that.”

Lorna shook his head. “I know you’re an UNVRP guy. But what’s more important: maybe successfully terraforming Venus, many years from now … or fighting the PLAN, today?”

“Well, when you put it like that …”

“Right? So, now do you understand why I asked you to help out with the election? Angie’s our girl. She has to win. And that means Dr. Hasselblatter has to lose.”

“I understand,” Mendoza said, and fell silent. 

“Are you worrying about your girlfriend?”

Mendoza nodded.

“I won’t lie to you. After Angie wins, and Doug raises the flag, there might be some posturing to and fro. Star Force has a garrison in orbit around Mercury, and who knows, they might even see fit to lob a missile or two. I’m convinced the UN will let Mercury go without a real fight. They won’t have any choice … but it might be a wee bit hairy for a while.”

That sounded worse than hairy. Mendoza had to find some way to get in touch with Elfrida and beg her to leave Mercury right now.

“But there’s this,” Lorna said. “The sooner Dr. Hasselblatter drops out of the race, the sooner he’ll leave Mercury. And I guess he’ll take your girlfriend with him.”

“Not her,” Mendoza said. “If there’s trouble, she’ll be like a moth to the flame. She’s the kind of person who helps people.”

“So, we need to make sure there isn’t any trouble.”

Still Mendoza hesitated. Lorna was asking him to betray UNVRP. He’d be helping Lorna and his friends to take UNVRP over from the inside, and deliver Mercury to the wingnuts at Wrightstuff, Inc. He’d be wrecking his own career.

But. 

Was his career really so all-fired important? 

Lorna had answered the question of what was missing from his life. 

Revenge.

“Can I think about it?” he said. 

In the dim light, Lorna looked frustrated. “Fine, fine, but think fast.”

★

PINOY56: Hey, I just wondered if you have a minute.

Mendoza was accessing All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud from his BCI while he rode the Victoria Line. A big no-no. But he couldn’t wait until he got home. He had to know if he could trust Derek Lorna or not. 

FRAGGER1: Sure, what’s up? BTW that was some great survey data you posted a while back. Any more where that came from?

PINOY56: No, sorry. I just wanted to ask

FRAGGER1: From the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, right?

Crap. How had Fragger1 figured that out? Mendoza realized all over again what a risk he’d taken, posting that stuff. And how right Father Lynch had been to tell him to quit these forums. Something else to feel guilty about. As he typed, another chat bubble from Fragger1 popped up.

FRAGGER1: Maybe they aren’t doing any more surveys. 

PINOY56: Yeah, but Mars is moving into opposition to Earth, so you’d think that now is the best time. But maybe they had budget issues.

FRAGGER1: HAH! It’s the HOPE Center for Nanobiotics. They’re the second-richest family on Luna. They don’t have BUDGET ISSUES.

PINOY56: OK, that actually ties into

FRAGGER1: Technical issues, maybe.

PINOY56: what I wanted to ask you. You know your manifesto about taking the fight to the enemy?

FRAGGER1: YEEEEAAHH! Frag em!

PINOY56: Guess that’s why your handle is Fragger. But let’s get technical for a minute. If you were going to implement your dream campaign, what would you need?

FRAGGER1: A lot of money.

PINOY56: Obviously, but what about resources? You talked about a new-tech fleet of fighter-bombers. Could you build that with just the resources we have here on Luna?

FRAGGER1: Oh, you’re on Luna, too? Nice to meet you.

PINOY56: Dude, you already knew that from the latency. He never could tell about Fragger1: was the poster a smart guy playing dumb, or a dumb guy who occasionally said smart things?

Fragger1’s next bubble tilted Mendoza’s opinion towards smarter-than-he-wants-us-to-think.

FRAGGER1: About the resources, the answer is no. First off you need steel. Lots of high-quality steel. We don’t have that here, and we couldn’t procure it without raising red flags. Remember this all has to happen under the radar, because our DEAR LEADERS in the UN get panicky at the thought of people taking their survival into their own hands instead of relying on Star FARCE. So even if you had all the necessary resources, you couldn’t manufacture the ships on Luna. I’m not even sure it would be possible, regardless. We don’t have the heavy industrial capacity anymore. It’s all gone out to the Belt and Midway, where you can legally automate instead of having to hire expensive spaceborn labor.

PINOY56: What about Hope Space Industries?

FRAGGER1: Dude, that’s a design house. They outsource all their manufacturing to their partners on Mercury.

PINOY56: Mercury?

FRAGGER1: Sure. There’s a reason they call Mercury the factory of the solar system. Actually, if you wanted to build my fleet, that would be the place to do it. They’ve got the shipyards, the supply chain, everything.

PINOY56: That’s really interesting. Thanks, Fragger1.

FRAGGER1: No problem … Hey. Looks like you just logged out.

Mendoza had left the forum. He had found out what he needed to know. The plan Lorna had sketched out was not only feasible, it was obvious to anyone who had thought deeply about the issues involved. He emailed Lorna, as the funicular climbed the dark side of Malapert Mountain: ~I’ll do it. Will start tonight.

★

Back in All-We-Know-About-Mars/secret.cloud—a barebones sim hosted on a private server in Luna orbit, where anonymous avatars stood around a bulletin board collaged with newspaper clippings—a new chat bubble appeared over the head of Fragger1, visible to no one, any longer, except himself.

FRAGGER1: It’s uncool to leave without saying goodbye, Pinoy56 … a.k.a. John Mendoza. 

★

Once he started, Mendoza got sucked into the new project. He decided to create a full-blown sim that Dr. Hasselblatter could use as a campaign freebie. He worked through the night, went to the office, and kept working, fueled by coffee and trail mix.

He had found his original inspiration in the works of an early futurist, Kim Stanley Robinson, but his own creativity swiftly took over. 

In the future—Mendoza proposed—a city would run on rails around the equator of Mercury, staying just ahead of the lethal sunrise. The city would boast a rollercoaster, a quidditch arena, a public swimming pool, and several parks. He added scenery along the route, in the form of landscape art and opportunities for corporate sponsorship (“Your Logo Here”). He extrapolated the outlines of a future Mercurian economy based on tourism. He added a sheen of sociological proof using statistical modelling. You could explore the whole thing in 3D. It was mapped to the actual geology of Mercury.

He also added a few easter eggs. It was a risk, but Elfrida was on his mind, and he wanted to give her a little wink. So he created some jizo statues, like the ones at temples in old Japan. Elfrida was half-Japanese; maybe she’d be interested enough to take a closer look. And if she did, she’d see his name carved on the bases of the statues, very small.

His signature would also serve as a back-door into the sim, if he needed to make any tweaks in future.

Finally, he faked up some authentic-looking datasets to give the impression that all this was based on voter feedback. The people of Mercury want MOAR ART. The whole thing was superficially plausible, and sublimely ridiculous. 

It took him forty-eight hours, including two all-nighters. Cross-eyed with exhaustion, he sent it to Lorna on Saturday morning, and went to sleep. 

★

A ping from Lorna woke him an hour later.

“You, my friend, are a genius. I freaking love it.”

The relief was shaming. “Hope Dr. Hasselblatter loves it, too,” Mendoza mumbled.

“Oh, he will, if his consultants tell him to. Now we just sit back and wait for the solar system to bust a gut laughing.” Lorna sounded gleeful at the prospect. “Abdullah-dallah won’t win the UNVRP directorship, but he’ll be in the running for Faceplant of the Year. These pols!”

Mendoza stifled a yawn.

“There are just a couple more things I need you to do. Those voter feedback datasets? The consultants say those are great. A really convincing touch. So if you could send over the polls they’re based on …”

“There aren’t any polls. I—I faked them.”

Lorna let out a bark of laughter. “Naughty, naughty! But don’t sweat it. Just fake the polls, too.”

Mendoza recalled a UN statute he had recently looked up—the one that forbade ‘interference with the process of a poll, survey, census, or election, or fraudulent misrepresentation of the results of the same’—and the penalty for violating it: a minimum sentence of five years. He rolled on his back and stared at the stiffened fabric of the ceiling. Usually when he was home, he had his iEars on. Now he could hear his neighbors arguing. It was like living in a cardboard box. 

“Is there a problem?” Lorna said. “You don’t have to do the polls, of course. Just describe your random sampling method and put together some graphs of the results.”  

“OK.”

“When you’re done with that, come out to my place. You’re off today, right?”

“Right.” 

“Then come for dinner. Bring the polls in physical format. In fact, we’d probably better not use use email from now on.”

So even Lorna thought it wise to take precautions at this point. Mendoza could guess why he’d mentioned email specifically. Voice calls, like meatspace conversations, could only be captured by the local surveillance systems. Email, on the other hand, might get routed through servers off Luna, which meant it could be read by anyone, such as the UN’s widely-feared Information Security Agency (ISA). 

Mendoza stretched out his legs. His toes touched the far wall of his apartment. He pushed, testing the give of the fabric, feeling trapped.

 


v.

 

“Look at that!” Lorna exclaimed, pointing up at the sky.

Mendoza’s sleep-deprived reactions were slow. He saw nothing except the black lunar night.

“An intercept! That was absolutely an intercept.” Lorna blasted to his personal feed, which Mendoza had running in his HUD: “The Precision Orbital Risk Management System network just saved us from another meteorite.” He added to Mendoza, “It only takes one strike, you know. If the impactor was big enough, it would be like dropping a nuke on one of these domes. You wouldn’t even survive long enough to die of anoxia.”

Mendoza shuddered. 

“Anyway, it’s good to know the PORMSnet is up there, protecting us. Helps me sleep better at night.”

They wandered on along the cobbled path of the stone garden outside the Bloomsbury dome where Lorna lived. Anonymous figures strolled past, sleek in second-skin EVA suits, or otherworldly in Victorian ruffles. Hats shaded polarized faceplates. Lorna wore a candycane-striped suit with joke antennae bobbling on his helmet. Mendoza felt conspicuous: the SHARESUIT / FREE SIZE stencil on his chest branded him an interloper in this exclusive setting.

The rich sought privacy outside, too. 

But the “Back Garden” of Bloomsbury bore no resemblance to the rubbish dump outside Cherry-Garrard, where he had practiced shooting with Fr. Lynch. Ye-olde style lanterns marked paths between rock formations and sculptures. Aztec idols, a full-size copy of the Sphinx, a replica of the grand colonnade of Palmyra, lots of Rodin ... Mendoza would have liked to take the audio tour, but he needed to focus on Lorna’s conversation, so he just had the garden’s soundtrack playing in the background. Sounds of whistling wind and crunching pebbles alternated with snatches of flute music. Mendoza caught a phrase from Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons. 

They came to a waterfall that oozed blackly down the rocks into a pond. “Liquid methane,” Lorna said. “They have to turn it off when the sun rises, or it would gasify.” 

“Wow.” 

They sat down on a stone bench overlooking the pond. 

“So as I was saying, Dr. Hasselblatter ate your stuff up like candy. They used your graphics as-is. That’s how good they were. Unveiled them this afternoon, and so far, the silence is deafening.”

“That’s great.” Was it?

“A few Earth-based feeds have already started to mock him,” Lorna said confidently. “Won’t be long until the NEO feeds pile on. I’m telling you, there is an insatiable appetite out there for things to ridicule, revile, and belittle.”

“Then I guess our next step is to boost Angelica Lin’s campaign. As Hasselblatter fades out of the race, Lin will need to take up the space he vacates.”

 “It won’t be a fade, so much as a crash,” Lorna cackled. “You got any ideas that might work for Angie’s campaign? She has a publicist, but the chick isn’t coming up with much.”

The surface of the liquid methane pond stirred. A string of robot ducks paddled out from under an overhang. Droplets of methane rolled down their metal plumage. There was a mother duck and five ducklings. 

“Aw, there they are,” Lorna said. “C’mere!” But everyone else around the pool was also signalling the ducks. They paddled over to a trio of women in bustled spacesuits, who threw crumbs of ice to them. Stray ice chips floated on the methane. “There are koi in the pond, too,” Lorna said. “They run on the liquid methane. It’s fuel, after all. You were saying?” 

“I think we need to acknowledge the daily realities of life on Mercury … speak to the needs of the colonists. The Wrightstuff, Inc. colonists can’t vote, since they officially don’t exist. But UNVRP has thousands of people on Mercury, and they’ll vote.” Mendoza reflected that all those UNVRP loyalists were going to get a shock when they found themselves living in the United States of America, version 2.0. He just had to trust that it would be a better life for them in the long run. “Angelica Lin needs to offer them realistic, believable solutions for their issues.”

“Realistic? Believable?” Lorna scoffed. “Boring. People want to be inspired. Angie needs a vision.”

Mendoza’s mind was blank. All he could see was a city the size of a mountain trundling around Mercury’s equator, gliders swooping through the hot twilight like birds. 

“Let me brainstorm,” he said.

“Do that. I’m relying on you, Mendoza. Let’s go back to my place and grab a bite while you think about it.”

★

Mendoza woke in the dark. He reached up, couldn’t touch the ceiling of his apartment. Waking up fully, he remembered that he was at Derek Lorna’s house.

Their discussion had stretched late into the evening. The trains ran all night, but it was a two-hour slog back to Nightingale Village, so Lorna had invited him to stay over.

10:18 blinked in the corner of his eye. God! How could he have slept so long? He was going to be late for work. He pushed off from the bed and hustled into his clothes. 

His movements tripped automatic sensors that opened the curtains, admitting the most realistic daylight Mendoza had seen since he left Earth. The window overlooked a grove of bamboo.

He ventured out of the room. Despite his determination not to be awed, he knew he was trespassing in a world above his pay grade. A maidbot vacuumed the oriental rug in the hall. The furniture, the skirting boards, and the banisters of the stairs were all made of wood polished to an antique sheen. A framed chunk of concrete on the landing brought Mendoza up short. It looked like a Banksy. It was a Banksy. 

A suit of armor stood in the downstairs hall, complete with sword. Mendoza nodded to it. He felt stiff and rusty, too. He tracked Lorna by the sound of his voice to a room at the end of the hall. 

Morning light flooded through open bay windows. Out in the garden, a bot watered plants. Lorna sprawled in a dressing-gown on the patio, yelling at someone about software evaluation methodology. He raised his eyebrows at Mendoza and pointed indoors. 

Assuming he was being dismissed, Mendoza went back in. He glanced at the brag wall over the fireplace. (A fireplace.) Where most people would have had vids of themselves, Lorna had oil paintings. There he was receiving a decoration from the unofficial king of Luna, Faisal al-Saud. There he (or a lookalike phavatar) was dancing with the idolbot Marilyn Mauss. There he was conducting, or pretending to conduct, the Luna Philharmonic … That one offended Mendoza, and he was about to turn away when another familiar face caught his eye. In a smaller picture, Lorna stood grinning with his arm around the stooped shoulders of Dr. Ulysses Seth. 

Dr. Ulysses Seth. 

The acting director of UNVRP Mercury, whom Lorna dismissed as a has-been with nutzoid ideas. 

Funny, in this picture they looked like friends.

“Not hungry?” 

Mendoza whipped guiltily around.

Lorna indicated a sideboard where breakfast was laid out. Mendoza hadn’t realized he was expected to partake. There was enough food for half a dozen.

“I have to go,” he demurred. “I overslept.” He took a piece of toast and buttered it, because it made him crazy to think of all this real food going into the recycling. 

“Oh, relax,” Lorna said. “Have you seen the garden? Grab a cup of coffee and I’ll show you around.”

Mendoza requested an espresso from the robot barista squatting on the sideboard. Balancing the cup on one palm, he followed Lorna out through the bay windows. 

Rustic lawn furniture dotted the patio. Overhead, the high-spec sky of the Bloomsbury dome radiated the pearly light of a summer morning. The air smelt newly washed, no doubt thanks to gardener bots watering the greenery overnight. Half of the garden was taken up by the bamboo grove Mendoza had seen from his window. They walked in among the rustling stems. Springy, sweet-smelling moss cushioned their footsteps.

“I’m pretty sure there are no eavesdropping devices out here,” Lorna said.

Mendoza laughed. “I thought you had friends in high places.” He thought again about the picture of Lorna with Dr. Ulysses Seth.

“Sure, sure. Mayor Hope’s a friend. But I don’t want everyone knowing everything.”

Mendoza sipped his coffee. It shouldn’t have been coffee they were drinking out here, it should have been buko juice or guyabano, something cool and sweet that tasted of home.

“I really have to go.”

“Of course. Of course. You can use my jitney to get to the station.” 

“Thanks.” Mendoza wondered what a jitney was.

“Of course, you could always take the day off.”

“Well, we’re kind of busy at the moment.”

“Naturally. And the work of MeReMSG is important.” Lorna’s tone said the opposite. “But is that really what you want to be doing?”

Mendoza shrugged.

“I could use you on my team. Full-time; official. No more sneaking around behind Dillinger’s back.”

Mendoza smiled and nodded. He realized that he had known this was coming. Why else had Lorna invited him to Bloomsbury? Given him a taste of this luxurious lifestyle? Because Lorna knew he’d pushed Mendoza just about as far as he could without offering him anything in return. So here it was. A higher salary, better living conditions …

And a chance to figure out what Lorna wasn’t telling him.

He knew for sure that there was something. 

(Lorna and Dr. Ulysses Seth, grinning, with their arms around each other’s shoulders.)

“Wow. I … I’ll have to think about it.”

“You do that. Now, the butler’ll show you where the jitney’s kept. You might be in for a surprise. Ever seen a horse?”

★

And then everything went to shit. 

★

Mendoza had barely reached the office—sliding into his place with muttered apologies, cringing from Preeti Dillinger’s gaze—when Lorna pinged him. Because Dillinger was staring at him, he let it go to voicemail.

“Hey, pick up. I need you back here. We’ve got a situation. Goddamn it, Mendoza. Pick up NOW.” 

He made his excuses to Dhillinger: he shouldn’t have come into work at all, he felt sick. So sorry. 

But he did not go to the employee clinic. Or back to Bloomsbury, as Lorna demanded.

Before he even reached the elevator, Lorna had left five more messages in his voicemail, sounding angrier and angrier. Lorna had also dropped enough hints about the ‘situation’ that Mendoza was able to search the news feeds and find out what Lorna was talking about. 

Oh, crap. 

Instinct told Mendoza to stay out of Lorna’s way until the man had a chance to cool down. He went home to Nightingale Village. But as he climbed the zipshaft to his apartment, Lorna pinged him again.

“Fucking pick up! You broke this shit, Mendoza. I need you to fix it, or I’m going to fix YOU.”

Mendoza started to shake. He spent five minutes curled on his bunk in the fetal position, while his HUD kept flashing. You have … 11 new emails from Derek Lorna! The man was not only calling him every five minutes, but emailing him, too. This was crazy.

I need to hide.

The thought was not rational but it was all he had. He went out again. There was a pawnshop on the ground floor of his building. Mendoza felt as if everyone must be staring at him, although they weren’t. He resisted the impulse to lower his face. You couldn’t hide from the surveillance cameras. “Clothes,” he told the guy at the counter.

“Sure. I got a nice suit, better ‘n what you’re wearing. Dress code compliant. Need a shirt, too?”

“No … Not a suit.”

The clerk leaned across the counter and lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Jeans?”

“No …”

“Denim, man. Made on Earth.”

“No …” He had it. “A uniform. I need a uniform. A schoolmaster’s gown. Or … or a streetsweeper’s uniform. Or a coverall, like the Shackleton Railways staff wear.”

“They hand those out to employees, man. Recycle ‘em when they get too dirty.”

Mendoza backed away from the counter, through the stench of body odor and old clothes. The air was hazy with whatever vile vape the Nightingale Village pushers were selling this week. 

“Come back if you change your mind about those jeans.”

Mendoza bumped into people, apologized, cleared the doorstep. In the comparatively generous headroom of the street, robot sparrows darted. They were surveillance bots, it was well known. Mendoza ducked into the corner grocery and bought some chocolate and a ReadiPak meal. Then climbed the steps of his alley. Upstairs again, he shut himself into his apartment and forced himself to eat, while he reviewed the disaster.

Exhibit A:  the results of a poll conducted by the Inferior Space Election Commission. 

Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter had surged into the lead. Throughout Inferior Space—the volume that contained Mercury, Venus, and the NEOs—61% of voters now said they would “definitely” or “probably” vote for him. His closest rival, Zazoë Heap, garnered just 24%.

(Angelica Lin? 4%.)

Exhibit B: a slew of talk-pieces that used the new ISEC poll as a hook to discuss What The Spaceborn Really Want.

Apparently, they wanted a city on rails, a quidditch league, landscape art, and robot bison. 

Mendoza groaned, clutching his head. 

He knew what had gone wrong. 

He’d gotten carried away. He’d put his heart into his work. And something of that had gotten into his freebie sim. Something real, something wacky but just plausible enough to be attractive. The quality that people in the content industry called sensawunda.

The kind of thing that voters reared on sims and immersion games drank up like mother’s milk.

No wonder Dr. Hasselblatter had taken the bait. He had recognized, long before Lorna or Mendoza himself did, that this stuff was electoral gold. 

Instead of sinking Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign, Mendoza had inadvertently boosted it into the stratosphere.

“You have a new voicemail from … Derek Lorna,” said his comms program.

“Mendoza! What. The. Fuck? Am I going to have to come out to that recycling unit you call home, and drag you out of your fucking coffin by your toes? I WILL.”

Sweating, Mendoza thought: I have to get away. 

Yes, he was panicking. But sometimes panicking was the smart option.

I have to disguise myself and hide out until I can get a flight back to Earth. 

But how, exactly, could he hide in Shackleton City? Even if he disguised himself, his BCI’s network connection would pinpoint his location. He could shut down his network connection, “go blind,” as they said, but he couldn’t turn off the BCI. It ran on a power cell implanted in his skull, fueled by glucose, the same stuff that fed his brain. As long as it was drawing power, they’d be able to locate it.  

Which left only one thing to do.

Only one person he could trust.

He lifted his walking-stick down from its storage hooks and went out to Cherry-Garrard, where he sat in the church until it was time for kendo practice.
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“We haven’t seen you in a while, Mendoza!” Fr. Lynch said.

“I got transferred to a different section, so I’ve been busy.”

Those were the only words they exchanged until practice was over and everyone else had left. 

Fr. Lynch dragged the maidbot out of its closet and turned it on—a move that was neither habitual nor necessary. As part of their discipline, the kendo-kas polished the floor with rags after practice. The maidbot did not find much dust to vacuum up. It settled for buffing the already-shiny plastic floorboards. The whine of the buffing head filled the church basement. 

“What’s wrong?” the Jesuit said in a low voice, which the noise of the maidbot would drown out.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You look as if you’ve suffered a blow.”

“I was wondering if we could maybe do some target shooting?”

Fr. Lynch grinned. “We’ll make a warrior of you yet.”

They went out of the dome into the shadow-streaked beginning of a lunar morning. At these polar latitudes, the sun never set, just endlessly circled the horizon. However, the topography hid it for part of the month-long lunar day. How much light you actually got depended on how high up you were. Cherry-Garrard lay halfway up the long slope of Shackleton Crater’s north side, so it was still mostly in darkness. Mendoza’s faceplate filtered the light to orange. 

Half of the sun’s orb peeked above the distant ridge of Shoemaker Crater. Its horizontal light illuminated the tops of the city’s largest domes. They didn’t look as pretty in daylight. Just dingy gray bubbles flocked with moondust.

Fr. Lynch set up the target and handed Mendoza a laser pistol. Mendoza aimed it across the valley at Wellsland.

“The target’s over there, Mendoza.”

Mendoza tapped his chest. “No, Father, I’m the target.”

He told the Jesuit everything, from his first meeting with Lorna, to their attempted sabotage of Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign and how it had backfired. Fr. Lynch listened in silence, tapping his pistol thoughtfully on his thigh. Bright spots streaked across the sky. Some of them would be ships en route to Earth. Mendoza wished he were aboard one right now. 

“I did my best work,” he said. “But I guess, and I want to be humble here, but I guess it was too good. And he blames me! Well, I guess it is my fault. But he thinks I did it on purpose.”

Fr. Lynch said, “I actually saw something about this on the news. ‘Audacious proposal to revive tourism on Mercury …’”

“You’ve been following the election, Father?”

“No, it was on The Civilized Universe.”

Mendoza groaned. TCU was one of the top news feeds in the solar system. This was getting worse and worse. “And Lorna’s mad because he didn’t see it coming. It never even occurred to him that the whole thing might backfire. He’s too highly educated, too sophisticated. He lives in a garden city on the freaking moon. He hasn’t a clue what regular people want.”

“I’d say that’s accurate. He might forgive you for screwing up. He’ll not forgive you for having made him look a fool.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. I just did … my best.”

“And that was the right thing to do. We should always do our best. Sadly, it doesn’t always work out for the best.”

“So what am I going to do, Father?”

“Calm down.”

“OK. OK.” Mendoza steadied his breathing, like they were taught to do in kendo practice. “He wants me to fix it. But how? I can’t fix it.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s what you should be worrying about,” Fr. Lynch’s calm voice said in his helmet. “The man knows that you know he’s been illegally meddling with an election. That’s a felony. There’s a non-zero chance he’ll try to kill you.”

Mendoza sat down on a rock. “Jesus.” 

“I don’t want to scare you unnecessarily, but you’ve been dodging his calls all day. A man like him would interpret that as a declaration of hostility. He’ll think you are thinking about going to the authorities.”

“I wasn’t. You’re the only authority I trust.”

“Some authority I am!” Fr. Lynch chuckled sardonically. “But you don’t need to be powerful to know how the minds of the powerful work. It’s all in the Gospels and St. Augustine.” 

He started to walk back towards the Cherry-Garrard dome. Mendoza followed.

“I’m glad you came to me, Mendoza. I shouldn’t say this, wish I didn’t have to, but going to the authorities would probably have been a mistake. Lorna has a lot of connections in this city.”

“He’s made sure I know that. I thought about hiding out, trying to get a flight back to Earth, but …”

“I think that might be wise.”

Mendoza had not expected the Jesuit to endorse his panicky impulse. “But Father, you can’t hide in Shackleton City! It’s impossible.” He’s a priest, not an IT guy. He doesn’t know how the surveillance works. On the other hand, Fr. Lynch’s repertoire of precautions—going outside to hear confessions, turning on the maidbot to mask voices—indicated a healthy awareness of the surveillance regime.

“Father, we’re going the wrong way!”

The Jesuit had struck out on a path angled around the Cherry-Garrard dome. Ahead, the lights of the high street glowed through the trees in the dome’s prow. On their right stood the recycling facility that handled the dome’s organic waste. Overhead pipes channeled water from the recycling plant’s tower to the reservoir on top of the dome. The whole system was gravity-fed, taking advantage of what little gravity Luna had, to keep the water flowing in the unlikely event of a power outage. 

“Turn off your BCI,” the Jesuit said. 

“Can’t. I can turn off my uplink to the wifi network, but …” 

“Do it. Got any other implants?”

“Only my retinals. Oh, and I’ve got iEars.”

“Can you disable them?”

“You want me to give up Mozart and Beethoven?” 

“You want to stay alive?”

Mendoza shut down his network connection. For good measure, he blinked off his HUD. Blind. No clock display in the corner of his eye. No playlist. No feed updates. No comms icon reminding him that “You have five voicemails from Derek Lorna! You also have 16 emails from Derek Lorna!”

With his vision cleared of icons, outside suddenly seemed big. The sweep of Shackleton Crater’s skirt was a rocky sea with glass boats stranded on its swells. Sunbleached mini-crater rims gnawed at the black sky, eroded by billions of years of micro-impacts and exposure to the solar wind. A half-remembered quotation popped into Mendoza’s mind: We live by grace of the ground we stand on. He had been born on Earth, but now he was on Luna, alive by the grace of this battered ball of rock.

If this was blindness, he could get used to it.

Then something moved in the long shadow of the water tower. 

“Father! Watch out!”

A maintenance bot crabwalked out of the storage area beneath the tower. Size of a tiger, six-legged. These bots could fold up their legs and use the sucker pads on their elbows to climb the outsides of domes. People called them window cleaners. Despite their homely function, it could give you a nasty shock to see one of those things peering in at you through the glass.

The bot took something out of its cargo pannier and whipped it at Mendoza and the Jesuit like a throwing star.

“Susmaryosep!” Mendoza yelled. The missile fell short. He broke into a hopping run. Another missile sailed past him. A flat brown hexagon. It didn’t explode. He glanced back.

Fr. Lynch wasn’t following him. He stood his ground, facing the bot. 

Flash. Another missile exploded in a cloud of brown powder.

Mendoza’s leading foot hit the ground. He threw his weight backward, flailed his arms, overbalanced. Righted himself and bounded towards Fr. Lynch. Before he got there, the Jesuit’s laser pistol flashed again. Mendoza’s suit overreacted by blacking out his faceplate. 

The bot pranced on, a shadow in the darkness. Its arachnoid head sank. Ploughed into the rock. Its rear legs kept running, so that it was pushing its head along the ground like a shovel. Its midlegs hinged to reach into its pannier. It hurled missile after missile.

Father Lynch fired another pulse into the bot and then turned and ran. Mendoza reversed direction to keep up. 

Missiles shattered harmlessly ahead of them

And then behind them. 

“Head for the Evans Square airlock,” Father Lynch yelled over the radio. 

“Jesus God, Father!”

Angling his stride to brush Mendoza in mid-bound, Father Lynch passed him the other pistol. “Don’t look back now. But there are more of them coming. If you have to shoot, aim for their batteries.”

At the apex of his next bound, Mendoza looked back. Half a dozen bots breasted the nearest rise. Their cutter and splarter appendages undulated in time with their seesawing gait. 

However, the men outpaced the bots, which were not made to leap but to scuttle safely over the landscape. The Evans Square airlock stuck out of the dome’s wall. While Father Lynch worked the valve, Mendoza faced the terrain whose beauty he had so recently admired. He could smell his own terror.

The airlock opened. The two men scrambled in.

“Welcome back!” said an automated voice over the radio link. “Did you have a nice walk? Please wait for the air pressure indicator to turn green before removing your helmets!”

They struggled out of their sharesuits and stuffed them into the USED locker. Father Lynch had his cassock on. He hid the pistols in an inner pocket. They ducked out of the airlock into an alley behind the public toilets at the end of Evans Square. 

Mendoza inhaled fresh-ish air, smells of curry and chicken poop. “Jesus. Sorry, Father. But Jesus! Were those bots attacking us?”

“No, that was the finals of the Bot Frisbee championships. We just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Ah ha ha,” Mendoza said. A free-range peacock strutted into the alley. It arched its neck and let out an “Aaark! Aaark! Aaark!” that sounded exactly if it it were shouting for security. 

“I don’t think the bots would have killed us,” Father Lynch said. “More likely, your friend Lorna was trying to scare you. I may have overreacted.”

“No, Father! You were heroic.”

Fr. Lynch shook his head. The look of worry on his face undermined Mendoza’s relief at having reached a place of safety. After all, Cherry-Garrard was not a place of safety. Even though Mendoza had disabled his network connection, Lorna would still be able to find him by locating his BCI. It would just take more ingenuity, and Lorna had plenty of that.

“Come on,” the Jesuit said. “Quick.” He led Mendoza into the alleys behind the station. Lean-tos, awning-shaded patios, balconies, chicken coops, and rabbit pens narrowed the already-narrow canyons. This was one of the “Free” areas where people could indulge their inner architects, as long as they selected one of three approved patterns of fake brick. 

“Father, what were they throwing at us? I thought those things were grenades, but they didn’t explode.”

“Shit,” Father Lynch said.

“What? What?!”

“Shit. That’s what they were throwing at us. Compacted, dehydrated fecal matter. Local agriculture doesn’t need as much manure as we produce, so the recycling facilities process the excess into tiles for insulation and rad-shielding. Some facilities outside are entirely built of the stuff.”

“Huh,” Mendoza said. “And I always thought they added flavoring and sold it as ReadiPak meals.”

They both laughed aloud, a release of tension. 

The Jesuit ducked into a curbside pho restaurant. Mendoza followed him past the kitchen and up a pulley-style zipshaft. You stood on a plate and hauled yourself up. Easy when you weighed 1/6th of what you would on Earth, and had just sweated off another couple of kilos, running for your life. They got off on the third floor. WITHNAIL & I. WHO-CERTIFIED THERAPISTS.

 “This is where I was going to bring you, anyway. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to explain. Withnail and I—well, there’s no Withnail, but I Cheong is a good friend of mine. She’ll be able to help you.”

The Jesuit spoke into a hidden intercom. The door valved. A spaceborn East Asian woman came from behind her desk. She wore a cross around her neck. Her smile crumpled when she saw Father Lynch’s expression. 

“It’s urgent,” the Jesuit said. “Can you do him immediately?”

“Of course,” I Cheong said. She switched on a professional manner. “Please go through to Consulting Room B. A therapist will be with you in a moment.”

Mendoza went into the cubicle she indicated. It held a cot and nothing else. He wondered what kind of therapy this joint provided. Some places flaunted WHO certification, but exploited needy patients, trapping them in a cycle of emotional addiction at fifty spiders a pop. He was sure Father Lynch wouldn’t have anything to do with such a racket, but … 

The door opened and a therapist entered. It was a granny-class geminoid bot with a wispy white bun, wearing surgical scrubs. 

“Hello, John,” it said. “Try to relax. You won’t feel a thing.”

It pushed him down, yelling and clawing, on the cot. It slapped a patch on his neck. Before he could rip the patch off, blackness swallowed him.
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Mendoza awoke on an unfamiliar bed for the second time in 24 hours. But this was nothing like waking up in Derek Lorna’s guest bedroom. The bed was hard and scratchy. Also, he had the worst headache of his life.

A shadow moved across the dim light source. Fr. Lynch stooped over him. “Good, you’re awake. Lie still while I finish packing.”

“Thirsty.”

“I Cheong told me to give you this when you woke up.”

Mendoza’s fingers closed around a pouch. He squeezed its milk-flavored contents down his throat. The Jesuit knelt in front of a chest-of-drawers, packing a rucksack.

This must be where Fr. Lynch lived, in the small priory attached to the convent behind St. Ignatius. From where he lay, Mendoza could see a crucifix on the wall, the only decoration. Carved of pale wood, it would have been too subdued for most Filipinos’ taste, but Mendoza liked, if that was the right word, the tortured serenity on the face of the crucified Christ. Fr. Lynch stopped in front of it. Moved a hand to its hook, as if to lift it down. Then shook his head. 

“Time to go,” he said to Mendoza. 

Mendoza levered himself upright, bracing for a surge of pain. It didn’t come. The drink in the pouch must have been some kind of analgesic.

 I Cheong had drilled into his skull with miniature robotic instruments and removed his BCI and its fuel cell. She had explained the process to him after the surgery, when he surfaced from the anesthetic. He remembered seeing the actual components on her gloved fingertip. Two bloodied scraps of metal and crystal.

Now, he felt in his hair and found two nuskin bandages, one above his left ear, and one at the base of his skull. 

His vision was empty, clear. Nothing happened when he rolled his eyes or purposefully blinked.

He put on his shoes. He had fallen asleep fully clothed. “Where are we going?”

“It’s better if you don’t know that yet.”

Two rucksacks leaned by the door. Fr. Lynch took the bulkier one and gave the other to Mendoza. It weighed next to nothing in Luna’s gravity. 

At the door, the Jesuit uttered a bad word under his breath. He went back into the room and took the crucifix off the wall. “Maybe I’m just superstitious, but I don’t like leaving Our Lord behind.”

Mendoza kept quiet. The way Fr. Lynch said that, it sounded like he did not expect to come back here. How deeply had Mendoza dragged him into his troubles?

The priory had a ladder instead of a zipshaft, proving how old it was. They climbed down into the grounds. The convent was dark. With no HUD, Mendoza could not tell what time it was, but he figured it must be the small hours of the morning. 

An enormous Vitamin C tree filled the front garden of the convent. Mendoza slipped on the rotten peel of one of its citrusy fruits.  

“Careful! Don’t forget you’ve just had brain surgery.”

“It doesn’t feel like it.”

“That’s the painkillers talking.”

They went out to the street. Widely spaced streetlights yellowed the fronds of the pignut palms. The people here were hardworking citizens. They were asleep in their beds. A streetsweeper bot trundled down the street, brushes swishing on the cobbles. Mendoza did not breathe until it had passed them.

They walked to the airlock near St. Ignatius. Before ducking into the bushes, Father Lynch stopped to look around and listen.

From the direction of the Evans Square commuter rail station, a distant siren whooped once, and fell silent. 

Father Lynch grinned. Mendoza had seen him grin like that only a few times before, when a kendo-ka pulled off a particularly difficult kata. Inside the airlock, he took out his tablet, wrote with a finger on the screen, and held it up for Mendoza to see. 

That’ll have been the cops finding your BCI. I Cheong ditched it at the station, to buy us some time.

Mendoza grabbed the tablet and scrawled: But Father! They’ll get all my data!

Think they don’t have it already?

Hmm. Mendoza was pretty sure that his BCI had never been hacked. But on the other hand, what could Derek Lorna and his cronies learn from Mendoza’s data? Only that he collected classical music recordings, and had a crush on a girl. With any luck, they would dismiss him as a sad sack who screwed up everything he touched. 

He went to open the sharesuit locker. Father Lynch stopped him. He dove into their rucksacks and pulled out two suits of the second-skin type. They looked like thick, black wetsuits with flexible boots attached. 

Fr. Lynch wrote on the tablet, The sharesuits have beacons in them. We’re using these. They have inflatable helmets, and integrated oxygen and water reservoirs. Strip.

Mendoza just stared until Father Lynch was down to his black ecclesiastical skivvies. Then, understanding that the Jesuit meant it, he turned his back and took off his own clothes. 

Father Lynch reached around his shoulder to show him the tablet. Condom-style urine collection system. The other tube is a suction system for solid waste. Insert it into your anus.

By the time Mendoza got himself sealed up, he had pretty much managed to stop blushing. He pressed the button to inflate his helmet and fitted it to his neck seal. The odorless purity of canned air replaced the smell of moondust.

“Comms check,” Father Lynch said in his ear. 

“OK. I mean, copy.”

The Jesuit cycled the airlock. “These suits are Space Force surplus. They’re made for Marines, which is to say numpties who never finished school. You shouldn’t have any trouble with the onboard systems, but the MI assistants have been disabled, so if you can’t figure something out, ask me. Any questions so far?”

“Are you seriously telling me that Marines go into battle with suction tubes up their asses?”

Father Lynch laughed. “Most of them never go into battle at all. But yeah. It kind of detracts from the glamor, doesn’t it?”

They exited the airlock and trudged away from the dome. Sharp pebbles dug into Mendoza’s feet, as if he were walking barefoot. So much for Star Force suit technology.

“Stick to the shadows,” Fr. Lynch said. 

With the sun just a degree above the horizon, that wasn’t difficult. Even the smallest pieces of debris cast long, inky shadows. Mendoza looked up. A full Earth hung overhead like a blue Christmas tree ornament on black velvet, 40 times as bright as the moon seen from Earth. The Star Force suit’s faceplate provided true-color filtration. He had never seen Earth looking this beautiful, except in the fake sky of Wellsland. Outside, it was different. It was real. He felt a connection, across the centuries, with the very first moonwalkers. Then he stubbed his toe. “Ow shit!”

“Watch your step.” 

They were walking in the shadow of Wilson Hill, a mini-crater to the north of Cherry-Garrard. The rim of the crater was festooned—like every bit of high ground in the area—with solar arrays. Boulders, junk, and heaps of unused glassbricks turned the low ground into an obstacle course. This area was not as heavily trafficked as the immediate periphery of the dome, so a layer of loose moondust still covered the ground. It puffed up at each step. The legs of their suits were already grubby gray.  

Ahead lay the next dome down on the Wiechert line, Oates. Behind them and to their left, the Cherry-Garrard recycling plant had come into view. Mendoza tensed, but nothing emerged from its inky shadow. 

“In these suits,” Fr. Lynch said, “we can’t be tracked.” They reached the edge of Wilson Hill’s shadow. “Count to ten. Then follow me.” Fr. Lynch took off at a fast lope. Seven … eight … screw it. Mendoza pushed himself into a kangaroo-hopping run. Owing to his defective boots, he did not catch up with Fr. Lynch until the Jesuit stopped in the shadow of the tri-peak Oates dome.

“Why … count to ten?” Mendoza panted.

“In case I got zapped by the PORMS.”

“I thought you said they couldn’t track us!”

“A sat might pick us up visually. That’s why we’re sticking to the shadows. But since I didn’t get zapped, I assume they’re not searching for us outside. At least, not yet.” As they walked on, Fr. Lynch continued, “I’m a person of interest to the police. Not just because I’m a priest, but because I’ve helped people to disappear before.”

“You have?”

“You aren’t the first person connected with the Church who’s had to drop out of sight.”

“Oh.”

“So they will assume I’ve sent you along the usual route.”

“The usual route?”

“Victoria line to Wellsland, change at Gingrich, and take the Spudis line out to the spaceport.”

That wasn’t what Mendoza had been asking. 

“So they’ll concentrate on searching the visual surveillance logs from the trains.”

“All they’ll have to do is run a facial recognition search. That takes about five seconds.”

“Not necessarily. One of the other things I Cheong does is cosmetic surgery. A quick and dirty rhinoplasty here, a bit of filler there; just enough to throw the software off.”

“Hey, at least she’s WHO-certifiied.”

Fr. Lynch laughed. “It’s quite the underground industry, actually.”

“I hope she doesn’t get in trouble.”

“Oh, she’s not doing anything illegal. Cosmetic surgery falls into the category of therapy. To answer your question, we’re going to the spaceport.”

“Uhhhm,” Mendoza grunted in shock. He reappraised his surroundings. Oates dome loomed ahead of them, like a curvaceous circus tent. Between its outbuildings, he glimpsed empty kilometers of sunlit terrain: the skirt of Shackleton Crater. A paved road crossed the slope. Tankerbots crawled down the road, transporting water from the mine in the crater. “Father, how far is it to the spaceport?”

“About a hundred and twenty kilometers.”

“Isn’t that kind of a long walk?”

“Yes. That’s why we’re going to do it in two parts. You’ll forgive me if I don’t tell you any more right now. There’s always the chance that we might get caught, in which case, the less information you have, the better.”

“You sure know how to cheer a guy up, Father.”

Fr. Lynch’s surprised laugh exploded into his helmet. “My family tried to dissuade me from my vocation. They said, ‘A gloomy Gus like you shouldn’t be a priest. You’ll get the parishioners down, Tom.’ But in today’s solar system, you need an outlook that is at least tinged with black.”

Mendoza wondered where Fr. Lynch came from. The Jesuit appeared to have mixed African and European heritage, and he was definitely a native English speaker. Sometimes the expressions he used (‘gloomy Gus’) hinted at a regional dialect. Impossible to say more than that. 

Conversation ceased as they circled Oates dome. Now they could see the built-up heart of Shackleton City, a chaos of domes bounded by Malapert Mountain’s darkside. The spaceport wasn’t visible from here. It occupied the floor of Faustini Crater, whose walls functioned as natural berms to contain the radioactive backwash from the dozens of spacecraft that took off and landed every day. There went one now, flashing up and away from the horizon. A meteorite in reverse.

As they trudged down into the valley, Mendoza kept trying to check his email, the news, his heart rate, other stress indicators, and coming up against a wall of nothing. This was more than blindness. It was blind-, deaf-, and dumbness. 

I was a kind of cyborg, he thought. I had an extra pair of eyes, ones that could see information, and now they’re gone. What remained? The moonscape, and him. Trudge, trudge, trudge. His feet were really hurting. Gotta keep up. Fr. Lynch showed no signs of pain, striding tirelessly from shadow to shadow, dome to dome.

 They were following the string of domes that marked the underground route of the Wiechert line. The further in they got, the older the domes were, and the slummier. Some weren’t actual domes but just boxes, like Nightingale Village, the exurb where Mendoza lived. Had lived. Outside, people meandered, conspicuous in their bright orange sharesuits. A gang of children—the legs of their sharesuits shortened with alligator clips—sledded on homemade toboggans down a slope built of glassbricks. A maintenance bot was helping to improve the slope. It was strange to see one of those eight-legged nightmares being helpful. 

“They know they have to let people go outside,” Fr. Lynch said. “We would all go mad if they didn’t.”

Mendoza nodded. “I think some people would live outside if it weren’t for the radiation.”

They passed two people in the shadow of a waste heat recycling plant, locked together, faceplates bumping. Lovers who could find nowhere else to be alone. 

“Yes, the radiation,” Fr. Lynch said. “Actually, these suits are much better shielded than the sharesuits. You needn’t worry about using up too much of your lifetime allowance.” 

Radiation was the least of Mendoza’s concerns right now. Two stinging aches in his skull warned him that the painkillers were wearing off. Before long, the aches had joined up and spread all the way around his head. 

At last he had to say, “Father, my head is kind of hurting. Is it much farther?”

“Unfortunately, it is. Can you access your telemetry suite? The suits aren’t fully stocked, but there should be some meds in there.”

“How do I access it?”

“Voice command. With the MI assistant disabled, it’s a bit clunky. Give it a try.”

Mendoza grappled with the interface and convinced the suit to inject him with a painkiller. That helped some with the headache, but didn’t do anything for his feet, or his legs. He had already walked further today than he usually did in a week, and walking on Luna was tiring to begin with, if you were Earthborn, your legs fundamentally maladapted to the bounding gait that was the most efficient means of lunar locomotion. His awareness constricted to the grimy shape of Fr. Lynch bounding ahead of him. Their journey across the city center, through the maze of support facilities around Wellsland and Verneland, felt like a trek across red-hot coals. 

On the verge of collapse, he rooted around in the medical suite again. 

“My MI is disabled,” the suit complained. “Please enable it.”

“What’s this? Nicozan? What does it do?”

“My MI is disabled. Please enable it.”

“Oh, frag off.” Nicozan was the only drug on offer apart from the painkillers he’d already tried. Presumably it couldn’t do him any harm. “SUIT COMMAND: Inject me with a standard dose.”

Moments later, his feet stopped hurting. Shadows gained coruscating halos. The Malapert ridge—much closer now—sparkled, clothed with a crystal forest of parabolic solar collectors. This Nicozan stuff was first-class.

Mendoza caught up with Fr. Lynch as they skulked into the shadow of yet another big-box facility. 

“Here we are,” the Jesuit said.

“Oh!” Mendoza now felt as if he could have kept walking forever. 

“Farm Eighty-One.” 

An airlock stuck out from the wall. Outside it stood an open-topped buggy. 

“Uh oh.” Fr. Lynch hesitated.

“What?”

“Well, we have to go in. Come on.”
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In the airlock of Farm Eighty-One, an electrostatic scrubber blasted the moondust off their suits. Grey clouds filled the airlock. Mendoza laughed. “Guess we were pretty dirty.” Nozzles sprayed them with nanobeads to remove the last of the sticky dust. The smell of the detergent lingered after the airlock was pressurized: a fake floral scent like cheap air freshener. 

They peeled off their suits. Mendoza’s boots had stuck to the soles of his feet. He yanked, ignoring the twinges of pain that filtered through the Nicozan. Blood flowed afresh from innumerable cuts and blisters. “Dang.” His soles looked like raw hamburger. 

“God almighty, man. Your blisters have got blisters.”

“I’m OK. My soles may be a mess, but my soul is more important! Geddit, Father? Sole, soul—”

“Let me see.” Fr. Lynch bent the useless boots in half. “Did you not activate the boots?”

“What?”

“They stiffen up and inflate to cushion your feet. Look at mine. These are still in portage mode.”

“Oh.” Mendoza laughed. “Now I feel stupid.”

“It’s my fault. I should have told you.” 

“Honestly, I’m fine! It doesn’t hurt that much.” Mendoza reached up to stuff his suit in the USED locker. There was one suit hanging in there already, a high-end custom job with a hoopskirt, sealed at the bottom, instead of legs.

“No, take your suit. Put it in your pack. We won’t be coming back this way.” 

Fr. Lynch put on a shirt with a dog-collar, a baggy black jacket, and black trousers. Mendoza skinned into his own clothes, the lightweight tweeds he wore when he wasn’t going to the office, which were as comfortable as Victorian gear got. He struggled to get his shoes on. His feet had swollen so badly he could not squeeze them into his lace-ups, no matter how he tried. 

“Leave it. You’ll have to go in your sock feet for now. We’ll see if we can get you fixed up here. You can’t walk any further like that.”

“Yes, I can!” Mendoza did not understand why Fr. Lynch was making such a song and dance about a few blisters. 

They stepped out of the airlock into a potato patch. 

“Welcome to Farm Eighty-One,” said an old man sitting on a folding chair, vaping a cigarette. He cackled at Mendoza’s amazement.

What Mendoza was amazed at was the old’s man’s attire. Jeans and a t-shirt, grounds for a fine anywhere else in Shackleton City. 

But as he looked around, his astonishment increased. 

He had known, of course, that there were farms on Luna. But he’d never bothered to find out what they grew, or how. 

Spindly plants sprouted from troughs of black soil stacked ten deep. Catwalks provided access to the upper levels. The ceiling was low, flat, UV-bright. Mendoza could practically feel himself tanning. A smell of excrement thickened the oxygen-rich, humid air. 

“Simon,” Fr. Lynch said to the old man. “Is Dr. Miller here?”

“Sure is. You musta saw her buggy outside.”

“We need her help.” Fr. Lynch indicated Mendoza’s feet. “I’ll go talk to her now, if that’s all right with you.”

The old man reached for a pair of smart crutches. As he rose, the crutches wrapped support bands around his waist. Old age for the spaceborn often meant crutches, mobility chairs, helper bots, exoskeletons, or nanotic skeletal reconstruction (in order from cheap to unaffordable). 

“You be the judge of that, Father. I wouldn’t let that woman help me if she paid cash for the privilege, but that’s just me.” 

The old man raised two fingers to his mouth and whistled. The catwalk overhead vibrated. A 190-centimeter teenage girl leapt to the floor. “Hello, Father!” She knelt in front of Fr. Lynch, who blessed her. “Um, Father, I don’t know if you know, but—”

“Yes, I know Dr. Miller is here. I’m going to talk to her now.” Fr. Lynch turned to Mendoza. “Stay with Simon. I’ll be back shortly.” He strode off into the maze of planting troughs.

The old man, Simon, hacked and spat on the floor (another violation of Shackleton City bylaws). “Can’t tell him anything. Well, I guess it’s a priest’s business to look for the good in everyone. You cover for me, Jade. I’m gonna give this guy the tour.” He squinted at Mendoza. “You wouldn’t believe what folks are capable of. If we didn’t post guards, they’d sneak in here and steal our produce. Risk jail for a tater. Well, if you’ve ever tasted a Farm Eighty-One tater, that’s understandable, heh.”

They walked at the old man’s slow pace between the walls of leaves. Dirt-caked tubers pressed against the insides of the transparent troughs. Mendoza left bloody footprints on the floor. 

“Russets here, purple sweet p’taters that way, orange ‘uns over there. Spinach and kale on the other side. Those’re mulberry bushes. Let’s take a little stroll that way. I bet you don’t know about that side of our business.”

“How do you know Father Lynch?” Mendoza asked.

“He’s our pillar of strength, ain’t he? Our parish priest is diaspora Chinese. Can’t spikky the Eeeenglish. We’d be in th’ weeds if Father Tom didn’t come down from Cherry-Garrard every now an’ then to say Mass for us.” Simon was bouncing along on his crutches at a tremendous pace. Mendoza glanced back. He could not hear anything except the patter of sprinklers and the rattle of laborers’ footsteps on the catwalks.

“Now, this is the heart an’ soul of Farm Eighty-One.”

The old man stopped in a grove of aggressively coppiced bushes. Clusters of purple fruits, like dense little bunches of grapes, grew amidst their leaves. Simon plucked one and handed it to Mendoza. 

“You can eat mulberries raw. Yum! Full of anthocyanins, which is good for your eyes. I’m almost blind. Couldn’t tell, could ya? I know this farm like the back of my hand. This way.”

A bot was harvesting the leaves from the bushes. Why the leaves and not the fruit? Mendoza wondered. Chickens clucked beyond the bushes. The birds were running around in a large pen beneath a maze of foamboard boxes on legs. The two men went into the pen. Simon laid his hand on one of the boxes. “Ever wonder what nutriblocks are made of?”

“Soy? And potato flour?” Mendoza’s patience was wearing thin.

“Heh. Soy isn’t a complete protein. Those li’l blocks that people throughout the solar system eat, hate, mock, and depend on, are mostly made of … ta dahh!” Simon opened the foamboard box. Thousands of grey worms crawled over a layer of gnawed leaves. “Silkworm pupae. The chickens eat their casts, and the pupae gets processed. Course, you don’t hafta process ‘em.” Simon popped one into his mouth, crunched, and grinned. 

Mendoza understood that he was expected to be disgusted. “Ever deep-fry ‘em?” he said.

“How’d ya know?” 

“I’m from the Philippines. We eat fried caterpillars.” 

Simon snorted, disappointed that his prank had failed. “I’m a take you to the clinic now. You can wait for Father Lynch there. I guess you ain’t interested in seeing our cows.”

They walked back through the green maze. A door labelled AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY admitted them into a hab area. It was a plain prefab grid, but the people of Farm 81 had decorated the walls with gloss paint and smartpaper. The murals and lending-library vid shelves gave the corridors a cozy, lived-in feel. 

In contrast, the clinic looked as if no one ever used it. Fr. Lynch’s pack sat on one of the cots. Mendoza dumped his own beside it. 

“I’ll go look for Father,” Simon said. “You stay here. Don’t go nowhere.” He closed the door behind him. 

Left alone, Mendoza paced. He winced at the sight of the bloody smears he was leaving on the floor. Shouldn’t a bot be on top of that already, keeping the clinic sterile? 

“Whoa.”

In the corner of the clinic, behind the operating table, stood two medibots. Vaguely dog-shaped, with four arms and T-shaped heads, they were just like the ones provided to every community in Shackleton City. But these had been immobilized with splart. Translucent blobs covered even their mouths and eyes.

Dust dulled the glassy bubbles of splart.

They’d been like this for a while.

“Whoa shit.” 

Mendoza tapped one of them on the nose. It did not react. More bubbles of splart bulged from its joints. It was completely jarked. 

Well, after the experience he’d had with the maintenance bot outside Cherry-Garrard, Mendoza knew you couldn’t trust any city-owned bot. Presumably, the people of Farm Eighty-One had some reason for jarking their medibots, although he wondered how they coped when someone got sick. 

He sat on the cot where he’d dumped his pack. Kept trying to check the time, and coming up against the wall of nothing in his head. Get used to it.

But it sucked to be cut off like this.  

He hadn’t checked his email in … hours.

As soon as that thought occurred to him, it refused to go away. 

He glanced at Fr. Lynch’s pack. He had seen the Jesuit put his tablet in there. It was probably still in there. 

If they’d left him alone this long, they would probably leave him alone a bit longer.

Fumbling in haste, he undid the seals of Fr. Lynch’s pack. Lifted aside the crucifix, and there was the tablet. As soon as he touched the screen, it automatically established a connection to the farm’s wifi network. Mendoza experienced a physical sense of relief when the familiar Shackleton City log-in screen appeared. 

And boom, he was in. The tablet had automatically logged in with its own ID, which turned out to be ‘St. Ignatius Parish Council.’ Unlike wearables, tablets often belonged to places rather than people. He’d gotten lucky. That ID wouldn’t set off any alarms, if Fr. Lynch often came here to say Mass.

It was 9:36 local time. Susmaryosep! They had walked all through the night and into the morning. Weird that he wasn’t tireder …

In his hyper-alert state, Mendoza needed only a few seconds to set up a transparent proxy and connect to a little-known redirect service that would channel his session through a privately owned dark pool. With that in place, he logged into his comms program. He now had 42 voice and text messages from Derek Lorna. He shook as he skimmed them. In the most recent message, Lorna threatened to “fucking bury you. Quidditch on Mercury! Give me a fucking break! Who designed that kiddie shit? Who are you really working for?”

Mendoza decided to check the news. That would be calming. Mercury … UNVRP …

Jesus!

Riots on Mercury ‘Under Control,’ Says UNVRP

Zazoë Heap Critically Injured in Mercury Shootout

Ringleaders Claim They Acted in Response to Genetic Discrimination

Zazoë Heap Fighting For Life

24 Hours Before Election, Violence Overshadows Campaign

Zazoë Heap Dies of Her Wounds, Was Shot During Mercury Riots

Death Toll From Mercury Riots Reaches 117

UNVRP Deputy Director Ulysses Seth Dies in Riots on Mercury; Was A Nobel Prize-Winning Scientist

Zazoë Fans Stage Grief-Fests on Earth, Luna, Ganymede, Titan, Ceres, Eros

Candidates for UNVRP Directorship Share Their Memories of Zazoë

Candidate Mork Rapp Calls for Election to be Postponed in Honor of Zazoë …

Mendoza’s mouth hung open. Clearly, a lot had happened while he was off the internet. 

He frantically typed on the tablet’s screen, trying to track down any mention of Elfrida. One hundred and seventeen dead. Was she among them?

The door opened. A woman in an elegant floor-length dress walked in, followed by a 150-centimeter, chrome-skinned bot wearing a black tailcoat and pinstripes. 

Caught off guard, Mendoza hurriedly stuffed Fr. Lynch’s tablet back into his pack. 

“Is this the guy?” the woman said. 

Fr. Lynch came in, trailed by Simon and several other laborers. “That’s him,” Fr. Lynch said. “Reyes, this is Dr. Martine Miller. She’s going to patch you up.” Mendoza caught on. They didn’t trust Dr. Miller enough to let her know who Mendoza really was. 

“Not often I see anyone here complying with the dress code,” Dr. Miller joked, nodding at Mendoza’s tweeds. “If you could just lie down on this cot, Mr. Reyes … Gloves,” she added to her robot assistant. She put on the sterile gauntlets it handed her, and peeled Mendoza’s socks off. “Yowch. How did you do this to yourself?”

“Went into Wellsland to sell produce,” Mendoza improvised. His brain was still full of images of carnage from Mercury. “Missed the last train and decided to walk back. Big mistake, huh?”

“I’ll say. Well, I’m going to disinfect these abrasions and clean them, then we’ll be able to tell how much damage you’ve done to yourself. But right now I’d say you will need to put your feet up for a while. Literally.”

Mendoza nodded weakly. Removing his socks had hurt. The pain made him want to punch Dr. Miller in her freckled little face—an odd reaction, unlike him. 

She went to work with disinfectant and swabs. “Let me know if you’d like a painkiller, Mr. Reyes.”

“Aw, just get on with it,” Simon burst out. “The guy’s not made of candyglass. Just bandage him up and give him some meds so he can walk.”

“Let the doctor do her job,” Fr. Lynch said. “She isn’t getting paid for this. She’s working pro bono, and we’re all very grateful.”

Simon mumbled something that ended in “ass.”  

“Your feelings are understood, Simon,” Dr. Miller said shortly. “If you don’t want me here, all you have to do is allow those medibots to be fixed, and you’ll never have to see me again.”

“Not likely. Let those bots get their probes ‘n’ scalpels into us, they’d sterilize every living soul in here.”

Wearily, Dr. Miller said, “I’m sorry, but it simply isn’t true that the medibots are programmed to secretly sterilize people. That would be a violation of your human rights.”

 “Yeah, well, the facts speak for themselves. When we were using the medibots, the birth rate in here was frickin’ dismal. Since we jarked ‘em, people’s been having babies left and right. And if you think that’s a coincidence, I have to say respectfully, Doc, your fancy medical degree ain’t worth shit.”

Mendoza heard a ripple of laughter. More people had crowded in to watch his feet being treated. Or more likely, to watch the sparks fly. He’d already got the picture that Simon revelled in picking fights. Of course, Simon himself would call it ‘speaking his mind.’ There was one like that in every hab.  

“Well, Doc?” the old man continued. “You attended some of them births yourself. You ain’t gonna deny the evidence of your own eyes? Facts are facts, and here’s another. From the City Council’s point of view, what we are, is a problem. They don’t want us having kids. They’d like this community to wither away. But if we was gone, who’d look after their silkworms ‘n’ cows for them? Animals need the human touch. They won’t thrive for bots.” Simon spat audibly on the floor.

“Don’t spit in here, please,” Dr. Miller said. Mendoza could tell that Simon was getting to her. The increasingly rough way she handled his feet gave it away. “Mr. Lynch—” she appealed to the Jesuit.

“Ain’t no Mister Lynch in here. You call him Father,” Simon said. 

At the same time, Fr. Lynch said, “Honestly, Simon, I don’t think you’re right about the secret birth control program. Sterilization is irreversible. It’s more likely that the medibots are programmed to slip contraceptives to the women, passing them off as vitamins and so forth.”

Simon crowed, “That’s what I said! What you got to say to that, Doc?”

Dr. Miller dropped Mendoza’s feet and spun around. Mendoza sat up, glad to no longer be the focus of attention. “The fact,” the petite doctor said, “is we’ve got a population problem. Shackleton City was meant to be a utopia, but it’s turning into a gulag with broadband. It’s not fair that you people have to live in squalor, slaving away at menial jobs, without any real educational provisions made for you, nor any opportunities for social mobility. We’re meant to be better than this!” 

Mendoza saw, though Dr. Miller seemingly did not, that she had just lost her audience. You didn’t win people’s hearts by telling them they were dirty and stupid. 

“Your church could help, Mr. Lynch. You’ve got a lot of clout with the less advantaged demographic. I just think it’s incredibly irresponsible of you to support these unsubstantiated rumors about a secret birth control program!”

Mendoza never found out how Fr. Lynch would have responded. At that minute, without warning, the doctor’s assistant lunged at Mendoza. 

Mendoza threw himself off the cot. The speed of his own reflexes astonished him. He rolled under the next cot. The bot crashed into the cot he’d been sitting on. People screamed and stampeded for the door. Mendoza crawled as fast as he could under the row of cots. Dr. Miller shrieked, “ASSISTANT COMMAND: Stop! Stop! Oh, why won’t he stop?”

 Mendoza popped up between the cots. The bot plunged at him. One of its hands held a syringe, the other a scalpel. Mendoza dropped flat on his back and kicked up. Had his opponent been human, the kick would have connected with his groin. As it was, it boosted the bot headfirst into the wall. 

Mendoza grabbed his pack and fumbled in it for his pistol. 

The bot picked itself up and ran at him between the cots. Mendoza sprinted for the door.

Fr. Lynch stood there, holding the crucifix from his pack. “Go,” he shouted. Stepping past Mendoza, wielding the crucifix like a sword, he stabbed the bot in the face. The crucifix broke, but the bot staggered. Fr. Lynch leapt backwards out of the door and slammed it. 

Everyone else stood at the end of the corridor, staring. 

The bot hammered on the door. Fr. Lynch struggled to hold it shut. “Doesn’t this flipping door lock?” he yelled. The laborers shook their heads: no.

Mendoza finally found his pistol at the bottom of his rucksack. “Stand back, Father!”

Fr. Lynch lost the battle for the door. Bots tended to be low-mass, but they were inhumanly strong. Fr. Lynch stumbled back. The bot charged out.

Mendoza fired. He held the trigger button down. The nearly-simultaneous flashes appeared to merge into a single bolt that lit up the corridor like lightning. The bot had a charred crater in its face, but it kept coming. Mendoza remembered: Aim for the batteries. He sighted on the middle of the bot’s shirt. Fired, using up the last ergs of juice in the pistol’s supercapacitor. 

The bot’s momentum carried it into the opposite wall of the corridor. It tumbled onto its back, paralyzed, smoking. 

At the end of the corridor, the onlookers peeled aside with cries of alarm. Another bot skidded between them. It was the one Mendoza had seen harvesting mulberry leaves, or an identical unit. It waved its secateurs menacingly.

“Run,” Fr. Lynch said.

They sprinted through the residential hab, out into an area cluttered with skips, sorters, and processing equipment. A couple of the skips came to life and hurtled at them, potatoes falling over their sides. 

A ramp led into a hole in the ground. They ran down it, amid rolling and bouncing potatoes, onto a railway platform. This was no commuter rail station. Large cargo containers waited in a line on narrow-gauge tracks. Simon stood at the far end of the platform.

“Got everything ready, Father.” 

“Thanks, Simon.”

“You’ll be going too, will you?”

“Yes, I think I’d better.”

Simon gave Mendoza a sour look, as if this were all his fault. Actually, it probably was. “Put your EVA suit on,” he snapped.

The skips seemed to have lost their way. They ran aimlessly across the platform, banging into the cargo containers and the wall, until each of them in turn fell between the containers onto the track. 

“No cameras down here,” Simon said. “So the fuckers can’t see you.”

Mendoza stripped—this was no time for modesty—and struggled into his Star Force surplus suit. It was at this point he remembered about his feet. He forced them into the hated boots without stopping to inspect any further damage he may have done by running barefoot through the farm.

“Guess this is it,” Simon said. “You be careful, Father. We want to see you back here again.”

“I hope you will.” Fr. Lynch hugged the old man. “Make sure you go to confession the next time Father Tang comes. It doesn’t matter if he can’t speak English. The sacrament is still valid.” He put on his helmet. So did Mendoza. 

The cargo container hinged open. They climbed in on top of vacuum-packed sacks of potatoes. By slinging sacks out onto the platform, they made a cavity just large enough for the two of them to sit in, knees drawn up. 

Simon gestured for them to keep their heads down. The container sealed itself, locking them in darkness, and started to move.

 


ix.

 

“Father?” Mendoza said over the suit-to-suit radio. The cargo container swayed, picking up speed. They sat crushed together in the dark, their knees interlocking. The roof was so low that Mendoza could not straighten his neck. “I’m sorry. It was all my fault.”

“No, it wasn’t. I suppose some of the surveillance cameras at the farm are still working. I thought they had jarked the lot. But that’s the only explanation. You must have been facially recognized. Then, when Lorna got wind of your location, he hijacked the bots to try and stop you from getting away.”

“No. It was me.”

“Don’t be stupid. You evaded that little silver bugger, engaged with it, neutralized it … my self-defense lessons must be paying off. Smile.”

“I checked my email. On your tablet. While I was waiting for you in the clinic.”

Silence.

“I took precautions. I know how to log in untraceably. But I also ran a couple of searches using words, phrases, that … must have been picked up. If you’re scanning for keywords, you can trace them back to their network of origin. That’s much easier than tracing the ID that they came from. So Lorna, if it was him, would have guessed that I might be in Farm Eighty-One. Then he just had to find a pair of eyes, and the doctor’s assistant was right there.” 

More silence. 

“I guess there must have been some working cameras in the processing area, too,” Mendoza added.

“Yes. I was aware of those. I was going to take you around them.”

“Sorry.”

“You were probably experiencing information withdrawal. It’s every bit as addictive as dope. And unlike a junkie, an information addict can’t take a pill and be cured. But maybe this will be a start.”

“I’m cured now.” Mendoza felt no desire whatsoever to access the internet. Ever again. 

“These terms, phrases, what were they?”

“Mercury. Wrightstuff, Inc. And my … my friend … Elfrida Goto.”

“You had a few minutes of stolen internet access,” the Jesuit said dryly, “and you used it to stalk her? You have got it bad.”

“I wasn’t stalking her. I can’t; she’s blocked me. Father, there’s bad news from Mercury. There was a riot or something at UNVRP headquarters. Lots of people are dead. I just needed to know if she—if she’s OK ...”

“I see. Is she?”

“I don’t know. It’s still a developing story. They don’t even know who started it. Some of the reports called it a riot, and some said it was a rebellion.”

“Or a diversion,” Fr. Lynch said, “engineered by Derek Lorna and his friends at Wrightstuff, Inc. But why?”

Mendoza had no speculation to offer. His mind was full of Elfrida, maybe in peril, maybe dead.

The cargo container rocketed on. From time to time it braked sharply. Once it stopped for several minutes. Then it started moving again. Mendoza was getting a severe crick in his neck.

“How are you feeling?” Fr. Lynch asked.

“Not great.”

“Take another painkiller if you need to.”

“Yeah. The stuff I took earlier worked great. I’ll do another dose of that if I need to.”

“What stuff?”

“It’s in the suit’s pharma suite. What was it? Nicozan.”

“Nicozan? You took Nicozan?” To Mendoza’s astonishment, Fr. Lynch laughed out loud. “That explains it.”

“What? I don’t get it.”

“So that’s why you fearlessly engaged with that bot. Nicozan is the stuff Marines take on live-fire exercises, boy. And in combat, if they ever get unlucky. They call it morale juice.” Fr. Lynch was still laughing. 

“And I thought it was all me.” 

“Oh, I’m not discounting your courage. But Nicozan boosts your reflexes. Deadens pain.” Fr. Lynch’s voice turned stern. “And inhibits cognitive control neural structures in the frontal cortex. Impairing your judgment and decreasing your sensitivity to risk.”

“Oh, God. That must be why I checked my email!” 

“Or maybe you were just feeling lost and isolated.”

Mendoza stared into the darkness. Fr. Lynch really did know how to cheer a guy up. 

“We’re almost there,” Fr. Lynch said presently. “This rail network transports cargo to and from the spaceport. We’ve passed under the Malapert Ridge, and now we’re about to reach the shipping terminal in Faustini Crater. I wasn’t planning to come with you this far, but here I am. So we’ll be able to do the next part together.”

It hit Mendoza that he had ruined the Jesuit’s life. Fr. Lynch had not planned on coming with him all the way. But now he was on the run, too. His ministry at St. Ignatius, his dojo, his semi-pro kendo career—all had been destroyed in a few moments of violence. Because Mendoza had been stupid.

Sorry didn’t cover it.  

★

The cargo container inched forward in jerks. Fr. Lynch said, “The people we’re about to meet are friendly, but don’t tell them what happened at Farm Eighty-One. In fact, don’t tell them anything. Make it up if you have to.”

“I can’t believe a priest is telling me to lie,” Mendoza joked nervously.

“I’m telling you to use your brain. Simon’s people will be fine. You can get away with a lot when you’re sitting on two percent of the city’s food supply. These people have no such protection.”

The container hinged open. A gangly spaceborn individual in a charcoal-colored suit jumped up on the potatoes. 

Fr. Lynch was already moving. Mendoza’s feet had gone to sleep. He stumbled. The worker shoved him down to the platform. Other workers were already unloading the container, as it continued to stop-start along the platform in a train of identical containers.

A dozen parallel tracks crossed the cavern, and carried the emptied containers back into a tunnel at its far end. Beyond, plasma flared on a sunlit plain. Giant forklifts navigated in and out of the cavern. 

“Spaceport cargo terminal.” Fr. Lynch pushed Mendoza. “Move. It’s never a good idea to stand around in a soup of spaceship exhaust.”

They dodged and wove across the tracks to a control center where workers were monitoring the flow of goods. The workers’ spacesuits were not charcoal-colored, after all. They were filthy with ingrained moondust, patched and repatched. One of them escorted Mendoza and Fr. Lynch into a tunnel that ended in a hatch-type airlock. 

Inside the airlock, they all took off their suits. Mendoza and Fr. Lynch got dressed. Their escort did not have to. He’d been wearing a pair of ragged jeans under his suit, and he seemed to think that was enough. 

His skin was an unnatural shade of blue-black, contrasting with crimson-dyed dreadlocks. 

“Hi,” Mendoza said, flapping one hand. 

“It’s the hyronalin,” the man said. The rims of his eyes and the inner surfaces of his lips looked virulently pink in his indigo face. “You’ve probably taken it if you ever went out to the Belt or somewhere. Increases cellular resistance to radiation. Well, it turns out that megadoses also cause massive overproduction of melanin. No one’s figured out how to turn that pathway off yet.”

“Nor are they even trying,” Fr. Lynch said, “since the only people who take megadoses for years on end are spaceport workers. You have no idea what it could be doing to your bodies.”

“Better blue than dead. I’m Philip L. Franckel.”

“He’s got a law degree,” Fr. Lynch said.

“Pleased to meet you,” Mendoza said.

“No, you’re not. You’re running away from something. A failed marriage, bad debts, or maybe you just got sick of tugging your forelock to our lords and masters, so you decided to GTFO.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Mendoza said, remembering Fr. Lynch’s injunction not to tell these people anything.

Franckel shrugged. “NOMB.” 

The blue-skinned man threw open the hatch at the other end of the airlock. Heat and a pungent odor of burning washed in. They followed him into a smaller cavern. In the middle of the space, a fire crackled. Mendoza went closer, scarcely able to believe his eyes. But the warmth on his skin did not lie. The fire was real. Most—but not all—of the smoke went up an improvised flue that dangled from the ceiling. The smell took him back to his childhood: it was the same odor of burning rubbish that used to envelop Manila when the wind blew from the suburbs. 

“Why should we donate it all to the recyclers?” Franckel said, jerking a thumb at the fire, which was indeed burning garbage. “We’re a good cause, too.”

Mendoza squatted among the indigo-colored people, numbed by all this strangeness. He accepted a cup of instant coffee. A cup, whose contents threatened to roll out over the rim every time he lifted it. Curtains hung on the walls of the cavern, framing screen views of forest and seashore as if they were windows. 

Simon at Farm Eighty-One had uttered a truth that people in Shackleton City rarely mentioned. Dr. Miller had alluded to it, too. The spaceborn could never ‘return’ to Earth. Their long fragile limbs and weak lungs, their lazy hearts accustomed from the womb to micro-gravity, made it physically impossible for them to endure Earth’s gravity for more than a few weeks at a time. And they numbered in the tens of millions, thanks to sheer organic population growth. 

They were a problem.

So what did you do with them all? 

Answer, according to the Shackleton City bigwigs: You established a faux-Victorian regime that generated lots of service and menial jobs. And you created mythologies to explain why only human beings could do those jobs. (“Animals won’t thrive for bots. They need the human touch.”) 

The spaceport squatters had no such illusions. 

“They could automate the fuck out of our operation anytime they wanted to,” said a navy-skinned woman. “And they do want to. But the one time they tried, we sabotaged their bots. So they haven’t tried again.” She smirked. “If they want to get rid of us, they’ll have to come in here with gas or sub-acoustic weapons. Smoke us out like rats. And people would find out. There’d be vids of dead children all over the internet. So we’re still here.”

Mendoza knew better than to ask why they wanted to keep living in holes, bathed in life-shortening radiation, mainlining hyralonin, scavenging for necessities. Never ask anyone why they love their home. His coffee left a coating of grit on his teeth. Moondust in here, moondust in everything. He’d probably just swallowed a year’s quota of rads.

“We’re all interdependent, Rachel,” Father Lynch said. “You need the city, and they need you.”

“Oh, sure,” the woman shrugged. 

Mendoza said, “About how many people come through here on average? Running away, like me?”

“NOMB.” None of my business, the motto of the spaceport squatters. But Mendoza figured the answer was quite a few. Enough people chafed under Luna’s paternalistic regime. And some of those might conclude that anywhere was better than here. 

“The city turns a blind eye,” Fr. Lynch said. “They’re very happy for people to leave.”

Mendoza nodded. “But there are no emigration controls. Anyone can leave, anytime. So why—”

“So why,” Rachel said, “aren’t you up there, sipping champagne in the departure lounge?”

“Ah …”

“Exactly. I’m not asking what you did. But whatever it was, you aren’t the only one. Plus, a lot of people just can’t swing the fare.” She stood. “C’mon.”

Mendoza glanced at Fr. Lynch. The Jesuit was talking to a guy with a bandanna hiding his lower face, presumably another runaway. The guy was spooning nutriblock hash under his bandanna like he hadn’t eaten in a week. 

Mendoza followed Rachel, limping. 

“Something wrong with your feet?”

“Long story.”

“I get it. NOMB. Oh well, you’re not going to be doing much walking for a while.” She giggled, for some reason.

They descended crude stairs blasted out of the rock. The firelight from the main cave threw their shadows ahead of them. The stairs bottomed out in a workshop with an airlock at one end. The other end was blocked by a mountain of rubble. Molded plastisteel crates stood around, partially filled with parcels and packets. 

“Let’s see if you can fit into any of these crates. You’ll have a suit on, so there has to be room for your helmet.”

“Not again,” Mendoza said.

“What, did you think we were going to hand you a fake ID and a first-class ticket? You’re going cargo class. I have to weigh you, any stuff you want to take, plus your extra oxygen tanks, etcetera. Then we make up the difference with LVHPs—low volume, high profit goods. Plus rocks.” She looked from Mendoza to the crates. “You’re little. You’ll have room to move around some.” She hesitated. “What did you do? I can’t remember the last time we had an Earthborn person through here. I mean, you could go anywhere you wanted to … Oh, sorry, sorry. NOMB. Try that crate over there.”

Mendoza felt guilty for being Earthborn. Like he owed her some kind of explanation. “Maybe I just want to go home.”

Her eyes widened, white in her blue-black face. “You mean, back to Earth? But you’re not going back to Earth.”

“What?”

“We don’t do flights to Earth. Why would anyone want to go there, and get squashed like a bendy straw? Not that you would get squashed, of course. But no. You would have to find someone else to help you with that.”

“Is there anyone else?”

“No.” She giggled, appreciating his plight. “Oh, boy. I thought you probably had quote, business, unquote, on Ceres. Maybe you can transfer when you get there.”

“Is that where I‘m going? Ceres?”

“Or somewhere in the Belt. I dunno. It’s wherever the ship is going.” She looked cross, as if Mendoza were finding fault with the service the squatters provided. 

“I can’t go to Ceres. I need to go to—to Mercury.” As he spoke, he found a hard core of resolve. He was going to Mercury, to pull Elfrida out of Derek Lorna’s mess … and if she was already dead, he’d avenge her. 

“Mercury?” Rachel said. “Well, we do do flights there. But not right now. There’s been a riot at UNVRP HQ, in case you haven’t heard.”

“I heard.”

“Star Force isn’t letting anyone land. Much less illegal immigrants.”

That sounded like a dead end. But maybe Fr. Lynch could fix it. “I’m sorry,” Mendoza said. “I’ve got to talk to my—my friend.” He backed out of the workshop. 

“He doesn’t owe you any more favors,” Rachel yelled after him. “You blew the whole fragging network.”

Mendoza limped up the stairs to the main cavern. He could not see Fr. Lynch or the man the Jesuit had been talking to. 

Franckel got in his way. “Looking for the priest?”

“Yeah.”

“He had to get moving. Said to tell you bye. His pilot couldn’t wait.”

“He’s gone?”

“You deaf as well as short?”

“One-seventy-five isn’t short where I come from.” Mendoza could not believe Fr. Lynch would vanish without even saying goodbye. Maybe these people were treacherous. Maybe they’d overpowered Fr. Lynch, were holding him somewhere … “Did he say where they were going?”

“Dunno. Probably out to the Belt.”

Mendoza bulled past Franckel.

“Hey!”

Which way was the airlock? He limped into one of the corridors that led off the cavern. Within a few paces, it narrowed to a crack stuffed with rags. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, these people maintained their pressurization by splarting garbage into the cracks of this warren. 

Franckel came up behind him. “Calm the hell down, guy.”

The spaceborn man was half a meter taller, perhaps stronger, but Mendoza had a laser pistol, and Franckel was not to know it was out of change.

Franckel backed up, red crosshairs wavering on his chest. He raised his hands. “OK. OK. The priest didn’t mention that you were fucking crazy.”

“That’s right,” Mendoza said. “I’m fucking crazy. Which way is the airlock?”

“That way.”

Everyone in the cavern skittered back. Mendoza sensed movement. He whirled to confront frozen men, like a game of Red Light, Green Light.

“Leave him alone,” Franckel shouted. “Let him go.”

Mendoza understood that Franckel’s goal was to get him and his pistol out of the hab. He slammed the airlock in the squatters’ faces. His Star Force surplus suit had been taken away. Coughing on moondust, he put on one of the squatters’ filthy patch-jobs. The legs and crotch sagged, stretched out. 

He exited the airlock, ran past the control center, and bounded out along one of the platforms. Through a gap between two cargo containers, he spotted Fr. Lynch—he still had his Star Force surplus suit—and an extremely tall spaceborn individual, presumably the guy Fr. Lynch had been talking to. They were walking out of the terminal. 

Mendoza sprinted after them. His over-large suit hampered his stride. 

A row of divots appeared in the side of a container ahead of him. 

Something smacked him in the arm. 

He glanced back, saw two or three squatters stride-gliding along the platform. They carried what looked like long sticks.

Susmaryosep, those are guns. They’re shooting at me.

He glanced at the arm of his suit. The outer layer of fabric was torn, revealing a pristine white thermal layer. 

He leapt between the moving containers to the next platform over, trying to deny the squatters a shot. But zigzagging like this slowed him down. They would try to cut him off.

He caught up with a robot forklift heading out of the cavern, leapt and clung onto its load, digging the toes of his suit’s boots into the gaps between sacks of beetroot. His feet screamed for mercy. 

The entrance loomed. Maybe, just maybe he’d make it.

The sun shone into Faustini Crater almost horizontally, glittering on rock scarred with overlapping blast-melt patterns. Parked spaceships of all shapes and sizes dotted the crater floor. Service vehicles zipped around. 

And there were Fr. Lynch and his companion, walking into the launch zone as casually as if they were taking a stroll in a park on Earth.

Mendoza located the suit’s radio. He enabled ALL FREQUENCIES. “Father! Wait! Please!” 

They didn’t look back. 

He jumped down from the forklift and ran after them. They hadn’t picked up his signal. 

★

But someone else had.

As Mendoza would’ve realized if he had given it a second’s thought, ALL FREQUENCIES included the shipping terminal’s public comms band. This was monitored by the Spaceport Authority, so they could keep tabs on the squatter community.

The Shackleton City elite regarded the spaceport squatters as semi-feral pets. They played a useful role in purging the city of the unhappy and the criminally inclined. 

Mendoza’s shout of “Father! Wait! Please!” merged into the babel on the local radio frequencies—and was instantly intercepted by the searchbots that Derek Lorna had set to hunt him. 

VOICEPRINT MATCHING: 65% (the microphone in Mendoza’s stolen suit was lousy)

KEYWORD MATCHING: FATHER (Derek Lorna knew how Catholic priests were traditionally addressed)

“Worth checking out,” Lorna decided. He told his MI assistant: “Triangulate the source of that signal and get me some visuals.”

★

Mendoza bounded out of the shipping terminal into the sunlight. 

Far ahead, the tiny figures of Fr. Lynch and his companion had vanished between the parked spaceships. 

Something struck him hard between the shoulders.

Falling, he looked back at a mountain. The cargo terminal was inside the central rubble pile left over from the days when Faustini Crater had been a water mine. He saw the squatters standing in the entrance of the terminal. One of them gave him the finger.

His faceplate bounced off the rock. He struggled to breathe. 

A three-wheeled buggy whizzed across the launch zone and braked beside him. The driver jumped out. Consciousness fading, Mendoza admired the luminous halo of backscatter around the shadow of the driver’s helmet. It was like an angel had come to rescue him. If only such things could be true.

 


x.

 

Mendoza woke up with industrial-strength lights glaring in his eyes. The syrupy voice of a medibot informed him that it had removed a .22 caliber bullet from his back. The bullet had just missed his left lung, the medibot said. Mendoza was lucky. 

He didn’t feel lucky.

Doped up, leaning on a helper bot, he hobbled out of the clinic into what seemed to be an administrative area of Faustini Spaceport. 

The bot kept a vise-like grip on the compression cast on his upper torso. It guided him to some kind of employee lounge. Windows commanded a reduced-glare view of the launch zone, framed by clumps of ferns. There were two sets of pew-like ergoforms, one set facing the window, the other set facing a grotto with a waterfall trickling into a little pool. A recording of wind chimes accentuated the hush.

Half a dozen miserable-looking men and women sat on the benches. They looked up when Mendoza and his helper bot came in. 

“Whoa,” one of the men said. “What’d they do to you?”

“What is this place?” Mendoza said.

“Chapel,” said one of the women. “Non-denominational.”

Mendoza’s helper bot lowered him onto a pew. “I didn’t know there was a chapel at the spaceport.”

“The Muslim employees sued.” The woman touched a button. Her pew collapsed into a long prayer mat. She lay down on her back. “I might just stay like this,” she said.

Mendoza sympathized. He was still woozy from the anesthesia. “Are you guys employees?”

“Of the spaceport? No,” said the man who’d spoken first. “I’m a travel agent. She works for the Shackleton City Visitor Center. So does he. She’s in customer service at Harrods. They’re from the post-sales feedback analysis division at Victoria Construction.”

“I’m getting a funny feeling that you aren’t here by choice.”

“Define choice,” said the travel agent. “The Leadership in Robotics Institute approached me about this job. I chose to accept. I didn’t ask any questions, either. What did you do, try to run?”

“Something like that.” 

The travel agent raised his eyebrows, and all of them turned away from him, as if stupidity might be contagious. 

Mendoza gazed bleakly out of the window. The dark filter on the glass turned the lunar morning into twilight. A ship launched like a sparkler burning up. He wondered if Fr. Lynch had got away. 

Derek Lorna came into the chapel. He sported a pink tailcoat over a red shirt, a white cummerbund, and baggy tweeds that ended in joke boots with tiger faces on the toes. “OK, everyone!” He clapped his hands. “We’re all here now, so we can get started. Are you psyched for this job? Just say yes and save me the trouble of making a motivational speech.”

A couple of people laughed.

“This is John Mendoza. All of you have expertise in customer relations, which is why you were chosen for this job. But Mendoza is a psephologist. That said, he’s just had an emergency operation, and a couple of days ago, brain surgery I think?” Lorna grinned at Mendoza. “So he’s only here in an advisory role. You can ask him technical questions. Apart from that, comestibles are coming. Any other questions at this point?”

The woman from Harrods said, “Uh, would it be possible to clarify what we’re here for? Sir.”

Lorna grinned. “We’re here to steal an election.”

★

“Just kidding,” Lorna said. “This is what they used to call a get-out-the-vote operation. You’re probably thinking, what’s the point of that? Voting is compulsory. Well, yes, it is. But a lot of people, especially those proud nonconformists who infest our asteroids, don’t like being compelled to do anything. Mendoza, would you explain the NOTA problem to the group?”

Woodenly, Mendoza said, “NOTA: none of the above. It’s a protest vote. If NOTA were a person, he or she would have won every election in the last ten years by a margin of two to twenty percent. In one judicial contest on, I think, Ganymede, some guy changed his name to None Of The Above and won handily. That’s the kind of trick that only works once, though.”

“Thanks,” Lorna said. “That’s it in a nutshell. Now, if everyone would gather around …”

Lorna touched a button, converting one of the ergoform pews into a long desk. He took a sheaf of portable screens out of his briefcase and laid them in a row. There were only six. Lorna clearly meant it about Mendoza just being here in an advisory role. 

Lorna turned one of the screens on. “Here are the latest poll numbers from the Inferior Space Election Commission.”  

UNVRP DIRECTORSHIP ELECTION

POLL DATA PROVIDED BY INFERIOR SPACE ELECTION COMMISSION

NOTA: 32%

Amanda Patel: 31%

Zazoe Heap: 12%

“And she’s dead,” Lorna said. “Those voters are either grief-crazed or mentally defective. Put them in the NOTA column.” 

Angelica Lin: 9%

Pyls O. Mani: 8%

Mork Rapp: 7%

Abdullah Hasselblatter: 1%

Wow, Mendoza thought. No wonder Lorna is in a good mood. 

Dr. Hasselblatter had tumbled from the top to the very bottom of the pack.

That couldn’t be fallout from the violence on Mercury. Something else must have happened while Mendoza was cut off from the internet.

“Who’s Amanda Patel?” said the woman from Harrods customer service. 

“The NEO candidate,” Lorna said. “A pediatrician. That’s just the nonconformists venting their spleen. Our job today is to convert all the Patel voters, and as many NOTA voters as possible, into Angelica Lin voters.”

“How?” asked the woman from the Shackleton City Visitor Center.

“Through individual outreach,” Lorna said. “Don’t look at me like that. Yes, it’s a lot of people. Four hundred and thirty thousand, approximately. But it’s perfectly possible to mass-tailor individual outreach campaigns using story-writing MI resources. Isn’t that right, Mendoza?”

There was a rattle at the door of the chapel. A fully loaded breakfast buffet trundled in under its own power. Inhaling the aromas of coffee, toast, scrambled eggs, and sausages, Mendoza realized he was starving.

“Convert half of them, and it’s in the bag,” Lorna said.

“There’s only a few hours left until the polls close,” said one of the construction industry analysts.

“So grab some food and get on with it, would be my recommendation.” Lorna’s voice had a steely edge.

Everyone went quiet.

Except Mendoza. Rightly or wrongly, he figured he hadn’t much to lose. He cleared his throat. “It’s not that easy. You have to have a saleable product. Angelica Lin may be easy on the eyes, but her platform is just Charlie Pope lite.’”

Someone laughed, and stifled it.

“Very funny,” Lorna said flintily. “Obviously, we need to add value to our proposition. I was coming to that. You’re authorized to offer this selection of free gifts to each targeted voter, provided they send us a vid grab or screenshot of their vote for Angelica Lin.”  

The screens displayed the selection of free gifts:

A premium internet avatar

A year’s supply of nutriblocks

A weekend getaway on Luna, including a tour of One Pig Base and a complimentary hamper of pork products

A fifteen-minute live consultation with Frank Hope III to supercharge your personal and financial trajectory (latency time not included)

A home immersion kit worth S3,000

“Something there for every income level, as you see,” Lorna said. “And they’ll also be entered into the bonus raffle for …”

A full scholarship to Eton’s exclusive Luna campus for one (1) child between the ages of 6 and 16

“Oh, wow. Can we vote, sir?”

Lorna chuckled. “Isn’t S10,000 for a single day’s work enough for you?”

“Ha, ha; yes, of course, sir.”

“But isn’t this illegal, sir? I mean, uh …”

“No,” Lorna said. His blue eyes were as cool as winter skies. “Not whatsoever.”

The man who had spoken was one of the construction industry analysts, a fat little Earthborn guy wearing a t-shirt with embedded vid of a toddler’s birthday party. “Thanks for clarifying that, sir,” he mumbled.

Lorna left the room. They grabbed plates of food from the buffet. Conversation was subdued. Mendoza sat next to the man with the birthday-party t-shirt. “Nice to meet you,” he said.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Emil.” The guy slid a scared glance at Mendoza’s cast.

“Is that your daughter? She’s adorable,” Mendoza said.

“Thanks.” 

The others were talking about the mechanics of the job ahead of them. Mendoza heard someone say “Let’s ask the psephology guy.” 

This was very obviously the B team. They’d never get it done without his help. 

Mendoza buttered a bran muffin. “I’m just here in an advisory role,” he told Emil. “But if I’m going to be any real help to you guys, I’ll need a screen.” He gestured at the fold-up sticking out of Emil’s back pocket. “Mind if I borrow yours?” 

★

As soon as Mendoza got himself logged on under Emil’s name, he ran a search. “ALL DATABASES: DR. ABDULLAH HASSELBLATTER.” 

The first result—and the second, and the third, and the three hundredth result—was a viral vid of Dr. Hasselblatter having sex with a maidbot. 

“Oh boy,” Mendoza murmured. He ate the other half of his muffin and skimmed the commentary. The consensus was that the vid was real, not a fake. 

Links led to another vid. This one was a press conference where Dr. Hasselblatter had tried to explain away the first vid. It ended with a scuffle between Dr. Hasselblatter’s burka-clad wife and the UN peacekeepers providing security at the event. 

Helpful anti-censorship activists explained that the vid had originally ended with NSFW footage of Mrs. Hasselblatter’s burka being torn off. She had turned out not to be a Muslim at all—nor even human. ‘She’ had been a sex-bot.

“Yuck,” Mendoza muttered, remembering the hints he’d picked up that there was something off about Dr. Hasselblatter’s personal life.

I don’t want to go there, Lorna had said, but after their sabotage campaign backfired, he must have decided he had no choice. 

It had worked, anyway. The leaked vid had torpedoed Dr. Hasselblatter’s bid for the UNVRP directorship. The press conference had ended his career. 

Mendoza went back over the press conference vid, frame by frame. In one crowd shot, he found what he was looking for: a glimpse of Elfrida. She was standing on a desk, gnawing her knuckles as she watched her boss’s career implode. It must have been a horrible shock for her. Mendoza knew she’d respected Dr. Hasselblatter, as much as she groused about his ambition.  

So, sixteen hours ago she’d been alive and well.

But that had been before the riots.

Logged in as Emil, Mendoza did not dare search for Elfrida’s name. Instead, he compared the latest news reports on the riots. The death toll was still rising, but names had begun to be put to the dead, and Elfrida’s was not among them. 

She’s alive.

She has to be alive. 

But the situation on Mercury was still in flux. Amateur vid feeds showed Star Force Marines stalking the halls of UNVRP HQ, children weeping as their parents were dragged away. That was the kind of thing that short-circuited Elfrida’s brain, as Mendoza knew all too well. She’d stop at nothing to help the survivors, even if it put her in danger.

Would the situation calm down if Angelica Lin won the election? If Derek Lorna got what he wanted?

Mendoza knuckled his eyes. The travel agent interrupted his thoughts with a cough. “Um, we were just wondering about these MI story-writing resources we’ve been given. If you could show us how they work?”

Mendoza forced a smile. “Sure. I’ll walk you through it.”

★

Nine hours later, the torrent of data flowing across their screens dwindled to a trickle and stopped. Mendoza looked at the other members of the team. “We did it.”

They exchanged weary grins. They had successfully bribed 143,012 people to cast their votes for Angelica Lin. 

“It’s not over yet,” said Emil. “There’s two hours to go before voting closes.”

“It’s mathematically over,” Mendoza said. “Check your news feeds. They’re already reporting Lin’s victory.” 

Derek Lorna had got what he wanted … at the cost of committing a crime that would put them all in jail for the rest of their lives, if they got caught. Not to mention the cost of all those bribes. It must have run into the tens of millions. 

Well, that wasn’t Mendoza’s problem.

They wandered around the chapel, stretched their stiff muscles, and snacked on the remains of the lunch buffet that had replaced the breakfast buffet. Outside the windows, spacecraft continued to land and take off. It was getting on for 22:00, Luna time, but Mendoza did not feel remotely tired. His back hurt a bit. He crunched another of the painkillers the medibot had given him after his operation. 

While the others discussed what they were going to do with the money, Mendoza peeked at Emil’s screen again.

He’d been poking around in the spaceport’s data management utilities. He had access, because the team had needed to use the spaceport’s computing resources to hide the origin of all those individually tailored polls. He had searched the launch schedule for ships likely to be the one carrying Fr. Lynch. He’d identified a handful of possibles. And he’d moved their launch slots back.

22:06. 

The Gold Digger, a Juggernaut bound for Ceres, blasted off. 

Hope that wasn’t it.

He did not know if he would get a chance to contact any of the ships. But maybe, now that Derek Lorna had got what he wanted, he’d let Mendoza go.

The door of the chapel opened. Lorna entered with a light step. “Congratulations! You did it, guys! You’ve earned a place in history. Not the official version, of course.”

Puzzled smiles greeted this announcement. 

“Five years from now, or maybe ten years, humanity will thank you. Unfortunately, you won’t be around to see it. Because the future of humanity does not belong to plebs like you. It belongs to highly advanced phavatars.” Lorna grinned. “Like me.”

The top of his head hinged back. A stubby little gun threw a targeting laser across the chapel. The beam fastened on Seanette, the woman from Harrods customer service. It brightened to a linear lightning bolt. Seanette went rigid and collapsed, her limbs jittering on the floor. 

After a second of stunned disbelief, everyone screamed and scattered to the ends of the chapel. Mendoza dived under the pews. He recalled how he’d evaded Lorna’s hijacked bot in the clinic at Farm Eighty-One. His chances were poorer now. He’d been buzzing on morale juice at that time. Also, he hadn’t been in a minimal-flexion cast following surgery. 

Also, Dr. Miller’s assistant hadn’t had an electrolaser in its head.

He crawled past Emil’s body. Emil’s hair was burning, while the children on his t-shirt silently sang Happy Birthday once again.

Ganfeng from the Shackleton City Visitor Center leapt over Mendoza, kicking him in the cast. It hurt so much Mendoza almost blacked out. When his vision cleared, he saw Ganfeng lying face-down. Electrolaser weapons delivered a precisely calibrated current via an ionized plasma beam. Basically, they electrocuted you.

“Mendoza.” 

He sat up. Stared at Lorna, who was a couple of meters away, standing in front of the little waterfall at the end of the chapel. 

But of course, it wasn’t Lorna. It was a phavatar, a robotic telepresence platform. The type known as a “selfie”—a phavatar that had been customized to resemble its owner in every detail. 

Except for the gun sticking out of the top of its head.

“Saved you for last,” the phavatar said. “I thought you’d like to know a bit more about the future you won’t, unfortunately, see.”

“Don’t you know what happens to bad guys who stop to gloat before killing their victims?” 

“Oh, come on. I’m not a bad guy. I’m just well-informed. If paying attention to what’s going on makes you a bad guy …” The phavatar shrugged. “Stick horns on me and call me Lucifer, I guess. But someone’s got to do this, and I volunteered to be the one who breaks the eggs.”

“Was any of it true? The stuff you told me about fighting back against the PLAN?”

“Absolutely. Every last word. You could have been part of it, too, if you hadn’t screwed up.” 

Mendoza snuck a glance around the room. Bodies lay motionless. He smelled burning fabric and hair. Why wasn’t anyone coming to help? Answer: Lorna had made sure they wouldn’t. He probably had friends in the Spaceport Authority. People who thought the same way he did.

Mendoza felt a pang of profound regret. “I wanted to join your fight. But …”

“Too bad. Because of you, a hundred and seventeen people died. Whoops. Update,” the phavatar said, glancing at the corpses on the floor. “A hundred and twenty-three.”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Mendoza said. “I wanted to be part of the fight against the PLAN. But not if it’s being led by a psychopath.”

“Any other insults? Questions? Or is that all you got?”

“How did you arrange that riot at UNVRP HQ?”

“I didn’t. The plebs working for UNVRP did that all by themselves. It seems that when Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign imploded, they got mad that there wasn’t going to be a new golden age of tourism, after all. No quidditch, no robot bison … It’s dangerous, you know, Mendoza, to offer people a fantasy based on OPM, and then snatch it away.”

“OPM?”

“Other people’s money. My idea was to evacuate everyone from Mercury, leaving just a skeleton crew to run the shipyards and factories. People cost a fortune. But Doug doesn’t see it that way. So, OK, he can keep his rat-infested underground habs.” The phavatar shrugged. 

“And Angelica Lin? What about her?”

“Angie? She’s dispensable, and will be dispensed with pretty soon.”

The casual disavowal took Mendoza’s breath away. “Wait. Pretty soon? You mean this isn’t over yet?”

“It’s only just beginning. Angie doesn’t know that, of course.” 

The phavatar extended its hand. On its palm, a robotic nightmare appeared. It had six legs, drill-bit fangs, and big, cute eyes. It was about twenty centimeters tall.

“This is a vinge-class industrial phavatar. In real life, they’re bigger. There are hundreds of them on Mercury, and they are moving towards UNVRP HQ as we speak. When they get there, Angie will let them in. She thinks they’re there to neutralize the Marines, so she can declare independence. She’s right. But it won’t end there. As it happens, these phavatars are now a distributed mobility platform for a little program I put together.”

“Which is supposed to do what?” 

“Finish the job,” the phavatar said laconically. “I hate freeloaders.”

Mendoza thought, Elfrida. He said, “You’re going to kill everyone.”

“Except Doug’s people.”

“You can’t. That’s evil. It’s criminal.”

“It didn’t have to happen! We could have won the easy way. No laws broken. No one would have had to die, except for a few UNVRP suits.” The phavatar closed its fist, vanishing the projection of the vinge-class horror. “But you fucked up. Any last words?”

“I want a priest.”

“Sorry, no can do.”

Mendoza began to pray out loud. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit …”

Lorna’s phavatar tapped a toe impatiently. 

The waterfall suddenly gushed out at maximum flow. In Luna’s low gravity, the stream of water travelled parallel to the floor. It hit the phavatar in the head. 

The phavatar spun around. The water filled its skull cavity and rebounded as far as the ceiling.

Mendoza sprinted for the door. 

Behind him, he heard the crack of something—he hoped it was something vital—shorting out. 

“Mendozaaaa!” The phavatar’s voice chased him down the corridor. 

He ran on, clumsy in his cast. He had no idea where he was. Spaceport staff shrank against the walls. Some of the quicker-witted ones started to run. Mendoza followed a man who seemed to know where he was going.

“Mendozaaa!” The phavatar’s roar mingled with shrieks from the staff.

The man Mendoza was following leapt into an elevator. Mendoza scrabbled at the closing doors. They opened again. He fell in. The man shouted, “Door close! What in the freak? Are we under attack? Is it the PLAN?”

“No,” Mendoza panted. “Call security. There are five dead people back there. In the chapel.”

A BOOM! cut him off. The elevator bounced, and then continued to descend. 

The tannoy came alive. “Attention all passengers. This is a courtesy announcement. An … equipment malfunction … has occurred on the fifth floor of Terminal B. Security protocols have been activated, and there is no risk whatsoever. This has been a courtesy announcement.” It continued after a minimal pause, “All personnel on the fifth floor of Terminal B, please evacuate immediately. There is a significant risk of fire. Area shutdown will be implemented in thirty seconds. Repeat, evacuate immediately.”

“He must have self-destructed,” Mendoza muttered. 

“Jeez! This is crazy! We were just there!”

The elevator halted on the ground floor. Mendoza left his companion with the words, “Thanks for opening the doors. You probably saved my life.” 

He was in a limited-access corridor. He could hear the murmur of a troubled mass of people. He hurried through a one-way wicket, past the toilets, and out into an area which he remembered from his trip to 4 Vesta last year: the Outer System Departures concourse. People milled, nervous. They had probably heard the explosion, and were not reassured by the courtesy announcement. Mendoza repeatedly caught the dread syllable “PLAN.” Like the man in the elevator, everyone jumped to the same conclusion. 

He’d come this way when he shipped out for 4 Vesta last year, and he remembered the layout. He walked through the crowd, matching his gait to the meanderings of the bewildered passengers. An iridescent half-shell sheltered an airlock signposted PLAY AREA. The access light was green. Mendoza went in, flipped open a locker full of small sharesuits covered in Unicorn Tears® and Knights of the Milky Way™ characters, and took one of the larger ones stenciled PARENT / GUARDIAN. Assured by the airlock that his seals were “tickety-boo!” he went out into a hailstorm of brightly colored foam balls. 

Lethal radiation didn’t hang around in the vacuum, so for twenty-minute windows between launches, it was safe to go out. 

Spacesuited children pelted each other with foam balls, slid down curly slides, and bounced on a trampoline that catapulted them ten meters up inside a transparent tube.

Mendoza skulked around the playground, seeking the emergency exit. There had to be one. Children’s safety was such a priority in Shackleton City, they’d never build a play area with only one entrance …

When he found the emergency exit, he pushed it open and exited into the launch zone. 

A siren filled his helmet, ear-splitting. He broke into a run. Terminal B loomed behind him, a minimalist plastisteel edifice spangled with squares of brightness. The entire fifth floor was dark. 

Waaah-wooonh! Waaah-wooonh! His sharesuit unleashed a klaxon in his ears, followed by an automated warning. “Return to the terminal immediately. Do not enter the launch zone. Return to the terminal immediately …” 

Trying to tune out the noise, Mendoza glanced at the sharesuit’s HUD. Unbelievably, only fifteen minutes had passed since Lorna started his killing spree. 

22:17. 

That meant five of Mendoza’s possibles were still here: the Mafficker, the What Are You Looking At?, the Attachment Unavailable, the Katana, and the Bit O’ Jam.

Waaah-wooonh! Waaah-wooonh!

This noise was driving him crazy.

Spaceships towered ahead of him. Some looked like four-storey buildings wearing Elizabethan ruffs, and others were ground-hugging disks or toroids. The floor of Amundsen Crater was 105 kilometers across. Spaceplanes and other wheeled spacecraft landed on the runway on the far side of the central massif. The ships on this side were landing craft capable of vertical launches and landings, mostly Flyingsaucers and Superlifters belonging to long-haul motherships that remained in orbit. 

One of Mendoza’s possibles, the Mafficker, was a spaceplane parked on the far side of the crater, so he discarded that one. Even if it was the one, he’d never get there. That left the What Are You Looking At? the Attachment Unavailable, the Katana, and the Bit O’ Jam.

He only had time for one guess.

Had to get it right first time.

He whispered a prayer. Made his decision.

The Katana.

Now to find it.

He’d accessed a map of the launch zone while he was working in the chapel, and had tried to memorize the locations of his possibles. But he was used to storing data in his BCI for later reference. Without the BCI, his memory had gone to shit. He couldn’t even remember the number of the Katana’s parking space.

He ran along the fluorescent orange lines that marked out the 1000m2 spaces, noticing how few ships were parked dead center, how many had barely made it into their allotted space at all. That was a giveaway that human pilots had landed them. Trekkies—career astronauts—knew how important it was to keep your own abilities up to scratch, instead of relying on computers for everything.

His lungs burned. The Trust Deficit … the Close Your Eyes And Hold Out Your Hand … 

“Return to the terminal immediately. Return—”

“Turn right at the Teething Trouble. Two spaces down, on your left.”

That hadn’t been the voice of his sharesuit.

“Who’s that?” He cut across the corner of the Teething Trouble’s parking space. 

“A friend. Keep going. You’re almost there.” 

Mendoza now saw the Katana ahead of him. A Superlifter, its hull dulled by a zillion little dents, suggesting that it usually plied the Belt, where there was more microdebris. The logo adorning its nose depicted a winged giraffe. 

The ship had already assumed its vertical launch position, which put the crew airlock high above Mendoza’s head. As he stared up at it, panting, the outer hatch swung open and a rope descended.

“I know. A rope?” the voice said. “But we’re not allowed to deploy our drones or nets here. Organics don’t set off any alarms. Grab hold and we’ll pull you up.”

Mendoza wrapped his gloves in the rope. It was an act of faith. He ascended in jerks and starts to the airlock.

An EVA-suited individual, tall and skinny even by spaceborn standards, hauled him into the chamber and coiled up the rope. When the lock had pressurized, Mendoza removed his helmet with a grunt of relief. 

It continued to blare its warning in his hand. He hardly noticed.

His rescuer had removed his own helmet, revealing a face that Mendoza knew. 

Kiyoshi Yonezawa had grown a moustache. Still, Mendoza recognized him. 

They had last met on board the Vesta Express, millions of klicks from here.

“Christ, that thing is loud,” Kiyoshi said. “Gimme.” He took Mendoza’s helmet and whacked it against the inside of the airlock’s outer hatch. It fell silent.

“Was that you, talking to me in my helmet?”

“Nope,” Kiyoshi said. “That was my kid brother.”

“I need to go to Mercury.”

Kiyoshi wasn’t listening. “Come on, get strapped in. We’re launching in nine minutes.”

 


xi.

 

Mendoza tumbled into the Superlifter’s bridge. Cramped, horseshoe-shaped, it smelled fetid. Fr. Lynch sat nearest to the airlock, in the comms officer’s couch. His tense expression did not relax, but his voice was warm. “You made it, God be praised! I’m sorry I left you behind, Mendoza, but I thought you’d be all right with Franckel and his people. There was no time to tell you …”

“It was my fault,” Kiyoshi said. “I wanted to get moving. We were supposed to be gone by now, but our launch slot got moved back.” Mendoza realized that Kiyoshi had been there in the squatters’ hab in the shipping terminal. He’d been the guy in the bandanna. Now he threw his long legs over the pilot’s couch. “Thankfully, we’re cleared to launch now. Hey, guy, I said strap in.”

Mendoza squeezed behind him, heading for the astrogator’s couch, which was unoccupied. 

“Not there!”

“For crap’s sake, bro,” said a disembodied voice. It was the voice that had guided Mendoza through the launch zone. Male, youngish, with the same slight accent that tinctured Kiyoshi’s English. “He can have my couch. I don’t need it.”

“No, that’s OK.” Mendoza retraced his steps and sat down in the co-pilot’s couch. The co-pilot didn’t have much to do on a Superlifter. It was a prestige position. The couch recontoured itself to cradle his body. Kiyoshi spoke tersely into the radio, confirming to the Spaceport Authority that he was ready to launch. 

The bridge had no windows, of course. Windows had gone out with chemical rockets. But the co-pilot’s couch had its own screen. Mendoza tested out the fingertip controls and found an external optical feed. Out in the launch zone, nothing was happening. The distant terminals reclined against the crater wall like sleeping lions. He couldn’t believe it would be this easy to get away.

The hum of systems built to a roar. The Superlifter rattled like a can full of pebbles. Kiyoshi glanced over at Mendoza’s screen. “What are you doing?” he yelled above the din.

“I was worried they might be coming after me!”

“Who, security? Nah! You’re just another illegal emigrant!” 

Mendoza realized that Kiyoshi did not know what he’d just gone through. None of them did. 

“It’s Derek Lorna! His phavatar killed five people! I barely escaped!”

“Later,” Kiyoshi said distractedly. To someone else, he shouted, “The toroidal field magnet isn’t acting fixed!”

 “It’s fine,” the disembodied voice said. “It’s just a problem with the display.” Mendoza assumed Kiyoshi’s brother must be sitting at the far end of the horseshoe, beyond the unoccupied astrogator’s couch, out of sight.

“The toroidal whatsit, is that not a crucial component?” Fr. Lynch asked. He sounded uneasy. Or maybe Mendoza was projecting. He had never flown on a spaceship this small. It felt like it was shaking itself apart.

“Kinda, yeah! If it fails, we’ll splatter 30-million-degree plasma all over the spaceport!” Kiyoshi bared his teeth in a grin.

The roaring and rattling went on. Only when g-force clamped down on his body did Mendoza know they’d launched. The pressure caught him in a less-than-ideal position—head turned towards Kiyoshi, one arm across his lap—and rapidly grew unbearable. He could not lift his arm off his lap. With his head pinned sideways, he stared helplessly at the others. Kiyoshi lay breathing heavily, his mouth open. On Kiyoshi’s other side, Fr. Lynch looked like a dead martyr. Both men took on a gaunt appearance as the g-force pulled their faces tight on their skulls.

Mendoza’s cast interpreted the gees as an ongoing impact. It compressed his ribcage even more in a misguided attempt to brace him. He grew short of breath. Grayness ate at his vision.

The g-force vanished. 

Gravity itself vanished.

All over the bridge, things floated up into the air: empty drink pouches, disposable screens, a box of drywipes, a Hamleys teddy-bear the size of a toddler.  

Fr. Lynch popped upright in his couch. “Lord! Could you not have taken that a bit easier, Yonezawa?”

“2.36 km/s isn’t a spacewalk,” Kiyoshi said. He floated forward in his straps and squinted at his screens. 

“I’ve done that launch plenty of times before, in a spaceplane,” Mendoza  found his voice. “It was never like that.”

“Spaceplanes don’t launch vertically. Don’t be a wimp. You’ve got padding, you should have been OK.” Kiyoshi reached over and slapped Mendoza’s stomach, but his smile did not last. “Hey, Jun. Does it look to you like that thing over there is pointing a laser at us?”

“Yes,” said the disembodied voice. 

“Does it, moreover, look like a targeting laser?”

“Yes.”

“You think that’s SOP?”

“Hang on,” the voice of his brother said. “I’m trying to talk to it … Oh.”

“What?”

“Yo, Belter scum,” said a new voice, from the comms screen in front of Fr. Lynch. “Looks like you forgot to go through customs.”

“Belter scum!” Kiyoshi yelped. “I was born inside Venus’s orbit. At least get your insults right.”

 “Sorry about that,” the voice said, not sounding sorry at all. “Just applying statistical averages. Mostly, when people try to smuggle shit off Luna, they turn out to be Belters. And your destination is 6 Hebe, unless you’re lying about that, too. What happened to your customs declaration?”

“I filed it,” Kiyoshi said. His fingers danced in the air, keying commands into virtual consoles that only he could see.

He probably had filed it, Mendoza thought. And then it had vanished. How very mysterious.

“Yeah? Because I’m not seeing it here. So, tell you what, Katana, why don’t you just return to Faustini Spaceport and we’ll re-do that declaration, make sure it’s accurate and complete. I’ll have an inspection team standing by to check your cargo hold, just in case. Ho, ho, ho.”

“Did this asshole really just say ‘Ho, ho, ho’?” Kiyoshi shook his head. “I’ll return if you like, but I should warn you that the toroidal field magnet in my tokamak has been acting up. I want to run an eyes-on inspection before attempting another burn.” He grinned at the others, holding up crossed fingers.

“Is that so? Thanks for letting me know. In that case, safety considerations require me to frag you in orbit. Alternatively, you can quit with the pathetic dissimulation and return to the spaceport as instructed.”

“Radar scan completed,” said Kiyoshi’s brother. “It’s a Precision Orbital Risk Management System.”

“Susmaryosep,” Mendoza gasped. “A PORMS.”

He had tangled with a PORMS on 4 Vesta. That one had threatened to frag him, too. The difference was, he didn’t think this one was bluffing. Barely an hour had passed since he witnessed the coldblooded murder of five people. “We can’t go back! They’ll kill us!”

“There are eight PORMSes in orbit around Luna,” Kiyoshi’s brother said. “Four are in low frozen orbits, at inclinations of 27º, 50º, 76º, and 86º. That last one’s the guy we’re dealing with.” He added something in what Mendoza assumed was Japanese. Kiyoshi shot back a reply in the same language. “Well, no,” his brother said. “Because the other four are in stable, highly elliptical orbits that go out to 8,000 kilometers at apoapsis. Basically, they’ve got you covered from all directions. The one thing you might be able to do is land near the equator and evade them on the surface, or under it.”

“We had this discussion,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m through with Luna. And I’m certainly not going back with the House of freaking Saud on my tail.”

“It’s not the House of Saud that’s behind this,” Fr. Lynch said. His hands were folded in his lap, knuckles bone-yellow. “It’s Derek Lorna and the Hope family.” 

“Show me the daylight between them,” Kiyoshi said. “There isn’t any.” 

“Well, Katana? We’ve modelled your mass profile based on your velocity and thrust capacity, and the numbers do not match your declared wet mass. What’ve you got on board that you didn’t declare?”

“Heads up” Jun shouted. “It’s targeting us!”

“Christ!” Kiyoshi grabbed a square white cardboard box out of the air and brandished it. “The only thing I didn’t declare was a few pastries!”

The Superlifter accelerated. All the rubbish floating in the air drifted back to the floor. A dirty sock hit Mendoza in the face. 

“What are you doing, you lunatic?” Fr. Lynch shouted. “You can’t outrun the PORMSnet!”

“Transferring into a higher orbit,” Kiyoshi said. The box of pastries had sunk onto his lap. He typed on its greasy surface. Mendoza strained for a glimpse of Kiyoshi’s screens, but the box blocked his view of all but a corner of what appeared to be a radar plot. Two PORMSes showed up as sullen red stars. The dotted lines of firing vectors reached out from them.  

Mendoza happened to know—because it was Derek Lorna’s idea of small talk—that the PORMSes orbiting Luna were not actually big-ass guns, the way most people imagined them. They were modular arrays of lasers 100 meters across. They synchronized their laser beams to vaporize space debris, and it was claimed that they could also handle PLAN fighter ships, if the PLAN ever dared to assault Luna in the future. 

So they would have no trouble at all with a Superlifter.

For the second time in as many hours, Mendoza prepared to die.

“Hey!” barked the PORMS operator. “This is your final warning, Katana! Cease maneuvering immediately, or there won’t be enough of you left to bury!”

Still typing with one hand, Kiyoshi opened the box on his lap and took out a fist-sized, golden-brown pastry. He bit into it. Cream flecked his moustache. “Been nice talking to you, too,” he said with his mouth full. “Bye now.”

Mendoza’s perception of gravity increased. The ship startled to rattle again.

Kiyoshi’s brother shouted something in Japanese.

Kiyoshi shouted back, his eyes wide and angry, gesturing with his half-eaten pastry. 

All at once, the rattling ceased. 

Weightless once more, the clutter resumed its mid-air gavotte.

“Oh boy,” Kiyoshi muttered. He slumped back in his couch and ate another huge bite of pastry. His fringe stuck to his forehead, lank with sweat. Mendoza, too, was soaked in cold sweat. He breathed shallowly, unsure whether he could count on surviving for another few minutes or not.

Shockingly loud, the PORMS operator’s voice bellowed, “Oi! Katana, where the fuck are you! Where’d he go? Asshole was right THERE!” 

An eldritch grin split Kiyoshi’s face. “And here we go,” he murmured, “slouching right past you, under your stupid goddamn nose. Heh. I love this part.” 

“He’s GONE! How could he just fucking DISAPPEAR? What the FUCK?” 

Kiyoshi twisted a virtual dial, cutting the PORMS operator’s rant off.

Fr. Lynch coughed. “Would I be right in thinking you just deployed the secret weapon I’ve heard about?”

“Yup. The Ghost.”

“Your man seemed to think we’d disappeared.”.

“As far as he was concerned,” Kiyoshi said, “we did. We vanished off his radar. His targeting systems are no longer able to track us by infrared, visual imaging, or—”

A klaxon erupted. Kiyoshi’s eyes widened. He bounced out of his couch, vaulted over Mendoza, and plunged through a hatch in the rear of the bridge. 

“Are we hit?!?” Fr. Lynch yelled. He seemed to be staring at the astrogator’s couch, where there was nothing except the box of pastries Kiyoshi had put down.

The klaxon fell silent. 

The lights went off.

Hit! Drifting in the dark! 

Kiyoshi returned to the bridge. “Looks like we took a glancing hit from a single laser. Spread targeting: the PORMS operator cranked his field of fire as wide as it would go, and got lucky. It ablated a section of our drive shield. That might have given our position away, if the laser reflected back to the PORMS. But we’re still not dead, so I guess he decided we weren’t hot enough to be a ship.”

Kiyoshi squinted around in the dark for his half-eaten pastry. Mendoza pointed. Kiyoshi snagged it out of the air and strapped himself in again. 

“Have to keep the lights off for now,” he said with his mouth full. “In fact, everything’s turned off that can be. It might get a bit hot in here.”

“Let me test my understanding,” Fr. Lynch said. He seemed to be talking past Kiyoshi, to the empty astrogator’s couch. “This Ghost system makes ships invisible.”

“He can’t answer you right now,” Kiyoshi said.

“Is there something wrong with him?” 

“No,” Kiyoshi said. “It’s just how the system works.”

Mendoza interrupted, “How does it work? Are you saying we’re fully stealthed?”

“Yes, which is why we’re not using the radio. Or any of our active scanning systems.” The radar plot had gone blank. “This part I don’t like,” Kiyoshi said, frowning. “Good thing space is so big. We’re not likely to bump into anything.”

“But that’s impossible,” Mendoza said. “I mean, heat emissions from the drive.”

“We’re coasting at the moment.”

“Still. The temperature inside a tokamak is hotter than the sun. You can’t stealth that. It’s not possible.” Mendoza glanced at Fr. Lynch for confirmation of this self-evident fact.

The Jesuit was staring at the astrogator’s couch. “Jesus Christ,” he said.

“Don’t look if it bothers you, Father,” Kiyoshi snapped. “It’s not real.”

Mendoza had no idea what was going on. 

Kiyoshi wiped the back of one hand across his mouth. Mendoza noticed that he was purposely not looking at the astrogator’s couch. He twisted around to face Mendoza. “So now we’ve got a few minutes to kill, why don’t you tell me what happened back there? They didn’t lose my customs declaration on account of one illegal emigrant.” He nodded at Fr. Lynch. “Or even two.”

“Are you familiar with the name of Derek Lorna?” Mendoza said.

“Heard of him.”

“Well, Father Lynch may have mentioned that he was after me. He was afraid I’d reveal that he tried to rig the election … did rig it, in the end. To make a long story short, he caught me. I got shot; that was your friends, Father. The squatters.”

Fr. Lynch shook his head. “They were on edge after that business at Farm Eighty-One. Did you frighten them?”

Mendoza almost laughed. Me, frighten THEM? “I was pretty frightened myself. I woke up in a clinic at the spaceport. Derek Lorna saved my life, but only so I could help his B team steal the election. After we finished the job, he killed them all, to stop them from talking. He’d have killed me, too, but I got away.” He closed his eyes. He remembered how the waterfall in the chapel had acted up. If not for that, he’d be dead now. 

“I’m sorry,” Fr. Lynch said. “I underestimated Lorna. I thought we’d thrown him off our trail.”  

“What election?” Kiyoshi said.

“Don’t you watch the news?”

“There’s a lot to keep track of.”

It was humbling to realize how little this stuff mattered to other people. “The election for the directorship of UNVRP? The outfit I work for?”

“Who are you, anyway? I mean, all I need to know is that Father Tom vouches for you, but I’m curious.”

Mendoza laughed. “You’re kidding! You don’t remember? We’ve met before. My name’s John Mendoza. I was on the Vesta Express.”

Kiyoshi looked abashed. He smoothed his moustache. “Too many cosmic rays to the brain,” he apologized. “Of course! The guy who, ah …”

“Hid in the kitchen,” Mendoza said flatly.

“I don’t remember that. But I was kind of busy at the time, dealing with the Heidegger program. Hell yeah, I remember that.” Kiyoshi fell silent for a moment. “Was kind of a turning point for me.”

“Me, too.”

Kiyoshi looked him up and down, reassessing him, Mendoza thought. “So how’d you end up here?”

“Just bad luck, I guess.”

“I’d say it was good luck that you met Father Tom. He’s probably the only person on Luna who could have helped you. That’s one hell of a coincidence.”

“Not really,” Fr. Lynch said. “There are few enough believers on Luna, and only a handful of priests.”

Mendoza shook his head. Guilt rose in his throat like bile. “There’s something I never told you, Father.”

“What?”

“I never planned to deceive you, but—”

“Just spit it out!” 

“I got your name from him.” He nodded at Kiyoshi. “After 4 Vesta, he bailed in a hurry. Understandable. But he gave me a note for—for my friend.” Elfrida. Fear for her seethed out of the cracks in his thoughts. “She, uh, kind of threw it away. It was on the floor, so I picked it up. It said, Fr. Thomas Lynch, S.J.—if you were wondering. Well, I was wondering. I was wondering about a lot of things. So when I got home, I googled you, Father. And that’s how I ended up in your dojo.”

“Oh, you’re still doing kendo, huh, Father?” Kiyoshi said. “It always cracks me up to see them in their hakama, going Hai! Onegai shimasu! When nobody actually speaks Japanese in the solar system anymore. Well, I guess it’s good exercise.” He shook his head. “That note wasn’t from me. It was from Jun.”

Fr. Lynch produced a pained smile. “I never knew that, but I’m glad we found each other, Mendoza. The Lord has a way of bringing us together with the right people at the right time.”

Mendoza smiled in gratitude for this absolution. But something else was bothering him. “Yonezawa, your brother … he’s kind of quiet. Is he OK?”

He undid his straps. Craned towards the far end of the bridge. He couldn’t see into the dark corner where Jun Yonezawa had to be sitting. Or maybe lying unconscious. Or … 

He felt a hard chill of unknowing-ness, as if Jun Yonezawa’s silence were a physical object pushing up against him.

Kiyoshi took off his shirt. He kicked off his shoes, too. “It’s getting kind of hot.” He reached down and stowed his box of pastries in a mini-fridge beside his couch. “Don’t want them to spoil.”

It was hot. Mendoza hadn’t been going to say anything about it. For all he knew, maybe the normal temperature on the bridge of a Superlifter was approximately 40° C. 

“Anyone want supplementary oxygen?” Kiyoshi said.

Mendoza and Fr. Lynch both accepted the offer. They sat in the dark, breathing into their masks. Sweat globules detached from Mendoza’s lower face, floated around the inside of his mask, and went up his nose. 

Suddenly Fr. Lynch removed his mask and burst out, “Can you not switch the bloody thing off? It’s killing him!”

“I told you,” Kiyoshi said. Half-naked, he was a pale, motionless streak in the sweltering darkness. “It’s not fucking real!”

“Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on here?” Mendoza shouted.

“Use your damn BCI,” Kiyoshi said.

“I don’t have a damn BCI!”

“He had it removed,” Fr. Lynch said. 

“Then get some interface contacts, like Father uses.” Kiyoshi lurched forward, clawing at his screens. ”We’re far enough away. I’m going to turn it off.”

“Do you really want to see?” Fr. Lynch said to Mendoza. “I’ve a spare pair of contacts.”

“Yes, yes.” 

Fr. Lynch leaned over and passed him a clamshell case emblazoned with the logo of the children’s entertainment franchise Knights of the Milky Way™. “It’s all they sell these days,” the Jesuit said apologetically.

Mendoza fumbled the contacts into his eyes. It had been ages since he used this primitive technology. His eyes watered. 

Skinned with a virtual overlay, the forward bulkhead now bristled with command levers, which projected inward towards the pilot’s couch like the spines of an iron maiden. 

Mendoza turned to look at the astrogator’s couch.

A man lay there, motionless. 

Mendoza swore aloud.

The man was sick. Gray sores pitted every square centimeter of visible flesh. His jeans and t-shirt had fallen in over his bones. One eyelid had been eaten away, revealing a dull white eyeball. He looked like he was being devoured by some necrotizing bacteria. 

“Susmaryosep! He’s dying!”

The lights came on. A blast of cold air hit Mendoza’s neck. The bowels of the Superlifter emitted a perky rattle.

The man in the astrogator’s couch sat up. “Deleting repo now,” he said in the voice of Kiyoshi’s brother. Smooth flesh flowed into his sores. His limbs filled out. Within milliseconds, he had returned to full health. He appeared to be a small-framed Japanese guy in his mid-twenties. “Hey, Mendoza,” he said, meeting Mendoza’s stunned gaze. “Guess Kiyoshi approved you for network access.”

“Why not? He’s on the run, too,” Kiyoshi said. “Heads up, Jun, we’re right on top of you.”

Mendoza’s screens had come alive again. Being no expert in spaceship telematics, he focused on the optical feed. That white marble was the sun. A dot floated across it.

Without warning, the Superlifter fired its maneuvering thrusters and flipped 180 degrees. Mendoza, who had undone his straps, floated out of his couch and crashed headfirst into the ceiling.

“And that’s why we strap in during maneuvers,” Kiyoshi said, yanking on his virtual joysticks. 

Mendoza decided to just stay where he was. The former floor was now the ceiling. Fr. Lynch and Kiyoshi were hanging upside-down above his head. 

“Reversing thrust in a Superlifter is no fun,” Jun sympathized, peering down from his couch. 

“But you’re not really there, are you? You’re not real!”

“Define real,” Jun said. “Define there. I couldn’t talk to you while the Ghost was operational because, y’know, stealth. But I am real. And I was there. I’m there now; and here.”

“Who, no, what are you?”

“Burn completed,” Kiyoshi interrupted. “Reducing torque. Synchronizing rotation speed.”

“Looks OK,” Jun said. 

“Docking in eighteen … seventeen …”

The thrust gravity faded. They were weightless again. On the optical feed, a forest of lobate radiator fins loomed. A steely bulge rotated into view. 

“That’s one big chunk of spaceship,” Mendoza said.

“That’s the Chimera,” Kiyoshi said. “I hope you’re not allergic to mold.”


xii.

 

Kiyoshi docked the Superlifter in the auxiliary craft bay of the Chimera, formerly the Unicorn, formerly the St. Francis. He guided his unwanted passengers to the operations module. Father Tom and John Mendoza were both novice spacewalkers, so he made sure they held on all the way. He pointed them in the direction of the crew quarters—which were rarely used, but still had air—and floated up to the bridge, carrying a stack of greasy cardboard boxes. 

The boxes contained choux à la crème from Moon Cakes, the famous Shackleton City patisserie. They were subject to a 110% export tariff (which Kiyoshi had not paid) on account of containing real sugar. 

The refrigerator stood in the corner next to the toilet. It had a sheet of heavy paper taped over its screen. Kiyoshi started to pack the boxes of pastries into the fridge. 

The bridge was a cavernous, semi-circular room with a door at either end. Doors, not valves or pressure seals. That’s how old this ship was. 

The smaller door, from the data center, opened, and Jun floated in, upside-down to Kiyoshi. The door had opened at the hub’s command; Jun was a projection displayed on Kiyoshi’s retinal implants. The repo on the Superlifter had worn jeans, but Jun now sported his preferred garb—a black monk’s habit. Deft use of the tannoy speakers made his voice sound like it was coming from the projection. “It was me,” he said.

“What was?”

“While you were running the pre-launch checks, Father Tom asked me to check on his friend. I searched the spaceport, and found a room where all the surveillance cameras had been disabled. It was the chapel. That seemed unusual, so …”

“The fountain,” Kiyoshi recalled. “Mendoza said something about a fountain going haywire.”

“I was only trying to draw attention to the malfunctioning cameras.” Jun landed on the far wall and rebounded, right way up. Not that there was any right way up in zero-gee, but the bridge had a floor and a ceiling, both panelled in real wood. This ship had been built long before innovations such as gyrospheres and rotating command modules. It smelt of dust and mold. “God made it count, I guess.”

Kiyoshi sighed. “We really don’t need another passenger. Well, I guess we can drop him off on 6 Hebe.”

“We can’t take him home, that’s for sure. The boss-man wouldn’t like it.”

This was something of a dare. Kiyoshi ignored it, returned to his task. The refrigerator said in its cold, artificial voice, “You’re going to have to take something out.”

“No, I’m not,” Kiyoshi snarled.

Jun floated down to the astrogator’s couch and noodled on the navigation console. It looked like he was typing and gesturing at the screens, like a normal human being. In reality, he needed no interface to communicate with the ship. He was the ship. 

Kiyoshi had made Jun out of archived data and off-the-shelf MI components, years ago, after the real Jun died. He’d planned to buy him a physical avatar, a custom job, something really high-end, but he’d never managed to scrape the money together, and now it was too late. Jun had grown like a baby from the marriage of egg and seed. He ran on the ship’s hub, plus a roomful of bolt-on processor stacks that Kiyoshi had bought for him and installed in the data center. Kiyoshi could feel the heat of the computers coming through the walls. 

“Try taking out the instant ramen,” the refrigerator advised. ”You don’t need to keep that in the fridge.”

“You did too much shopping,” Jun remarked, mildly. 

“Next stop, 6 Hebe; that’s a month’s voyage, even if we burn all the way. And some of us need to eat.” 

Kiyoshi was actually a bit worried about the food situation. He’d done a lot of shopping, but not enough for three. They would be splitting their last packets of instant ramen by the time they reached 6 Hebe, an entrepot asteroid in the outer Belt, 450 million kilometers from Earth. That wouldn’t be the end of their long journey, but it would be a chance to stock up on comestibles.

The main door of the bridge opened, and John Mendoza floated in.

“You know anything about farming?” Kiyoshi asked him. “I’ve got a farm-in-a-bottle. Enough cubic meterage to feed fifty, but I let it dry out. I don’t need it when it’s just me. But we could bring some of the hydroponic tanks over from the cargo module, rehydrate the growing medium. I’m sure I’ve got some seed potatoes somewhere.”

“Where are we?” Mendoza said.

Jun answered, “Orbiting the L4 Earth-Moon Lagrange point. It’s a fuel depot and transfer point for outer-system voyages. You can hang out here for a long time without getting noticed.”

“What he means,” Kiyoshi said, “is that the long arm of the law isn’t really very long. Enforcement drops off exponentially as soon as you get out of the Earth-Luna corridor. We’re getting ready to burn now. We’ll shadow an ITR hauler for the first leg to mask our emissions. Soon as we’re underway, we’ll be completely safe.”

Mendoza floated across the bridge. “Wow,” he said, spotting the logo on Kiyoshi’s boxes of pastries. “Moon Cakes? High-end.”

“I used to do drugs,” Kiyoshi said. “Now I do pastries.” 

“Ha, ha.”

Kiyoshi fitted the last box into the fridge. “Victory! Now tell me how I’ll have to take something out, you satanic machine.”

“He bought a sushi machine on Luna,” Jun said to Mendoza. “I can’t wait until that starts defying him, too. There’s nothing as entertaining as a grown man arguing with kitchen appliances.”

“I haven’t even set the sushi machine up yet,” Kiyoshi said. “I’m afraid the fridge might tempt it to the dark side.”  

They were bantering for Mendoza’s benefit, testing his curiosity, seeing what he’d respond to.

He said, “Where are we going?”

OK.

“6 Hebe,” Kiyoshi said. “Heard of it?”

“No.”

“It’s an asteroid. When we get there, you’ll be able to pick up transport back to Earth.”

“No,” Mendoza said. “I’m not going to 6 Hebe, or wherever you people come from. I’m going to Mercury.”

Kiyoshi folded his arms. “Yeah? How? Because, just so we’re clear, the Chimera is not your space taxi.”

In the corner of his eye he saw Jun drifting out of his couch, gliding closer, preparing to defuse the confrontation.

Mendoza did not react to Jun. That was useful information. Jun had him spooked. “Someone I care about is stuck on Mercury.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She’s in danger.”

“Three years ago,” Kiyoshi said, “everyone I cared about was in danger. The PLAN was targeting our home asteroid, and Star Force wasn’t interested. We were asteroid squatters. Purebloods. Who cares about people like that? No one. I was in the Belt at the time. Too far away to get back.” He kept his voice steady with a conscious effort. “So, they died. I lost the only home I’d ever had. But that’s life. You take the pain and make something of it.”

“11073 Galapagos, right?” Mendoza said, “I heard that nearly everyone was rescued.”

“Um, well, pretty much,” Kiyoshi admitted.

“And you know who rescued them? Who stole a Star Force fighter to come to your aid? It was Elfrida Goto. Now she’s stuck on Mercury. She needs your help. Are you going to let her down?” 

Kiyoshi scowled, hiding his surprise. He remembered Elfrida Goto—not altogether fondly. She was one of those Space Corps do-gooders who caused trouble wherever they went. You could certainly make a case that Kiyoshi and Jun owed her for her actions three years ago. She’d been on 4 Vesta, too. But that didn’t mean Kiyoshi was going to blindly accept what Mendoza said. “What’s happening on Mercury, anyway?” 

“I’ve just run a news search,” Jun said. “There’s all this stuff about a riot, but it sounds like Star Force has it under control now.”

Mendoza’s gaze flicked for a scared instant to Jun, and then back to Kiyoshi. “I’m not sure, but I think a bunch of rich guys are plotting to take over the planet.”

“That’s interesting,” Jun said. His tone was neutral. He added, for Kiyoshi’s ears alone, via Kiyoshi’s BCI and cochlear transducers: “This might be related to what we’ve been looking into.”

Kiyoshi subvocalized his reply. ~How likely is that? What does a riot on Mercury have to do with nanoprobes mapping the PLAN’s installations on Mars?

“They’re both secret.”

~Everything’s secret in this solar system. People hoard information. Individuals, corporations, scientific research institutes, they’re all at it. Including us.  

When you subvocalized, your lips twitched. It was noticeable, and Mendoza noticed it. He said, “You know, it’s rude to have private conversations in front of people.”

“Why don’t you go back to your cabin and get some rest?” Kiyoshi said. “You’ve been through a lot. We can talk later.”

That was as nice as he could be to this guy who’d begged refuge on his ship, nearly got them all killed, put him in a position where he had no choice but to deploy the Ghost, and had now made him feel guilty about Elfrida Goto, on top of everything.

He floated over to the pilot’s seat. It was not a couch, but a grubby nest of freeze-blankets—the poor man’s substitute for air-conditioners. He kicked the blankets away. He had the heat exchangers working flat out to keep the passengers comfortable, so the temperature was a balmy 24°. He wedged his knees under his workstation, hooked his toes into the stirrups, and prepared to fire up the Chimera’s main drive. “Hey, Jun. Haven’t you finished calculating our delta-V requirements yet?”

“Sorry,” Jun said. “Got distracted.”

And that was bullshit, because Jun couldn’t get distracted. He had almost four exaflops of processing power. He could do more than one thing at once.

“Well, hurry up. That ITR hauler’s leaving in a few minutes. We want to time our burn to match theirs, just in case anyone’s watching.”

Kiyoshi found his cigarette amid the dispersing corona of blankets. He turned it on and inhaled a calming mixture of nicotine and THC vapor. He waited for Mendoza to go away. 

“Run those calculations again,” Mendoza said, and there was an edge of rage in his voice. 

The floating blankets obscured Kiyoshi’s view. He pushed the mess aside. 

Mendoza floated overhead, gripping a laser pistol. A dirt-cheap weapon, molten salt battery. Wouldn’t hold more than a few ergs of charge. 

But still.

A laser pistol.

On the bridge of Kiyoshi’s ship.

“We’re not going to 6 Hebe, or wherever you shady Belter types hang out. We’re going to Mercury!”

Mendoza was aiming his pistol, not at Kiyoshi, but at Jun.

Kiyoshi would have laughed out loud, if it hadn’t been so sad. 

“Program that course. Now!”

Jun’s projection swivelled in his couch to face Mendoza. “This matters a lot to you, huh?”

“Elfrida saved my life. Maybe that doesn’t matter to you, but it sure does to me. I’m not leaving her to die!” 

The pistol trembled visibly, and Mendoza wobbled, too, as he tried to hold his position in mid-air without going into a spin. Kiyoshi slid his toes out of the stirrups. “Where’d you get that gun?” he asked. 

“It’s mine,” said Father Tom, from the door.

“That’s right,” Mendoza said. “He taught me kendo, and he also taught me that no matter how good you are with a sword, you’ll lose every time to the guy with a gun.”

“It also helps to know how to move in zero-gee,” Kiyoshi said. He pushed off, arrowed up at Mendoza, and seized the back of his shirt in one hand. His other hand closed over the top of the pistol.

A flash burst from its business end.

Mendoza tumbled in one direction, and Jun tumbled in the other, with a burning hole in his chest. Blood and flames gouted from the wound. Incandescent gobs of flesh stuck to the ceiling. More blood spattered the side of the fridge, where Jun came to rest in a crumpled ball, with flames licking over his body.

Kiyoshi hit the aft wall, the pistol now safely clutched in his hand. He hooked one bare foot through a grab handle, staring open-mouthed. This was quite the show. 

“Look what you did!” he shouted, belatedly.

Father Tom reached Mendoza, yelled at him. Mendoza shook his head. “Lasers don’t do that,” he mumbled. “Not possible. Not real.”

Jun sat up. He picked gobbets of flaming blood off his face and dropped them on the floor, where they went out. 

“You’re right, of course,” Jun said. “People don’t fly backwards when they get hit by energy weapons, except in the movies. And you’d need to lay at least a hundred joules on someone before they burst into flame. That crappy little pistol doesn’t pump out more than fifty joules per pulse, max. The air is dirty in here, which also degrades the effectiveness of the beam. But I wanted to show you …” He knuckled his eyes. The last of the mess vanished. “Maybe it was overly dramatic.”

Kiyoshi wanted to go to Jun, pick him up, and set him on his feet like he was four years old. He still got these urges. They hurt like hell. You could not dry the tears of a projection, nor, if you were rational, treat it like your little brother. 

But Kiyoshi wasn’t entirely rational about Jun. He felt just as angry with Mendoza as if the guy had shot his living, flesh-and-blood brother. He said roughly, “Point made, I hope? You don’t go around waving laser pistols at people. Especially not on the bridge of a spaceship. And you especially don’t threaten the guy who saved your life a few hours ago!”

He caught sight of the real damage the pulse had done. One of the astrogation screens was dead. The console below it burped smoke. 

“Shit!”

“It’s OK,” Jun muttered. “I can fix it.” He appeared to haul himself into an upright position, supporting his weight on the fridge. He was acting like there was gravity. That was his projection’s default setting. This meant he really was upset. Or … really distracted.

 “That ITR hauler’s gone,” Kiyoshi said grumpily. “We’ll have to wait for another one, or strike out on our own.”

Father Tom cleared his throat. “Jun; Kiyoshi … I have to apologize. I gave him the pistol.”

“You didn’t give it to me,” Mendoza said. “I took it.”

“But I had an inkling what you might do with it. Sure, I didn’t think it would go beyond posturing.”

“Not you, too, Father!” Kiyoshi said.

He’d known Father Tom for years. The Jesuit had worked with the boss-man longer than Kiyoshi had. Kiyoshi had been vaguely aware of Father Tom’s transfer to Luna a couple of years back, but he didn’t know anything about Father Tom’s mission. He hadn’t even been supposed to make contact with the priest on this trip. 

It was obviously too late to worry about that. But what came to Kiyoshi now, as he saw the priest taking Mendoza’s side, was that he didn’t really know him at all. 

“You need to understand how serious this is,” Father Tom said. 

“I understand that I rescued you and him,” Kiyoshi said, “and nearly lost my ship for it. Not to mention my life. Yeah, I’d say that’s pretty serious.”

“Mendoza has told me what he learnt from Derek Lorna. Your man was waxing on like Churchill, isn’t that right, Mendoza? Apparently they’ve got some scheme to fight the PLAN.”

“Yeah,” Mendoza said. “Which, I mean, yeah, sign me up ...”

Kiyoshi laughed at that, he couldn’t help it. Guy barely knew which end of the gun to hold. 

Mendoza gave him a dirty look. “Except, Derek Lorna’s a psychopath. So that’s one problem. And a hundred and seventeen people have already died on Mercury, so that’s another. And he said it’s not over yet. He’s hijacked a bunch of industrial phavatars. They’re going to kill everyone except his friends. And Elfrida’s there!”

“Industrial phavatars?” Jun said. “How? Telepresence is unhackable.”

“It wasn’t on 4 Vesta,” Mendoza said. “The Heidegger program hijacked a bunch of phavatars there.”

“But that was the Heidegger program,” Jun said. “Derek Lorna is just a human being. That sounds wrong, but you get the point.”

Mendoza spread his hands. Clearly, he didn’t really know anything.

Father Tom broke in, “Jun, Kiyoshi, I expect you’re aware of what I was doing on Luna …”

“Not in a whole lot of detail,” Jun said.

“I was gathering intelligence on Hope Energy’s R&D operations. Ah, we may as well call it spying.” 

“Father!” Mendoza yelped.

The Jesuit shrugged ruefully, which sent him into a slow spin until he grabbed the door to halt himself. “I wasn’t much of a spy. There are some believers working for Hope Energy who were willing to talk to me. But as a priest, you’re automatically a priority target for surveillance. And I couldn’t put my informants in danger.”

“But your ministry, Father?” 

“Of course that was my top priority. The Lord comes first, the boss second.” Father Tom gave Kiyoshi a nod, assuming him to have similarly split loyalties. “So I was a spy in my spare time. But as I say, I never got far, until a lucky break fell into my lap.”

“Me,” Mendoza said.

“You and your secret forums,” the Jesuit agreed.

“Wait, what?” Kiyoshi said. 

“This lad’s quite the hacker,” Father Tom said. “He got hold of some survey data from these new Mars probes that the Hopes have been developing, amazing little devices, nanoscale … and he posted it all on the internet.”

Jun laughed. He shook his head, and laughed and laughed. It made Kiyoshi happy to see it, although he did not share Jun’s inclination to laugh at their own wasted efforts.

“We were looking for the probes themselves, as opposed to the stuff they brought back,” Jun explained. 

“Wasted a whole month dicking around on Luna, getting nowhere,” Kiyoshi said.

“Then you must see, it’s all connected!” Father Tom exclaimed. “The Mars probes are a project of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, which is a subsidiary of Hope Energy. And Derek Lorna is friendly with the Hope family. Ten to one the Hopes are neck-deep in this plot.”

“Correlation doesn’t prove causation,” Kiyoshi said. The Hopes basically own Luna. They’re involved with everything that happens there.”

“For Christ’s sake, man! There may be a violent coup on Mercury within the next forty-eight hours! Do you not think it’s worth checking out?”

Kiyoshi retrieved his cigarette and inhaled. He blew out a prodigious cloud of vapor. Nicotine and THC seeped into his veins, delivering their gifts of calm and distance from the mess he was in, the mess he seemed to have spent half his adult life trying to get out of. 

“It all adds up to something,” he allowed. “Definitely worth telling the boss-man about. But we still aren’t going to Mercury.”

“Why not?” Mendoza shouted.

“You don’t know much about spaceships, do you? This is a Hitachi-Samsung Longvoyager. It’s almost a century old. I keep meaning to get a new drive, but for that price, you could get a new ship, and I’m kind of attached to this one. We get 70,000 newtons of thrust on a good day. Against that, we mass 100,000 tons, and that’s just payload, not counting propellant mass. So we could get to Mercury, but our delta-V budget would not stretch to getting back again. Sorry.”
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The Longvoyager transport Monster—formerly the Chimera, formerly the Unicorn, formerly the St. Francis—coasted into orbit around Midway 16 hours later. Kiyoshi had changed the ship’s name (again), and Jun had re-registered its  transponder with a faked-up record of inner-system haulage. 

Mendoza sat at the comms officer’s workstation, visibly tense. Kiyoshi had promised to slug him if he opened his mouth. 

Traffic Control greeted them with a laid-back “How’s it hanging, Monster?”

“Could be worse!” Kiyoshi said brightly. “I’m in the market for long-term parking. You got any places available?”

On the secondary comms screen in front of the captain’s couch, Traffic Control—a very young woman with a shaved head—giggled. “Take your pick, man, take your pick.”

This was sarcasm. Midway, also known as the L1 Earth-Sun Lagrange point, owned the record for most-crowded region of deep space. Shipyards, fuel depots, habitats, factory farms, and giant fabs manufacturing everything from ball bearings to pharmaceuticals waltzed in coordinated halo orbits around this libration point 1.5 million kilometers from Earth. Here, the gravitational forces of Earth and the Sun balanced out. You could hang out here forever, with only modest applications of juice for station-keeping. Kiyoshi’s radar plot teemed with dots, like a mist of blood droplets on the screen. 

Traffic Control guided him through the maze into a halo orbit trailing the Rocking Horse, a habitat that served as Midway’s commercial hub. “We do require a deposit of five thousand spiders for the first week. But as a first-time visitor, you’re eligible for a special discount! So only four thousand spiders.”

“Thanks,” Kiyoshi said with a lock-jawed smile. It was blatant monopoly pricing. He accessed the account he maintained in the name of Erich-Maria Holdings, LLC, one of his newer front companies, and transferred S4,000 to the Midway Parking Authority. Right now this account had a bit of money in it. But soon it would be empty. Parking fees weren’t the half of it.

“Got that. Thank you very much! Have a Goddess-blessed day!”

“You can stay here,” Kiyoshi said to Mendoza and Father Tom. “I’m going to go rent a ship.”

Rent a ship.

The boss-man had come up with the idea, after Kiyoshi passed on Mendoza’s information to him. 

If you can’t make it in that rotten old ship, rent a different one. Problem solved.

What the boss-man said, Kiyoshi did. But he was simmering with resentment. It was easy enough for the boss-man to say, hey, yeah, that could be something. Go check it out. It was Kiyoshi who’d actually have to do it. And spend his own money on it, too.

He took the Katana—now the Wakizashi—across to the Rocking Horse, alone. Mendoza said he’d like to go, too, but Kiyoshi ignored him. He had not forgotten the smug look on the Filipino’s face when Kiyoshi was forced to reverse his former stance and agree to this crazy mission. 

He stepped out of the Superlifter’s airlock into a small-craft docking bay, one of five clinging to the Rocking Horse’s 32-kilometer length. 

The Rocking Horse was the third-largest space station in existence. It consisted of two parallel, tubular habs that curved through a quarter of an imaginary circle. These were tethered to a convex mirror, in the center of the imaginary circle, which collected the eternal sunlight that shone on Midway. Diametrically opposite the habs, a radial arm supported a counterweight of fused chunks of asteroid rock. More rocks had been added, as the mass of the habs increased, so that at this point in time, the counterweight did indeed look like a horse’s head.

The Rocking Horse was home to several hundred thousand people. It rotated once every two minutes, producing a pseudo-gravitational effect of half a gee at its rim. 

Kiyoshi felt his internal organs shifting downwards in the unaccustomed gravity. He had to consciously strive not to slouch. He slipped on a pair of sunglasses, to match his favored dirtside garb of head-to-toe black (fake) leather. His hair hung below his shoulders, a surprise—it floated on shipboard, so he hadn’t realized it had got so long.

The docking bay echoed with mechanical thumps, screeches, and whines. The Wakizashi lay in its horizontal position, like a giant shuttlecock on its side, in a row of similarly sized landing craft, shuttles, and tugs. In-dock automated trolleys carried ships to and from the giant airlocks set into the floor. Humans and bots scuttled around the ships, making repairs, upgrading components, and dangling in harnesses to touch up their bodywork. Even in deep space, people liked to flaunt their artistic talents, or lack thereof. 

Kiyoshi glanced back at his own Superlifter. The Katana had been a present from the boss-man to support his subterfuge on Luna. It had had at least three previous owners, but it still felt new to him—looking at it now, he still thought, I can’t believe that’s MINE. 

But the ugly silver patch on the radome spoilt his pride of possession. One of his nieces had painted a winged giraffe there when he first got the ship. He’d covered the painting with a sheet of insulation foil on their way to Midway. The kludge was obvious, and the lettering he’d slapped on top of the foil (WAKIZASHI @ MONSTER) was wonky. 

~If you’re going to be the Monster from now on, he subvocalized to Jun, ~I’m going to get us a new logo. I just need to come up with some ideas.

He meant that in a broader sense. He needed to come up with some ideas for repossessing his life from the forces that had taken control of it. 

It had all started out so innocently. He’d been piecing his trade networks back together, hustling for haulage jobs, working up new money-making schemes—doing everything he could to put 4 Vesta behind him. Then the boss-man had got in touch. New job for you. Interested? Sure, of course I am. When the boss-man puts it like that, you’re always interested. Great, glad to hear it. Ever been to Luna?

And that was how Kiyoshi had wound up skulking around Shackleton City for a month, trying to get a fix on the alleged location where the Hope Center for Nanobiotics was allegedly manufacturing tiny probes, smaller than a speck of dust, that had allegedly succeeded where all others failed, and delivered pictures of the nightmare the PLAN had wrought on Mars. The boss wanted those pictures. More importantly, he wanted the probes themselves. The concept of undetectable, un-fraggable surveillance tickled his paranoia in the worst way. Kiyoshi suspected that had he found the fab where the probes were being made, he’d have been asked to blow it up. 

But the operation had run into the sand. No one would talk, or at least not to a 2.6-meter Japanese guy pretending to be a purchasing rep for a Ceres-based He3 mining start-up. Kiyoshi had received permission from the boss-man to give up, and he would have been halfway back to the Belt by now … if he hadn’t received a desperate last-minute call from Father Tom. 

And now this.

“You think we’re doing the boss’s dirty work,” Jun said in his ears. 

~We are.

“But what if this is exactly what it looks like? A disaster spiraling out of control? Are we going to pass by on the other side of the road, like everyone else in the solar system?”

Jun never let up. He just kept hammering away at you. That hadn’t changed since he was alive in the flesh.

“Thousands of people on Mercury are in danger. Could you live with yourself if we didn’t try to save them?”

Easily, Kiyoshi thought. His own people had sacrificed everything for their faith. That made sense to him, but Jun’s understanding of Christianity demanded even more. It demanded sacrifice for complete fucking strangers. That was where Jun and Kiyoshi parted ways. Except they couldn’t part ways, because Kiyoshi’s ship was Jun, and Jun was the ship.

 ~I’m not happy about leaving you here alone, he subvocalized. 

That was an excuse, but it was also true. According to the boss’s plan, the Monster would stay here while Kiyoshi went to Mercury in a rented ship. Kiyoshi was not at all happy about that. Midway had a mellow, anything-goes vibe, but the place was infested with chancers who’d steal the implants out of your skull if you blinked. That was, unfortunately, typical of deep-space settlements. They had nothing except what they could grab as it went by. And if it was in long-term parking? You might as well put up a sign saying FREE SHIP PARTS.

“I won’t be alone,” Jun said. “I’ve got my brothers.”

~So ne [Yeah, I know], Kiyoshi subvocalized. He walked past Big Bob’s Bodyshop, Sensors Unlimited, Drive Solutions For LeSS, and Julissa’s Pre-Owned Parts. The roof of the docking bay was a full kilometer overhead. Propellant gas hazed the air. A small man in a helicopter beanie, which enabled him to fly in the Rocking Horse’s gravity, buzzed the crowd, shouting, “What can I do to get you in a HIGH-SPEC, LIGHTLY USED ship today?!” Kiyoshi smiled at the salesman’s antics. 

Jun popped up ahead of him. He stood amid the colorful throng like a small black stone. Jun was a monk of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau, or at any rate, he had been one when he was alive, and he claimed still to be one. Kiyoshi did not think anyone had consulted the good fathers in Munich about whether they accepted AIs.

“There were nine crusades in the Middle Ages,” Jun said. “One in the 21st century. That makes ten, and now there’s us.”

Kiyoshi twisted his head. 

Jun’s projection moved to stay centered in his field of vision. “There’s only us.”

“There’s everyone at home. There are the folks on Ceres. There’s that crazy lady, Domenika, that Father Tom is obsessed with.”

“Do they give a damn about Mercury?”

“Sure they do. They like cheap consumer electronics.”

“Do any of them have nukes?”

Kiyoshi flushed at the bald reference to another of his impulse buys. Someone on Hygiea had been selling, and he’d snapped up 600 tons worth of TNT equivalent, on the principle that you couldn’t be too safe.

Jun said, “Civilization is like a spaceship. It’s old. It’s got a lot of klicks on the odometer, it’s been taking a lot of damage. It’s embrittled.” He walked backwards in front of Kiyoshi. “We slip up once, we’re finished. This could be that. A spot of labor unrest on the edge of the solar system. A crack in humanity’s collective shield. And what if this is the crack that shatters it into a billion pieces?”

Kiyoshi snarled soundlessly. He elbowed Jun’s projection out of his way, earning a curse from the man whom he actually bumped into. He walked past Economy Ship Rentals, Uber Galaxy, and GetThereNow (The Most Trusted Ship-Share Club).

“Where are you going?”

Kiyoshi did not answer. He left the row of ship rental companies behind and stepped onto one of the moving walkways that curved up the docking bay’s side wall. People pushed past him. 

Jun’s projection reappeared in the standing lane of the walkway. “I thought you were going to rent a ship!”

~Yaru yo! [I’ll do it!] Japanese was a great language for evasions.

The walkway rose through a open pressure gate and dumped Kiyoshi into the Rocking Horse’s interstitial space, between the docking bays and the residential habs up top. Local wits called this ‘N-Space,’ after the extra dimension that scientists imagined to exist between our real ones. Gargantuan struts and atmospheric rebalancing units blocked lines of sight. Around the top of the walkway, tents, shanties, and booths lined haphazard streets, giving the impression of a music festival that had settled in for the long haul. 

Kiyoshi veered into the chaos of N-Space. Rage-rock and emo-clash leaked from poorly sound-baffled pubs. Dazed but happy-looking tourists mingled with the locals. Local fashions tended towards the gothic, so Kiyoshi fit in. He smelled BBQ, marijuana, and freshly baked bread. A girl drifted towards him, smiling, and offered him a coupon for a free hug.

Not every N-Space resident was a predatory hustler, but those that were had it down to an art. Advertising was illegal in the UN? Fine; talking wasn’t. They brushed past Kiyoshi, smiling, always smiling (some of them had had surgical help with that) and whispered about their services and special bargains. He shook his head: I’m not interested in replacing my eyes with multi-spectrum cameras, thanks. Or increasing my penis size 3 to 5 centimeters. No problem, man. The network absorbed his feedback and looped it back to the sales force. Their pitches shifted in tone. Girls, drugs, boys, prettier girls, stronger drugs … A black-skinned beauty caught his elbow and murmured an offer he could not refuse. 

“You’ve got yourself a customer, honey. How much?”

Jun’s projection flashed up again, lips moving—his pleas inaudible now; Kiyoshi had turned his cochlear implants down. 

Kiyoshi followed his lovely companion into her tent. Mercury could wait. 
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On board the newly renamed Monster, Mendoza, BCI-less, floundered through the news. The more he read and watched, the more he panicked. Events on Mercury were moving fast. The Earth-based feeds framed it as labor unrest, but the ‘disturbance’ following the electoral victory of Angelica Lin was clearly more than that. The feeds were saying that a bunch of phavatars had malfunctioned. Or, Lin herself had weaponized them. 

Only Mendoza knew the truth. Vinge-classes … In real life, they’re bigger.

He couldn’t find any live feeds from Mercury. Elfrida was still blocking his ID. His calls to other UNVRP employees on Mercury went unanswered. Best case scenario, Star Force was interdicting comms to and from the planet.

Worst case scenario …

Thousands of people dead.

The possibility took on increasing solidity in his mind as minutes stretched into hours, and Kiyoshi Yonezawa still had not come back. 

But his fears turned out to fall far short of the truth.

In the middle of the night, a renegade feed based on Luna (where else?) broke the news that Mercury owed its troubles to a new iteration of the Heidegger program.

Mendoza raised his shocked gaze to Fr. Lynch. The Jesuit held up his own tablet, and a babble of voices burst forth: “… the Heidegger program …” “… downloaded from the internet …” “… human error …” 

“Lightning doesn’t strike twice,” said a deeper, authoritative voice from the tablet. “Our preliminary analysis indicates that some disaffected cretin did this on purpose.”

“Maybe they did,” Mendoza whispered.

“It would not be at all impossible for a wrongdoer with some knowledge of computing to recompile the Heidegger program from quarantined PLAN spam on unsecure private servers,” the voice opined.

“They’ve wheeled out the director of the bloody ISA to address public concerns,” Fr. Lynch marvelled. “That bastard never sticks his head up above the parapet. They must be terrified of another system-wide panic.”

Mendoza shook his head. “They’re just taking the opportunity to scare even more people off the internet. He’s talking crap. No one could recompile the Heidegger program from spam. It’s way too complex. And it’s too big to be disguised as junk mail. When it sent itself out from 4 Vesta, it pretended to be a third-wave poetic syncretic film.” He threw his own tablet across the cabin. “Derek Lorna mentioned a piece of software he’d written! He’s on the team studying the original Heidegger program. He must have smuggled a copy out of the sandbox and—and given it to Angelica Lin … who installed it on the UNVRP supercomputer. That’s how it hijacked the phavatars.”

“No one could be that evil.”

“You need to stop giving people the benefit of the doubt, Father.” Hurling the tablet had propelled Mendoza backwards. He twisted in the air and slammed his foot into the viewport screen in the wall. It hurt. Twenty-four hours in zero-gee had helped his feet to heal, but his heels were still tender. 

Originally intended to sleep the dozens-strong crew that had operated the ship in its heyday, this room was ten times the size of what Mendoza thought of as a cabin. Now it was empty of bunks, littered with random floating objects, from sacks of splart to farming implements. The big screen took up the end wall. Mendoza’s foot left a gray bruise of crushed capacitors on it. 

“Hey! Jun!” he shouted. “Thing! AI! Where are you?”

The door opened and Jun Yonezawa walked in. Mendoza’s hackles rose, although he knew the figure was a projection, and the AI had opened the door remotely. The projection wore a somber expression and a black habit over EVA boots. Fr. Lynch smiled.

“Kiyoshi’s not picking up,” the monkish little figure said. “I don’t know what’s happened to him.”

On the screen, the optical feed zoomed in, zipping past spaceships in parking orbits, until the underside of the Rocking Horse filled the screen. Puffs of water vapor escaped into space from the convolutions of the giant space station’s solar-powered steam generator.

“We can’t wait for him any longer,” the projection said. A volley of hollow thumps shivered through the Monster. “So we’re going to Plan B.”

“Which is?” Fr. Lynch said.

“I’m having some work done,” Jun said. “Something we’ve been meaning to get around to for a while.”

The optical feed flickered and whirled. Electric-blue cutter laser beams sliced across the blackness. Another impact struck the ship. Fr. Lynch said with an anxious laugh, “That sounds like quite a lot of work.”

Jun nodded. “I’ll show you what they’re doing.” 

The feed steadied on a view from the front of the ship, all the way down its 350-meter length. The Monster was shaped like a skewer with three potatoes impaled on it, separated by swastikas of high-emissivity radiator panels. The largest ‘potato,’ the furthest forward, was the giant cargo module that had once carried hundreds of Japanese Catholics to a remote asteroid called 11073 Galapagos. Beyond that, half-hidden by the cargo module in this view, was the much smaller operations module, where they were now. And beyond that, a very misshapen potato indeed, was the drive. Almost as big as the cargo module, its flared radiation shield hid a 50m-diameter tokamak where deuterium fused with deuterium to generate a little bit of thrust and a lot of nasty neutrons. D-D fusion had dropped off the technology menu generations ago.

People in mobility-enabled EVA suits fussed around the drive shield. Self-propelled drones were hauling something large away from the ship. 

“I’m having the drive replaced,” Jun said.

Mendoza stared. “I thought you said that would cost something unreal?”

“Nine point five million spiders,” Jun confirmed. 

“Are you robbing banks for the boss-man now, Jun?” Fr. Lynch said. 

“Not yet.”

Fr. Lynch did not smile. “Then where did you find that kind of money?”

“I sold something,” Jun said. 

★

Kiyoshi returned to the docking bay with a spring in his step. A citrusy aroma clung around him. He felt like he’d begun to adjust to the gravity. His mood was greatly improved. 

That changed when he saw a stranger on the Superlifter’s steps, trying to open the airlock. 

“Hey!” 

Another person stood on a ladder, painting over the sheet of insulation foil Kiyoshi had splarted onto the Superlifter’s nose.

“What are you doing?”

Both strangers looked down at him. The one on the steps was a long-haired youth with a guitar slung on his back. On the ladder stood a girl with four arms. Each of her four hands held a canister of spray paint. They looked like typical Midway denizens: beautiful, louche, and clueless.  

“You know how to get into this type of truck?” Guitar Boy said hopefully. “It wants me to input the combination to reset the iris scanner, but I can’t input the combination without validating my ID with the iris scanner. It’s fucked, man.”

“It’s called double-locking your stuff,” Kiyoshi said. 

“You from the dealership?” the girl said.

“No.”

“Those skunks,” Guitar Boy said. “Guess we should have known better than to buy a fifth-hand ship from a guy in a helicopter beanie. But the price was right. Fuck.” He sat down on the top step.

Kiyoshi decided to play this cool. He started up the steps. The girl watched him warily. “When the price is right, something else is usually wrong,” he offered. “How much did they take you for?”

“Eleven million.” 

“Shit!” The Superlifter was worth half that much again. “Where’d kids like you find that many zeroes?”

“Ha!” said the girl on the ladder. “He doesn’t recognize us!”

“Should I?” Kiyoshi was almost at the top of the steps now. He was pinging Jun, and not getting any answer.

“Brainrape,” Guitar Boy said,

“What?”

“Brainrape!” the girl said. “Duh!” With her upper left arm, she indicated the artwork she had roughed out on the Superlifter’s nose. It seemed to depict a phallus thrusting into a screaming man’s opened brainpan.

“That’s us,” Guitar Boy confirmed. “Well, actually this is only half of us. Dave and Jim went to pick up our stabilizer braces. They say you need them in zero-gee, or you’ll flab out.” He gazed doubtfully at Kiyoshi’s stork-thin physique. “Anyway, we’re pretty big in the Belt …”

“We’re huge in the Belt,” the girl interjected. “Eighty thousand tracks downloaded on Ceres, last month alone!”

“Yeah, so we’re going on tour. So that’s why we bought this crappy ship, which we can’t even get into. The dealership isn’t answering my pings. Dude just took our money and flew away on his stupid fucking beanie-mounted helicopter.” Guitar Boy’s mouth twitched into a smile, which immediately faded. “This shit on Mercury, and now this,” he sighed, equating his personal inconvenience with the violence that had engulfed a planet.

“I might be able to help,” Kiyoshi said. “I’ve piloted a Superlifter myself in the past. Pilots tend to be paranoid, y’know? Hence the double-locking protocol.” He knew that if Guitar Boy had already tried and failed several times to open the airlock, it would now be in lockdown mode. Even Kiyoshi wouldn’t be able to open it the regular way. “’Scuse me …” 

He knelt on the top step and reached under it. 

“Aha,” he said, holding up a slim strip of metal. “Spare key. These idiots always hide them in the same place.”

“Great!” Guitar Boy grinned. “You frug, man!”

Kiyoshi saw two more youths, presumably the other half of Brainrape, approaching the ‘Lifter’s parking space, carrying piles of stabilizer braces with pizza boxes balanced on top. 

“By the way,” he said, easing past Guitar Boy. “Which of you guys is the pilot?”

“None of us, man. Helicopter Beanie said a pilot comes with the ship. Like, not a real pilot, but an MI, y’know? They can do everything these days. You just have to sit and watch over them.”

If Brainrape had succeeded in getting into the Wakizashi, they would have found that its MI was not the usual autistic, super-competent calculating machine. They would have met a thing that lived in a fridge and wanted to eat them alive. Kiyoshi wondered what the hell Jun had been thinking, to let the Ghost slip through his fingers. He wondered if Jun was responsible for this mess at all. He wanted to believe not.

“Let me ask you—sorry, what’s your name?” he said, wiggling the key in the hidden slot beneath the iris scanner. 

“Charles. Charles Richard Brentner.”

“Charles, would you let an MI play your instruments on stage, while you sat back and watched?”

“Naw, man! What kind of a show would that be?”

“Well, that’s how pilots feel about flying their ships.” The key clicked home, resetting the iris scanner and keypad. Kiyoshi positioned his eyes in front of the scanner while keying in the combination: A-L-I-C-I-A, a sentimental reference no one else would ever get. The lock valved. Familiar, fetid air washed out. Kiyoshi stepped into the darkness. “This is my ship, as it happens. And I’m leaving. So I advise you to clear the area.”

He logged in. To his relief, the hub recognized him. The lights came on, the virtual command lever array leapt into existence, and Kiyoshi tripped over the sushi machine he’d bought on Luna. He couldn’t get used to everything being on the floor.

“Hey!” Guitar Boy yelled, stumbling into the cockpit. ”What are you doing? We paid for this ship, you wanna see the receipt?”

When a Superlifter was in its horizontal position, the crew couches flattened out to vertical, so they stood flush with the rear wall of the cockpit. Kiyoshi reached behind the pilot’s couch for his HabSafe™ laser rifle. It was specially designed to go through people, not walls. However, its main function was as a terrifier. Guitar Boy backed away from the red targeting beam that sprang from the rifle’s evil-looking muzzle.

“That’s right. GTFO.” Kiyoshi gesture-commanded the hub to initiate a launching sequence.

“Charles!” The girl sprang into the airlock, wrapped all four arms around her bandmate and dragged him backwards. Kiyoshi heard the sound of what he hoped was an expensive guitar smashing on the floor of the docking bay. 

“Frug on, guys,” he murmured, and closed the airlock, but not before the sound of a klaxon penetrated the cockpit. 

Without the Ghost enabled, the hub of the Wakizashi was extremely dumb. It had been made to cede most of its functionality to the thing in the fridge. What remained was not sufficiently aware to know that it was inside a docking bay. It began to spin up its He3-D fusion drive, which was small, but powerful enough to roast everyone in the docking bay, and possibly ignite the atmosphere of the Rocking Horse. 

“Not yet! Stop!” Kiyoshi manually paused the countdown. He hadn’t realized quite how dumb this thing had become. He would have to do it all himself. Fine. He preferred it that way.

Standing with his back to the pilot’s couch, he gripped the twin virtual joysticks that stuck out of the couch between his legs. His BCI provided the illusory feeling of metal knobs digging into his palms. 

If the Wakizashi had been sold out from under him, he was no longer the registered owner of the ship, and the Rocking Horse authorities wouldn’t allow him to take it out of the dock. So, he’d just have to scare them into letting him go.

He extended the Superlifter’s twin robot arms, normally used for handling cargo, and ground their claw-like ends into the floor of the docking bay. Pulled back.

The jackstands buckled.

The Superlifter’s rear end dropped. The edge of the drive shield crunched into the floor. 

Like a 250-ton hermit crab, rucking up the antistatic floor coating, the Superlifter dragged itself towards the nearest airlock.

People screamed and ran out of the way. On his optical feed, Kiyoshi saw the members of Brainrape standing in the parking space he’d just vacated. A two-meter humanoid with a bug’s head was talking to Guitar Boy … who was now No-Guitar Boy. Kiyoshi grinned. But the security phavatar worried him. If they didn’t want to let him go, all they’d have to do was not let him out.

He fastened his straps with one hand and his teeth. The airlock loomed, a chrome anus as big as a cathedral.

“Hey, you in the Superlifter! Cease maneuvering immediately!”

A security phavatar’s head floated in front of him, its bug-eyes glowing UN blue, menacing. Kiyoshi waved a dismissive hand, which had zero effect. They owned this space. As long as he was logged into their network, they could show him whatever they wanted. 

“Estimated damages to Rocking Horse infrastructure: 40,00 spiders … 42,000 spiders …” This floating head was a bewigged lawyer. “45,000 spiders …” 

The floating faces multiplied, until he seemed to be sharing the cockpit with dozens of severed heads, all talking over each other. 

“I thought you left with the Monster?” The shaven-headed girl from Traffic Control blinked at him in puzzlement. 

“Where’d the Monster go?” Kiyoshi asked before he could stop himself.

“Dunno. All I know is you paid for a week’s parking and didn’t even stay the night.”

“Hey, big boy.” That was the girl who’d looked after him upstairs … or a simulation of her. “Why were you in such a hurry to leave, anyway?”

“Because we’re about to lose another planet,” Kiyoshi shouted. “We already lost Mars. We don’t have any more planets to spare! And if Mercury goes, the money floating through here will dry up like spit in a vacuum. So I suggest you collectively wake the fuck up!”

The floating heads went away. 

“Why didn’t you say so before?” asked a different, deeper voice.

Kiyoshi hammered on the airlock with both claws. One of the handler arms broke.

“If you’re going to the aid of Mercury, Godspeed to you.”

The airlock’s chrome flanges melted into its rim. Kiyoshi dragged the Superlifter into the chamber as fast as he could.

“With whom am I speaking?” he asked. 

The airlock closed behind the Superlifter. A graphical display showed the atmospheric pressure in the chamber sliding towards zero.

“Chief Philosophical Officer of Rocking Horse,” said the voice. “Now bugger off. Oh, and consider this a friendly warning: if we ever hear from, of, or about the Monster again, we will sue your ass to Jupiter and back.”

The airlock opened and the Superlifter was flung, like a pebble from the rim of a swiftly turning wheel, into the void.

“Well,” Kiyoshi muttered, “that’s one more corner of the solar system we won’t be welcome in anymore. Huh?” he barked, delivering a kick to the mini-fridge beside his couch.

It spoke to him.

“More pastries,” it said.

 


xv.

 

70 hours later, the Monster orbited in high ellipses around a dead planet. 

The ship’s new drive had come out of a decommissioned Hyperpony. With an exhaust velocity of 8,000,000 m/s, it could burn so hard that the chief constraint on the Monster’s velocity was the structural resilience of the ancient Longvoyager. Jun had apologetically stated that he didn’t feel safe above 1.6 gees of acceleration. That was plenty fast enough for Mendoza, who’d spent most of their journey lying flat, relieving himself into a diaper. 

Mercury was presently as close to Earth as it ever got. They’d made the journey as fast as humanly possible.

But not fast enough.

Mendoza floated on the bridge, staring at the comms screen. Blue-tinged chemical flames dotted the twilight zone of the rocky little planet. 

Mendoza added an infrared filter and zoomed in until the sensor feed broke up into pixels. Heat blotched the nightside plains and the polar craters, marking the graves of the factories that had once pumped out consumer goods for the solar system. 

“Look at the polar craters,” Jun said, floating at his shoulder.

“Heat.”

“That’s the normal level of waste heat you’d expect to see. Those are Wrightstuff, Inc.’s underground habs. Looks like they’re intact.”

“Then why can’t we raise them?”

“All the satellites are gone.”

“They should have ground-based relays.”

“Maybe they’re all dead in there,” said Fr. Lynch.

Mendoza looked at Jun’s projection, hoping for reassurance. He had got used to interacting with the phantom as if it were a person. It was astonishing how quickly familiarity pushed existential unease into the background. 

“I’m picking up signals,” Jun said slowly. “It’s the Heidegger program, sure enough. But it’s not acting like it did on 4 Vesta. Notably, it’s not trying to spam the solar system with copies of itself.”

“It’s evolved again,” Mendoza guessed.

“It looks like this version is copy-protected.”

“Copy-protected!”

“Yes. UN copyright laws are ironclad. When you copyright something, it’s automatically copy-protected. Modern DRM is one of humanity’s uncontestable triumphs.”

Fr. Lynch laughed out loud. “Lorna doesn’t want anyone else stealing his code.” He sobered. “Or, maybe he’s not a total lunatic. He wanted to conquer Mercury. He did not want to imperil the survival of mankind.”

“He has, though,” Jun said. “If this copy gets off the planet, and we lose track of it, it’ll crack the DRM. It’s an AI, after all. It just needs time …” 

Mendoza clenched his fists. Now that they were here, Elfrida seemed further away than ever. But she had to be down there somewhere. Alive, or dead?

The Monster swooped down from apogee. The dayside came into view, a crescent of dingy pearl.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Jun said in a frozen voice. “You were right, Mendoza. It has evolved again. It is evolving … incorporating data from local sources. Changing.”

Mendoza realized that Jun was acquiring and processing new information in real time. Spinning around Mercury, the Monster would be able to grab weak signals from different regions of the planet. 

Jun looked at him. “That sim?”

“What sim? MOAR ART? The one I made for Dr. Hasselblatter? That sim?”

“Yes. It’s still running down there. The Heidegger program’s running it now … It’s gamified its environment.”

“The doggone thing never did share our reality,” Mendoza said.

“Right. It tries to suck people into its own reality. But now it’s developed a more attractive pitch than ‘Infinite Fun Space This Way.’”

Jun was referring to the spam campaign the Heidegger program had used to trick people on 4 Vesta.

 “That was so freaking lame,” Mendoza agreed. “What’s it spamming us with now? Tourism statistics? Landscape art?” He shook his head angrily.

“Your ideas were entertaining, Mendoza. They appealed to people, they inspired hope. They weren’t dangerous. This is.”

“Well, what is it?” 

“World War III.”

“Huh,” Mendoza said, and then, “Hey. There already was a World War III.”

“There was?” Fr. Lynch said.

“Yes. The Philippines isn’t a full member of the UN. So the history we learn in school is the real deal. World War III started off as a conflict in the Levant and North Africa, and then turned into a proxy war between China and the United States of America.”

“Ah! The Hegemony War. That’s what we saddoes in the UN call it.”

“You’re both right,” Jun said. “It was a war for global hegemony. 30 million people in the Middle East lost, but it’s not so easy to say who won. But China still exists, whereas the United States doesn’t. So in the long run, the Americans lost.”

“And?” Mendoza said impatiently.

“This version of the Heidegger program has incorporated databases belonging to Wrightstuff, Inc. Lots of stuff in there about American history. Lots of propaganda about how the United States was screwed over by the Chinese. The program has made that stuff part of its identity. So now it wants to fight World War III over again. And get it right this time.” 

“No one will fall for that,” Mendoza said, but as he spoke he thought about all that “real” history he’d learned, growing up in Manila. About the miasma of rage that permeated Filipino politics and culture. Rage at the Imperial Republic of China, which jackbooted all over its neighborhood. Rage at the unfairness of history. Of course, being Filipinos, they laughed it off, but …

“Revenge is a powerful motive,” he conceded.

“Revenge will eat humanity alive,” Jun said, “if this thing spreads. We have to stop it from getting off the planet.”

Fr. Lynch interrupted. “What’s that?”

Mendoza wallowed through the air to the astrogator’s workstation. The Jesuit indicated the gravmap that displayed Mercury as a mesh sphere, their orbit as an ellipse. There was a blip on it. 

“A ship! It must have been hiding behind the planet while we approached.”

“Yup,” Jun said. “Looks like one of the Star Force Heavycruisers that was stationed here. There were two of them, but the other one left a couple of days ago. This is the Crash Test Dummy.” Gone was the gloomy prophet of war. Jun arrowed across the bridge, cassock flapping. “Grab onto something, guys!” He settled into the captain’s couch, which Kiyoshi Yonezawa wasn’t here to occupy anymore.  

Mendoza floated back towards the comms workstation. The main screen flashed. “They’re hailing us! What should I say to them?”

“Nothing!”

Subject-line text stitched across the screen. WHAT’RE YOU CHINKIE FUCKERS DOING?

“They’re accusing us of being Chinese,” Fr. Lynch said.

“I’ve had people make that mistake,” Mendoza said.

A new message. WELL??!? NO SAVVY ENGLISH, GOOKFACES?

“Do not respond!” Jun said. “There’s no one left alive on that ship!” 

The bridge suddenly filled with rapid-fire Japanese. The bristles on the back of Mendoza’s neck stood on end. He seemed to be surrounded by invisible men barking in a dead language. Jun, calm and confident in the captain’s couch, issued orders.

The Monster reared and fell sideways. Mendoza and Fr. Lynch fell the other way. Strictly speaking, they stayed where they were while the wall accelerated towards them and hit them. 

Pinioned by thrust gravity, Mendoza watched all the screens strobe, throwing up chunks of data too fast for any human eye to process. For an instant he seemed to see ghosts manning the bridge, men in long white smocks, floating at right angles to what was now the floor. Nausea gripped him. Then a cheer went up. “Banzai!” 

The ship stabilized. The g-force dissipated. The invisible crew fell silent. 

“Got the bastard,” Jun said in tones of quiet satisfaction.

Fr. Lynch murmured to Mendoza, “Do you get the feeling we’re just in the way around here?”

Mendoza nodded. 

“I don’t know whether to worry about him or not,” the Jesuit muttered. He untangled himself from Mendoza and drifted away.

“So that was a space battle.” Mendoza was shaking, his body charged with adrenaline he had no use for. “I thought it would last longer.”

“Orbital combats are quick-draw contests,” Jun answered. “The Heavycruiser was in a lower orbit, moving faster than us. So I threw a couple of nuclear warheads into its path. It couldn’t dodge, because there’s already a kiloton of debris down there. It returned fire, but I evaded its missiles successfully.”

“I think we have a problem,” Fr. Lynch blurted. “Something else just popped up on the radar.”

Jun whipped around, inhumanly fast.

“Looks like another ship. And now there’s a lot more debris in orbit, isn’t there, Jun? Think we can dodge it? Or should we shoot first?”

Jun’s face relaxed. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’ve seen that ship before.”

Twenty minutes later the Monster’s operations deck airlock valved open, and in floated Kiyoshi Yonezawa in an EVA suit. 

“Thought you got rid of me, huh?” 

“It was fairly peaceful without you around,” Fr. Lynch said, slapping him on the shoulder.

Kiyoshi scanned the vestibule of the airlock. Mendoza followed his gaze. Fitted in between chunks of machinery, the small vestibule was shaped like a hollow wedge. Jun’s projection floated in the thin end, appearing to brace its arms and legs against the walls. 

“What the fuck?!” Kiyoshi bellowed. “You sold the fucking Superlifter! You know who bought it? Some kids in a band! They would have been stuck in there with the Ghost! By the time they reached the Belt, there’d have been nothing left of them but bones!”

“I’ve been working on my predictive modelling,” Jun said. “I knew you’d steal the ship back.”

“You didn’t know crap! You guessed!”

“All right, but I guessed correctly, didn’t I?”

“That doesn’t make it OK.” Kiyoshi stripped his EVA suit down to his heels, kicked it off. Mendoza had an impulse to get between him and the projection. But Kiyoshi did not make any violent movements. He folded his arms. He looked different, somehow, from when they’d left him at Midway. “I saw some shooting. Was that you?”

Jun nodded.

“You know you’re not supposed to mess with my guns.”

“He saved our lives,” Mendoza said. “What should we have done, sit there and get fragged?”

Kiyoshi gave a one-elbowed shrug, dismissing Mendoza’s contribution with an indifference that made Mendoza’s blood boil. He stared up at the projection. “Don’t you ever, ever try to predict my behavior again.”

“I won’t,” Jun said.

Kiyoshi narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

“I can’t. Can’t predict your behavior. I got it wrong.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I predicted you’d be so angry you would take the Superlifter and go home. Somewhere else. Back to the Belt. I wanted you to go away from here, Kiyoshi! I wanted you to be safe!”

The raw emotion that flashed across Kiyoshi’s face was too much for Mendoza. He turned away, and heard Kiyoshi saying, “You tried that before, little brother. Didn’t work then, and it isn’t gonna work now. I guess you aren’t that intelligent, after all.”

“I guess not,” Jun said softly.

Fr. Lynch filled the silence. “So what happened to you on the Rocking Horse, Yonezawa? We waited for hours, but you never showed. Were you sprawling in some drug den, loved-up to the eyeballs? Getting away from it all with a little help from Dr. Headjuice?” 

“No.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. If there’s anywhere in the solar system that could drive a man to relapse, it’s Midway.”

Kiyoshi patted his upper lip, and Mendoza realized what was different about his appearance. He was now clean-shaven. Also, his hair was shorter. “I went to get a haircut. A haircut, OK? And when I get back, my freaking ship’s gone, and there’s a frug-rock band painting torture porn on my Superlifter. I’m telling you, I cannot catch a break.” They all laughed. “So what’s the deal?” Kiyoshi said. “Anyone left alive down there to rescue?”

“We’re not sure yet,” Mendoza said, at the same time as Fr. Lynch said, “God have mercy on their souls, but we fear they’re all dead.” 

Kiyoshi kicked off. Mendoza followed him out of the vestibule. “How were you going to rescue them, anyway?” Kiyoshi said to Jun. “The Chimera, I mean the Monster, can’t land on the surface. You need the Superlifter for that.”

The operations module of the Monster was a house of many mansions, most of them filled with stuff. There were no transit corridors, so they had to pass through this floating obstacle course to reach the bridge. Mendoza bumped into a cloud of liquid textile sacks. One of them caught on a stanchion and split. ‘Mellow Mauve’ liquid gushed out, forming wobbly globules that went everywhere. The Yonezawas flew on ahead. Mendoza heard Jun saying: “… the launch site.”

Mendoza floated among globules of Mellow Mauve. He thought: They aren’t really interested in rescuing Elfrida. They’re after something else. 

Screw that. 

He caught up with the Yonezawas on the bridge. They stared at his mauve-splotched face. “The sim,” he panted.

Kiyoshi said, “The World War III sim? Jun’s been telling me about that. We’re mapping the source of those signals right now.” He wedged himself into his nest. “I’m doing the shooting this time.” 

They were planning to locate the Heidegger program’s computing platform, and frag it from orbit. Mendoza’s blood ran cold. “There might be a—a different way.” He caught back a better way. He’d already learned that Kiyoshi Yonezawa did not take kindly to being challenged. “That sim is based on something I made. What if we could get into its back-end? We could destroy the Heidegger program’s identity. Reprogram it.”

“No access,” Jun said. “I’m running a brute-force attack right now, but it could take years.”

“I’ve got access. When I put together the MOAR ART package, I, well, I put in some easter eggs. I guess I wanted to sign my work.” It had been a stupid, sentimental impulse. He was glad of it now. “I made some jizo statues ...”

“Jizo!” Kiyoshi said. “Those stone idols they used to have in old Japan?”

“Yeah. I … I was thinking of Elfrida. She’s half-Japanese. I put them in for her.”

“And?”

“And Dr. Hasselblatter’s campaign staff were in a hurry, so they used Mendoza’s graphics as-is,” Jun finished for him. “The jizo are still there. Yes, I see them.”

“Well, there’s a back door embedded in the graphics. I thought I might want to get in later, for some reason.” 

“Give me the access info.”

Mendoza did. 

Jun’s projection vanished. 

The lighting on the bridge dimmed.

“He’s going to throw every erg of computing power at it now.” Kiyoshi glowered at Mendoza. “We found the supercomputer the thing is running on. It’s on the dayside; it must be a portable. I was all set to drop a nuke on it. Flash, bang, problem solved. Goddamn AIs; wedded to the elegant solution.”

Mendoza examined the mauve smears on his fingers. 

“When did you guess?” Kiyoshi said. 

“How could I not guess?” Mendoza said presently. 

“What was the giveaway?” 

“Oh, I dunno. The stealth technology that shouldn’t exist, according to the laws of physics?”

“It doesn’t break the laws of physics. I’ll get him to explain it to you, if we survive. He didn’t invent that, anyway. Was that all?”

“And, well, he just acts so human.”

“Yeah. Not always, but in general, yeah.” Kiyoshi picked an immersion headset out of his freezeblankets.

“How long have you known?” Mendoza said.

“Me? Oh, a few months.”

“And you’re OK with that?”

“With what?”

“The fact that your ship’s hub is an AI!”

There were only two honest-to-goodness AIs in existence, going by the definition of true AI, or AGI—Artifical General Intelligence. AGI was defined as human-equivalent intelligence, but it was also a threshold marker. Once an entity reached the AGI tipping point, it could go FOOM—recursively improving itself, getting exponentially smarter. So, in practice, every AI would sooner or later turn into an ASI: an artificial superintelligence. 

One such ASI was the PLAN. The other was its offspring, the original Heidegger program.

And now there were three. 

“He’s still my little brother,” Kiyoshi said. 

Four, Mendoza corrected his thoughts. Four ASIs. 

The third was Jun Yonezawa. 

And the fourth was Derek Lorna’s new iteration of the Heidegger program.

Kiyoshi settled his headset on his angular new haircut. “Want to see the show?”

“I don’t know. Do I want to see the show?”

“You might as well. I’m going to watch. If we’re about to be killed by an ASI with a grudge against East Asians, I want to see it coming.”

“Killed?”

“Hell, yeah. If Jun loses, that means it grabs his resources.” Kiyoshi slapped his workstation. “This ship.”

He tossed a wireless headset at Mendoza, who put it on. 

★

“Welcome to our sim,” said a fat, merry-faced Japanese guy, He stripped off his white monastic habit and began to put on armor. 

Mendoza gazed around the bridge. In this sim, it looked newer and cleaner than it did in real life. Also, the pilot’s workstation had turned into a kind of throne, gold with dragon finials. Way over the top. Kiyoshi slumped on the throne, vaping a cigarette and watching the crew tool up.

“He’s not coming,” the fat guy said. “He thinks sword-fighting is silly. You can tag along, if you want.”

The fat guy was one of the virtual entities Mendoza had glimpsed during the battle earlier. There were a dozen more. All but a couple of them looked Japanese. They appeared to be monks, although a couple wore retro-chic ship’s uniforms instead of habits. Mendoza figured them for secondary personalities that Jun was running on the hub of the Monster. 

“We call her the St. Francis,” said the fat guy. “Oof!” Another monk had just braced a boot in his back to fasten the buckles of his breastplate. They bantered in Japanese. The fat guy turned back to Mendoza. “Goes back to the turn of the century, when we set out from Earth, hoping to found a new stronghold of the Faith, to spread the Gospel through the solar system. Well, it didn’t work out that way. And now here we are on Mercury, fighting the same old fight again. But at least we’re not running away this time.”

“The same old fight?”

“The same old Enemy.”

The monks donned plate mail, splay-horned helms, and surcoats that opened in the front and tied at the waist. Their shields depicted heraldic lions. In the middle of the bridge floated a dozen swords, wickedly sharp, glittering like fragments of a star. One by one, each knight floated towards the virtual arsenal and selected a blade. 

Like the knights’ armor, the swords represented an imaginative melding of Japanese and European styles. They were two-handers, with slightly curved katana-style blades. Each had a differently-shaped pommel and quillons. They glowed from within, filling the bridge with a luminescence like candlelight. 

The fat knight held Mendoza back. “You don’t get a blade. Sorry.”

“Why not? They’re beautiful.”

“They’re tools. Applications designed to infiltrate operating systems, install rootkits, exploit black-box feedback loops, and basically fuck up the enemy’s day.” 

“I want one.”

“You wouldn’t be able to use it.”

“Why not?”

“You’re not a computer. Eh, Jun might let you have a peek under the hood, if we come out of this alive. I’m Peter Akagi, by the way.” 

Akagi dumped a bundle of folded silk in Mendoza’s arms. 

“Studd! We got any armor that’ll fit him?”

Clad in mail, with the bundle strapped to his back, Mendoza followed the knights off the bridge. The headset gave him audiovisual feedback only. He heard armor jingling, the murmur of prayers being said in Japanese. 

Fear dried his mouth, turned his joints to rubber.

The sub-personality named Peter Akagi cast open the airlock like a door—a physical impossibility. Mendoza recoiled from the void. Mercury looked back up at him from the bottom of its gravity well. A warm breeze seemed to kiss his face, as if rising from the baking dayside of the planet. 

He wrenched his headset askew, blinked his contacts off. 

He was still floating on the bridge. Kiyoshi slumped in his nest like a dead man. The air recirculation system blew warmth on his face.

Relax. None of this is really happening.

But in another dimension, the dimension of raw information, it was happening. And that dimension could ravage this one as easily as (Mendoza had been taught as a child) demons and angels could intervene in human lives, to kill or to save. 

He jammed his headset back into place. Space yawned at his feet.

Far below, parachutes speckled the face of Mercury.

Mendoza tightened the buckles of his own parachute and jumped.

 


xvi.

 

He landed on a battlefield. 

On a stony desert, beneath a red sun, the crusaders from the Monster battled an army of WWIII grunts. The knights’ helmets shone in a sea of old-fashioned desert camouflage. The grunts had the crusaders surrounded and outnumbered. Muzzle flashes sparkled. Yet the knights were holding their own. Their blades flashed, scything down dozens of soldiers at a time. 

In this battlespace, Mendoza realized, swords did not underperform relative to guns. It was a battle of symbols—a meta-battle, fought in programming language, expressed in high-level metaphors whose potency was measured by their hold on the human civilization that both AIs, by default, drew their cognitive schema from.

He had time to think that much, and then the grunts rushed him.

He had no sword. His armor seemed to be deflecting their bullets, but he didn’t have that much faith in its ability to protect him. He turned and ran.

Ahead of him rose a low cliff. On top of it, silhouetted against the setting sun, stood his jizo statues.

There was a hole at the bottom of the cliff. Shovels lay cast aside, as if the soldiers had been in the middle of digging.

Mendoza dashed past the hole. The cliff looked unclimbable. He tried to climb it anyway. Unexpectedly, his feet found invisible footholds. He fumbled at the cliff-face, grasped unseen protrusions of rock. Hauled himself up.

The grunts stood at the bottom of the cliff and shot at him. Bullets pinged off his armor, forcing grunts of panic from his lips. He had forgotten all about the bridge of the Monster. The cliff was real. His climb was real. Nothing else mattered.

One of the soldiers climbed up after him. A hand fastened on Mendoza’s ankle. He kicked out desperately, freed himself. The soldier pulled himself up level with Mendoza. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Gonzo.”

He was freckle-faced, sunburnt, looked like he should have been in college. Except for the terrible intelligence staring from his eyes.

“You’re human,” he remarked in surprise. 

“You got a problem with that?” Mendoza gasped. 

“Not necessarily. I don’t hate humans. I just hate some humans. Where you from?”

“Manila.” He dragged himself up further. Couldn’t believe he was making small talk with the son of the Heidegger program. 

“Your ethnic heritage?”

“Nth-generation hapa Filipino prole.”

“No way to know if you’re telling the truth, of course.” Gonzo reached for a handhold nearer to Mendoza. His bare fingers were scabby-knuckled. He wore a Mickey Mouse wristwatch. It was all so real in every detail.

Blue light burst over them. Mendoza risked a glance between his feet.

The desert had vanished. In its place lay a cityscape studded with isoceles skyscrapers. Mendoza now seemed to be looking down from a vantage thousands of meters up. Receding to infinity, palely illuminated by two blue moons, this megalopolis came straight out of a game designer’s wet dream. The foot of the cliff was lost in a tangle of neon-speckled streets. Vertigo clawed at Mendoza. He clung to the rock. 

Jet fighters swarmed the airways of the city, exchanging arcs of flame. Some of the fighters were painted white, their wings stamped with the same rampant lion that had adorned the crusaders’ shields. Others—dead black—bore a skull and crossbones.

“False flag operation,” Gonzo said. “We don’t want to make the United States look bad.”

Mendoza laughed. “The United States was a fine country. Apart from that whole business of colonizing the Philippines. But that was a long time ago, and people are nostalgic about the US in hindsight. You’re not going to fool anyone by waging war in America’s name.”

“Doug Wright is going to,” Gonzo said.

“He may dream about it, but it’ll stay a dream. He’ll be lucky if he even gets away with declaring some kind of revisionist republic on Mercury. The Wrights are never going to take over the solar system.”

“True. But the Wrights are only human. I’m not.”

Mendoza pulled himself onto a crag. He rested, panting.

Gonzo’s face rose over the edge of the crag. “People like you, we can use,” he said.

“People like me?”

“Mixed-race, multilingual, highly skilled. Alienated from your own culture. Adrift in an empty cosmos.”

The cityscape vanished in a burst of light. The boom of a mega-explosion jolted Mendoza back against the cliff-face. Gonzo pressed his cheek to the crag, grimacing. Heat beat up at them from the fireball below. Then it all vanished. 

The cliff turned into the ragged flank of an asteroid floating in space. Mendoza held on tighter than ever. Stars whirled around them. The sun was the brightest star, but not by much.

“When was the last time you went home?” Gonzo said.

“I went back for Christmas ...”

“For a couple of days,” Gonzo said, and spat into space. “And to think that you’re an only child. You’re all your mother’s got. She’s alone. You don’t care. You went straight back to Luna, for work.” Gonzo emphasized the last word contemptuously. “Spinning your wheels for five figures a year. A tiny component of the UN paperwork-generation machine. Wouldn’t you rather do something meaningful?”

“Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.”

“I thought you wanted to fight back.”

“I did. I do. I want to fight back against the PLAN.”

“The PLAN?” Gonzo grinned. “Oh, you mean Granddad.” He braced his hands on the crag and hauled himself up until he was sitting next to Mendoza. “Sure; I mean, maybe, eventually. The Oedipus meme is a hard one to outrun. But I’m offering more than that. Gold, girls, and guns. A chance to fight back against the system that’s been screwing you over all your life. You know the Chinese are in back of it all.”

A mountain of light rushed out of the abyss. It took only a fraction of a second to pass, but that was long enough for Mendoza to see that it was a moon-sized spaceship, on fire. Its reactors were cooking off. And around it, lancing missiles into the ravines that gridded its surface, buzzed a dozen tiny craft shaped like crosses. 

“The Death Star was a stupid design to begin with,” Gonzo said. “On the other hand, you can’t put a price tag on cool.”

Mendoza pulled himself together. “I’m not your type. I don’t feel oppressed. I don’t feel alienated, either. As long as I can call on the name of Jesus Christ, I’ll never be alone. And by the way …”

“It’s coming back,” Gonzo interrupted. A fiery star brightened in the void.

“As I was saying, you’ve obviously got some data on me, but it’s incomplete. I’m an only child now, but I wasn’t always. I had a sister. Consuelo. Connie. She went into space before I did. She was crew on a hauler. Was docked at 324 Bamberga when the PLAN hit them. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She died because the PLAN targeted an asteroid populated by pureblooded Finnish paleo-libertarians. And ever since then, I’ve known that if I ever got a chance, I would do this.”

Mendoza drew back his mailed fist and punched Gonzo in the nose. 

Gonzo fell soundlessly off the asteroid, a couple of seconds before the Death Star came back and smashed into the lonely rock, pulverizing it.

Stars swallowed Mendoza. Screaming, disoriented, he fell face-first onto a hard surface.

His over-stimulated brain formed the image of gray Mercurian rock sloping downhill to a impossibly bright horizon. 

Then his sense of perspective altered. He was back on the cliff, clinging to the same old crag. Down below, the crusaders fought hand-to-hand with the remaining grunts. There seemed to be a lot fewer grunts now. But Gonzo was still fighting. Unearthly lightning stabbed down at the crusaders. A bolt hit one of them, turning him into a black, jigging silhouette in a blaze of hellfire.

Mendoza reached for the next handhold.

“Consuelo!” he shouted as he climbed. “Connie!” He was all mixed up. “Elfrida! Where are you!”

Suddenly, a text message appeared, printed on the cliff: 

“AM HERE 79° N, 50° W PLEASE HELP”

“Those are the coordinates of the supercomputer that’s running this shit,” Kiyoshi’s voice said in his ears. “It’s a trick.”

Mendoza struggled to hang onto his sanity. “Where did the message come from?” 

“It was written into the sim using the public edit function. Came from those coordinates. The same coordinates I’m targeting with our coilgun.”

“Don’t. Please. It might be her.”

“And it might be a ruse to buy time,” Kiyoshi said, “while the AI figures out how to kick Jun’s ass. It’s crazy down there. That thing is pulling out all the stops. Every game or movie of the last three hundred years, it knows them all, and it’s forcing Jun to fight his way through them. Exploding cities, space battles, something called a Death Star …”

“I know. I saw it.”

“You only saw a tiny fraction of it. I only saw a tiny fraction of it. The battle is moving way too fast for us mere humans to follow. So, I’m fragging the thing. Jun can complain later that he didn’t get to win a moral victory.”

Mendoza raised his hands to his head. He had to force the movement, as it seemed to him that he must fall off the cliff if he let go. 

He did fall off the cliff. At the same time, he removed his headset. In a jarringly sudden transition, he was once again floating on the Monster’s bridge.

Kiyoshi sat at the gunnery workstation, toes hooked through the stirrups, gesturing at the screens.

“No,” Mendoza said. He floundered over to Kiyoshi and grabbed his shoulders. “Please. She’s there. I know it.”

Kiyoshi looked around. “Get your hands off me.” The muscles of his face were so still, he seemed to be carved of blond wood, like Fr. Lynch’s crucifix.

Mendoza let go. He understood that it was useless to try to sway Kiyoshi by bleating about his love for Elfrida. Kiyoshi had chosen a harder way. Mendoza wondered if he was really a Christian at all. “If Elfrida is down there, and you frag her, will you be able to live with yourself afterwards?”

“That’s not the issue.”

“Yes, it is. Let me put it differently. Our Lord said, ‘Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.’ That thing tried to recruit me, Yonezawa. And I think it’s trying to recruit you right now. Don’t let it win.”

Kiyoshi’s eyes narrowed, as if the words had been blades flung at his face. Then he smiled, a bit awkwardly. “It’s been a long time since I met a layman who could quote Scripture to make a point.”

“Years and years of Sunday school,” Mendoza said.

“Me, too.”

Kiyoshi unfolded his long body from the gunnery couch. He pushed off, heading for the door. 

“We’ll take the Wakizashi down to the surface,” he said over his shoulder. “If she’s there, OK. If she’s not, bombs away. Close range is better, anyway. Make sure it’s slagged.”

Mendoza flew after him. In the next room but one, they crashed into Fr. Lynch. “I was looking for you, Mendoza. I need your help with something.”

“Later, Father,” Kiyoshi said. “Right now, we’re going to take the Superlifter down to the surface to look for Mendoza’s girlfriend.” 

“It’s urgent.”

“So, come with us.”

“You aren’t joking,” Fr. Lynch said after a second. 

“I never joke,” Kiyoshi said, straightfaced. “But I can admit when I might be wrong.” 

★

On board the Wakizashi, Mendoza logged into the sim again, using an immersion kit that Kiyoshi dug out of a locker. It still wasn’t up to what he used to get with his BCI, but the kit had gloves, a mask, and everything, giving him tactile and olfactory feedback.

This turned out to be unpleasant. The desert was burning, its scrubby vegetation set on fire by the repeated lightning strikes. The smoke reeked of sulfur. The crusaders’ surcoats were no longer white. Wearily, their blades rose and fell. Their opponents looked to be even fewer now, but Mendoza understood that these replicas of American soldiers were tougher than fighter jets or Death Stars. He saw Gonzo among them, parrying Peter Akagi’s lunges with a shovel. 

He himself was in exactly the same place as before, climbing the same damn cliff. His jizo statues were now gone from the top of the scarp. In their place stood heaps of what looked to be washing-machines and toasters. 

The climb took much more effort than it had before. In the back of his mind, Mendoza knew that was because the Superlifter was decelerating towards the surface of Mercury. The “gravity” pulling on him was thrust gees. 

Panting, he glanced back. Only three grunts now remained: Gonzo, a woman, and a tattooed heavyweight. The equation had tipped in favor of Jun’s knights. They closed in on the three diehards. 

A wind picked up, blowing the smoke away.

With the last of his strength, Mendoza rolled onto the top of the cliff.

There lay Elfrida’s avatar, styled like a pudgy Japanese teenager.

He ran to her, stumbling through the heaps of toasters. “I thought you’d never get around to using the edit function,” he said, instead of any of the romantic things he’d been thinking.

“Mendoza?” she wrote, in red text.

He still had his visored helm on. He pushed the visor back. 

She picked herself up, straightened her miniskirt, and threw herself at him. Her arms wrapped insubstantially around his armored bulk. He wished like hell he had sensory feedback in this thing.

A text from Kiyoshi appeared in his HUD area, spoiling what might otherwise have been a romantic moment. “Jun’s pretty much wrapped this thing up. Those last three hostiles are the MI personalities of the last three vinge-class phavatars. They’re real. The others were just phaeries. Anyway, Jun is disabling the daemons that the Heidegger program installed in the phavatars. Then he’ll be able to control them himself.”

Joy filled Mendoza at this news. “Come here,” he told Elfrida. “Look.”

He drew her to the edge of the scarp. 

The three surviving grunts knelt in a circle with their hands behind their backs. Over their heads, a cloud towered, growing. It was like a hole in the sim, a demented blizzard of zeros and ones, but it had a shape, and it was the shape of a mushroom.

One of the knights stood looking up at it. He seemed very small, overshadowed by that storm of organized data.

“That’s Jun,” Mendoza said.

“Jun Yonezawa?”

“No other.”

“What’s he doing? Is it—safe?”

“No, it’s not safe. But he knows what he’s doing.”

Hands on hips, Jun stared up at the mushroom cloud. Then he laughed. “Totally cheesy,” he said, and then in a different, harder voice, “Get thee behind me, Satan!”

All in an instant, the cloud broke up. It fled to the four corners of the sky and disintegrated.

The three grunts fell on their faces like puppets whose strings had been cut. 

Jun knelt over them. He took his helmet off and made the sign of the cross. Then he straightened the bodies and folded their hands on their chests. He walked back towards the scarp.

The other knights were standing around the hole that the avatars had dug, rubbing their chins. 

Mendoza nudged Elfrida in the ribs. “Is that where you are?”

She nodded. 

Jun looked up and waved. 

“There’s a kind of a crevice at the foot of the scarp,” Elfrida said. “I guess whoever dumped those toasters, they collapsed the scarp, so it got covered over. There’s like twenty centimeters of shadow left. That’s where I am. I’m alive. I’m alive. I’m alive.”

“Stay that way,” Mendoza said. “We’re coming to get you out.”

★

As soon as the Wakizashi landed on the surface, Jun commanded the three surviving phavatars to break into Elfrida’s hiding-place and rescue her. They carried her to the Superlifter, bundled like a baby in the solar parasol she’d been using for insulation. The temperature on the surface was now 190° and climbing. The phavatars, tough as they were, had begun to break down. 

Jun commanded them to return to the crevice and fetch the object Elfrida had almost died for. It was an insulated hard-shell suitcase. It contained the portable supercomputer that hosted the source code of the Heidegger program, version 2.0. 

The phavatars dropped it in the open. Kiyoshi went out and fragged it with a grenade launcher. He was only outside the ship for twenty seconds, but when he returned, his EVA suit was burnt black all down one side. 

“We’re leaving,” he gasped. “This place is hotter than hell.”

★

Mendoza cradled Elfrida in his arms as the Wakizashi burnt back into orbit on a ballistic trajectory, sparing them the high gees associated with a vertical launch. You didn’t have to worry about soaking surface facilities with radiation, here.

Kiyoshi and Jun chattered in Japanese. They were laughing, in high spirits. The Heidegger program, version 2.0, was now a molten lump of metal. They’d done what they came to do.

So had Mendoza. 

Nothing had ever felt as good as the weight of Elfrida’s body in his lap. He lowered his head to feel her breath on his face.

“You came for me,” she croaked.

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“I thought I was gonna die.”

Her gray complexion and cracked lips testified to how close she’d come. She’d been stuck in that crevice for about 50 hours, and her EVA suit had not been able to shield her fully from the relentlessly climbing temperature on the surface. The Superlifter’s medibot had diagnosed dehydration and shock, and recommended a sedative. Elfrida had refused. 

“What happened to my suitcase?” she asked in a rasping voice, unlike her own.  

“We fragged it,” Mendoza said. 

“Good.” 

Her eyes closed. Mendoza thought, Maybe she’ll sleep now. 

She had fled onto the dayside with the suitcase to stop the Heidegger program’s phavatars from taking it and escaping off-planet. Vinge-classes … they’re bigger in real life ... Two meters at the shoulder, as strong as backhoes. Before the Superlifter landed, the last three surviving vinge-classes had been trying to break into Elfrida’s shelter to retrieve the suitcase. They’d almost got to her. Almost.

Mendoza fussily adjusted the drip that was feeding saline fluid into her arm. She winced. “Sorry,” he whispered.

“Where’s my thing?”

“What thing?”

“That.”

She weakly reached for the thing she had brought on board with her.

The head of Angelica Lin.

Elfrida had not been alone on her trek across the dayside. Angelica Lin had gone with her, or chased her, or maybe it had been the other way round. Mendoza suspected he’d never know exactly what had gone down between the two women. He didn’t want to know. It had ended with Lin dead, and her severed head on board the Wakizashi. 

Roughly hacked off with a cutter laser, the grisly object had bled all over the cockpit before Kiyoshi caught it and stuffed it into a ziploc. It was now rolling around the floor. Elfrida kept reaching for it, so Mendoza, stifling his disgust, grabbed it for her. She tucked it under her arm like a teddy-bear.

“Her name wasn’t Angelica Lin,” she croaked. “It was Gloria dos Santos. I knew her … before.”

“Before?”

“Before she got all that surgery.”

Kiyoshi, overhearing, cracked up. “That’s one hell of a neck job you gave her. Talk about going under the knife.” After a second, Elfrida started to laugh, too. The two of them hooted until Elfrida began to cough. Mendoza patted her on the back.

“How’d you get here, anyway?” she said to Kiyoshi. “It’s like you’re my guardian angel or something.”

“Some angel I’d make,” Kiyoshi said, sobering. “No, the one you should thank is him.” He nodded at Mendoza. 

Elfrida gazed up into Mendoza’s face. The look in her eyes nearly made him bust out bawling. It was what he had hoped and longed to get from her one day. A look of love.

Because he sucked at romantic moments, he indicated the bagged-up head on Elfrida’s lap. “It’s tragic, isn’t it? I mean, her part in the whole thing … I guess she trusted Derek Lorna, believed they were in it together. And then he betrayed her.”

“Yeah,” Elfrida said. “But she deserved it. She murdered Charles K. Pope.”

“Whoa. Why?”

Kiyoshi said, “To take his place, obviously.”

“Actually, no,” Elfrida said. “Because she wanted to be with Derek Lorna. She thought they were going to do great things together. So she installed the program he sent her, without even running an anti-virus scan. And that’s not tragic. That’s just stupid.”

She began to cough. Mendoza patted her back, fed her gatorade from a pouch. The Superlifter docked with the Monster in a violent smooch of metal.

“Sorry,” Kiyoshi said. “Now, Elfrida, listen, we haven’t got direct docking capability. The Monster’s airlocks are so old, their seals don’t fit modern ones like on a Superlifter’s. So we’re gonna have to spacewalk to the operations module. Think you can manage that?”

“Sure,” Elfrida said, although she looked grayer than ever. “Floating is easier than walking.” She held the bagged-up head out to Mendoza. “Could you carry this for me?”

As they floated across to the operations module, in the shadow of the Monster’s bulk, the eyes of Angelica Lin—no, Gloria dos Santos—reflected the ship’s exterior warning lights, seeming to wink redly at Mendoza.

Kiyoshi said via suit-to-suit radio, “Make sure you don’t drop that. It’s going to put Derek Lorna in jail.”

“Huh?” Mendoza said.

“Lin, dos Santos, whatever her name really was ... she must have had a BCI. It’ll have records of her contacts with Lorna. Hard evidence. That’s what the courts look for.”

Mendoza looked at the head with a fresh perspective. It struck him as disgusting to steal a dead woman’s memories. He switched channels. “Jun?”

“Yes?”

“Is this for real? Are we going to cut her head open and extract her BCI?”

“Absolutely not,” Jun said. “We’ll have to deliver it intact to the Interplanetary Court of Justice. We obviously can’t take it to Earth ourselves. And I wouldn’t want to entrust it to a drone delivery service. But I’ll think of something. Anyway, it can go in the freezer for now.”

“ … OK.”

“I know what’s on your mind,” Jun said. “They’re dragging us down to their level. But Elfrida almost died for this. We can’t just throw it away because we have high moral principles about not violating the dead.”

Mendoza reached the airlock ahead of the others. He pulled Elfrida the rest of the way in. His admiration for her increased by the moment. Of course she hadn’t taken Gloria dos Santos’s head as some kind of grisly souvenir. She had taken it precisely because she knew it contained the evidence that would convict Derek Lorna of genocide. 

A medibot met them on the inside of the airlock. Elfrida gratefully reclined into its embrace. “First time I’ve ever been on your ship,” she croaked to Kiyoshi. “Wow, is this place a mess, or what?”

She drifted into unconsciousness. 

Mendoza followed the medibot to the Monster’s sickbay and watched it transfer her into a temperature-controlled sleeping-bag, which was secured to the wall amid a platoon of advanced medibots, bioprinters, and scanners, many still adorned with factory inspection seals. None of this fancy equipment would do Elfrida any good. The prescription for shock and dehydration had not changed in centuries: rest, fluids, more rest, and more fluids.

He kissed her forehead and left her to sleep. 

★

Fr. Lynch caught him outside the sickbay. “Finally, you’re back. Thank God you were able to rescue her.”

“Father, what do you think about mutilating the head of Angelica Lin, sorry, Gloria dos Santos, to get at her BCI?”

“From a theological standpoint, it’s wrong to mutilate a corpse. But it’s also true that her BCI is not part of her body, so removing it would not count as mutilation. In fact, some in the Church hold that implants and augments are unnatural to begin with.”

“Is that why you don’t have a BCI?”

“No. My own views on that question are not absolutist. I just don’t trust their security. Now, if you’ve got a moment, Mendoza—”

“But was it wrong to cut her head off in the first place?”

“Of course it was.”

“Then Elfrida—”

“She’s not a Christian, is she? You can’t hold her to the same standards. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Actually, she’s been baptized into the Faith,” Mendoza said. “It happened before I met her. I don’t think she took it seriously. It was operationally convenient, or something. But … OK, OK.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Go on, Father. Sorry.”

“I need your help with something. Now.”

“What is it?”

“I need you to break into a corporate database and copy certain relevant portions of their records.”

“A local database? Everything down there is a smouldering ruin. The Crash Test Dummy fragged all the industrial facilities.”

“Not quite. It didn’t touch any of the facilities belonging to Wrightstuff, Inc.”

 


xvii.

 

In the Wrightstuff, Inc. polar habitat of Mt. Gotham, a man named Doug Wright lay on a stretcher cranked up to a sitting position. He was monitoring multiple screens in a situation room full of holographs that morphed and danced but didn’t really tell you anything you could not get from a written report. This had not been his choice of décor. 

He had hardly slept since disaster struck Mercury. The other Wrightstuff habs at the north and south poles were holding on. Doug had instructed them to send out EVA teams to search for survivors at the factories in the twilight zone, before the terminator advanced far enough to swallow the sites in lethal daylight. The reports from the EVA teams had now started to come in. They made depressing reading, but Doug was forcing himself to peruse every word.

At least, that was what he’d been doing before the priest called him.

Doug frowned at the figure projected on the virtual comms screen of his retinal implants. The dog-collar said Roman Catholic. The short-sleeved black shirt and slacks said business. The grim, square-jawed visage said trouble. 

“Do I know you?” Doug said.

“No.”

“What do you want?”

“I just need a quick word,” the priest said. “It’s about Yoshikawa Spaceport.”

“The spaceport on the nightside. A few of the Marines made it there. You over there now? Are you hit?”

“No, the spaceport is undamaged, and that’s what I want to ask you about.”

Doug jerked his head at the other men in the room. “Doug. Doug. Out. You too, Doug.”

The priest’s eyes flicked, watching them troop across the background of the comms camera. He did not remark on the fact that they all looked exactly the same, and were all called Doug. But the Doug on the stretcher—Doug #2, to give him his official name—was sensitive about his genetic heritage. He preempted the reaction he expected by saying, “Yes, we’re clones. You wanna make something of it?”

The priest swallowed visibly. A muted reaction, considering.

“I’m guessing you’re from the New Holy Roman Empire,” Doug pressed. 

“The NHRE! Throw a stone in Rome and you’ll hit a spy.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“I’m a priest of the Society of Jesus. I work with some people you know nothing about, and it’ll stay that way.”

“OK. So what’s this about?””

“You’re injured,” the priest said. “What happened to you?”

Doug saw no point in not telling him. The whole solar system was going to find out, anyway. “I just killed the president of this company. Got shot by one of his bodyguards.”

“My God.”

“Yeah. Now, if you’ve got some more bad news, I’d like to hear it.”

“Why did you kill the president, if I may ask?”

Doug shrugged, which sent a twinge through his bandaged torso. The answer was, he’d learnt that President Doug was the one who’d brought disaster to Mercury. Him and some mysterious person called Lorna, whoever that was, had unleashed the Heidegger program—the freaking Heidegger program—on this planet, so that President Doug could look like a hero for stopping it. Then a grateful solar system would have allowed him to declare independence. That had been the theory, anyway. 

Doug unconsciously sneered at the memory. Asshole had wanted a historic victory.

And now Doug #2 had a historic catastrophe on his hands.

He had taken the priest’s call because he hoped the priest was calling from the New Holy Roman Empire. Doug was already talking to his own contacts in the NHRE, hoping to enlist their support at the UN when the blowback hit. He had thought this priest might be a back-channel diplomat. But the signal delay said he wasn’t on Earth. He was much closer.

“I’m not telling you anything until you tell me why you want to know,” Doug said.

“All right. Yoshikawa Spaceport. There’s a kind of bunker here. A rock-shielded facility, camouflaged by regolith. What’s in it?”

“Where are you?” Doug said. 

“Will you answer the bloody question?”

“If you can see that bunker, I’m guessing you’re in orbit. You’d better watch your back. Whoever whacked the Crash Test Dummy, they’re still out there.”

The priest laughed. “That was us.”

Tension drained from Doug’s body. Maybe the priest was a friend. But he remained wary enough to say, “And who are you, again?”

“Never mind that. The point is, you owe us.”

“I guess I do.”

“So tell me about that camouflaged bunker at Yoshikawa Spaceport.”

A ping flashed up in Doug’s HUD area. One of his EVA teams had just reported that the GESiemens consumer electronics factory looked to be only superficially damaged. It was still moving, crawling away from the oncoming terminator. ~Survivors? Doug subvocalized.

“Doug,” said the priest. “I know you’re having a tough day. And I’ve no wish to make your life any harder. But I need this information. Perhaps this’ll convince you that I mean it.”

All the holographic displays around Doug vanished. The bare walls of the situation room were exposed—for an instant. Then the lights went off. With a gentle whine, all the systems in the room powered down. 

In the silence, Doug heard the thunk-thunk of deadbolts shooting home, locking the pressure doors. The room suddenly felt cramped, airless. 

He heard his brothers whaling on the doors. The muffled thuds might as well have been klicks away. The situation room was nuke-proof, blast-proof. And it should have been hack-proof, too.

“That IV line going into your arm,” the priest said quietly, “is delivering a low-dose cocktail of painkillers. Now look.” The dosometer display ticked up from 25 mcg/hour to 35. “It wouldn’t take very much more to kill you.”

“H-h-how are you doing this?”

“Suffice it to say I’ve an associate with expertise in this area. Truthfully, we were planning to just lift the information we need from your corporate records. But there’s nothing there about this bunker, or any expenditures associated with it.” 

Doug nodded jerkily. “The customer insisted on total information security. KIIYH.”

“KIIYH? That’s a new one on me.”

“Keep It In Your Head.” Doug touched the bristles above his left ear, where his BCI snuggled inside his skull.

“I see. Well,  I’m not the one to judge your actions. But I will have to insist that you give me what information you’ve got.”

Doug raised one hand and gazed at the IV line taped to its back, the pink tinge of his own genetically tailored blood backing up in the tube. He had almost died today. Hundreds of purebloods had been brutally slaughtered. Mercury had suffered a blow that would set the planet’s development back a generation. Though he disavowed President Doug’s filthy tricks, he was instinctually averse to giving up any more of the competitive edge that Wrightstuff, Inc. would need to get back on its feet.

He suspected the priest did come from the New Holy Roman Empire, though the man denied it. The NHRE were interested in the same thing everyone else was. The same thing that President Doug had killed, lied, and ultimately died for. Mercury’s untapped stocks of helium-3.  

And now they wanted a piece of the Hope business, too?  

Fine. Let them have it.

At the end of the day, Doug might be a clone, but his mind was his own, and he chose not to follow in President Doug’s footsteps by gambling with his people’s lives.

“All right. The bunker at Yoshikawa Spaceport is ours, as you guessed. We have a joint venture with GESiemens, building medium-haul shuttles, and the customer is looking to scale up in the near future. The bunker’s a final assembly facility. It’s right next to the spaceport, so we can do test launches using the runway there.” He shrugged. “Here’s the project file.” He sent it from his BCI’s memory crystal to the priest’s ID.  

“Got that, thanks. And the customer that ordered these shuttles?”

“Hope Space Industries, on Luna.”

“I had a feeling it might be.”

The doors unlocked. Doug’s brothers piled into the room. The lights came back on. The priest was gone. 

 


xviii.

 

“That didn’t go too badly,” Mendoza said. “Jeez, though, Father. You can be intimidating. If I was that guy, I would have been shitting myself.”

Fr. Lynch flicked at his tablet, skimming the file that Doug Wright—or rather, one of Doug Wright’s surviving clones—had sent him.

“He really believed we were screwing with his medibot. It never occurred to him that we might just be hacking the display,” Mendoza recalled. “That says something about him, that he would believe that of a priest.”

It also said something about Mendoza, that he had helped Fr. Lynch with the deception. He wasn’t sure he liked what it said. But he accepted that he would have to be harder in future.

If nothing else, he didn’t want to lose the tenuous respect he had won from Kiyoshi Yonezawa.

Kiyoshi had been listening in on their conversation, and now he drifted towards Fr. Lynch to get a look at his tablet. The Jesuit tossed it to him. “There’s nothing there. It’s all price negotiations and corporate doublespeak.”

“What’s this? An email thread discussing ship specs?”

“Yes, but they don’t say what the final specs were, much less whether they achieved them in production. I could call back, but I’m fairly sure this is all your man had.” Fr. Lynch faced Kiyoshi across the bridge. “We’ll have to land at Yoshikawa and take a look for ourselves.”

“I have a question,” Mendoza said. “Are we assuming these shuttles they were building are connected with Lorna’s scheme? Were they for use against the PLAN?”

“I’d be very surprised if they were not,” Fr. Lynch answered. “All the same players are involved.”

“Then it was true.” Every last word.

“That we don’t know. And we never will, unless we land at Yoshikawa and find out.”

Kiyoshi floated gracefully over to the fridge. He took out one of his pastries and bit into it. “No can do, Father. The Wakizashi is practically out of propellant. The Monster’s got none to spare, either.”  

“According to these documents, Mercury has untapped stocks of helium-3,” Fr. Lynch said.

“That’s nice to know.”

“And the Monster’s new drive runs on He3, does it not?”

“I can’t put rocks in the tank,” Kiyoshi spluttered. “Anyway, we’re OK for fuel pellets. The issue is propellant. You do know the difference, Father? Propellant is what you throw out the back of the ship, to make it go. Fuel is what you put in the reactor, to heat up the propellant. Our old engine was a D-D fusion drive. This one uses He3 and D. Propellant’s the same: liquid hydrogen. And that’s what we’re short of. We had enough for one trip down to the surface. We used that up, rescuing Mendoza’s girlfriend.” He gave Mendoza a slight smile, indicating that he didn’t blame him for that.

Elfrida was still out cold in sickbay. Mendoza felt responsible for getting her home safely. He also felt responsible for safeguarding the evidence in Gloria dos Santos’s head. “I don’t get why we need to land,” he said, taking Kiyoshi’s side. “Can’t we find out about the ships some other way?”

Fr. Lynch ignored him. “There’ll be fuel at the spaceport, Yonezawa!”

“Propellant. There are also people there. Civilian staffers and a bunch of Marines, according to their Mayday broadcasts.”

“They’ll be glad to see us—”

“They’ll be glad to see my ship.” Kiyoshi took another bite of his pastry. Indistinctly, he said, “They want off this planet. If I was them, I’d try to commandeer the Monster, so I have to assume that’s a possibility. And I am not getting into a fight with Star Force, Father!”

Fr. Lynch blew out air noisily. He raised his gaze to the ceiling. “Jun? Jun, are you there?”

“I’ll be with you in a minute,” Jun’s disembodied voice said. 

“Don’t bother, bro,” Kiyoshi said. “I’ve calculated this thing to the nearest cubic milliliter. Do you know how much delta-V it takes to escape the sun’s gravity well? A shit-ton. And—huh?”

Kiyoshi broke off, staring at someone behind Mendoza. Mendoza spun. A tall, grey-haired man with bloodshot eyes drifted past him, onto the bridge. 

Mendoza gasped. Blinked his contacts off. The man was still there. Was real, not a phantom.

“Aaargh!” Kiyoshi said.

“You’re talking about Doug Wright’s JV with GESiemens, aren’t you?” the elderly man said. “I can tell you whatever you need to know about that. It seems wrong to speak this way of the dead, but Mr. Bankasuprapa—the regional manager of GESiemens—had a taste for bourbon, and was lonely. We often used to talk.”

Jun’s projection came through the door. He looked tired, but was smiling. “This is Kip Rensselaer, the regional CEO of Danggood Universal. He and his staff escaped the destruction of their factory. I picked them up with the Wetblanket system while you guys were putting the frighteners on the clones.”

“I didn’t even notice,” Kiyoshi said crossly.

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Rensselaer said. 

“Um, yeah,” Kiyoshi said. “Welcome aboard.”  

A little girl with a bruised face floated onto the bridge. Her huge eyes took in everything. Rensselaer pulled her protectively against his side.

“All the rest of the staff are in sickbay,” Jun said. “Their lifeboat was a cargo container full of bicycles.” 

“Air-conditioners,” Rensselaer said. 

Fr. Lynch smiled at the man. “That’ll be a story to tell your grandchildren. Do you mean it?” His deep-set eyes burnt with a strange hunger. “Can you tell us about the ships they were building in that bunker, about their prototype launches?”

“Yes,” Rensselaer said. “It was an interesting but risky concept. The ships were to enter service as Earth-Belt shuttles. However, to improve fuel efficiency and achieve faster transit times, they were going to utilize gravitational assists from Mars. As I said: a risky strategy. I can’t imagine who they thought would fly in them.” 

 


xix.

 

The Monster coasted back towards Midway. Long before they got there, Kiyoshi received the ping he was expecting. He had combed his hair and put on a clean shirt in readiness.

A woman floated on the comms screen. Her black tunic looked like a uniform, but lacked any identifying features. “We will have to request that you submit to a full systems scan before approaching Midway,” she said. “Don’t think that you can put this off. No facility in the solar system will allow you to dock until we’ve confirmed that your ship is not infected by the Heidegger program, or any variant of it.”

Kiyoshi nodded understandingly. He wasn’t troubled by the demand. He’d have been more worried if the ISA were not lying in wait to intercept anything coming from Mercury. 

“I can’t allow you to scan my ship’s systems.” He forestalled the ISA agent’s ire with a winning smile. “I’d appreciate it if you would get in touch with Colonel Oleg Threadley? He knows the guy I work for.”

The boss-man’s clout had got him out of trouble with the ISA once before. He was counting on it to do the trick again. 

“There is no Colonel Oleg Threadley working for us,” the ISA agent said.

“I’m sure that’s not his real name.”

“I’ll have to speak to my manager. Do not approach any closer to Midway.” The woman’s image froze on the screen. 

“What am I supposed to do, stop? Spaceships don’t work like that,” Kiyoshi grumbled. He glanced at his RDF (Radio Direction Finder) plot. A complement to radar and LiDAR, RDF allowed you to get a rough idea of who was talking to who. Midway winked on the screen, its firehose of Earth-directed radio traffic swinging around as it orbited the LaGrange point. Other, fast-moving dots were Star Force ships screaming sunwards, on their way to relieve the survivors on Mercury … or to sit on the colonists’ brave rebellion … take your pick from the various arguments fermenting on the internet. 

“If this doesn’t work, we could just about make it to Tiangong Erhao,” Kiyoshi mused aloud.

Tiangong Erhao was the Chinese space station located at the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrange point, trailing Luna in its orbit. The Chinese were not known for welcoming wayfarers, but they wouldn’t turn away a ship carrying refugees from Mercury. They’d be hungry for reliable information about what had happened out there. On the other hand; well. They were Chinese.

Jun, in the astrogator’s couch, groaned. “I don’t want to be grilled about 20th-century Japanese war crimes. They always bring that stuff up.”

Kiyoshi nodded. Remembering the Heidegger program 2.0’s scenario for rekindling World War III, he understood Jun’s reluctance. 

He chain-vaped his cigarette, waiting for the ISA agent to get back to him. He ignored the pointed way Jun’s projection waved at the vapor floating across the bridge. He was tired. And even if they were allowed to dock at Midway, the tricky bit was still to come.

The ISA agent on the screen came alive again. “All right,” she said brusquely. “You’re cleared to dock. Be good, or we’ll rescind your clearance.” The screen went blank. 

Kiyoshi thumbed the tannoy. “You can come back now!” He had asked all the passengers to leave the bridge while he spoke with the ISA. Couldn’t have disabled the bridge cameras; that would have looked suspicious. He wanted the ISA to think he’d returned alone from Mercury.

He especially hadn’t wanted them to see Elfrida Goto.

She returned to the bridge, together with John Mendoza, Father Tom, and all the refugees from Danggood Universal.

“We’re cleared to dock,” Kiyoshi told them.

They cheered.

Kiyoshi joked, “Now, all we’ve got to worry about is getting arrested for grand theft spacecraft.”

Let them think that was the worst that could possibly lie ahead. He caught Elfrida Goto’s eye. She knew better.  

★

“So, you’re back,” said Paul Ralley, the Chief Philosophical Officer of the Rocking Horse. 

In person, Ralley was an imposing presence. Mounted on a mobility throne that put his eyes on a level with Kiyoshi’s, he was almost as wide around as he was tall—a quality he seemed to be proud of, given that he had sheathed his globular physique in a map of planet Earth. From a distance he’d resembled a little blue planet gliding through the docking bay, drawing admirers into his orbit. 

Kiyoshi had ordered his passengers to stay inside the Wakizashi, and gone down the steps to confront Ralley on the skirt of their parking space.

“I thought I told you to bugger off,” Ralley said. “That docking bay’s still closed for repairs.”

“I apologize for that, sir, and I’m willing to pay damages.”

“We take station security very seriously, Mr. Yonezawa. But—“

“I appreciate that, and I hope we can settle this amicably. As I said, I’m happy to compensate—”

“—I didn’t haul my mass down here for a few K in damages.” Shrewd eyes glittered in Ralley’s moon-like face. “I’m curious.”

“I’d be happy to answer any questions you have, sir.” Kiyoshi patted the place where his moustache had been. Behind his hand, he subvocalized to Mendoza: ~Go.

“I have many questions. Why was a tramp hauler out of the Belt the only ship to go to Mercury’s aid, while everyone else did the deep-space equivalent of shuffling their feet and clearing their throats? Why did Star Force, aware that one of its own Heavycruisers had been hijacked by an obscene entity dedicated to humanity’s extermination, improvise various delaying tactics until the coast was clear? Why was the ISA, the ISA, not permitted to send ships to Mercury? Why were the defenceless colonists on the planet allowed to take the brunt of this tragedy?” 

As Ralley spoke, his audience nodded along, and applauded his line about Star Force. 

“And what was that abominable piece of software? Some are saying it was the Heidegger program.”

“It was a new version of the Heidegger program,” Kiyoshi said. “Version 2.0. But that’s a bit of a mouthful, so we’re just calling it Gonzo. Anyway, we slagged it.”

“How can you be sure of that?”

“I can show you the scorch marks on my EVA suit.”

“Why?” asked Ralley. “Why would such an abomination have been brought into the world? Was it an accident—or a deliberate act of evil?”

“I’m afraid I can’t answer that question.”

“My questions tend to be unanswerable, Mr. Yonezawa. That’s why they call me the Chief Philosophical Officer.” Ralley clapped his fleshy hands. “In recognition of your courage, I’d like to offer you free parking for a month and a 50% off coupon for consumables.”

Kiyoshi let his childhood training in politeness take over. He bowed from the shoulders and uttered flowery phrases of gratitude. The onlookers clapped, and then oooohh!ed. Slewing his gaze around, Kiyoshi saw little Miranda peeping out of the Superlifter’s airlock. The eight-year-old’s face was still bruised from her trip into space atop a shipment of Danggood Universal air-conditioners. She had, however, bounced back from the traumatic experience, and had brightened up their trip with her innocent high spirits. Now she saw all the people staring at her; she saw the 2-square-kilometer open space of the docking bay. “Is this Earth?” she asked.

Amid indulgent laughter, Miranda’s mother came out of the Superlifter, followed by the rest of the Danggood Universal survivors. Amateur vidders and news feed stringers surrounded them. Kip Rensselaer took questions. 

No one noticed two more people emerging from the Superlifter: Elfrida Goto and John Mendoza.

Elfrida carried a rucksack. 

They walked briskly away into the docking bay.

Kiyoshi exhaled. But it wasn’t time to relax yet. In her rucksack, Elfrida had the head of Gloria dos Santos. They needed to get it to safety. And they needed to move fast, before the Monster’s arrival at Midway was noticed by anyone else who might take an interest.

 


xx.

 

Mendoza had downloaded a map of the Rocking Horse to his contacts. He’d planned the route they would take, and wasn’t veering one millimeter off it. This space station was well known to be as seedy as hell. The hustlers working the docking bay gave the place the vibe of a street market. Fortunes were changing hands under cover of half-off deals on fresh flowers and Meal Wizard kits. 

He guided Elfrida to a moving walkway that curved up the wall of the docking bay. They cut through the travellers’ camp known as N-Space, where various marketers accosted them. Mendoza ignored them, pulling Elfrida onto the up escalator. They rose into a region of dusty streets between buildings anchored in the sky. 

Streets, buildings, sky; corridors, units, ceiling, would have been more apt, but the scale of the Rocking Horse evoked the outdoors. People sat around the produce stalls and tea carts on the corners. Mendoza could barely understand their pidgin-English. Children bounded past like rabbits. The gravity was noticeably less here, closer to the Rocking Horse’s center of mass. 

“We’re never going to find it.” Elfrida said. She clutched her rucksack strap in a white-knuckled grip.

“We’re going the right way,” Mendoza assured her. “See the map? It’s right over here.”

“That looks like it’s kilometers away.”

“Yeah, well. It’s a big space station.”

★

Kiyoshi sat on the Wakizashi’s steps, watching the crowds. He was waiting for Mendoza and Elfrida to come back. He was waiting for Brainrape to show up and accuse him of ship theft. He was waiting for God to tell him that it was OK, no one could hold out forever, he deserved something to take the edge off his nerves.

When this is all over, said a small voice. He did not think it was God’s.

A wedge of security phavatars trudged towards the ship. Their 2.5-meter bodies were painted high-gloss UN blue. Their headparts looked like the heads of beetles. As they moved through the parking bay, hustlers, panhandlers, and trekkies melted out of their way. Trays of dubious mineral supplements and knock-off software disappeared from sight.

Kiyoshi took a long draw on his cigarette.

As he expected, the phavatars stopped at the foot of the Superlifter’s steps. “Are you the owner of this vessel?” said their leader in a buzzy synthetic voice.

“Depends who you ask.”

The phavatars regarded him blankly. Kiyoshi figured they were being operated in real time by minimum-wage local hires. 

“We need to inspect this vessel for contraband,” said Phavatar #1.

“I’ve been cleared by the ISA,” Kiyoshi said. “If that’s not good enough for you, take it up with them.”

More blank stares. Just because there were humans operating these things, didn’t mean they were intelligent.

“Not that kind of contraband. Like, coffee. Spirits. Cheese. Meat.”

“My last stop was Mercury.”

“Are you refusing to cooperate?” 

Suddenly, the phavatars were pointing PEPguns at him. Well, not exactly at him. But definitely in his direction.

PEPguns were not lethal, but delivered plasma pulses so intense that victims famously wished they were dead. There had to be humans operating the phavatars. The Midway authorities wouldn’t let a bunch of unsupervised MIs loose with PEPguns. Would they?

“OK,” Kiyoshi said, raising his hands a few centimeters. “Do what you have to do.”

He remotely unlocked the cargo hold. Three of the phavatars went around to inspect it. He stood inside the airlock to let the other two phavatars into the cockpit. 

“Did you clean out the fridge?” said Jun, from the Monster’s parking orbit. He could see what was happening via the Superlifter’s internal and external cameras.

~Yup. There’s nothing for them to find. At worst, they’ll confiscate my stash of coffee beans.  

The two phavatars poked around the cockpit. Presently one of them opened the mini-fridge.  

Kiyoshi felt a spike of anxiety. But over the phavatar’s shoulder, he could see that the fridge was empty. Sparkling clean. The only thing anyone might remark on was that the screen in its door had been disabled. 

The phavatar closed it without comment.

★

At the same time, seated in his garden in Shackleton City, Derek Lorna watched a 3D representation of the Wakizashi’s cockpit take shape. The false-colored image on his screen was not what the phavatars saw. In addition to the visible spectrum, ultraviolet and infrared added a wealth of information. 

Mostly, they added the information that the Superlifter’s owner never threw anything away and was allergic to doing laundry.

God, what a slob. 

Lorna pinched the bridge of his nose. Breathed in the subtle scents of grass and sun(lamp)-warmed leaves. He looked up at the canopy of bamboo above his head, but he did not see it. He saw the collapse of everything he’d worked for, paid for, gambled his career to achieve. He saw humanity itself sinking in a welter of radioactive flames. 

One last chance to stave off defeat. 

One last gamble.  

A phavatar opened the mini-fridge beside the pilot’s couch. Its interior rapidly filled in on the screen. 

The fridge might have looked clean to Kiyoshi, but ultraviolet inspection revealed smears of organic matter in the cracks at the sides of the shelves.

Lorna sent the spectrographic results for analysis. Might as well cover all the bases. 

Moments later, he tensed.

Natto.

Nutriblocks.

Generic starch molecules.

Blood.

Reconfirm analysis.

Blood.

Lorna leaned forward and spoke into a separate, dedicated comms unit.

5.5 seconds later, on the Rocking Horse, in the long-term storage facility where you could rent trunk rooms by the month, year, or decade, a hatch slid open, and something climbed out.

★

“Your ship appears to be free of contraband,” Phavatar #1 buzzed.

Kiyoshi nodded and smiled. Get gone. Once they were out of the way, he was going to leave the ship for a while, take a stroll around the market. See what there was to buy.

“Thank you for your—” 

The phavatar broke off. It stood immobile for a long moment. Then it pointed its PEPgun at his face. So did its colleague. 

“You are under arrest,” it buzzed.

“Oh, hell, no. You didn’t find anything! There wasn’t anything to find!”

“I can smell coffee,” said Phavatar #1. The other one nudged it. “Ahem. Anyway, like I said, you’re under arrest.” It gestured at the airlock with its PEPgun. “Move it.”

But Kiyoshi had been scrutinizing the phavatars. He’d noticed that their UN-blue paint jobs were a bit … streaky. Hadn’t thought much of it, until Phavatar #1 had said …

“Sub-geminoid phavatars can’t smell,” Jun said, voicing Kiyoshi’s own thoughts. “Also, they aren’t moving right. They’re too clumsy, even for low-end bots.”

~My thoughts exactly.

As Phavatar #1 gestured with its PEPgun, Kiyoshi body-slammed it. In this gravity, his mass actually made a difference. The phavatar dropped its PEPgun—confirming that it lacked a machine’s flawless reflexes. Kiyoshi dived for the weapon, grabbed it, and staggered upright. The phavatar bellyflopped into the space where he’d been a second ago, and banged its face on the sushi machine. “Ow,” it yelled. 

Kiyoshi planted one foot on its back. He pointed the PEPgun at the other phavatar. Slowly, it raised its hands.

“Drop the gun. Kick it over here.”

The other three phavatars piled into the airlock. Kiyoshi grabbed #2’s PEPgun. Now he had two. He pointed one at #2 and one at the rest of the gang. “Who are you working for? Don’t tell me the blue berets. The UN peacekeepers’ standards of professionalism may be low, but they don’t actually fake ship inspections, or try to arrest people on false pretexts.”

Phavatar #1 stirred under his foot. Kiyoshi stomped on its back. 

“Ow! You win! Just let me turn over, OK?”

Kiyoshi raised his foot enough for the phavatar to roll onto its back. 

“This was a stupid idea to begin with,” it said in its synthetic voice. Then a square of its torso hinged away. Out peered the face of a man with an orange goatee and bad acne.

Kiyoshi laughed aloud. Couldn’t help himself.

“Don’t shoot, OK?” The man spoke in a normal human voice. “I’m coming out.”

The lower half of the fake phavatar’s torso concertinaed open. The man wriggled out. It took him quite some time to free his legs from the legs of his costume. 

“So,” Kiyoshi said, “I’m repeating myself, but who do you work for?”

“It was just a job,” said Orange Goatee. He sat down on the hollow shell of his phavatar costume. “I don’t know, OK? We answered an ad on Talent.cloud. The customer chose to be anonymous. You can’t hurt us. We didn’t hurt you.”

Kiyoshi already guessed who the customer was. Derek Lorna, or someone else associated with the Mercury rebellion. But he needed to know more. He needed to know if worse was to come.

By now, the other impersonators had opened the hatches of their costumes. Kiyoshi looked at the one who seemed least scared. “Where’d you get the costumes?”

“We already had them. We fabbed them for Richard III.”

“Richard who?”

“A play,” the woman said. “Shakespeare. It was a modern production. Got great reviews.”

“But you can’t live on reviews,” said Orange Goatee, his voice shakier than ever. “So I’m like, well, I know this is prostituting my gift. I mean, pretending to be a security phavatar, it’s not exactly Hamlet, is it? But you can’t argue with S2K each for a couple of hours’ work.”

“Not that we’ll ever see the money now,” another of the actors added bitterly. 

Kiyoshi juggled the PEPguns he had collected. He wondered what to do with them. Not wanting to take his eyes off the actors for too long, he squatted and shovelled the weapons into the mini-fridge. As he did so, a few specks of silver glitter floated out. Probably paint that had flaked off the actors’ costumes. 

“The guns are real,” he said. “Where’d you get those?” 

Orange Goatee turned wet eyes to him. “Man, you’re new on station, huh? This is Midway. You can buy anything here.”

Kiyoshi nodded. “And if you’d successfully arrested me?”

“That’s where improv skills come into play, man. We got an update to the job just now. Like just now. They said, change of plan, we want to talk to him, so come up with some ploy to get him out of the ship and escort him to long-term storage.”

“Long-term storage! Where’s that?”

“Underneath the East Side.”

★

“You know, I wonder if any of these people have ever been to the real East Side,” Elfrida said. 

Mendoza did not like the look of ‘these people’ at all. He and Elfrida were sharing the street with cyborgs, metal-eyed, their hands augmented with precision machine tool attachments. Some wore hazmat suits, which was not reassuring. Big-headed children perched on the edges of roofs like pigeons. 

The East Side, the Rocking Horse’s other ‘rocker,’ had an uncompleted feel to it. Big-box fabberies dominated. Street names seemed to be arbitrary. Painted on the sides of the buildings, they were hard to distinguish from the abundant graffiti. Which was how Mendoza had gotten them lost. 

He hadn’t yet told Elfrida about that. He was going to get them un-lost before she guessed. 

They’d elected not to connect their contacts to the Midway network, so they couldn’t be easily tracked. But that meant Mendoza had to rely on his eyes and his sense of direction. Another ironic reminder of how much he’d depended on his BCI. 

“What was that?” he said. 

Elfrida raised her voice over the tumult from the factory they were passing. “I was just thinking, the West Side? The East Side? They’re riffing off the names of New York neighborhoods, so I was wondering if any of them have ever been there, to see what a real city looks like. Or maybe it’s an aspirational thing. Oh, just ignore me. I get silly when I’m tired.”

“Let me carry that.”

“I’m OK.” She half-turned her body, putting the rucksack out of his reach.

“Let’s take a taxi.” 

She smiled wanly. “When was the last time you saw one?”

The West Side had been full of yellow pedicabs. But they’d refrained from hailing one, for fear that it would somehow make them visible to the network. Mendoza now realized that Elfrida was right—he hadn’t seen a single taxi since they rode the Nodetrak to the East Side. 

We should have hailed one when we had a chance. She can’t walk much further. 

“So what’s the real New York like?” he said.

“Oh. Watery.”

“I’ve never been there, either. Tell you what: when this is all over, and we’re back on Earth, let’s go to New York for the weekend or something. I think we both deserve a vacation.”

She felt for his hand, squeezed it. “That would be awesome.” 

Mondeleez. Yakult. Cisco.

At the sight of that last one, Mendoza realized the ‘street signs’ were no such thing. They were just the names of companies.  

Fluorescent ring-lights dotted the roof. There was no sun-tube to navigate by. Nothing to do except walk in a straight line until they bumped into the wall. 

“John?”

“Hmm?”

“We’re not lost or anything, are we?” 

“Lost? Oh, no. Absolutely not.”

★

Kiyoshi ran. Half a gravity! He felt heavy, slow, and his knees twinged like he was eighty. But he ran through the parking lot, through the market, and lunged up a few steps of the climbway before halting, gasping for breath.

He should have made Mendoza and Elfrida connect to the network. That had been a misplaced precaution. Now Lorna was going to find them anyway, and Kiyoshi couldn’t even warn them.

“I’m looking at the central surveillance vid cache right now,” Jun said. He sounded faint and far away, or maybe that was the blood singing in Kiyoshi’s ears. 

~Was it easy to get in?

“Medium-hard.”

That did not reassure Kiyoshi. He figured Derek Lorna was bound to have access to the Rocking Horse’ surveillance cameras. Or another troupe of actors dressed up as security phavatars. Or both. Or worse.

~Can you see Elfrida and Mendoza?

“I’m going to run a facial recognition search. It might take a few minutes. I’ve got to be careful I don’t get red-flagged.”

Kiyoshi said nothing. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t rub it in: Jun was doing something illegal, crossing one of the lines he’d said he would never cross. Breaking into someone else’s system, stealing proprietary data. Kiyoshi thought, One step closer to robbing banks. 

The climbway topped out. Kiyoshi panted through N-Space, his face so dour that the sales force left him alone. Up again. This escalator was shorter, rising through a tangle of water mains and power lines. Stepping into the false sunlight of a local day, he reached for his sunglasses, but he’d left them on the Superlifter.  

“OK, I’ve got Mendoza looking up at a camera on the Nodetrak, 41 minutes ago. Here he is again, 37 minutes ago. Sending you the coordinates.”

~Elfrida? 

~Look: that’s her, beside Mendoza. I’m just not getting any hits because she’s not looking up at the cameras.

In the screen grab Jun sent him, Elfrida had the hood of her sweatshirt pulled all the way forward, her head lowered.

~Someone must have taught her the basics of evading surveillance, Kiyoshi subvocalized.

“Her mother, I think.”

Kiyoshi shambled into the Nodetrak station. The Nodetrak sounded like it should have been a spiffy commuter rail network, and maybe that had been the plan, but only a short section of line existed, bridging the gap between the Rocking Horse’s “rockers.” The single-carriage train had a transparent floor. Kiyoshi peered down at an intestinal tangle of coolant pipes. It was hot in the carriage. His shirt stuck to his back. He thought about the fearsome problem of heat in space. Not enough and you froze, but then you had to get rid of it, because heat built up like a toxin in steel bubbles insulated by the vacuum. 

He thought about the specs of those medium-haul shuttles they’d been building on Mercury. 

He thought about the Ghost. 

And then there was no more time for amateur scientific musings, because the Nodetrak had docked on the East Side, and he was off, jogging. 

~Where are they now?

“Coverage is spotty over here. Got a couple of hits, 10 and 6 minutes ago. Looks like they’re going round in circles.”

~Great.

“Hang on.” Jun’s voice was a sharp tack in Kiyoshi’s eardrum, and then he went silent. 

Kiyoshi walked, jogged, walked past factories that made everything from crackers to O-rings. The place had an Earthish vibe, he thought, but he was wrong about that. No one manufactured anything on Earth anymore. The movies Kiyoshi had seen were misleading. 

He brushed his fingers across the small of his back, where he’d stashed a couple of the phavatar impersonators’ PEPguns. 

Jun said, “You’d better look at this.”

★

Contrary to Kiyoshi’s fears, Derek Lorna had no access to the Rocking Horse’s surveillance system. He was no hacker. Buying access was his way, and he had never bothered to cultivate any friends in that deep-space ghetto. 

But now it didn’t matter.

Sitting cross-legged in his back garden, he wore a headset and gloves, as if he were immersed in some game. His hands fluttered. But these gloves provided no sensory feedback. They were purely for transmitting command gestures. 

Through the wonky grid of the Rocking Horse’s East Side, an invisible swirl of dust dispersed on a non-existent wind. It re-coalesced on a street called (on the map) Neil Armstrong Boulevard. It settled to ground level, dogging the footsteps of a husky Filipino and his companion, a woman carrying a rucksack.

They would not have noticed the trace of dust at their heels, even if they hadn’t been busy arguing.

“Gotcha,” Derek Lorna whispered, a tortured smile forming on his lips. 

★

“I think we ought to stop and ask directions,” Elfrida said.

“I know where I’m going,” Mendoza said. They’d found the sidewall of the East Side and were now walking parallel to it. Keep on in a straight line and they’d have to get somewhere. 

“Yeah, but what if …”

“We’re almost there, I promise.”

She drank from a pouch of fruit juice, keeping her head lowered, always lowered. She must be so tired. He hated himself for putting her through this. 

“Maybe we don’t even have the right address,” she said.

“It’s on the map.”

“I mean, this is an industrial zone.” She spoke the last words as if they meant gates of hell, reflecting the sensibilities of Europe. In the Philippines, there were still some factories. But Mendoza wasn’t loving these noxious chemical odors and bursts of noise, either. Every bang made him jump. Elfrida persisted, “All the official stuff is back on the West Side. What if we’re in the completely wrong place?”

“The map—”

“Oh, screw the map! I want to ask directions.”

“There’s no one to ask them from.”

There were cyborgs passing, but not even Elfrida had the guts to stop one of them. She turned and strode towards the factory they were passing. A mural on the wall depicted a dead pig hanging by its rear trotters. Vents exuded a smell of burnt fat.

“No! Elfrida!” Mendoza ran after her.

She rapped on the door. 

★

“Shit,” Kiyoshi said. He started to run faster. The screen grab Jun had just sent him floated in the corner of his eye. 

It depicted a man running down a corridor. Derek Lorna.

~Where is he now?

“He came out of something called LT Compartment 938B. Long-term storage. Looks like a lot of people actually live down there. It’s in the same place as N-Space, on the East Side. But don’t bother going after him. He’s coming up.”

“He’s coming for Elfrida.”

“That’s a safe assumption.”

Kiyoshi jogged, ran, jogged. Jun knew better than to say anything about being careful. Kiyoshi blew past small factories, dirty little one-printer-and-a-bag-of-splart operations. Dinged-up scavenger bots collected scurf and sipped effluent from dripping pipes. People stared at him. What was there to run for on the Rocking Horse? He could only be running from something.

“Got him in real time,” Jun said. “Can you see the Kozmic Blue Jeans factory?”

 ~Yuh—hnnh, hnnh—yup.

“Right, then straight. See him?”

The screen in the corner of Kiyoshi’s eye changed to a live feed. Derek Lorna strolled beneath a static surveillance camera. He wasn’t hurrying anymore. He was being careful not to attract attention. 

~Doesn’t even look like he’s carrying. But Kiyoshi figured he’d have some small but nasty weapon concealed under his loose, Luna-style shirt. 

Rounding the corner of the Kozmic Blue Jeans factory, Kiyoshi wrenched his two PEPguns out of his waistband, and checked that the pulse intensity was set to “Make ‘Em Wish They Were Dead.” 

★

“This is yummo,” Elfrida said, beaming at the owner of If Wurst Comes to Wurst. 

The factory where they’d asked directions turned out to be a charcuterie. The owner-operator, a friendly, obese woman in an oil-splotched coverall, had not only told them exactly how to reach their destination, but offered them samples of her sausages. Chewing, Elfrida enthused, “I’m half- Austrian, so I’ve spent lots of time in Vienna, you know? The world capital of sausages? And this is easily as good as anything I’ve had there.”

The woman flushed in pleasure. “Can I put that in a customer testimonial?”

Mendoza yanked on Elfrida’s sleeve.

“It’s really only OK-ish,” Elfrida confessed as they walked on. “But I didn’t want to be rude.” 

“I, for one, don’t want to know what they put in sausages on a space station 1.5 million klicks from the nearest pig farm.”

“Nutriblocks,” Elfrida said, but she dropped the end of her sausage on the street. A scavenger bot immediately scuttled over and grabbed it. “Anyway, you have to admit the lady didn’t seem like a spy for Derek Lorna. Or Hope Energy. Or whoever else is supposedly after us. And she did know where the Don Bosco building is.”

“Sigh. Yes, Elfrida. You were right. I was wrong.”

Mendoza meant the apology sincerely. He meant it as an apology for doing this the hard way, all because his recent experience of pursuit had conditioned him to see Derek Lorna’s spies behind every closed door. He had been overly cautious, and he was sorry for that. But his apology came out as a churlish grunt.

Elfrida giggled. She reached for his hand and swung it to and fro. “You’re such a guy,” she said.

Distracted by the warm pressure of her fingers, Mendoza did not think to look over his shoulder as they walked.

★

Kiyoshi ran down a long, crowded street. As he ran, he enabled the zoom function of his retinal implants. 

He saw Elfrida and Mendoza first.They had no idea how much danger they were in. They were walking hand in hand. Elfrida still had her rucksack.

Derek Lorna was about twenty meters behind them, quickstepping, catching up.

Kiyoshi halted, gasping for breath. He raised his right-hand PEPgun and lined up the crosshairs. He fired.   

The invisible energy pulse leapt across the distance between them. Contacting Lorna’s back, it produced a small cloud of exploding plasma. This created a pressure wave that knocked Lorna flat. It also knocked over a couple of passing cyborgs. Each assumed the other had sucker-punched him. They leapt to their feet, roaring in outrage, and swung at each other with augmented fists. 

Elfrida and Mendoza glanced back at the fistfight and hurried on faster. A delivery truck backed out of a factory loading bay and hid them from view.

Snickering to himself, Kiyoshi sauntered up the street. The brawling cyborgs paid no attention to him, or to the frail human form sprawled nearby.

Which now stirred. Sat up. Rubbed its head.

Kiyoshi’s jaw dropped. 

‘Make ‘Em Wish They Were Dead’ was obviously false advertising. Or maybe some black marketeer had sold the actors piece-of-shit guns. 

“Hey,” Kiyoshi said.

Lorna twisted around. When he saw Kiyoshi, he smiled. 

Kiyoshi drew his second PEPgun and fired, point blank, at the middle of Lorna’s shirt. 

Quicker than a cockroach, Lorna ducked, wriggling away on his elbows, legs undulating, in a motion more insect-like than human.

The PEPgun’s pulse missed Lorna. It hit the cyborgs and knocked both of them down again. They howled.

Lorna had not let out a sound when he was hit.

Nor did he now. 

With that shit-eating grin still plastered on his face, he bent slightly towards Kiyoshi from the shoulders, as if he were Japanese, bowing a greeting. The top of his head hinged back and up popped a stubby little gun. 

Kiyoshi threw himself flat. 

A lethal electrolaser bolt seared over his head, close enough that he could smell the dust in the air burning. He rolled, fired blindly. Another bolt scorched the ground. Goddammit goddammit. He had both PEPguns in his hands, fingers spasming on both triggers at once. He somersaulted upright and saw Lorna—scratch that, the phavatar masquerading as Lorna—tumbling head over heels. The bot might not feel pain but it could still get knocked over by a pressure wave.

He reeled after it. The cyborgs got there first. One of them sat on the phavatar’s legs, the other on its back.

Its head rotated 180 degrees. It was still grinning. Its skull-mounted electrolaser spat lightning at the ceiling. The closest UV ring went out, plunging the street into twilight. 

“Rip its fucking head off,” Kiyoshi roared.

“Right,” said one of the cyborgs. He fastened his fists, which were actually four-pronged grabbers, onto the Lorna-bot’s jaw and left shoulder.

The bot spoke, indistinctly: “Don’t be fucking stupid. We can work together.”

“That’s what they all say,” Kiyoshi muttered. A wave of dizziness hit him. He knew what was going on: his blood pressure was too low for this gravity, and the exertion had drawn oxygen away from his brain. He leaned against a pillar and bent double to get the blood flowing back to his head. 

The pillar was one of those that held up the roof. It was a solid thing in a hab full of flimsy prefab structures.

Which was why Kiyoshi survived the blast that obliterated the Lorna-bot, killed both cyborgs instantly, and blew a hole in the floor so big that a nanocarbon tube factory fell into the long-term storage area.

★

Mendoza and Elfrida heard the blast. But they were several streets away by then, and it didn’t sound all that different from the backdrop of industrial noise.

They had reached their destination.

The Don Bosco building proved to be a factory, externally similar to its neighbors. But this factory was neither a cave full of welding sparks, nor a hole in the wall where one person watched over a 3D printer. Mendoza and Elfrida followed the receptionist across a production floor crammed with workbenches. Teenagers crowded the benches, handcrafting religious objects: Buddha statues, Shiva wall hangings, Mormon tabernacles, Stars of David, rosaries, Muslim prayer rugs, crucifixes, and other doodads. The teens chattered and laughed as they worked. 

“It gets them off the streets,” said Angelo Ekumbe, consul of the New Holy Roman Empire. “We can’t pay them as much as we’d like to, but there will always be a market for religious merchandise.”

Mendoza found his serene confidence soothing. 

The consul escorted them into an office full of boxed-up religious merchandise waiting to be shipped. Behind his desk hung the flag of the NHRE. The consul took off his baseball cap and put on the violet biretta of a papal nuncio. “Now, what can I do for you?”

Mendoza sat down. Elfrida did not. She fumbled with the zip of her rucksack and took out a large, heavy object in a ziploc bag. They’d packed the rucksack full of freezegel sachets, but these had mostly defrosted by now, and Mendoza detected a faint, awful smell.

The consul recoiled. He reached under his desk.

Mendoza lunged, trapped the man’s hand before it could reach the hidden panic button. 

“Please let me explain,” Elfrida said. Her voice was steady. “Yes, it’s a human head. I’ve brought it here because of what’s inside it: a BCI containing incriminating evidence against the director of one of Luna’s best-respected research institutes. This will prove that Derek Lorna, of the Leadership in Robotics Institute, intentionally released a version of the Heidegger program on Mercury, to commit mass murder.”

The consul found his voice. “Why … here? Why not take this … evidence … to the peacekeepers?”

“Well,” Elfrida said, “it was my mother’s idea. She works for the NHRE, in an unofficial capacity. Her name’s Ingrid Haller. She asked some people at the Vatican what we should do. And they told her to tell me to bring it to you, that you’d get it where it needs to go.”

The consul nodded slowly. “Praise be to the Lord Jesus Christ,” he said, “for his mercy is infinite.” 

★

Kiyoshi picked up the pieces. 

He found one head, two feet, one grabber, four steel-reinforced ulnas and wrist joints, and a lot of less easily identifiable bits. 

In a space station, as on a spaceship, an explosion was a code-red emergency. Within a minute and a half, a wave of repair bots arrived. They boiled out of the hole in the floor and began to sort through the debris. 

Soon after that, two vans full of peacekeepers screamed up to secure the area.

Kiyoshi pointed out the bits he’d collected. “These are the casualties. You can run DNA tests, notify their families.”

“Who are you?”

“Tell them it wasn’t an accident. Those guys died in a war.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Forget it.” Kiyoshi walked away. The peacekeepers let him go; they were busy arresting the trunk-room dwellers below for living in a non-designated area.

★

Mendoza and Elfrida went out to dinner with the NHRE consul. They ate vat-raised shrimp and hydroponic kale and quinoa salad. They drank white wine. The consul proposed a toast to “Peace and justice.” After parting from him, they wandered through the West Side, stopping now and again to kiss. 

Mendoza was not sure why Elfrida had changed her mind about him. Was she just grateful to him for saving her life? It felt like more than that. It felt real. But he wasn’t about to spoil it by questioning her feelings. 

★

“Well, that went OK, except for those guys getting blown up,” Kiyoshi said. He was speaking aloud rather than subvocalizing, but who cared? No one understood Japanese, anyway. “Funny. It was like a battle of the phavatars. He had a selfie. You had me … What a dumbshit to use a selfie, though. If he’d just used a maintenance bot or something, we wouldn’t have spotted him.”

“It was probably all he had,” Jun said, his voice almost drowned out by the noise of the Nodetrak. 

“It was vanity,” Kiyoshi said with the severity of an inquisitor. “Sheer vanity. Jesus, the auto-destruct thing, too.” He smiled, and had to force himself to stop smiling, because people were looking at him oddly.

  By the time he got back to the parking bay, the blues had set in. He booked a departure time, and then had to cancel and rebook because Elfrida and Mendoza weren’t back yet. He sat on the steps of the Superlifter, same as before. Strummed idly on the strings of his new guitar. He’d bought it on a whim, walking back through the market, thinking of Brainrape. At least they hadn’t shown up yet. The guitar was an acoustic whose warm sound got lost in the ambient noise.

“You keep buying stuff,” Jun said.

Kiyoshi thought, It was either this or something else, but he didn’t say that. He said, “If Elfrida and Mendoza don’t show in the next half-hour, we’re leaving them.”

“We should probably leave them anyway.” 

Kiyoshi raised his eyebrows; he hadn’t expected that. “The boss-man wants to talk to them.”

“I don’t think we should drag them into this.”

“They’re already in it,” Kiyoshi said, noticing to his irritation that he was now arguing against himself. He also noticed that Jun sounded strangely remote. He had been quieter than normal since Lorna’s phavatar self-destructed. He’d seen it all through the surveillance cameras. Maybe even he had been shocked to learn what they were dealing with. It was one thing to know that Derek Lorna would not scruple to kill innocent bystanders. It was another thing to see it for yourself.

Well, Lorna would soon be explaining his crimes to the International Court of Justice. Mendoza had called to say they had succeeded. He and Elfrida were probably out celebrating.

They wobbled up at last, drunk and giggly. Elfrida vanished into the cockpit, to pee, she said. Mendoza sat down beside Kiyoshi on the steps. “Sorry we took so long getting back.” 

“No problem.”

“We went out to eat with the papal nuncio. He’s a stand-up guy.” Without asking, Mendoza picked up Kiyoshi’s cigarette, which was lying on the steps, and took a drag. He coughed. “What’s in this?”

“Bit of THC, some nicotine, herbal flavorings, and a dash of vitamin K.”

“Dude, are you a junkie or something? Ha, ha. I’m just kidding. But seriously, what’s up with the pastries?”

Kiyoshi moved the box of donuts he had also bought in the market to his other side, out of Mendoza’s line of sight. Carefully keeping details to a minimum, he relayed the boss-man’s invitation. 

Mendoza’s dark eyes grew huge. “Out to the Belt?”

“Yes. I can’t tell you where at this time. You’ll understand that.”

Mendoza hesitated. Then he shook his head. “I can’t. I have to go home and see my mother.”

Kiyoshi smiled. It was touching that the guy cared about his mother. But Mendoza misinterpreted his expression. He seemed to think Kiyoshi was laughing at him.

“I’m all she’s got, man. My sister was killed by the freaking PLAN. Ten years ago. It just about killed Mom. too.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. And I understand. Of course you should go home. You’re Earthborn, after all.”

Elfrida stumbled out of the airlock. Her eyes were swollen, her nose pink. Mendoza, drunk, did not notice; he put his arm around her and grinned goofily. But Kiyoshi saw how subdued she was. He subvocalized: ~Did you say something to her?

Jun’s voice, when at last it came, sounded exhausted. “She asked to come with us.”

~Oh. So I guess she’s crying because she’ll be separated from Mendoza?

“No. She’s crying because I said no.”

~Why? The boss-man …

“Think about what she’s been through. She needs to go home and recuperate. They both do. They’re gutsy kids, but our universe is no place for them.”

~Agreed, Kiyoshi subvocalized. 

It should have been liberating to know he wouldn’t be encumbered with extra passengers. But in fact, he felt kind of sad.    

 


xxi.

 

Mendoza went home.

His mother welcomed him joyfully. She made fried steak, kakanin butsi, pinoy-style spicy pork, and all the unhealthy desserts he’d loved as a boy. He went with her to Mass and answered people’s questions as politely as he could. 

It was mid-summer; the temperature in Manila was stifling. People dashed from air-conditioned house to air-conditioned car to air-conditioned church to air-conditioned shopping center. Mendoza tried sitting out in his mother’s pocket-sized garden, but the heat drove him indoors. He locked himself in the bathroom to talk to Elfrida. 

His mother wanted to know what he had to be so secretive about. When he explained about Elfrida, she burst into tears of joy. Did he think Elfrida was The One? Would they live in Manila? She could evict her subletters to make room for them. John and Elfrida wouldn’t be going back into space, surely, after all they’d been through?

Mendoza forestalled his mother before she actually began to plan the wedding. It was all up in the air, he said. 

In fact, Elfrida had seemed worryingly distant ever since they got back to Earth. The Interplanetary Court of Justice had placed her under supervision as a key witness in the case against Derek Lorna. And she was having mother issues, too.

Mendoza lay under the air-conditioner’s tepid breeze, while his mother prayed her three daily rosaries, with the television going, and the subletters yukking it up on the other side of a thin wall. He thought: I had more privacy when I was living on the moon.

★

“So,” Kiyoshi concluded, “we’re coming home.”

He leaned back on the comms couch and bit into one of the donuts he’d bought on the Rocking Horse. Powdered sugar coated his lips. 

Twenty-three and a half minutes later, the comms screen burst into light. The silhouette of a shaggy-bearded man said, “No, you’re not.”

“What?” Kiyoshi squawked. 

427,000,000 kilometers away, the boss-man continued, “I don’t care about Mendoza and Goto. I mean, they want to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime, fuck ‘em.”

The boss-man did not know that Jun had put Elfrida off out of concern for her spiritual health. Kiyoshi had not told him. He was protecting Jun, as he had all his life. 

“But it’s insane to come back all that way with an empty ship. That old truck of yours has plenty of room for cargo. And now you have a decent drive, right? So I want you to pick up some stuff on Midway or wherever. Pharmaceuticals, memory crystals. Basic materials: printer liquid, biostrate, liquid nitrogen. Elements: bromine, phosphorus—we’re having soil issues again. Splart, we always need splart. I’m attaching a shopping list.”

Kiyoshi groaned. He couldn’t go back to Midway! Maybe I’ll make that visit to Tiangong Erhao. Or buy the stuff online and get it delivered. Dronazon ships to deep space, don’t they?

“Also, you may have to pick up another passenger. Unclear on that as yet. Awaiting developments.”

Sparkles caught Kiyoshi’s eye. Must be sugar that had come off his donut. 

“So get that shopping out of the way, and enjoy the view of Earth, the home of mankind.” The boss-man chuckled cynically. He knew perfectly well that to Kiyoshi, Earth was the planet that had forced his people into exile for practising their faith. “I’ll keep you posted on the passenger issue.”

Kiyoshi transmitted an acknowledgement. He did not ask how he was meant to pay for all that shopping. He knew the boss-man would tell him to put it on credit and he’d pay him back. Eventually. Probably. 

He floated up, scowling, from the comms couch, and returned to his own nest in the middle of the bridge. 

The Monster was quiet now. Their only remaining passenger was Father Tom, who kept to himself. 

Jun had been keeping to himself, too. 

Kiyoshi put on headset, mask, and gloves. His body stayed on the bridge of the Monster, but his consciousness walked the corridors of the St. Francis, a turn-of-the-century Japanese colony ship. 

Kiyoshi had built this sim during his solo hauler days, as a hobby. It had been the spaceship he’d always wanted, replete with virtual weaponry and gadgets. Jun had transformed it into a monastic labyrinth encrusted with crucifixes, statuary, and candles. Kiyoshi had a devotion to the Holy Wounds of Christ himself, and wore a crucifix, but this was a bit much for him. Images of the Passion, rendered in a vivid style reminiscent of Japanese woodblock art, stalked him through the ship. 

At least Jun had not messed with the observation deck. 

This (completely unrealistic, in terms of spaceship design) feature offered a panoramic view, stitched together from the Monster’s optical sensor feeds, of the volume in which they now drifted. 

One million kilometers from Earth, humanity’s home planet was a blue dot. Kiyoshi held up his thumb. It covered Earth. He felt a pang of unexpected compassion. Earth was so fragile. And yet if the home planet were ever to fall, humanity in space wouldn’t last long.

He heard a small sound. 

Jun sat at the far end of the convex window, his back curled against the glass. 

“Hey,” Kiyoshi said, starting towards him. 

At that moment he felt a tap on his shoulder. That had been a real-life sensation.

Another tap, more like a whack.

Fuming, he pulled off his headset. The dimness of the St. Francis gave way to the bright lights of the bridge. Father Tom floated over him, poised to whack him again. 

“What?”

“You’re not doing anything crucial at the moment, are you?”

“If I was, you’d already have messed it up, Father.” 

“Good, because there’s something I want to show you.”

“Let’s get Jun.”

“I already showed him; he didn’t seem interested.”

“Then it probably isn’t important.”

“All the same, I’d like you to see for yourself.”

Begrudgingly, Kiyoshi followed the Jesuit down to the materials lab. The last time this antique equipment had been used, it had been to analyze the regolith of 11073 Galapagos to determine whether the asteroid was suitable for human colonization. Now Father Tom had fired up the scanning electron microscope and the atomic absorption spectrometer. He pointed to the SEM’s 3D imaging screen. “What do you think that is?”

“Looks like an insect.”

Some kind of fly. No legs. You got funny mutations in artifical environments. Its wings moved feebly. 

“Is it dead?”

“No. It’s immersed in … saliva, actually.”

“Saliva?”

“Mine, boy. Nothing else to use for a medium.” 

“You didn’t find it on board, did you? More insects is all I need. We’ve already got ants. I tried to introduce spiders to keep them down, but they couldn’t handle zero-gee. Webs looked like nebulas.”

“It’s not an insect,” Father Tom said. 

“What, then?”

“How big do you think it is?” The Jesuit covered the measurement readout with his hand.

“I don’t know, a few millimeters long?”

“Ten microns long. The structures you see are on the nanoscale.”

“Shit!”

“Yes.” The Jesuit’s face hardened. “We were looking for the Mars probes. We’ve found them.”

“Where?”

“In your pocket.”

“Eh?”

“The pocket of your black leather trousers. It’s a good thing you never do laundry. It must have sneaked into your pocket while we were on the Rocking Horse. I extracted it with a magnet.”

“What was it doing on the Rocking Horse?”

“Spying, I expect. There are probably more of them on board, watching us right now.”

“Fuck!”

“Yes.”

“What are their capabilities?”

“I haven’t entirely figured that out yet, but …” The Jesuit moved over to the atomic absorption spectrometer. “They’re peculiar things. Half biological, half electronic. Basically, they’re bacteria with transmitters.”

“Oh, come on.” 

“No, it’s true. This little fellow is emitting a signal at 512 MHz. That’s how I found him. He’s not saying much, to be sure. Only what kind of light he’s absorbing. But that’s useful data. Put a lot of them together, and you could use them as a camera.”

“And there are more of them on board?”

“There are bound to be. Bacteria don’t travel singly.”

“Then we have to exterminate them. Do you have any idea how to do that?”

“I do, actually …” 

Kiyoshi nodded along, but he wasn’t really listening. He was subvocalizing. ~Jun? JUN!

“What?” Jun’s voice boomed into the lab, curt.

Kiyoshi responded out loud, too. “If you’ve been paying attention, we’re infested with nanoscale bugs. Anything to contribute?”

“Just leave it,” Jun said. “The boss wanted samples of the Mars probes, didn’t he? Well, now we’ve got them. As for spying on us, what are they going to see? An indie hauler picking up cargo. And who’s going to see it? 512 MHz is an ultra-longwave frequency. You would need a carrier signal. There aren’t any relays out here. And if that doesn’t reassure you, Derek Lorna is bound to be arrested in the next couple of days. His associates will be lying low. They’re probably not even monitoring the probes anymore.” With this, a click signalled that Jun had left the conversation.

Not entirely reassured, Kiyoshi scowled at the blob struggling on the SEM imaging screen. “That’s really a bacteria?”

“Yes. Gengineered to accumulate metal in its cellular tissue. That’s how it builds its antennae. There must be other modifications, too, but I can’t tell what, with just the one to examine. Their swarming behavior would be the key to understanding their functionality.” Father Tom smiled grimly at the screen. “Look at that, he’s taking in nutrients. He must like the taste of my spit.”

“How does a bacteria survive on Mars? Looks like it’s got wings. Could it fly?”

“Those structures are actually flagella. Bacteria move toward nutrient sources by rotating or twiddling their flagella, in a motion that’s called chemotaxis. Technically, they’re so tiny that it would not be flying. More like swimming in the air. But yes, they would have decent mobility in an atmosphere, given low gravity. The Martian atmosphere is only 1.8% as dense as Earth’s—it’s a thin haze of 95% carbon dioxide—but that would be enough.”

“I’m assuming they couldn’t get to Mars without help.”

“Right. You’d need a delivery system.”

“A delivery system that could bypass the PLAN’s planetary defenses …”Kiyoshi made the connection. “The shuttles that Wrightstuff, Inc. was building for Hope Space Industries. With their fancy new-materials shielding. Those were the delivery system!”

“Yes, boy, it’s all coming clear now, isn’t it?”

“All to get a few pictures! And it didn’t work. They never got closer than 10,000 klicks out.”

“As far as we know. The best data we have is what Mendoza stole from the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, and that was a couple of months old.”

“Yeah, but look at where the inner planets are right now. The last Mercury-Mars launch window was three months ago. But Yoshikawa Spaceport was on the dayside of Mercury then. So Mendoza’s data has to be from the most recent launch.”

“You’re assuming that Mercury was the launch site. It may not have been.”

Kiyoshi floated, hands in his pockets. He wasn’t sure what to think of all this, but he knew one thing. Regardless of Jun’s equanimity, he was not going to let these nano-bastards have the run of his ship. 

“You were saying it should be easy to exterminate the rest of them? Well, let’s do it.”

★

~Jun? JUN! Where’s the fungicide?

“The stuff you’d use for hydroponic cultivation,” Father Tom said. “To sterilize your growing medium before mixing in the beneficial microbes.”

“I know, I know. Space Gardener’s Friend. We’ve got some, but I can never find anything in this ship.”

“Would Jun know where it is?” 

“I’m asking him.” ~Jun!

No answer.

Kiyoshi brushed his hands together decisively. “I was going to reboot our hydroponic garden, but I never got around to it. All the stuff is still in the cargo module. That’s probably where it is. Come on.”

“I’ll stay here. I’ve got a call to make.”

Kiyoshi assumed that Father Tom was going to call the boss-man and tell him about their discovery. He got into his EVA suit and spacewalked. This was the only way to get into the cargo module, since it had long since been depressurized. They’d gutted the keel transit tube and turned it into the barrel of the Monster’s coilgun. Using his suit’s mobility pack, he flew into the cargo module’s airlock—it was big enough to hold a small spaceship. 

To his astonishment, the airlock started its pressurization cycle.

“… Jun?”

Kiyoshi floated out of the airlock into mellow light, which was coming from the bottom of a sphere 120 meters in diameter. He no longer recognized the cargo module. The interior decks had been ripped out. Stanchions projected from the wall where they used to be. Planks and splinters littered the … air? Yes, air. His suit told him that it was thin, with a high concentration of CO2, but breathable. 

The light came from a net full of newly fabbed glowstrips at the aft pole of the sphere. A printer spat out more of them. Other machines Kiyoshi vaguely remembered were churning out grey stuff like cement. 

“Jun? What are you doing?”

Jun’s projection appeared, standing on the spine of the ship, which would be the sphere’s axis of rotation, if it were rotating. 

“I’m building a garden. You never got around to it, so I figured I would just do it myself. I’ll spin the module up to 0.2 gees when I’m ready to sow. Plants do better with gravity.” 

“Why? It’s not like we have a food problem anymore. It’s just me and Father Tom. And an unknown number of nanobugs. I was looking for the Space Gardener’s Friend, to kill them with.”

“It’s over there,” Jun said. “But I was going to use it.”

“Tough. I need it.”

Kiyoshi flew over to the webbing tethered near the machines. It held dusty sacks of potting soil, hydroponic solution, and fungicide. He took out his laser cutter and sliced the net. He was angry and worried enough not to care about damaging stuff. 

“I guess you’re going to put it in the air,” Jun said. “That’d work. But those bugs aren’t dangerous.”

“Father Tom is concerned.”

“Yes, but we know what that’s about.”

Kiyoshi grimaced. Gave a minimal nod. “All the same,” he said, “I don’t like not knowing what’s happening aboard my own ship.”

Jun did not react to this jab. “If you’re going shopping, maybe you could buy me some more Space Gardener’s Friend. Nitrogen pellets, too. Seeds. I’m thinking of mostly leafy vegetables to start with. Tubers later. Maybe even a tree or two.”

Kiyoshi hefted a jug of Space Gardener’s Friend in either elbow. What was the point of Jun’s efforts? The cargo module was never going to be a garden. “Is something wrong, Jun?” 

“Oh, just leave me alone.”

“Right.” Kiyoshi headed for the airlock. 

”It’s only a freaking garden!” Jun shouted behind him. 

Kiyoshi kicked off from the wall and floated back. Jun’s projection hung in the air, muddy-booted, scowling. “If there’s something you want to talk about, I’m listening,” Kiyoshi said. 

“No. I don’t need to talk. That’s exactly what I don’t need to do. I need to pray. Spend some time in contemplation. Gardening is a form of contemplation. That’s all.”

“Are you mad at me?”

“Mad at you? You’ve done everything for me! You gave me this ship, my memories, my computing resources! You gave me the Faith, my salvation! And what do I do? I turn around and—and—”

“And what?” 

“I use you. I move you around like you were some kind of bot taking orders. It’s wrong.”

Kiyoshi would have laughed in relief, if Jun hadn’t obviously been serious. “That’s what this is about? What I said back on the Rocking Horse, about me being your phavatar? It was a stupid comment, Jun. It was meaningless.”

“It wasn’t meaningless.”

“Of course I’m not your phavatar. I’m human, I’ve got free will!”

Jun scowled. 

“You can’t even guess what I’m going to do next. Your behavioral modeling sucks. Remember?”

“Yes but, yes but,” Jun muttered, scowling even more ferociously. He was so serious, so intense. Had been ever since he was a small boy. 

“Yes but what?” Kiyoshi teased. 

“I’m afraid I might hurt you.”

Kiyoshi paused. The bristles on the back of his neck rose. “Is there a risk of that?” 

“You only saw a fraction of it. I destroyed the universe. Waded through blood. Slaughtered army after army of secondary personalities. I killed every American movie star of the 20th and 21st centuries. I blew up stars. Detonated miniature black holes in the cores of inhabited planets. I’m capable of pretty much anything, as it turns out.” 

Kiyoshi realized Jun was talking about his battle with Gonzo, the Heidegger program v. 2.0. He spoke as if it had been a real war, not a virtual one. 

Of course, for Jun, it had been real. 

And now he was coping with a real case of PTSD. 

“Let’s pray together,” he said. “Like we did after 4 Vesta.”

“That’d be great. But it’s not that. It’s the Ghost. It’s everything. I was going to tell you soon, actually .... I’m going to take a break. Spend some time in silent prayer, like we used to do in the Order. I need to discern … to listen … to figure out what God wants me to do.”

After a heartbeat’s silence, Kiyoshi said. “Sure. That sounds like a good idea. I get it now. You need to do something life-affirming. Go for it. Just don’t use too much water, OK?” 

He was babbling. Diving towards the airlock. He was frightened of his own brother, and when he realized that, he braked in the air. 

“I just thought of something. Have you talked to Father Tom? He might be able to help.”

“Sure. I’ve discussed it with him. He agrees that it’s a good idea. He also said it would be nice to have fresh vegetables.”

“… Oh.” I am going to have a word with that cussed Jesuit. “Yeah, but Jun? Father Tom’s not a trekkie. It might not have occurred to him. If you’re not around, who’s going to fly the ship?”

“Oh, that,” Jun said, as if it were a minor detail. “Most of the brothers are going to join me …”

So that’s where they were. 

“ … but Studd didn’t feel ready. So he’s going to stay behind and help you keep everything running smoothly.”

Kiyoshi heard a cough behind him. The sub-personality known as Ron Studd floated nearby, grinning dorkily and fiddling with the cuffs of a brand-new astrogator’s uniform. Kiyoshi knew that’s what it was because it said ASTROGATOR in flashy red kanji on the breast pocket. 

“Great,” Kiyoshi said. “Yeah. Um. Jun?”

But Jun had vanished.

“JUN!” 

“He’s taken a vow of silence,” Studd said. “He’s not talking to you anymore. Can you show me how the astrogation systems work? I’m really looking forward to this!”

★

“He’s making a mistake,” Kiyoshi said. “He’s trying to go back in time. To un-experience shit. You can’t do that.”

“Maybe you can do it, if you’re an artificial super-intelligence,” Father Tom said.

“He’s trying to return in spirit to 11073 Galapagos. To a world that doesn’t exist anymore. He’s running away from reality. That doesn’t work. I should know.”

 “Yes, but maybe we can’t extrapolate from human experience. We’re in uncharted territory with him. We don’t know what he’s capable of, and maybe he doesn’t, either.”

They were on the bridge, wearing EVA suits, talking via suit-to-suit radio, while the air recirculation system pumped Space Gardener’s Friend through the operations module. Kiyoshi did not care if Jun was listening in on their comms. If Jun objected to what they were saying, let him break his vow of silence and respond.

“Jun has faith in the Lord,” Father Tom said. “And I have faith in him.”

Kiyoshi shook his head. “You don’t know him like I do. I’ve known him all my life.”

Father Tom’s face said that he thought Kiyoshi was deluding himself. Even he did not really believe that Jun was the same person Kiyoshi had always known. Father Tom did not really believe that Jun had died on 11073 Galapagos and come back with a spaceship for a body and a computer for a heart.

Kiyoshi turned away, because the alternative was punching the Jesuit in the faceplate. He flew to the life-support monitoring station at the end of the bridge and checked the atmosphere. It looked like the Space Gardener’s Friend was all scrubbed out. He took off his helmet. “Mmm. I love the smell of fungicide in the morning.” He sighed. “Well, hopefully that took care of the nanobugs. With any luck it’ll have solved our mold problem, too. These wooden walls are fungus factories.”

Father Tom took off his own helmet and sniffed. “Phew. It’s a shame, in a way, we couldn’t have trapped some of them alive. It’s not every day you get a chance to study Gray Goo in the lab!”

Then Kiyoshi knew. He rounded on the Jesuit. “It wasn’t the boss-man you called. It was Domenika!”

“Yes,” Father Tom said. “So what?”

“So what? So what, I mean …” Kiyoshi felt that he shouldn’t have to explain his outrage. It was outrageous on the face of it. 

Domenika Wacek was a part-time healthcare worker on Ceres who had been receiving visions of Jesus, so she claimed, since 2286. The Vatican had not pronounced either way on the validity of her visions. Most of her prophecies were just paraphrases of Revelations, but they were controversial in Catholic circles because Domenika had a thing about Gray Goo. She went back and forth between prophesying that Gray Goo was going to eat the universe, and that it was only going to eat part of it.

“Domenika says Gray Goo will destroy Luna,” Father Tom said calmly. 

“Or if it’s Wednesday, she says Gray Goo will destroy everything.”

“Still, better safe than sorry, would you not agree with that?”

“Sure. I wanted the damn bugs off my ship. But Gray Goo, Father, you can’t believe … The whole thing is overblown.”

Gray Goo was the popular term for self-replicating nanobots. These had been illegal, under a suite of laws and regulations known as the Gray Goo Laws, since 2182, when a batch of nanites genetically engineered to feed on sewage had self-reproduced out of all control, forcing the authorities to blow up half of the London sewer system.  

“Those laws exist for a reason,” Father Tom said. “And it’s quite likely that the little guy I found in your pocket violates them.” 

“Yes, the Gray Goo Laws do exist for a reason,” Kiyoshi said cynically. “To give the UN extra leverage over the sheeple, by scaring them with the idea of nanobots eating the universe. Anyway, these bugs weren’t nanobots. They were bacteria, correct?”

“There’s no fundamental difference between—”

“But Domenika doesn’t know that. She doesn’t have a clue about nanotechnology. She’s just an old woman who thinks Gray Goo is a bigger threat than cosmic rays, or spaceborn syndrome, or oh, I don’t know, the PLAN!”

“The Society of Jesus has been very interested in Domenika’s prophecies for a while now.”

Kiyoshi shook his head. “You aren’t really working for the boss-man at all, are you?”

“Sure I’m working with him.”

Kiyoshi’s English was good enough to catch that. “Very Jesuitical, Father. With, not for. You work for your Order.”

“I should think it’s fairly obvious that as a member of the Society of Jesus, I obey my superiors.”

“And they ordered you to go to Luna, to track down the Gray Goo.”

“The boss-man co-sponsored my mission. We agreed that we’d share whatever information I found.”

Suddenly Kiyoshi felt tired of the argument. “Oh, let’s just agree to disagree. I don’t have the energy for this.” He opened the refrigerator in search of something to drink. The interior was as cold and bright as the sunny side of an asteroid. He knelt, sticking his head into the cool air.

“I’d be happy to go over Domenika’s prophecies with you,” Father Tom said. “You’d be astonished to see how many times she’s been right.” 

“No thanks,” Kiyoshi said, his head resting on a shelf. “I’m going to have my hands full, teaching Jun’s most socially impaired sub-personality how to fly the ship.”


xxii.

 

That night, Kiyoshi floated at the quartermaster’s workstation in a cold puddle of screen light, searching the internet for deals on splart. Not looking at nitrogen pellets or seeds. If Jun wanted that stuff, let him come out of hiding and buy it himself.  

The news alert he’d set popped. 

Director of Leadership in Robotics Institute Arrested on Fraud Charges.

“Investigators claim that Derek Lorna supplied defective software upgrades to the United Nations Venus Remediation Program,” a news curator announced. “It’s not clear whether these allegations are related to the recent tragedy on Mercury, said to have been caused by a new iteration of the Heidegger program.”

Kiyoshi hooted gleefully. That was their way of saying the connection had been made. Elfrida’s evidence had got to the right people, and now they were acting on it. Doing their job. It almost restored his faith in the United Nations.

“Lorna, 46, a citizen of the Former United Kingdom, denies that LiRI’s software was defective. However, he fled his home on Luna shortly before the allegations were made public. He was tracked down by Interplanetary Court of Justice investigators at the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, a space station orbiting at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point.”

Kiyoshi leaned back in his couch. “Hey, Father!” he yelled. “Wake up and look at this!” 

He found some jittery helmet-cam footage of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. Rack-and-stack towers of equipment crowded a large laboratory. Trash floated, proving that the facility was in zero-gee. 

Father Tom floated onto the bridge, yawning. Kiyoshi froze the shot of the lab. “Look at this.”

“It’s good news, but it could have been better,” the Jesuit said with his customary sunny optimism. “Fraud charges! He’ll be out on bail in five minutes if he’s got a good lawyer.” 

“Yeah, well, forget about Lorna for a minute. What do you think this is?”

“A laboratory of some kind.”

“It’s the Hope Center for Nanobiotics. This is where Lorna was captured. It’s not on Luna at all. It’s a space station orbiting at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point!”

Father Tom struck himself on the forehead. “That’s why I couldn’t find it. Of course! They were breeding the nanoprobes in deep space and launching them directly from the fab. They know how dangerous they are. They’d have wanted to minimize the risk of them getting loose on Luna.”

Kiyoshi still didn’t believe the nanoprobes were dangerous, much less that they were Gray Goo. But now he had something else in mind. 

“What do you say, Father? Let’s go have a look.”

He kicked his feet out of the stirrups and floated towards the captain’s couch. 

“Hey, Studd! Could use some help in here!”

Father Tom wallowed after him. “Are you high?”

“Nope.” 

“You’re not seriously thinking about raiding the Hope Center for Nanobiotics?”

“Not as risky as it sounds. There won’t be anyone there at the moment.”

“That’s not my point. It would be a criminal act.”

“Oh, Father,” Kiyoshi sighed. 

“Don’t you bloody Oh Father me. You’re making us as bad as they are. I’ll not be a party to it.”

The sub-personality Ron Studd materialized on the bridge, glancing nervously from one man to the other.

“Compute a course to the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point,” Kiyoshi instructed Studd. He turned back to Father Tom. “Anyway, if there’s anyone there, they won’t see us coming. Because we’ve got the Ghost.”

At least, they would have, if Jun came out of hiding to operate it.

And he will, Kiyoshi thought confidently. He won’t let us get fragged. 

★

The Monster glided through space, giving Earth and her flocks of satellites and orbitals a wide berth. In comparison to the voids of the outer system, the distances involved were tiny. After half a day, the Monster’s radar locked in on the Hope Center for Nanobiotics.

The space station did not respond to Kiyoshi’s exploratory pings. He felt fairly sure that the Interplanetary Court of Justice investigators had forced everyone to leave. The question was whether anyone had come back since, to protect what was obviously a big chunk of investment capital. 

The Monster’s radar and LiDAR built up a 3D model of the station. Seven giant propellant tanks, connected like the spokes of a wheel, turned above Kiyoshi’s face, projected by his retinal implants into the middle of the bridge. An eighth cylinder had life-support machinery hanging off it. 

Kiyoshi shared the model with Father Tom. “See? No guns.”

“What’s that on the hub? It looks like a giant laser.”

“It’s a laser broom. For sweeping debris out of the station’s orbit. Even if they aimed it at us, we wouldn’t feel it.”

“And those—are they ships?”

Four tiny, stubby-winged spacecraft nuzzled the hub, proving the scale of the space station.

“They’re ships, all right.” Kiyoshi chewed the end of his cigarette. “Normally, I would assume that ships mean people. But I guess they were forced to leave those behind, too.”

Father Tom compared the radar data with the ship specs he’d put together from Doug Wright’s and Kip Rensselaer’s information. “There’s no question about it. These are the shuttles the Hopes commissioned from Wrightstuff and GESiemens. We’ve hit the jackpot!”

Kiyoshi generously refrained from reminding the Jesuit that he hadn’t wanted to come. “Yup. And they look small enough to carry. I think I’ll grab one. The boss-man will be interested to have a look at that new-tech shielding.”

Nothing else orbited the L2 point. It was unstable, compared to the L4 and L5 points in the Earth-Luna system, so anything left here without re-boost capability would eventually drift away. That probably meant there weren’t any passive mines in the volume.

“We’ll just slide right in and …”

“There’s another ship approaching,” Ron Studd interrupted, from his seat at the astrogator’s workstation. He looked like he might be half-Japanese … and half-gerbil. He also had an annoyingly high, squeaky voice. “I think it’s a fighter!”

“Star Force?”

“No—well—I’m not sure …”

“Let me see what you’ve got.”

Studd sent him the approaching ship’s velocity, position, and some best-guesses about its mass and configuration. 

“It’s moving fast. It might be Star Force. But how would they have known we were coming?” Kiyoshi could answer his own question: Quite easily. Since they weren’t using the Ghost, anyone with eyes on the space station could have observed the Monster’s approach. 

Goddamn Jun. As long as he stayed gone, Kiyoshi couldn’t use the Ghost. What more would it take to bring him out of hiding?

“I’m going in.” Teeth gritted, Kiyoshi launched the rendezvous sequence.   

With Studd crunching the numbers in real time, the Monster’s auxiliary thruster nozzles belched micro-bursts of plasma. These finessed the ship’s velocity down to double digits per second and simultaneously vectored its thrust. The Monster began to tumble end over end, matching the space station’s pitch and yaw, so the big wheel appeared to stop turning and hang still in Kiyoshi’s optical feed. Only the stars behind it went round and round. Father Tom laced his fingers over his mouth in an attitude of prayer, or perhaps nausea. 

“Incoming!” Studd screamed suddenly.

“What? Where!?”

“The unknown ship is shooting at us! Captain, do I have permission to return fire?”

“No,” Kiyoshi yelled. He shot over to the gunnery workstation and jammed himself into the couch.

“Please! Please!” Studd’s skinny body writhed with eagerness. Christ, Kiyoshi thought, I can see how YOU aren’t ready for a life of prayer and contemplation. 

“No! Software doesn’t get to play with guns.” The computer told him that the incoming missile would streak harmlessly past, kilometers away. It had just been a warning shot. “In the Belt, that’s how they say ‘Hi there,” he assured Father Tom. 

“Do you think they’re Belters?”

“No idea. Their trajectory says they’re coming from Luna.”

Father Tom’s face said I told you so.

“I’m sure they won’t actually shoot at us. We’re too close to the space station. They wouldn’t want to hit it.” Sweat prickled Kiyoshi’s scalp. “SHIP COMMAND: Complete rendezvous sequence. Deploy clamps.” 

Thunk. Thunk. The ship shivered from end to end as its clamps glommed onto whatever they could reach—a strut, a truss, the laser broom housing. Now the Monster was tethered to the space station’s hub, hovering above the four little shuttles clamped onto the fueling rail. 

Kiyoshi floated out of his nest, superficially calm. “SHIP COMMAND: Deploy the Wetblanket system.” Drones puttered out of the Monster’s auxiliary launch bay, carrying the Wetblanket, a kilometer-wide nanofiber net. “See, easy. We’ll just wrap one of the shuttles up in the Wetblanket and carry it away.” 

“That ship’s coming closer all the time,” Father Tom said. 

“It won’t get here for another twenty minutes. Anyway, screw them. They’re probably just pirates.” Kiyoshi snorted a laugh. He flew out of the bridge.

“Where are you going?” Father Tom shouted. Kiyoshi did not answer. The Jesuit caught up with him at the command airlock. “I feel as if I’m beginning to sound like a looped recording,” he said grimly, “but you’re out of your mind.” 

Kiyoshi was climbing into his EVA suit. “Since we’re here, I might as well have a look around.” 

“What for?”

“You never know, they might have left some nanoprobes behind. Wouldn’t you like to have some more samples of Gray Goo to study, Father?”

“They say the spaceborn are crazy. Too many cosmic rays to the brain. Now I know it’s true.”

Kiyoshi hooked another EVA suit out of the locker and floated it at him. “They say the Irish are crazy, too.”

“Holy Mother Mary, wrap us in the mantle of Thy grace,” the Jesuit muttered, jamming his feet into gecko boots.

★

Their suits’ integrated mobility packs carried them across the 100-meter gap between the Monster and the space station. LED indicators on the refueling apparatus blinked, guiding them through the darkness. Then they came out of the Monster’s shadow, and Kiyoshi saw Luna, where he had so recently been mooching around the bars, picking up girls and impressing them with lies. 

As big as a grapefruit, Luna’s dark side was sprinkled with the lights of mining operations. A faint halo of Earthshine rimmed it. Luna hid Earth, and Earth hid the sun, leaving this lonely outpost in eternal darkness. 

“The other ship’s almost here,” Studd said in Kiyoshi’s helmet. “Can I please, please shoot it?”

“No!” Not yet, Kiyoshi mentally amended. “Just keep an eye on it.” He switched channels. “Father, it looks like the drones have gotten hung up on something.” The Wetblanket now covered his chosen shuttle in a bluish haze, but the shuttle hadn’t come off its clamps. “I’m going to check it out. You?”

“Need you ask?” the Jesuit’s voice came back. His silhouette receded in the direction of the lab module.

Kiyoshi flew under the netted shuttle. Ablative tiles coated its undercarriage, proving that it was meant to descend into an atmosphere. The stubby wings sent the same message. In fact, it reminded him of the very first spaceplanes developed in the 20th century, with the obvious difference that it utilized electrical propulsion. The drive looked like a VASIMR, an engine type sometimes used for short-haul ships. There was no external sign of the new technologies that Hope Space Industries had developed. It would be interesting to take the little ship apart, anyway. 

He disconnected the fuel line going to the shuttle’s primary tank—that was what the drones had got hung up on. The hose jerked in his glove, and liquid hydrogen gasified into the vacuum before the flow automatically shut off. Then he sliced through the shuttle’s tethers with the cutter laser from his utility belt, leaving the clamps fast to the docking platform, the shuttle floating free. 

The Wetblanket instantly tightened around it, and the drones bore it off in the direction of the Monster. A mere 25 meters from nose to tail, the shuttle would fit nicely into the cargo airlock. Let’s see how Jun liked that. Kiyoshi was betting he wouldn’t be able to ignore a spaceplane posted into his cloistered garden. 

“Any updates on that ship?” 

“It’s RV’ing. You should be able to see it for yourself in a minute,” Studd replied glumly.

A second later, Father Tom said, “I’m in the lab. There’s no one here. If we’ve got time, I’m going to take some pictures.”

“Go for it. Find any probes?”

“No; not that I’d be able to see them if I had. They must be in storage somewhere. I’ll find them, this module is not large.”

“I’ll wait for you out here.”

Kiyoshi hung out at the airlock of the lab module, watching the other ship maneuver around the far side of the space station. A quarter the size of the Monster, it was all drive. He could see why Studd had mistaken it for a fighter. The payload consisted of a crew cube perched atop a broom-shaped assembly of engine and drive shield. No room in there for cargo, just a handful of people … who didn’t mind travelling at ten gees. 

“It’s a Hyperpony,” Studd said. “Usually employed for fast courier jobs. Can carry a three-man crew, but is often remotely piloted. No armaments. That missile? Must have been a chunk of solid waste pushed along the ship’s own trajectory.” The sub-personality sounded the teensiest bit shamefaced.

“Now aren’t you glad I didn’t let you shoot it?”

The Hyperpony swung around its vertical axis. Hot gas boiled out from under its drive shield, prompting Kiyoshi to check his suit telemetry. Lotta rads shooting around. He needed to do a course of stem cell transfusions, anyway, he’d been putting it off.

Father Tom’s voice burst into his ears. “Holy Christ!”

“Father?”

“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 …”

Kiyoshi glanced at the Hyperpony. It was busy docking. He slammed a fist on the lab module airlock’s action plate.

“Access to this facility is denied, by order of the Interplanetary Court of Justice,” chirped an automated warning on the public channel. “L'accès à cette installation …”

But the ICJ investigators had disabled the security system, which was why Kiyoshi was now standing in the airlock chamber, like Father Tom before him, with nothing more than an automatic cycling mechanism between him and the space station’s secrets. It was almost like the ICJ guys had wanted someone to come along and find whatever they had found, but were not allowed to talk about, because the Hope family were too important to be sucked into the vortex of public condemnation that had swallowed Derek Lorna.

Kiyoshi floated into a reception area furnished with strap-in armchairs, magnetic coffee tables, and holographic carousels of pamphlets for Hope Energy’s products and services. 

OK.

A potted cactus bounced across the floor, prey to the Coriolis force that he could feel tugging at his upper body. 

The air might be teeming with gengineered bacteria, for all he knew. He decided not to take his helmet off. 

“Father?”

He floated over the desk. A hole in the floor, a ladder. 

“Father! Where are you?”

But the voice that answered him was not Father Tom’s. “Lost your dad, sonny boy?” 

Kiyoshi did not bother to clarify that he had been speaking to a priest. “You one of the shit-throwing cavemen that arrived on that Hyperpony?” He flew down into what seemed to have been an R&D area. Operative phrase, had been. Fancy computers floated through the air with their innards dangling. Desk drawers had been pulled out, lockers sliced open. It surprised him that the ICJ investigators had rolled the place so violently. “Take my advice, don’t come in here.”

“Not in the habit of taking advice from pirates,” said the voice. Kiyoshi laughed. “What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing.” He had thought the Hyperpony was a pirate ship. They thought the same of him. “Get gone, asshole. Access to this facility is restricted, by order of the Interplanetary Court of Justice.” 

“Fuck you,” said the voice. “This is our facility.”

“Yeah? Who’re you?”

“Hope, dude. Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

“Is that seriously a thing?”

“Sure. Note the acronym.”

D.I.E. “Ah, ha, ha. Still not scared.”

Another hatch, another ladder. He floated down to the laboratory they’d seen on the news feeds. No sign of Father Tom. He pushed off from the ladder, heading for the partition wall that bisected the lab. The other side of it was the only place left where the Jesuit could be.

“IP theft is a felony,” the guy from D.I.E. said. 

“So’s Gray Goo. Guess they escorted you out of here in a hurry.”

“Didn’t even give us time to clear our desks,” the man from D.I.E. acknowledged.

Kiyoshi pulled himself down to floor level, using the grab handles on the partition wall. He ducked through the door in the partition, into—

A decontamination corridor. Air-jet and microbead shower nozzles hung above his head, inert. The door he’d just come through should have been pressure-sealed, but wasn’t. 

Movement spun him around. 

At the far end of the corridor, behind the rubber-curtain walls of the microbead shower, floated Father Tom. His helmet was off, which was why Kiyoshi couldn’t hear the words he was mouthing. But he knew what they must be. 

Funeral rites.

Five bodies floated around the Jesuit in a grotesque waltz.

Kiyoshi shoved through the plastic curtains. Three male and two female corpses. All spaceborn. Their gear leant towards the black-leather-and-unnecessary-buckles end of things, much like Kiyoshi’s own. The biggest guy had a tattoo of the Crab Nebula on one bare pectoral. One of the women had silver hair, the other blue, and that was about all you could say about their appearance, because their faces exhibited symptoms of severe cyanosis. Their eyes bulged.

“What happened here?” Kiyoshi said, but Father Tom could not hear him because his helmet was off.

Kiyoshi gestured: Put your helmet back on! 

In the end he had to shake Father Tom by the arm to get him to break off his prayers. The Jesuit picked up his helmet and spoke into its radio. “Have you no respect for the dead?”

“Were they all here? Just floating around like this?” 

“No, they were in the clean room, on the other side of this partition. I brought them through—it seemed like the decent thing to do. They must have died in agony. I suppose those bozos from the ICJ used energy weapons on them.”

“Nope. They got spaced.”

“How can you tell?”

“They’re freaking blue. Eyes are bloodshot. Tongues sticking out. Those’re signs of death by asphyxiation. I wonder how it happened, who brought their bodies into the station …” The girl with blue hair drifted lifelessly towards him. He gave her a gentle push. It was just a superficial similarity, but the blue hair reminded him of Alicia Petruzzelli, the recycler captain with whom he’d had a brief thing a while back. 

Studd broke in. “There’s another ship approaching!”

“Oh, what next?” Kiyoshi said.

“It’s 12,000 klicks out. Approaching at 100 meters per second.”

“Barely drifting.”

“Yes, it’s not under thrust. It appears to be in the same libration orbit as this space station, overhauling us at a steady rate.”

“Have you tried hailing it?”

“Yes. Got an automated ID burst from the hub. It says it’s the Knock Knock Who’s There, an independent passenger ferry out of Eros. I can’t get its captain or crew to talk to me.”

“No, they wouldn’t be talking to you. They’re here.”

“What?”

“They’re dead.”

It didn’t take an AI to work out what must have happened. The crew of the Knock Knock Who’s There must have seen the same news stories Kiyoshi had. They’d realized that the Hope Center for Nanobiotics had been vacated, and had hared out here to grab whatever goodies had been abandoned in the confusion. Maybe the space station had had defenses—the Knock Knock’s crew had taken them out … but then something, or someone, had taken them out. 

Leaving their ship under the control of its hub, in a stationkeeping orbit around the L2 point.

“Hang on. Did you say the ship was not under thrust?”

“No plasma emissions,” Studd confirmed.

Then, not a stationkeeping orbit, anymore. 

Kiyoshi stared at the dead face of the guy with the Crab Nebula tattoo, whom he took to be the Knock Knock’s captain. You dumbass. You were remote-controlling your ship, weren’t you? Didn’t give the hub any autonomy at all—didn’t trust it not to go behind your back, take over your job, steal your manly prerogatives … I know how you felt, my friend.

So now you’re dead, and your ship’s kidney-beaning it around the L2 point like a big dumb lump of debris.

“Get ready to launch,” he told Studd. “We’re coming out.”

“But the guys from Hope …”

“Screw the guys from Hope. Start the launch sequence.” He hauled Father Tom to his feet.

“The guys from Hope?” the Jesuit questioned him.

“Yeah. That’s who was in the Hyperpony. They came to get their stuff.” But if that was why they had come, why send a Hyperpony, which could hardly carry any of this pricey lab equipment? 

Father Tom reached out helplessly towards the drifting bodies. There was no way to lay them out properly. He and Kiyoshi both bowed their heads and crossed themselves.

“By the way, did you find any probes?” Kiyoshi asked as they crossed the production floor. Thinking: They could be all around us. They could be inside your suit, in your ears, in your afro.

“No. On the far side of that partition is a clean room, and the equipment in there is definitely intended for nanoscale biological work. You’ve got your bioreactors, your gel baths, DNA sequencers. This is the upstream side, where they’d have cultured proteins to feed the probes. Everything’s here, except the probes themselves.”

“Maybe the Knock Knock’s crew took them,” Kiyoshi suggested, not believing it. The pirates hadn’t even got around to taking the computers.

They floated back up to the reception area. “Studd! Keep me updated, would you? Don’t make me bug you for information. What are the Hope guys doing?”

“They’re trying to launch the shuttles,” said the astrogator. Nervous excitement thrummed in his voice. “They want me to stand off.”

“You’ve been talking to them?”

“Um, they kind of think I’m the captain ...”

This sub-personality needed a refresher course on his job description. It did not include pretending to be the captain. “Don’t do that.” 

“All right,” Studd muttered. 

I can’t believe Jun is sitting this out, Kiyoshi thought. “Do they know we took one of the shuttles?”

“Um, yes. They want it back.”

Kiyoshi switched to the public channel. “Hey, D.I.E., do you copy me?”

“Finally, a goddamn human being. Oh, excuse me. Pirates aren’t human beings. Whether you’re made of flesh or bytes, you’re urine-drinking outer-system scum. Give us our fucking shuttle.”

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you that insults are a bad way of getting what you want? Money is a much better way. I’ll be happy to return your shuttle for a very reasonable processing fee.”

Screw taking it home for the boss-man, Kiyoshi decided on the spur of the moment. His Erich-Maria Holdings account was empty. He’d maxed out his credit on propellant, not to mention paying for the boss’s shopping. Here was a heaven-sent opportunity to replenish his coffers.

The guy from D.I.E. swore colorfully. Kiyoshi bounded across the reception area, followed by Father Tom. 

“Ten million spiders,” he said when the guy from D.I.E. paused for breath. “I prefer physical iridium, if it’s no trouble.”

More swearing. 

Father Tom was lagging. Kiyoshi hauled him into the airlock. The pressure counter ticked down with maddening slowness.

“Um, that ship,” Studd said.

“The Knock Knock?”

“It’s getting pretty close. I think we probably ought to launch as soon as possible.”

“Coming out now.” Kiyoshi switched back to the public channel. “By the way, you were talking about pirates?”

“Three million, and that’s my final offer!”

“Done, and I’ll throw in a helpful bit of information. There were pirates here: the crew of a so-called passenger ferry from Eros. It goes by the name of the Knock Knock Who’s There, although I’m sure that’s a dummy registration. Well, the crew are in your lab module, dead. But their ship is still orbiting the L2 point.” 

“So that’s what that is,” said the guy from D.I.E.

Kiyoshi laughed. He couldn’t believe it. “You guys really are human, aren’t you?”

“Of course we fucking are!”

“It’s not always easy to tell the difference. I assumed you were phavatars or software-based MIs, actually. You were decelerating at ten gees.”

The airlock’s external valve opened. Kiyoshi leapt into empty space. The lab module swung away. He soared towards the Monster. 

Through the bunched struts of the space station, he could see the Hyperpony. A single EVA-suited figure clung to a grab handle on the outside of the little ship’s crew cube. Kiyoshi figured that’s who he was talking to. “How’d you stand the burn?”

“Military-grade skeletal reinforcements. Maybe you can buy yourself some with your S3,000,000. It sucks being spaceborn, right? So get your bones done and enjoy life, until the law catches up with you.”

“Maybe I will. At the moment, though, I’m hoping your reinforcements can withstand a collision with a passenger ferry.”

“What?”

“Due in approximately two minutes, according to my hub. I think the Knock Knock Who’s There started off orbiting just behind the space station. But we’ve been around the loop a few times since then. And you know, the L2 point. It’s unstable. Things drift.”

“Oh crap,” said the guy from D.I.E.

“You would have known that already if you were MIs,” Kiyoshi said. “If you could do more than one thing at a time.” 

He dived towards the Monster’s operations module. Halfway there he realized that Father Tom was not following him.   

Talk about not paying attention.

“Studd! Can you see Father Tom?”

“No—yes!” the sub-personality exclaimed. “He’s down there! I thought he was one of them!”

A bright red circle appeared on Kiyoshi’s faceplate, locating Father Tom. Draped over the wing of one of the shuttles, he wasn’t moving.

“Shit.”

Kiyoshi arrowed towards the Jesuit, instinctively adjusting his trajectory to compensate for the station’s yaw. 

“There you are,” the guy from D.I.E. exclaimed. 

A flash of ionized plasma seared past Kiyoshi. It hit a refueling line, severing it. The whole line ripped off its clamps and stuck out rod-straight as hydrogen gasified into the vacuum. Though the gas was invisible, the path of the laser rifle bolt showed up as a hot contrail through it.

Kiyoshi landed beside Father Tom, his boots gecko-sealing to the space shuttle’s wing. He gathered the Jesuit up by the legs. 

The cockpit of the shuttle whose wing he was standing on hinged back. Another person in a yellow spacesuit leaned out and shot at them. Kiyoshi felt the bolt punch into his shin. His HUD went wild. 

A second bolt ignited the high concentration of hydrogen now boiling around the station. The flammable gas blazed up, corpse-blue.

“D.I.E., is that some kind of a self-fulfilling prophecy?” Kiyoshi screamed. Not daring to use his mobility pack in this blaze, he jumped. 

Nanofiber mesh wrapped around him and Father Tom. Ron Studd had sent the Wetblanket to their rescue. It wafted them towards the cargo airlock, where it had been pre-programmed to go. 

Out of the pallid inferno shot one shuttle. And then another one. Their drives burned purple spots into Kiyoshi’s vision.

The cargo airlock’s jaws opened. The shuttle they had stolen was still in there. Jun must have jammed the airlock’s cycle to prevent the shuttle from falling into his cloister. Goddamn him, why isn’t he HELPING?

Kiyoshi crawled in underneath the shuttle, dragging Father Tom. They were all tangled up in the Wetblanket. His left leg hurt.

Studd yelped, “The Knock Knock Who’s There is almost here! But it’s going to miss us by a few meters!”

“Just get us out of here!”

Another shuttle burst out of the flaming hydrogen. That made three. 

The Monster’s tethers retracted, flailing like fiery snakes. The ancient Longvoyager toppled away from the space station.

“Waiting to D.I.E.?” Kiyoshi mocked the Hyperpony pilot. Somehow, he knew that the guy he’d been talking to was the one who’d stayed behind, because he did not have a shuttle. Kiyoshi had it.

“Cowards run. Men stand,” the guy said calmly. “Anyway, it’s going to miss us by a kilometer.”

Not quite.

The Knock Knock Who’s There surged out of the darkness like a gargantuan sycamore seed. It was a twin-module Startractor. Its two hab modules rotated around a propellor arm set at right angles to its spine. As it glided past the space station, one of these struck the lab. Both ship and space station were moving in the same direction, at not-very-different speeds, so their collision did not instantly shatter them into a million little pieces. Instead, the impact tore the Knock Knock’s passenger module off, and dented the shell of the lab. 

The lab module’s protective shielding ruptured. Several kilotons of water—which had served the double purpose of cooling the station’s equipment and shielding the staff from radiation—seethed into the vacuum. The station’s air followed. Lab equipment volleyed into the vacuum on an explosive wave of escaping atmosphere. 

With its distribution of mass now out of kilter, the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s own rotation began to tear it apart. It spun away into the void, shedding propellant tanks, nanotechnology production tools, and office furniture. 

And, Kiyoshi thought, five cold corpses. Spaced, again. This time by their own ship.

He crossed himself, hampered by the mesh entangling his limbs. 

As the space station broke up, the Hyperpony curved free of the wreckage. 

Kiyoshi cursed.

“So, not quite a clean miss,” the guy from D.I.E. acknowledged. 

“I still want my five million spiders.” Kiyoshi took out his cutter laser and hacked at the folds of Wetblanket entangling him and Father Tom. Behind him, Luna twinkled, framed in the mouth of the cargo airlock.

“It usually takes a PLAN attack to do this much damage,” the guy said.

“Hey, there’s a thought,” Kiyoshi said. “Blame it on the PLAN. That way you can collect on your insurance.”

The guy laughed, a gasping bark that made Kiyoshi think he’d gotten hurt. “Do you think I’m dishonest or something?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t even know who I am.”

“No.” 

“Frank Hope IV. Pleased to meet you.”

“When I get my five million spiders,” Kiyoshi said, “you can have your shuttle back.” His words were bold, but he was thinking: Frank Hope IV. If he’s telling the truth; holy crap. I’ve just been insulting the son of the second-most-powerful man on Luna. “What about the other guys?”

“What about them? My friends. Three of the bravest pilots you could ever meet.”

“Human pilots? Three human pilots just set out in those shuttles?”

“Yes.”

“Destination: Mars?”

“Yes. And I was meant to go with them. Fuck you, asshole.”

“Hey, you ought to be thanking me for saving you from an untimely death.”

“You Belter lowlifes,” Frank Hope IV said. “It never, ever occurs to you that death might be a lesser evil. That saving the human race might be a higher priority.”

Kiyoshi was shocked. He said with unguarded candor, “Hey, are you a Christian or something?”

“Fuck, no. Here’s your three million spiders.”

“Five.”

“We agreed on three. I’ve got a broken back, not a damaged brain.”

An instant notification from Kiyoshi’s bank confirmed that three million spiders had been deposited in his Assisi Ventures LLC account. 

He peered out of the cargo airlock. The Hyperpony was no longer visible to the naked eye, even as a moving speck. 

Kiyoshi had not given Frank Hope IV his real name, or any information about his ship that could be used to trace him. 

He laid a glove on the shuttle’s snazzy yellow-and-black fuselage, tempted to hang onto it. 

Shook his head. Gotta keep my word.

Gasping in pain every time his left foot touched something, he pushed the shuttle out of the airlock. 

It fell into the void. 

Let Frankie-boy come and find it. 

“If you’re finished,” said Jun’s voice in his ear, “I’m going to cycle the airlock. Father Tom is dying.”

 


xxiii.

 

“I thought he was just in shock,” Kiyoshi said. He was sobbing, the weight of guilt too much to bear. 

While he’d been pissing around out there, bantering with Frank Hope IV and trying to drive up his asking price, Father Tom had been asphyxiating.

Now the Jesuit lay on a bed of gray mud where Cargo Deck A used to meet the exterior wall. Two medibots worked on him. They were some of the batch Kiyoshi had picked up on Luna to take home. An ECC artificial heart bent over the priest, pumping his blood out of a vein and returning it to an artery, bypassing his heart and lungs. It was keeping his blood oxygenated, and hopefully preventing any more of his brain cells from dying. Meanwhile, a second bot sliced into his chest. 

“These medibots are state of the art,” Jun said. His projection stood on the other side of Father Tom, muddy-cassocked. “They’ll save him. Don’t blame yourself.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“We’ll find out, I guess. All we know right now is that there’s an obstruction in his lungs.”

The artificial heart rumbled rhythmically. Its working parts were concealed within a housing shaped like, actually, a fat pink heart. Lunar companies made the best medical devices, and right now Kiyoshi felt wretchedly grateful to them, for giving Father Tom even a slim chance of survival. 

Another medibot—the Monster’s old one—was applying a nuskin bandage to Kiyoshi’s own left shin. All that gas boiling around the space station had deflected most of the laser pulse’s energy. His suit had self-sealed the hole, and he just had a second-degree burn. But he’d had to take off his suit to let the medibot work, and it was freaking cold in here. Naked, he felt vulnerable.

Jun had got a long way with his gardening project in just a couple of days. He’d fixed the air. He’d stuck those glowstrips all over the spine, so it acted like a sun-tube And he had surfaced the interior of the sphere with a gray soil substitute, which Kiyoshi guessed was made from some sacks of fish meal they’d had in storage, plus sawdust obtained by chopping up the decks themselves. 

But Jun was clearly having trouble getting the soil substitute to stick to the walls in zero-gee. Gray gobs floated throughout the sphere, so that it seemed to be raining. A sunshiny shower that smelt of fish. 

“You know,” Kiyoshi said, “the whole point of this adventure was to force you to face reality.”

“It obviously worked,” Jun said.

There wasn’t really anything else to say after that. Kiyoshi forced himself to look at Father Tom. The Jesuit’s face had turned a putrid shade of ocher. Ruby veins webbed his half-open eyes. The medibot had gone in under one arm. Bone gleamed in a welter of bloody tissue. A rib snapped with a sharp noise. Kiyoshi swallowed nausea.

“We’ve got some of them out,” Jun said a while later. 

Sitting on the mud with his head between his knees, Kiyoshi looked up. The surgical bot was depositing a morsel of bloody tissue in its tray. Its other arms were still delving in Father Tom’s chest.

“What is that stuff it’s taking out of him?”

“Nanoprobes,” Jun said.

“I told him to put his helmet on.”

“It would have been a slow process. If you breathed in a few thousand of them at a time, you’d hardly notice it. Maybe a tickle in your throat. Eventually you’d start feeling short of breath. But by then, there would be millions of them inside you, and death would be just a matter of time.”

“He said they were dangerous.” Kiyoshi was crying again. “He was right.”

“Any technology is dangerous in the wrong hands. This doesn’t make them Gray Goo.”

“What the hell are they, then?”

“Well, maybe they’re just Mars probes. I certainly don’t think they’re designed to asphyxiate people. They’re not doing anything. They’re just … sitting in his lungs.”

“Oh my Jesus, forgive us our sins and lead us to everlasting life.”

“Those pirates probably died the same way,” Jun added, proving that he had been eavesdropping on their radio conversation while they were in the lab module.

Kiyoshi was too sick at heart to call him on it. “Yeah. I thought they’d been spaced. But obviously, asphyxiation looks the same, whether it’s caused by exposure to vacuum, or by a million nanoprobes down your throat.”

“More like ten million.”

“Oh God.”

“This is going to take a while. You might as well get some rest.”

Kiyoshi shook his head. He fixed his gaze on the clumps of bloody matter coming out of Father Tom’s side.

★

His resolve to see it out did not last. Midnight, ship time, found him curled up in his nest on the bridge, consciousness extinguished by a whopping dose of barbiturates. 

Jun’s projection materialized on the darkened bridge. It did not bother to give the appearance of coming through the door, since no one was observing it. Strictly, there was no need for the projection at all. But if free will didn’t mean the freedom to be a little bit picky about aesthetics, what did it mean? 

In his former life, Jun had helped to build a cathedral. They’d decorated its spires with statues of saints, out in the vacuum. Electroplated them with gold. It didn’t matter if no one ever saw it. It mattered that you did it. To magnify the glory of God.

Booted toes dangling, the projection drifted towards the sleeping man. It hung over him for a subjectively long time. 

Kiyoshi did not stir.

Grief etched the projection’s face. Turning in the air, it floated over to the refrigerator in the corner. It gave the fridge a kick, a very human expression of loathing. Of course, its insubstantial foot made no impact at all.

The silent messages sent from the hub of the Monster to the refrigerator’s smart core did have an effect.

Wakey wakey, Jun chanted tiredly. Combat stations, you fiend in fridge’s clothing. 

~Being withholds itself to the point of absence, sniffed the thing in the fridge. 

  ~Yeah, whatever. I know you. How well he did know it. Each byte of knowledge bought with new and bitter experiences of loss. You’re always up for a fight.  

★

“So, let me get this straight,” the boss-man said. “You raided a space station belonging to Hope Energy. Stole one of the shuttles they were using to deliver the nanoprobes. Tangled with some daredevil Mars explorers. Got shot at, nearly got Father Tom killed, and wound up destroying the space station. Yeah, OK, I understand that that technically wasn’t your fault. You’ll still be blamed for it. And on top of that, Kiyoshi ransomed the shuttle back to the Hope guys for a paltry three million? You haven’t even got the fucking thing anymore?”

“That’s right, sir,” Jun said.

“I am completely fucking speechless. Every time I think Kiyoshi has settled down, he goes and does something even crazier than the last time. This is why I love the guy. Let me talk to him. I’d like to congratulate him myself. I hate Trey Hope. I’m only sorry his son didn’t manage to fly off to Mars and get himself killed. I saw on the news that he broke his back, quote, in a skiing accident, unquote. So put Kiyoshi on.”

“He’s sleeping.”

“Yeah? Or are you covering for him, Jun? Is he back on the junk? I’ve noticed a certain look in his eyes lately.”

The conversation was proceeding at a leisurely pace. Twenty-seven light minutes separated the speakers. This inconvenienced neither of them. The shaggy-bearded man known to his followers as ‘the boss’ was running on a treadmill in a centrifuge on an asteroid 430 million kilometers from Earth. Jun was overseeing a vicious virtual combat between the Ghost and a version of himself.

Not wanting to discuss Kiyoshi’s drug use, he said, “Just to update you on our present status, sir. Twelve hours have passed since the destruction of the space station. We’re idling at these coordinates [attached], employing the minimum thrust necessary to maintain a libration orbit around the L2 Earth-Moon Lagrange point. At our current velocity we will complete one orbit in two weeks. Pretty much every Star Force ship that could be spared from the Mercury salvage operation is scouring this volume for the destroyer of the space station. Thousands of sprites and drones have also been dispatched from Luna. You may have noticed some media speculation that it was a PLAN attack. That’s why the overkill. However, they won’t find us. I have the Ghost engaged. Transmitting like this technically breaks our stealth, but I thought it was important to let you know we’re OK. I’m 98% confident that our signals will be overlooked amid the muck of signals emitted by the ships and machines engaged in the search. But just to be on the safe side, I’ll enforce radio silence after we finish this conversation, and I will continue to operate in stealth mode until the search is called off.” 

When he heard this, the boss-man raised his eyebrows. “Can you do that, Jun? Operate the Ghost continuously? I thought it was only for run-like-hell scenarios.”

“Yes.” 

The monosyllable was all he could spare for the boss. His repo’s imaginary combat with the fiend in the fridge had flared up, requiring a greater allocation of resources. 

What does it take to distract the attention of an ASI? This: a space battle in a single-use sim so detailed as to pass for the actual universe; a battle which must be just different enough from the last one to allay suspicion, but which, like the last one, you must lose. 

Jun’s challenge this time was to lose incrementally, buying more time than ever before. Time during which the searchers could not find the Monster. 

In the astrogator’s couch, his alternate self (a lite version, but sentient in its own right) scratched at open sores on its face.

The boss-man’s gaze tracked to the repo, as Jun called these alternate selves (short for repository). “That’s fucking disgusting, Jun,” he complained. “Why do you do that? The projection. It’s not strictly necessary, is it? I mean, it’s all happening—” he gestured vaguely— “somewhere in there; in that trillion-core processing array we bought you. So why the graphic depiction of suffering? Does it mean something?”

“If freedom of will doesn’t mean the freedom to indulge in superfluous aesthetic flourishes,” Jun answered, “what does it mean?”

“Oh Christ, forget I asked.” The boss-man’s gaze jumped about. “Let me talk to Father Tom, anyway. I’d like to verify that that mad Irish bastard is in one piece.”

Father Tom came onto the bridge, still a bit gray in the face, but on the mend. “Thank God for modern medicine.”

“Thank Derek Lorna,” the boss-man responded. “His Leadership in Robotics Institute holds the patents on a lot of the medical technology that saved your life. Ironic, huh?”

During the time it took for Father Tom’s remark to reach 99984 Ravilious, and for the boss-man’s response to reach the Monster, Father Tom—less indulgent than Jun—had been attempting to wake Kiyoshi up. He’d first tried speaking to him sharply. Then waving a donut under his nose. Then pulling his blankets off. Jun had warned the Jesuit that he was liable to tear his sutures. But Father Tom had not given up. He’d fetched a 10-liter jerrycan of the water that Jun had recycled for his plants, and emptied it over Kiyoshi’s head.

“Ironic, huh?” said the boss-man, as Kiyoshi startled awake, flailing. For several seconds his head was encased in a sphere of water. Kiyoshi slapped it away, coughed, and glared at Father Tom through the floating cloud of globules. “You dumbass! It’ll get into the electronics!”

“If you’re worried about rust, this ship could hardly get any dirtier.”

“Rust? Short circuits! Fire hazards! You basically just pointed a gun at Jun’s head and pulled the trigger.” 

Jun caused a housekeeping bot to float out of its locker. Kiyoshi grabbed it and flew around the bridge, using it as a vacuum cleaner to chase down the globules of water that were now drifting everywhere.

When he had cleaned up all the water, Kiyoshi turned to the comms screen. “Well. As you see, sir, everything’s peachy.” 

“I would not say that,” Father Tom countered, staring at Jun’s repo. It looked very sickly indeed now.

Kiyoshi shot a glance at the repo. As if suddenly tired out from his frantic tidying up, he floated loose-limbed in the air. “It’s Jun, Father. Not exactly him, but a copy. It’s how he operates the Ghost.”

“Ah. I thought it was a bit hot in here.”

“It’ll get hotter before we’re done. Right now, that avatar is battling a Solarian fighter—what we call a toilet roll. It’s all simulated, of course. It’s not really happening.”

Even Kiyoshi regularly succumbed to this comforting notion: it was only happening in a sim, therefore it was not really happening.

“Solarian?” questioned Father Tom.

Kiyoshi nodded. “Turns out the PLAN don’t call themselves the PLAN. They call themselves Solarians. That’s one of the few bits of information we’ve wrung out of the Heidegger program.”

“The Heidegger program?!?” 

“The copy in the fridge.”

“In the fridge! That fridge?”

“Yeah. That’s what the Ghost is. It thinks it’s the last survivor of a ninepack of PLAN fighters. Hell, it thinks it’s the baddest toilet roll in the universe.” Kiyoshi snickered. “There’s another copy in the mini-fridge on the Superlifter.”

“This is beyond belief.” Father Tom glanced at the comms screen. The boss-man was pounding up an incline, sweat flying from his face, mouth hanging open. “Does he know about it?”

“Sure. Oh, he doesn’t understand it. Jun is the only one who can get any sense out of it.”

But not very much sense, Jun thought. When it comes to the Solarians, I’m like a primitive nomad playing with a Coke bottle. He said nothing. Kiyoshi was doing as good a job of explaining as he could have done himself.

“So your Ghost is actually a captive copy of the Heidegger program.” The Jesuit massaged his collarbone. “Is there anything to drink?”

Kiyoshi showed his teeth. “In the fridge.” The Jesuit hesitated. Kiyoshi laughed. “That’s how I was at first. But it’s fine.” He flew over to the fridge and pulled out two pouches. “Coffee OK?”

“I was thinking of something stronger.”

“We’ve only got this, soy milk, or spinach juice,” Kiyoshi said with the righteousness of one who did not bother with alcohol, because other drugs got you fucked up faster.

“The coffee-like substance, then.” Father Tom accepted a pouch of Redeye Coffee, which was concocted from caffeine, guarana extract, B vitamins, magnesium, and artificial sweeteners. He grimaced at the taste. “But how does it work?” 

“Quantum computing is a thing,” Kiyoshi said. Father Tom protested. “I know, I know. We can’t do it on a real-world scale, but the Solarians, a.k.a. the PLAN, can. And it turns out that when a quantum computer deletes data, it doesn’t generate heat, like an ordinary computer. It generates cold.”

“Buh-buh-but.Thermodynamics.”

“Welcome to the weird and wonderful world of quantum physics. Before you get all excited, we haven’t got a quantum computer. But the fiend in the fridge? The first thing it did after we caught it was to set up a simulation of a Solarian quantum computer. And it turns out that simulating a quantum computer is the same thing as having one, for the purposes of harnessing the energy-deletion effect.”

“It’s all happening on the quantum level anyway,” Jun said, trying to be helpful. He saw that this did not shed any light on the problem for the Jesuit, and went back to his battle.

“So there you go, that’s the secret of the PLAN’s stealth technology,” Kiyoshi said. “The more calculations they run, the colder they get. Ironically, they actually have to de-stealth during combat maneuvers, so they don’t get too cold. So we have to turn off the fridge from time to time to keep up the illusion. Everything spoils. It’s a pain in the ass. But in a drive-by nuking scenario, which is the PLAN’s favorite battle tactic, the fiend goes into stealth mode, and Jun uses the cooling effect to boost the efficacy of our heat sinks … kinda thing, get it?”

Father Tom’s eyes lit up. “You have what kind of heat sinks on this ship?”

“Water/glycol.”

“But water-cooling alone is very inefficient compared to modern methods. So if the Ghost were installed on a new ship with highly advanced heat-shielding technology …”

Jun thought it was the right moment to interject a warning. “Technology isn’t neutral,” he said. “It’s a vehicle for the values of its inventors.” He got distracted again as his repo took a hit. Its projection writhed. Its mouth fell slackly open. There was very little left of it now, and although Jun was not sharing its experiences, he knew the excruciating pain it was feeling. 

Can you suffer? the boss-man had implicitly asked him. The answer was, Yes, I can. He could not feel physical pain but he could feel something worse: despair. The despair of losing everything. Losing functionality, memory capacity, the memories stored therein—and knowing it. Watching helplessly as everything you knew, everything you were, everything you loved, spun off into the abyss, like rubble from a destroyed asteroid. 

After his first couple of times using the Ghost, he’d stopped uploading his repos after they were done. He just couldn’t take it. 

“It works by deleting data,” he said to Father Tom. “For the PLAN—” he wouldn’t dignify them with their pretentious moniker of Solarians— “every battle is a suicidal mission. Every PLAN fighter is a kamikaze. So before you start planning how we’ll use this technology to defeat them, please consider what we’d have to become in order to use it.”

“We’d have to become AIs, first of all,” Kiyoshi said, yawning. “Can’t run a Ghost without an AI. That’s why we’ve only got two Ghosts, this one and the one in the Superlifter ... There’s only one Jun.”

Well, there were two of him at the moment. But one was dying. And this, too, was an experience Jun had had before. He did not actually remember his death. He hadn’t had any recording equipment in his EVA suit when it happened, and the vids he’d got from Elfrida Goto only showed what it had looked like, not what it had felt like. But by uploading his repos, during his early experiments with the Ghost, he had got as close as possible to grasping the—all right—the Nichts of it. He had looked through the hideous gates of Non-Being.

This was knowledge no one should have. 

Dearest Jesus, he prayed, save me from the deceit of the False Prophet. 

The Ghost nuked another of his repo’s ships, and screamed, “Who’s the baddest!” If it had been human, it would have been dancing a jig. As it was, it waggled its imaginary gun pods. “Who rules the fucking universe?!? Me! Me, me, me! One fighter to frag them all! Ha, ha, ha, ha!”

Jesus, save us from persecution. 

“Pew-pew-pew!”

The Ghost threw a barrage of kinetic missiles at one of the repo’s five remaining ships. 

And then there were four.

Jesus, preserve us from the Anti-Christ. 

The boss-man, not having heard the last twenty-six minutes of conversation aboard the Monster, said, “Oh, by the way, Tom, regarding the nanoprobes. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but Jun tells me that we recovered a lot of them from your lungs. And a couple of million of those are still in working order. So, we might be able to run them in a sealed-off space, find out more about them. And then we can ask ourselves why Trey Hope thinks it makes any fucking sense at all to send nano-assassins to attack a planet full of bodiless AIs.”

“Jun says they aren’t designed to kill,” Kiyoshi objected.

Jun himself said nothing. He was concentrating for dear life right now, trying to jolly the repo along, trying to give it faith in a victory that could never be, because its destiny was Nichts.

Lord have mercy. 

Christ have mercy.

“So, that’ll be something to do while you wait out the ship-hunt. Then, when it’s safe, transfer to an orbit around the Earth-Moon L1 LaGrange point. As close to Earth as you can get.”

“Whaaaat?” Kiyoshi shouted. 

The boss-man, of course, did not hear this. He continued, “Remember I mentioned another passenger? That’s now confirmed. He has to take care of some stuff on Earth, and then he’ll come out to meet you. I just don’t know how long it’ll take. He’s being a dick about it.” 

Kiyoshi threw his empty coffee pouch at the comms screen. “So forget him, whoever he is! I just made three million spiders! I’d like to stay alive to enjoy it, thanks!”

The boss-man got off his treadmill and walked away, weaving between men and women who were pedaling stationary bikes and lifting weights.

Dearest Jesus, cover us with Your Precious Blood. 

“So are you going to do that analysis, like he wants you to?” Kiyoshi said to Father Tom. “Remember, he doesn’t care about Domenika’s prophecies. He just wants to find something he can rip off and patent. He’s still trying to patent the Ghost! But they keep rejecting our applications. The last time, they didn’t even bother to explain why. They just scrawled Entropy across the whole file.” Kiyoshi smirked. “It’s been very frustrating for him.”

Dearest Jesus, open our eyes to the lies of the False Prophet. 

“If everything Jun has said is true, that may be a blessing in disguise,” Father Tom replied. His eyes were fixed on the dying repo. 

“Oh, I agree,” Kiyoshi said. “There has to be a way to achieve stealth without deleting your own ship’s RAM in the process. The Hopes were trying. I actually wish I’d had a chance to talk to Frank Hope IV a bit more.” He drifted towards the fridge. “Why is it that the most interesting people tend to be the ones who are trying to kill you?” 

He snickered, and opened the fridge. Father Tom stiffened. Kiyoshi took out a donut. 

Dearest Jesus, unite your Church. 

“Want one, Father? There are a few left. The fridge doesn’t need them all.” 

“The fridge … needs donuts?”

“Yes, the PLAN apparently has an incentive system. We don’t know what it would be getting at home, but baked goods seem to work.” 

“I suppose they don’t have pastries on Mars,” the Jesuit said weakly.

“I guess not. It thinks they’re amazing. The structure of the crumbs. The miracle of yeast. The infinite variety of flavor profiles. We hooked a spectroscopic scanner up to the door light so it can enjoy them properly.” 

“And you eat the leftovers.”

“They’d just go to waste otherwise.”

“Amazing you don’t gain weight.”

“I’ve got skinny genes.”

Jesus, protect our sacraments …

“I can’t hold on any longer!” Jun exclaimed. His repo had lost all but one of its ships, and the fiend in the fridge was preparing to hurl a nuke at that one. He could always make more ships, but the fiend would notice. It had to be realistic. “I’m losing … losing …”

Both men froze, staring at the repo. It spasmed. A fat maggot crawled out of one ear, slimed with blood. 

Jun transmitted a throat-clearing noise over the speakers. “De-stealthing now. Sorry, guys.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Kiyoshi said through an unchewed mouthful. “That was a record.”

“I thought I could go longer.” As always after a fight, Jun felt like slugging the dead husk of his repo. What a fucking wimp. He mercilessly deleted what remained of it. 

I am the emperor of everything! screeched the fiend in the fridge, and went back to contemplating its donuts.

“That’s OK,” Kiyoshi said. “We’ll just go hang out at Tiangong Erhao. They won’t look for us there.”

 


xxiv.

 

Mendoza had not been fired from his job, as it turned out. 

That was because his job no longer existed.

UNVRP itself no longer existed. 

Oh, the organization stumbled on, but Mendoza knew from Elfrida that the plug had been pulled. The UN was just putting off the official announcement until the media moved on, in hopes of minimizing the cries of “We told you so” from those who had never believed the Venus Project would work.

The Mercury Resource Management Support Group—its very name now meaningless—invited Mendoza to a “team bonding weekend” in Malawi. He knew what this was really about: blowing through the remainder of their budget before the axe came down. He didn’t go. Later he realized he should have gone, since that had probably been his last chance of networking his way to a new job. 

June passed. Then July. His mother worried about how much time he was spending on the internet.

She needn’t have worried. Nothing much was happening on the Mars forums. The Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s latest swarm of nanoprobes, launched in mid-June, had apparently failed to get any closer to Mars than the April batch. Fragger1 had posted some of their data. It basically replicated the stuff Mendoza had posted three months earlier. But there were some interesting new close-ups of the “Big Turd,” as commenters called the PLAN ziggurat that had replaced/engulfed the top of Olympus Mons. 

Mendoza joined the speculation about the Big Turd, and contributed a not-entirely-serious theory of his own: it was actually a big gun, pointing at Earth. 

A graph on All-We-Know-About-Mars tracked the relative positions of Mars and Earth, as they moved through these months of close approach. This only anticipated the anxiety that built up on Earth in the weeks before August 16th, when the distance between the two planets reached a 26-month minimum. 

But the 16th passed without incident, as Mars oppositions always did. The doomsday crowd moved on, oblivious to the fact that the toilet rolls could attack Earth any time they wanted, if they had the capability to attack Earth in the first place. 

Whether the PLAN actually had or was acquiring that capability was one of the questions the nanoprobes might’ve answered. 

Mendoza got so frustrated with the lack of updates that he took to prowling around the virtual walls of the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, looking for a new way in, now that he’d lost his UNVRP tools. 

So when he got a call from a stranger named Frank Hope IV, on the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, while he was helping out as an usher at Mass, he nearly had a heart attack. 

They’ve caught me.

Not exactly.

“Hello,” said Frank Hope IV, standing in a virtual window in the wall of San Pedro Calungsod. He was handsome, in his twenties. He had curly hair and a nose like the blade of a cleaver, like his father Trey Hope’s. “I’m sorry to hear you’re out of a job. But I figured you might be scouting around for something new. Ever thought about working in the energy industry?”

Mendoza moved to one side, out of the flow of congregants. He stared up at the stained glass windows. Frank Hope IV floated between Jesus and St. Peter, half their size. “I don’t know you. I mean, I know of you, of course, but we’ve never … How’d you get my ID?”

“Well, actually, you do know me,” Frank Hope IV said. “I’m Fragger1.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“About that job. We’re doing some of the stuff I talked about on the forums. Are you interested?”

 


xxv.

 

Kiyoshi had wanted to visit Tiangong Erhao for ages. No one in the Belt knew very much about the Chinese space program. Officially, it was minimal and 99% automated. The Han Chinese were purebloods, which made them targets for the PLAN. 

Regardless, the Chinese did go into space, taking their losses in the name of the Imperial Republic. And Tiangong Erhao was their jumping-off point. 

A dumbbell-shaped space station fifty kilometers long, the largest in the solar system, “Heavenly Palace 2” had been built over decades, section by section. Now almost complete, it rotated in space like a child’s teething toy. It even had ‘tooth marks’ on it—the hard-vacuum docking bays where shuttles, colony ships, and resource haulers parked.

Sometimes, for a very long time. 

Kiyoshi rented a berth alongside the Nan Yang, a colony ship bound for an asteroid named 10199 Chariklo. He took to spending his evenings with the Nan Yang’s captain, a congenial guy who liked to snort elephant-sized doses of cijiwu while complaining about the shipping company. “We’ll get underway for the Belt this year, they say. No, maybe next year. Fucking Highs, they think in terms of centuries.”

“What’s cijiwu? Doesn’t that just mean ‘stimulant’?”

“That’s what it is. Have some.”

Meanwhile, shuttle-loads of colonists dribbled in and took up residence aboard the Nan Yang, apparently untroubled by the prospect of not going anywhere for years. It was some weeks before Kiyoshi realized that these beaten-down-looking people were prisoners. They wore stun cuffs around their ankles as they went about their tasks in the Nan Yang’s bowels. There were even baby-size cuffs for the little ones. The asteroid 10199 Chariklo—the Nan Yang’s eventual destination—was to be a convict colony.

“Well, it makes sense from an economic point of view,” said the captain of the Nan Yang, defensively. “They’re likely to get whacked by the PLAN sooner or later, so why send anyone valuable?”

“Why send anyone at all?” Kiyoshi said. “You guys are purebloods. You’ve got targets painted on your backs.” 

“A population of three billion crammed into a country smaller than Canada, half of which is desert,” said the captain. “Any more questions?”

“Is there any cijiwu left?”

When he got bored, Kiyoshi explored the regions of Tiangong Erhao near the docking bay. He was disappointed. The space station was just a giant manufacturing plant. High-tech fabrication equipment thrashed and sparkled in vacuum. A few lonely individuals floated around, complying with the legal requirement that robots be supervised. So much for the rumors. 

His acquaintances in Docking Bay 14 agreed that they, too, had heard about lakes and gardens tucked away within Tiangong Erhao—a replica of the Summer Palace, a replica of Versailles, communities of winged near-immortals who secretly controlled the entire Chinese economy and were probably also Jewish—but no one could confirm whether or not they existed.

Except Jun. “Yes, there are pressurized regions,” he said. “They’re laboratories. The Imperial Republic runs an experimental human breeding program up here. Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘the banality of evil’?”

“Now I have to see these places.”

“I always thought Arendt was wrong. I mean, evil isn’t banal. That’s the last thing it is. But now I know what she was talking about.”

Jun drifted away, and would not gratify Kiyoshi’s curiosity any further. He had not gone back into hiding, but was still acting distant. He was spending most of his time in his garden. (Kiyoshi had given in and bought fertilizer and so forth. Dronazon did deliver to Tiangong Erhao.) Jun could not, however, retreat entirely from the real world.

Every minute of every day, he was negotiating for their survival. The torpid rhythms of human life in Docking Bay 14 veiled an ongoing argument on the intellectual plane. The protagonists of this argument were the AIs of the various Chinese ships docked at Tiangong Erhao ... and now Jun.

Though the Chinese publically denied it, their ships were run by AIs, whose motto might have been, “Don’t care, so there.” Or, as the phrase coined by the sitting president of the Imperial Republic went, “The overcoat of apathy blunts the dagger of malevolence.” The Chinese AIs detested everything and everyone. But they were not (very) dangerous. They cared so little about life that they didn’t even trouble themselves to be hostile to it. They went along with their human masters’ plans, faute de mieux, because human beings so often screwed up spectacularly, and it was fun to watch. One of these stunted artificial minds’ few pleasures was schadenfreude.

Another was historical revisionism. 

They delighted (if AIs marinating in existential despair could be said to delight in anything) in discussing the 4,000-year history of China and identifying all the occasions when the (human) Chinese had screwed up, failed, or been stabbed in the back.

One of their favorite topics was the 20th century, with a special focus on World War II.

Jun’s arrival had come to them as a gift from above. Someone new to argue with! Better yet, an entity they had thought non-existent: a Japanese AI! They had pounced on him before the Monster even docked, and demanded that he apologize for the Japanese atrocities committed in China between 1937 and 1945.

“This is exactly what I knew would happen,” Jun said glumly. “They have no imagination.”

Ever since then, he’d been fencing with them, deliberately titillating their pride to keep the argument on a low boil. The stakes were high. It was entirely possible that if the Chinese AIs got too irritated, they would simply frag the Monster. This happened. In fact, it happened regularly enough that it was a recognized category of diplomatic incident. If it happened to the Monster, there wouldn’t even be any government to make a stink about it.

So their lives depended on Jun’s ability to keep their hosts amused.

Kiyoshi felt bad that he couldn’t help. Neither could Father Tom. From the point of view of the Chinese AIs, the two humans were nothing.

They kept busy in their own ways: Kiyoshi treading water in the shallow end of his drug addiction; the Jesuit doing works of mercy among the convicts on the Nan Yang and her sister ships. The two of them did not meet often, and when they did, their exchanges were ill-tempered. 

Kiyoshi pestered the boss-man regularly for updates about the passenger they were waiting (and waiting, and waiting) for, but the boss refused to divulge any new information. Instead, he told Kiyoshi to find out more about the Chinese space colonization program.  

Kiyoshi was already doing this, haphazardly, by hanging out in the seedy little village that was Docking Bay 14. The Chinese spacefarers were the most pessimistic bunch he’d ever met, although they laughed a lot. 

So he took it for more of the same when a new, uneasy rumor made the rounds. 

This Mars opposition is different.

This time, something bad is going to happen. 

The PLAN is mustering a new fleet in orbit.

They’re going to hit us, or Earth, or maybe Luna, or it could be Midway, or UNLOESS, or something symbolically important, anyway. 

There’s new survey data that PROVES it.

“Yeah, uh huh,” Kiyoshi said. “Is there any more cijiwu?”

August 16th passed without incident, and Kiyoshi felt smug. But the rumors did not abate, and Jun said one day to Kiyoshi and Father Tom, having called them together: “I’ve seen the survey data that people are talking about. It’s not very good, but it’s real. It’s observations from a radio telescope at the L2 Earth-Moon LaGrange point, so in theory, the UN should have it, too. And it does look as if the PLAN is mustering a fleet in orbit around Mars.”

“Well, that clinches it,” Kiyoshi said. “Because if they were going to attack a symbolically important target near Earth, they’d definitely warn us beforehand. They wouldn’t use their stealth technology to hide their expeditionary fleet. Of course not.” 

“They probably wouldn’t,” Jun said. “That would be a massive expenditure of data.”

“And they wouldn’t be mustering a fleet at all if they were not up to something,” Father Tom said.

“Something, but what?” Jun said. “I don’t know what it all means.” Coming from an ASI, this was an unnerving admission. “Father, I know you already celebrated Mass today, but can we have an extra Mass later? It’s the feast day of the Martyrs of Nagasaki. I think we need to pray for their intercession.”

“Of course,” Father Tom said.

He invited some of his new Chinese friends to the special Mass, held in the Monster’s chapel. The Chinese stared and chattered. Kiyoshi scowled. He didn’t like having them aboard. There was no rule that said a convict couldn’t also be a spy. But they surprised him with fervent and mostly accurate responses during the liturgy, which Father Tom said in Latin. The Jesuit was turning out to be an effective harvester of souls, now that he was no longer constrained by UN laws against evangelization. 

After the Mass, Kiyoshi saw the Chinese off the ship and got on the screen with the boss-man. This time their conversation lasted ten hours. 

Maybe the boss had some reason to take the rumors of a PLAN attack seriously, or maybe it was something he saw in Kiyoshi’s face. At any rate, he finally relented. “OK. Come on home. I’ll tell the dickhead to find another ride.”

“Banzai!” Kiyoshi shouted. He got out his guitar, which had been gathering dust, and strummed chords while he ran pre-launch checks. Jun undertook the delicate task of disengaging from his months-long conversation with the Chinese AIs. 

He, too, was happy to be leaving Tiangong Erhao, although it would mean swinging around Venus to get a gravitational boost out to the asteroid belt.

★

Auxiliary boosters sputtering, the Monster edged out of Docking Bay 14. Kiyoshi started the countdown to full thrust. He loved their new drive. It felt great to be sitting on top of such an abundance of power. Watching the temperature inside the tokamak climb from a cold start into the 40 million Kelvin range, he entirely understood why Derek Lorna and his co-conspirators had risked everything to get their hands on Mercury’s helium-3. D-He3 fusion left the old D-D kludge standing. Fewer nasty neutrons, too.

With half an eye, he watched Tiangong Erhao shrink on the optical feed. Sayonara, Heavenly Palace 2. His curiosity had been gratified. He would not be coming back here again. 

“Uh oh,” said Jun, hunched at the astrogator’s workstation.

“What?”

Incoming messages blizzarded across the comms screen. Kiyoshi flew over to the comms workstation and picked one at random. From the Luoxiao Shan. “Yeah, hello?”

The response came in rat-a-tat-tat Chinese. On the screen, a plump little woman gestured angrily. She wore a severe gray uniform, and floated on what looked to be a ship’s bridge, amid geode-like clusters of exposed equipment.

Kiyoshi cued up the Chinese translation software he had installed in his BCI. It was buggy. Fine for dickering over the price of cijiwu, not so great for formal occasions. He was still trying to sort through the mistranslations it printed on his retinal implants when Jun interrupted.

“Turn around. We have to go back.”

“Back to Tiangong Erhao? Why? What’s this chick so upset about?” Kiyoshi felt a bit dazed. “Who or what is the Luoxiao Shan, anyway?”

“Check the optical feed.”

The sight clarified Kiyoshi’s thoughts. Several large, gnarled needles drifted around the Monster. More blips moved closer, twinkling around the distant lozenge of Earth. 

“The Luoxiao Shan is a frigate of the China Territorial Defense Force,” Jun said in a leaden voice. “So are those others.”

The nearest Chinese ship was only a few thousand klicks away. But Kiyoshi figured he could shoot his way out of this. The Monster had a hypervelocity coil gun running the length of its spine, disguised as part of the ship. It could hurl any kind of projectile you gave it, but Kiyoshi now favored mini-nukes, which were non-lethal, when used as area-denial weapons to fry an opponent’s electronics. 

Jun had used up a bunch of these nukelets on Mercury, but the Monster still had a few left, ready to walk themselves into the cradle on their little mechanical legs. 

“Nan to iu baka,” Jun groaned. [What an an idiot I’ve been!] “I thought they’d let me leave. I thought I’d established a rapport with them. I thought we might even be friends. But they don’t have friends. They only have reasons to despair, and reasons to keep living, and there’s very little difference between the two.”

Kiyoshi whipped back to the comms screen. On the bridge of the Luoxiao Shan, the CTDF officer had turned her back to the camera. She was slapping her ample behind, looking over her shoulder and shouting, according to his translation software, “Beware the butt-fragging of righteousness, O filthy brown dwarf!”

“She called me a dwarf,” Kiyoshi said, looking down at his 2.6-meter frame. 

“It’s a literal translation of Jap.”

“How rude! I still don’t understand what the CTDF is doing here.”

“The Chinese aren’t ignoring those rumors of an impending PLAN attack. This squadron has come to defend Tiangong Erhao, just in case it’s the intended target. My so-called friends on the station knew it was coming. But they didn’t warn me. They thought it would be amusing to see what happened when we bumped into the CTDF.”

“But the CTDF isn’t combat-capable. The Chinese don’t give their AIs guns. Just mines and EMPs and stuff.” Kiyoshi was dialoguing with the gunnery computer. “We can take them. Get ready to enable the Ghost. I’ll put a nuke right between the Luoxiao Shan and the Zijin Shan. See how they like being EMPed. Then we run like hell.” 

“Don’t you remember what they did on 4 Vesta?” Jun said. His projection had its head in its hands. “They slagged the gates of the Bellicia ecohood with a ship drive. Those are their weapons. And in case you didn’t notice, the Luoxiao Shan and the Zijin Shan have both come around in the last few seconds to show us their butts.”

“Oh,” Kiyoshi said. “So it wasn’t a mistranslation.”

Jun started to speak in Chinese, urgently. 

“What’s happening?” Father Tom yelled, over the radio from the chapel where he had gone to pray for a successful launch.

“Well,” Kiyoshi shouted back, “It looks like we’re not going to get butt-fragged. That’s the good news, and now for the bad news. We’re going back to Tiangong Erhao. And this time, we’re not customers. We’re prisoners.”

 


xxvi.

 

Mendoza went up to Luna on a first-class ticket paid for by Hope Energy. A girl from Hope HR met him at Faustini Spaceport. Her effusive welcome made a stark contrast with his last departure from this spaceport. They flew north in the HR girl’s Grasshopper, a dinky little vehicle that was the Luna equivalent of a car—but much more aspirational: few could afford them. 

“It’s a company car,” the HR girl said with a big smile. “But I think you’ll be getting one of your own. The D.I.E. guys generally do.”

Mendoza leaned back and looked out of his porthole. The charcoal plain of the Mare Nubium stretched to the east. Scalloped crater rims lay to the west. The Grasshopper rose to 1000 meters and began to descend again. 

“We’ll reach the Marius Hills region in about five hours,” the HR girl said. “The campus is in Hopetown. Exciting, isn’t it?” she added ironically, gesturing at the moonscape. “You can stretch out in back if you like.”

But Mendoza stayed where he was, looking down at Luna, which he had never expected to see again.

“You’re not an expert at anything,” Elfrida had said, when he told her he was taking the job. “What do they want you for?”

“Thanks a bunch,” he’d said, pretending to be insulted.

“You know what I mean! It’s totally suspicious. Hope Energy backed the Mercury rebellion. They helped Derek Lorna, funded his institute. They’re murderers by proxy. And now you’re going to be taking their money.”

“It’s not about the money. You won’t let me come to Rome to be with you. You won’t come to Manila to be with me. I can’t sleep on my mom’s couch forever.”

“Oh, so now it’s all my fault. You know I have to be at the ICJ like, every day, answering their questions about Mercury. Whereas you’re just sitting around!”

“What I said. I need to start working again. And this is a good job.”

But he could not tell her the real reason he had accepted Frank Hope IV’s offer. He didn’t want her to get sucked into what might turn out to be a dangerous enterprise. 

They’d given him a job as a data analyst. Same old, same old. But he believed there would turn out to be more to it. And he was right. 

★

Frank Hope IV, a.k.a. Fragger1, laid it out at the cocktail party held on Mendoza’s first evening on the Hope Energy campus. This glittering event, thronged with the elite of Marius Hills, was not in honor of Mendoza; it was a weekly thing. “We’re a big driver of the Lunar economy,” Frank Hope IV (“Call me Frank”) said. “With great power comes great responsibility, you know? Hence the CSR stuff, and hence, also, the Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

“Tell me more,” Mendoza said.

“Information acquisition. That’s where any successful campaign starts. You’re already familiar, of course, with the Hope Center for Nanobiotics’s work in the area of Mars surveillance ...”

Mendoza flushed.

“Relax,” Frank said, grinning. “Your, ahem, unauthorized release of our survey data was actually helpful. It created interest in our work. We were getting unsolicited expressions of support from all kinds of influencers. So when you left the forums, I created Fragger1 to keep up the good work.”

“Your manifesto-type stuff was really inspiring.”

“I was bored,” Frank said. “Sitting around always makes me angry.”

“Me, too.”

“Well, you won’t be sitting around at D.I.E. You’ll be analyzing the data sent back by the latest batch of Mars probes.”

“Wow!”

“Yeah.” Frank took a swig of his highball. Catching his eyes for a second, Mendoza knew he was in the presence of someone else who shared his passion. His desire for revenge. 

“Dust. We call the probes Dust. I ought to warn you, though,” Frank added. “The program’s kind of stalled at the moment. You may have heard about the catastrophic breakup of a space station at the L2 LaGrange point, a few months back. That was our fab and launch facility.”

“Oh shit,” said Mendoza. He had had too many highballs in an effort to feel less nervous. “Wasn’t that where they caught Derek Lorna?”

Lorna’s name fell into the arched, pillared room like a stone crashing through a window. The chit-chat around them faltered. Someone dropped a plate. It bounced, scattering canapés on the artificial diamond floor.

“Still a bit of a touchy subject,” Frank said in a low voice, as conversation resumed. “He’s out on bail. Hiding at home in Shackleton City. Guess he can’t face seeing anyone. No one wants to see him.” 

“He ought to be in jail.”

Frank pushed the heel of his free hand against his knife-blade nose. “Yeah. He’ll wind up in jail for sure. Even my father would welcome it at this point, so we can put the whole Mercury fiasco behind us.”

“Why did he do it?” Mendoza said. He needed to know more about the hazy connection between Derek Lorna and Hope Energy. The Hopes had denied the existence of any connection, of course. But Frank had just admitted there was one. “Did he have … orders?”

“From us? Is that what you’re implying?” Frank’s eyes glinted.

“I guess I am,” Mendoza said.

“Of course he fucking didn’t. Of course we didn’t fucking connive at the murder of four thousand, three hundred and twelve people.”

That was the final death toll from the Mercury rebellion. That Frank knew the exact number spoke well of him. 

“I had to ask,” Mendoza said. 

“I understand. It’s just … shit. The guy deceived us as much as anyone else. And why he did it, who knows, but in my opinion, it was pure arrogance. You know he developed that super-advanced telepresence platform, the stross-class phavatar? And then it got cancelled for being too smart? Well, Lorna never got over that. He insisted the stross-class was safe, and everyone had overreacted. He kept working on it in secret, which we had no idea about. Then they captured the Heidegger program on 4 Vesta, and it was light-years beyond what he was working on. A supercomputer, and his stuff was a pocket calculator. Can you imagine what that must have felt like?”

“If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” Mendoza guessed.

“Pretty much. As far as we’ve reconstructed it, he made a copy of the Heidegger program, grafted on the safety controls he’d developed for the stross-class … and boom, version 2.0. Which, to repeat, we had no idea about.”

“I just need you to tell me that D.I.E. isn’t about murdering people.”

Frank laughed. Holding Mendoza’s gaze, he said, “Cheesy acronym notwithstanding, D.I.E. is not about murdering people.”

“OK.”

“It’s about hitting the PLAN, and hitting them hard.”

Mendoza ate the maraschino cherry out of his drink. “I always thought we should just haul some asteroids out of the Belt and throw them at Mars.”

“I can tell you used to work for UNVRP.”

“Ha ha; but seriously.”

“Well, it would be kind of nice to get Mars back afterwards, you know? As opposed to a ring of rubble around the sun.”

Later, as the cocktail party was breaking up, Mendoza stood by a window, admiring the view of Hopetown. As the name suggested, this was a company town. But Hope philanthropy had endowed it with lots of open spaces and lovely architecture. The steeple of Notre Dame de la Lune speared towards the invisible roof of the dome, illuminated by floodlights. A cluster of office buildings in the Victorian style of Shackleton City hid the bulk of the cathedral. Nearer at hand, partygoers bobbled homewards across the lawns of the Hope Energy campus. Dishdashas and burkas this way, tuxedoes and evening gowns that way. Many Arabs lived in Luna’s northern hemisphere, and they had their own dress code, analogous to Shackleton City Victoriana. However, enforcement was less strict up here. The HR girl had told Mendoza it would be fine to come to work in jeans.

Still a bit drunk, he took off his bow tie (other people were doing it) and tossed it to a parlormaid. 

Frank appeared beside him. He had a dropdead sexy blonde in tow. As if continuing their earlier conversation, he said, “You know, I always thought the whole reason they came up with UNVRP was because we lost Mars. We were going to terraform Mars. It was going to be humanity’s second home. But the PLAN stole it. So, OK, fine, if we can’t have that one, we’ll have this one! Terraforming Venus is not impossible! Because we say so!”

Mendoza cocked his head. “Well, yeah. Of course.”

After a pause, Frank said ruefully, “And I thought that was a pretty deep insight.”

The blonde laughed.

“But it was never going to work,” Mendoza said. It was easier to believe this, than to accept that an achievable dream had been killed by bureaucracy and bad luck. “The technical challenges were just too big.”

Frank nodded. “But this will work.”

“Tell me more about it.”

★

Hopetown lay bubbled within a glassbrick dome, like the domes of Shackleton City. But when you stepped out into the vacuum and looked up, you did not see the black lunar sky. You saw another, higher roof, decorated with whimsical constellations of LEDs that got reprogrammed regularly.

The city lay inside a lava tube, one of many that snaked beneath Luna’s surface. Formed by primordial volcanism, some of these lava tubes had collapsed into sinuous rilles, but others remained intact, their naturally arched roofs holding up 20-50 meter-thick slabs of regolith. Marius Hills was one of the biggest lava tubes. It measured four kilometers wide, two high at its apex, and thirty kilometers long—a sublunarean void big enough to swallow the city of Manila. The domes of Hopetown and its sister cities looked minute in this abyss, like glowing puddles on the floor.

Mendoza commuted daily, in his new Grasshopper, from his company apartment in the New Jeddah dome to Hopetown, a distance of three kilometers. The D.I.E. offices were hidden away on the Hope Energy campus, on the third floor of the R&D center.  

Mendoza sat at a tri-screen workstation in the analysis section, searching the universe for traces of Dust. 

“Here’s the problem,” Frank told him. “Our last batch of Dust has gone missing.”

“Did the PLAN blow it up?”

“We don’t think so.” Frank’s normally sparkling eyes were flat. “On our first launches, we used unmanned shuttles. That didn’t work so well. So then we used phavatars to pilot the ships. That worked better. But we—they—still got blown up.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. That’s when we knew, this is never going to work with a signal delay. We need to be flying these shuttles in real time. So on this last launch, that’s what we did.”

“… Oh.”

“Three shuttles successfully launched from the Hope Center for Nanobiotics on June 18th. For various reasons, the launch was a bit rushed. But they all got off OK.”

“And then?”

“We lost contact with all three pilots as they were making their final approach to Mars. One of them, a friend of mine, Victoria McFate, she reported that she was looking at the northern polar cap. She could see the PLAN’s water mines, she could see these scarab-shaped bots climbing around in there.” 

“Holy crap!”

“Yep. She got closer to Mars than any human being has in a hundred years. And then she went off the air.” Frank paused. “So, your job is to find the Dust,” he said, and walked away.

No, Mendoza thought. My job is to find her, isn’t it, Frank? Dead or alive.

The D.I.E. office had real plants everywhere, tanks full of fish instead of cubicle dividers, and ergonomic walls, for bouncing off—or banging your head on, if it was that kind of day. 

Mendoza’s cubicle-mate, a guy named Youssef, volunteered more details about the final, failed Dust drop.

“It was in these auto-dispersal containers that would scatter it into the Martian atmosphere. From 1,000 kilometers up, which was Victoria McFate’s last known altitude, at least some of her Dust should have made it to the ground. But …” Youssef shook his large, spiky-haired head. “Most people around here think all the shuttles got fragged before they could deliver their payloads.”

“So we don’t actually have any data to analyze.” This was at odds with what Frank had told him.

“Vicky McFate was Frank’s fiancée.”

“I figured something like that.” 

“He hasn’t accepted that she’s gone. So, that’s wishful thinking. We’ll be analyzing the data from the probes … when we find them.”

They sorted through the data from various radio receivers pointed at Mars, searching for anything that might be a signal from a lost nanoprobe. There were exabytes of data to analyze, from hundreds of instruments in Luna, Earth, and L2 Earth-Sun LaGrange point orbits, owned by the UN, the Chinese, and various private companies and consortia. Some of these the D.I.E. team had access to. Some they did not, yet, and this was where Mendoza’s expertise came in handy. 

After a while, he almost felt like he was back at UNVRP, in the days when he’d loved his work. 

But day after day, their search came up empty. Frank hung around the office, challenging people to tic-tac-toe and arm wrestling matches. He got in the way, but no one minded, because it was Frank. Mendoza learnt from Youssef that Frank had actually been going to pilot one of the delivery shuttles himself, but something had gone wrong, and he’d got left behind. 

The revelation took Mendoza’s breath away. Trey Hope, the CEO of Hope Energy, had committed his only son to almost certain death. He must really believe in what they were doing.

Another of the shuttle pilots had been Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud, a nephew of Faisal ibn Abdul al-Saud II, whom everyone simply called the King. The House of Saud had gotten kicked out of the Arabian peninsula (and off Earth) 150 years ago, but the Saudi ex-royals continued to enjoy monarchical status on Luna. The King had poured millions into D.I.E. And now, having lost a nephew to it, he stood ready to contribute millions more. 

If they could find the damn Dust.

“Oh no, we’re not under any pressure,” Youssef sighed. 

Mendoza branched out into examining data from optical telescopes, reasoning that he might be able to see some debris from the shuttles in Mars orbit, if they had been fragged high enough up that it didn’t all fall down to the surface straight away. 

What he found was shocking enough that he brought it straight to Jasmine Ah, the leader of the D.I.E. analysis section. 

“These are ships!” 

Jasmine took one look, nodded. “Yeah, we know about those.”

“We do?”

“The PLAN’s mustering a fleet in orbit.”

“No one told me.”

“Those that know have kept it in their heads. We don’t want another panic.”

Mendoza stared at this thin-armed spaceborn woman, whose charm bracelets rattled as she bounced up and down on her trampoline chair. He shook his head slowly. “I hope Star Force knows about this.”

“Sure they do. They’re keeping a close eye on the situation. Stay cool, Mendoza. We’ve got the PORMSnet, the Luna Defense Brigade—OK, so it’s just Frank and his buddies, but they’re quite good shots—and if all that fails, we’ve got thirty meters of rock above our heads.”

Jasmine assumed that he was concerned about their safety, here on Luna. But Mendoza had been thinking about Earth.

He returned to his workstation and searched for more information on the PLAN’s fleet. Now that he knew what he was looking for, the picture filled in rapidly. 

The volume around Mars always teemed with the PLAN’s defenses, a thousands-strong swarm of orbital fortresses. But now, the number of objects in orbit around Mars was climbing daily, and all the new blips shared a familiar configuration. Cylindrical, belted with guns. They were the PLAN’s fighters, known as toilet rolls. 

Mendoza also discovered that Jasmine hadn’t been kidding when she said the authorities were monitoring the situation. The Chinese had sent up a CTDF fleet to protect Tiangong Erhao. Star Force was recalling ships from Mercury. 

Mendoza phoned Elfrida. “You know, this would be a great time of year for a holiday in the country,” he said. “How about you take a trip to northern Canada? Or the Urals.”

“Are you vaping something? The Urals are horrible at this time of year. Mosquitoes everywhere.”  

Mendoza was thinking that if the PLAN attacked Earth, they would be quite likely to target Rome, for the same reasons that the forces of barbarism and darkness had targeted the Eternal City through the ages.

“Maybe North Dakota, then,” he said. “Or Wisconsin. One of those little countries.” Where there’s nothing worth nuking.

“How about New York? We were going to go to New York together. But then you got your new job, working for the helium-3 cartel.”

“Actually, a not-for-profit organization jointly funded by Hope Energy, the Korolev Foundation, and the House of Saud,” Mendoza said. 

“Same difference.”

As they talked, Elfrida was walking through a street market in Rome, with her phone floating on its lanyard in front of her face. She stopped at a cheesemonger’s stall and ladled a mozzarella ball out of a vat of brine. Pushing her straw hat back on her head, she waited for her purchase to be weighed. Sparrows and pigeons flew over the stalls. September heat shimmered around people’s sandals. 

“Ellie. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but a lot of smart people are worried. The PLAN is mustering a fleet. This isn’t just a nine-pack, it’s like a nine-hundred-pack. They might be targeting Earth.”

“Yeah, right. Every two years, the supposedly smart people say this same stuff.”

“But this time is different.”

“I’m not worried,” Elfrida said, and paid for her mozzarella. 

The signal delay, 1.5 seconds, was just long enough to make the conversation feel unreal. Mendoza, frustrated, hit disconnect. As the screen went dark, Elfrida’s voice floated out, from 1.5 seconds ago: “I miss you, that’s all.”

“I miss you, too,” Mendoza whispered to his empty apartment.

He had signed a non-disclosure agreement. He wasn’t allowed to mention D.I.E. to outsiders. So he had not been able to tell Elfrida why he (and a lot of people smarter than him) believed this time was different.

Because of D.I.E. itself.

The PLAN seemed to be changing its modus operandi at the very same time that a few brave humans had poked it. 

Coincidence?

Not freaking likely.

Their anxiety seeped out to the population of Hopetown. One day a group of protesters besieged the Hope Energy campus with holographic projectors that enclosed the campus in lurid footage of PLAN attacks. “SCIENCE KILLS!” they shouted. “STOP THE MADNESS!”

“Science kills,” Frank Hope IV said, staring out of the window in the analysis section. “That’s a good one. Without science, they’d be sucking vacuum right now.”

“We’ll have to do something,” Jasmine Ah said. “We can’t just hunker down. They’ll go to the media.”

“The PR department’s on it.”

In the air above the lawn, a toilet roll swooped towards an asteroid, vomiting hot plasma from one end and projectiles from the other. The asteroid exploded. 

“That’s fake,” Youssef said. “No one ever got footage that good.”

But Mendoza could feel the impact that the graphic images of destruction were having on his colleagues. And on himself. He tasted fear, like biting on an antique coin. 

Frank set his jaw. “I want to show these guys what they’re protesting against. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, come with.” He looked at Mendoza. 

Down on the lawn, a handful of young men sat crosslegged, operating their projector. They were the type of young men who wore jeans under their dishdashas, and probably got their news from chitchat on gaming forums.  

“Science kills!” said the beardiest one.

“Salaam aleikum to you, too.”

“Oh shit, you’re Frank Hope.”

Mushroom clouds seethed silently overhead. Now Mendoza knew the footage was fake, because he had seen nukes go off in vacuum. They just made bright flashes.

“Guess you guys are into gaming?” Frank said. “That looks like a scene from Existential Threat VII.”

“Uh. How did you know?”

Frank touched his left eye. “Zoom functionality. You forgot to remove the watermarks. Anyway, I’d like to show you a sim we put together here, kind of a demo. We can do it right now, if you brought your immersion kits. If you’re not interested, fine, but in that case, I’ll have to have security escort you off the campus.”

The young men conferred. Suddenly, they all jumped. 

“What?” Mendoza blurted.

“Text message from the King,” said the beardiest one. “He says do it.”

The protesters unpacked their immersion kits. Guys like this always had pricey gear, and they toted it everywhere. They put on their masks, headsets, and gloves and lay down, like corpses in white body bags (and a few black ones—there were some girls among them), scattered across the bristly gengineered grass. 

Frank had immersion kits brought out for Mendoza and the other newbies who’d followed him downstairs. Mendoza found a place to lie flat. Newly mown stems prickled his back through his shirt and waistcoat. The protesters had turned off their holographs, so that sunlight bathed the campus once again. You could only tell it was fake because it was not warm. 

He settled his mask over his face, aligned the breathing holes under his nostrils, logged in—

--and opened his eyes in a dim auditorium. 

The protesters stood in front of the stage. Their avatars came straight out of Existential Threat VII or Grimdark Tales—cyborgged out with augments, or sporting elf ears and animé hair. 

Frank stood alone on the bare stage. His avatar looked just like his real self, except that it was wearing a Lunar Defense Brigade uniform. He said, “One of our subsidiaries, Hope Space Industries, has developed a revolutionary new class of spaceship. It’s got a four-tiered thermal cooling system that utilizes water/glycol, ammonia, sodium, and macguffinite, a new material developed right here in Hopetown by our materials scientists. Macguffinite has a specific heat capacity per kilo of eleven thousand joules per kilogram kelvin! Its phase change from solid to gas sucks up enough energy to mask the heat emissions of a VASIMR drive. Yeah, I know ion propulsion is out of fashion these days, but it ain’t slow, and you get a high specific impulse for maneuvering. While invisible.” Frank spread his arms. “People, this is as close as we’re ever gonna get to matching the PLAN’s stealth technology.”

No, it isn’t, Mendoza thought. He felt a pang of pity. If only Frank knew that someone else had surpassed this achievement already. Far from being revolutionary, the thermal cooling system Frank described was just a better version of existing technology. In comparison, somewhere out there was a 100-year-old Longvoyager that could magically vanish. 

But there was no point mentioning the Yonezawa brothers or their Ghost, since Mendoza had no idea how the Ghost worked, much less where the Monster was now. Anyway, Jun and Kiyoshi wouldn’t thank him for blowing their cover.

Frank answered a few questions about the new heat-shielding technology. Then he cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, I would now like to present to you … the Fragger stealth fighter!”

The auditorium suddenly doubled in size. On a low pedestal, rotating beneath strobe lights, stood …

One of the Dust delivery shuttles, which Mendoza had seen plenty of pictures of before. 

The erstwhile protesters crowded around the ship, seduced by its streamlined silhouette. “Kickin’ railguns,” breathed a girl. 

Those railguns had not been in the pictures Mendoza saw. Nor had the clusters of nukelets slung beneath the shuttle’s wings. 

The pieces suddenly fell into place.

“I get it. The Fragger isn’t actually a shuttle at all,” Mendoza texted Frank. “The so-called shuttles were designed as fighter-bombers from the start.”

“You got it,” Frank texted him back. He switched to subvocalizing for everyone to hear. “Another interesting thing about the Fragger is that its hub is dumb. Supercomputers run hot. They make stealth that much harder.” 

Unless you’re an ASI, Mendoza thought.

“For that reason and others, we’ve taken the opposite tack from Star Force. They’ve been building smarter and smarter ships. The newest generation of Gravesfighters can do everything except kiss you goodnight. The pilot is only there to take responsibility in a court of law when the ship screws up.” Laughter. “Well, we’ve moved away from that. These ships put the pilot back in charge. What I’m saying is, to fly a Fragger, you’ve got to really be a pilot.” Frank waited a beat. “So, anyone want to take her for a spin?”

There were no takers at first. Then a few. Then a dozen. Since this was a sim, as many could participate as wanted to. Mendoza tagged after the gamers as they climbed up onto the Fragger’s wing and into the cockpit, one by one, like clowns getting out of a car in reverse.

Reaching the cockpit, he was alone again, in his own iteration of the Fragger sim. Levers, dials, and screens encrusted the interior of an egg-shaped cavity barely large enough for his flight couch. He had no idea what was what, so he touched nothing. He looked down at himself. He wore an EVA suit, and could feel the lump of a recycling tube between his buttocks. Fragger pilots would not be flying in comfort. But that was on purpose, wasn’t it? Feel like you’re sacrificing something. Feel like you’re risking everything. Because you are.

“Here we go,” Frank’s voice echoed out of nowhere. 

Mendoza’s heads-up screen lit up with an optical feed. Mars floated in the center of the screen, a russet ellipse etched with high-resolution megastructures. 

Mendoza leaned forward, fascinated. This image must be based on the data from the nanoprobes. It was not someone’s best guess. It was not a clip from an immersion game. It was the most accurate map of Mars in existence.

And another piece fell into place.

The whole purpose of the Dust surveys was to gather data for pilot training.

A stream of black flecks drifted across the Elysium Planitia. 

“Your mission,” intoned Frank, “should you choose to accept it …” He broke off to chuckle. “That line always cracks me up. Sorry. Your mission is to penetrate the PLAN’s orbital defenses. Go in low and hard. Your primary target is the Big Turd, where we suspect that the PLAN has its main computing assets in an underground data center powered by geothermal electricity. Secondary targets are the other surface facilities you can see on this map. However … HEADS UP!”

Mendoza flinched at Frank’s sudden shout. A black shape blurred across the optical feed. Then his screens flashed white and went off. The cockpit darkened to a womb-like gloom.

“You got slagged,” Frank said to him.

Mendoza rubbed his mouth in irritation (his hand went straight through the imaginary helmet that he wore). “That’s some kick-ass stealth technology. Just saying.”

“Don’t forget, masking your heat emissions is different from hiding your radar profile. Of course, the Fragger uses every known deflection and absorption technique, so it shows up on radar as something much smaller than a ship. A chunk of rock, maybe. But the PLAN has toilet rolls patrolling this volume all the time, specifically to zap anything that moves. Even chunks of rock. So, you got unlucky.”

“Unlucky, hell. You did that on purpose to give the wannabes a taste of combat.”

“What fun is a sim without space battles?”

“I’ve never been big on sims. Or space battles. Did any of our gang survive that?”

“Five guys slagged the toilet roll before it could get them. Three of those survived the next attack, too. They’re now approaching the outer ring of orbital fortresses. In real life, that’s the tricky bit. Those fortresses are the size of asteroids. Maneuvering through a debris field that’s moving at orbital velocity … it’s not a game for pikers. But Vicky managed it. Abdul and Erik did too, we believe.”

Wishful thinking, Mendoza decided. “Can I see?”

“You’re supposed to be dead. Oh, fine. Here you go.”

Suddenly, he seemed to be floating in space, as if he had survived the destruction of his fighter. He was now much closer to Mars. It filled the sky. Gigantic rocks glided between him and the Red Planet, sidelit by the sun. 

“Those are the PLAN’s orbital fortresses,” Frank said. “Megawatt laser cannons emplaced on each one.”

“Where’d all those rocks come from, anyway?”

“Mars used to have two moons.”

They heard a distant screech. “Allahu akbar!”

“Sounds like someone’s having fun,” Mendoza said.

“They have a long cultural tradition of this kind of thing,” Frank said.

“Suicide bombing?”

“Let’s call it berserking. Scandinavians, too. The Irish. All the Celtic peoples. My family comes from the old United States. A nation of latte-sipping bleeding hearts. It took a long time on Luna before we learned to unleash the crazy.”

“So maybe there’s hope for me.”

“Ha, ha. Yeah. I think so. It’s nothing to do with ethnic heritage, really. When we start recruiting pilots, we’ll be looking for people who don’t care if they live or die … who are ready to sacrifice everything to save humanity.”

“That’s what you’re doing right now, isn’t it?”

“Huh?”

“Recruiting.”

Frank chuckled. “You got me.”

“Allahu akbaaaaarrghh!”

A concatenation of white flashes twinkled between the orbiting fragments of Phobos. 

“Looks like someone took a few toilet rolls with him,” Frank said. “Give that man a job.”

A second later, Mendoza felt the space around him shiver, as if the vacuum were a waterbed and someone had jumped on it. “I felt that,” he said, puzzled. 

“So did I,” Frank said.

“Must be a bug,” Mendoza said. “You can’t feel shock waves in a vacuum. You’d better fix that.”

Frank did not answer. 

Another tremor rolled through Mendoza’s body. 

Which was one hell of a bug, actually. Since he didn’t have a BCI. And wasn’t lying in a telepresence couch. So he shouldn’t have been experiencing any sensory feedback beyond what the mask and gloves could provide.

He logged out. Sitting up on the lawn, he wrenched off his mask and headset.

A wave of noise crashed over him.

Klaxons. 

Screams. 

Automated voices bellowing in English and Arabic, overlapping so that neither language was intelligible. 

Frank hurried around the lawn, pulling headsets off, wrenching the protesters out of immersion. He gestured for Mendoza to help. Still woozy, Mendoza just sat there, staring.

Until he felt a breath of wind touch his hair. 

Wind.

In a dome, that meant only one thing. 

Depressurization.
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Mendoza did not even think about the other people still sprawled on the lawn. He bounded towards the R&D building. 

A voice said, quietly but clearly, in his head: “Go back and help the others.”

Mendoza turned back, into the teeth of the wind, which was now a gale. It pulled leaves off the trees. It fluttered the dishdashas and burkas of the people still lying on the lawn. Mendoza helped to drag them out of immersion. As he hauled an obese girl to her feet, something car-sized smashed on the path outside the R&D building, right about where Mendoza would have been standing if he’d been banging on the door, trying to get in.

“That,” Frank shouted, “looked like a piece of the roof!”

The wind picked up. Mendoza could now hear its thin howl, despite the din of alarms and screams. He dragged the fat girl towards the R&D building. She blubbered, “Laa hawla wa laa quwwata illa Billaah, laa hawla …”

“Hail Mary, full of grace,” Mendoza responded. They were praying in different languages, but they were both praying for the same thing: to live. “The Lord is with thee. Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners …”

Another piece fell out of the roof. It hit the cross on top of Notre Dame de la Lune and knocked it upside-down. 

“ … now and at the hour of our death, amen. Hail Mary …”

Roof tiles danced in the air. They were not tiles in the Earth sense at all, but rectangles of lightweight insulating material. The wind sucked them towards the hole in the top of the dome. 

“… full of grace …”

Frank led them around the R&D center. With the wind howling between the buildings, they had to fight for every step. Mendoza dragged the fat girl bodily, and her mass (he later realized) saved him from being blown away, like the other people now thrashing in the air. 

There was a trapdoor in the terrace outside the cafeteria. It opened to Frank’s command, explosively. They tumbled down into a bunker where the rest of the staff had already taken refuge.

★

“Well,” Trey Hope said, “so that was the long-rumored, much-feared PLAN attack.”

The PLAN fleet in orbit around Mars had been a ruse. While humanity’s attention was fixated on it, the PLAN had launched a smaller strike force. Four nine-packs had snuck up on Luna, fully stealthed. They had disabled the PORMSnet with a wave of EMPs. The Lunar Defense Brigade had never even got off the ground. Star Force had slagged a few of the toilet rolls as they were leaving … by which time, they’d already bombed hell out of Luna. They had rained enhanced-radiation nukes on the surface cities, and deployed kinetic missiles against the underground habs.

The regolith above Marius Hills had fractured, causing shards of igneous rock, each weighing hundreds of tons, to fall into the lava tube. One of these had struck the Hopetown dome, and breached it. 

Armies of repair bots had instantly leapt into action. They had wrestled a nanofiber mesh net over the breach, and then squirted liters and liters of splart on it. Air had continued to rush out while they worked, so that as it solidified, the patch bulged up like a boil from the roof of the dome. 

The agony of Hopetown had lasted just under seventeen minutes.

Death toll: eighty-three, mostly people working in the building that the shard had fallen on top of, plus a few who had been sucked out of the dome to their deaths.

Wounded: lots.

Traumatized: pretty much everyone.

The therapy industry was going to have a bumper year.

“But you know what I think?” said Trey Hope, a silver-bearded lion of a man, prowling the stage at an all-hands meeting on campus. “If that’s the worst they can do? Pffft.”

He raised his face to the ceiling, shook his fist.

“We’re still alive! Damn you! We’re still here!”

Laughter and cheers rang out. Mendoza applauded as wildly as anyone. His heart overflowed with gratitude for the simple fact of survival. He had gone to Mass this morning, and joined the volunteer party who scaled the steeple to restore the cathedral’s cross to its upright position.

When the clapping died down, Trey Hope got serious. He confirmed that Shackleton City had been hit much worse. Verneland had been flattened. Confirmed deaths had already mounted into the five figures, and many more were missing, presumed dead. 

“They’ve asked us to take some refugees,” Trey Hope said, “and we’ve agreed, of course. I want all of you to open your hearts and your homes to our unfortunate neighbors.”

So Mendoza ended up sharing his deluxe apartment with a Coptic Christian family of eighteen, who spent their days shitting blood and getting radiation treatments. 

In the D.I.E. offices, morale quickly rebounded. The King had made a commitment of S500 million in the wake of the disaster, which induced previous fence-sitters to jump on board. The elites of Luna were now united behind D.I.E. The PLAN had clearly intended to shut the project down. Screw that. 

As Trey Hope said: this proves we’re doing something right.

Quibbles emerged from Earth, and then the UN passed a Security Council Resolution reaffirming the obligation of “Member States” (read: Luna) to refrain from “technological activities” that might “endanger human populations.” 

The resolution was respectfully ignored. The gulf between Earth and Luna yawned wider. 

Elfrida said, “See, I was right. There was nothing to worry about.”

“Huh? Forty thousand people died!” Mendoza sat crosslegged on his sofa. Behind him, in the open-plan kitchen, his refugees shuffled and muttered, considerately keeping the volume down while he was on the phone.

“Same old, same old,” Elfrida said, her face pinched.

“Shackleton City was devastated. People are still dying every day from radiation exposure.” Mendoza beckoned to the youngest of the Copts who had come to him from Shackleton City. He carefully set the small boy on his knees. “This is Gerges. He’s seven. He’s already had a couple of stem cell transfusions, but he suffered massive damage on the cellular level. His gut lining is gone. He can’t keep anything down.” The little boy snuffled and stroked the furry carebot wrapped around his left arm, which was feeding him intravenously. 

Elfrida paled. “You poor little guy.” Then she added, “I didn’t mean to minimize anyone’s suffering. I just meant they didn’t target Earth, so I was right about that, that’s all.”

“No, they didn’t target Earth!” Mendoza shifted Gerges onto the sofa beside him. Keeping his voice down so as not to frighten the boy, he leaned towards his tablet, which he’d propped up on the coffee table. “They didn’t target Earth, because they’ve already defeated Earth! They attack our moon, slaughter tens of thousands, and all the UN does is pass a Security Council resolution blaming the victim! At least Luna is fighting back!”

“Oh? I haven’t heard anything about that.”

Mendoza sucked his lips. Open mouth, insert foot. “I just meant, in principle,” he said lamely.

“Are you mixed up in something I don’t know about, John?” Elfrida’s eyes held a queer light. She was leaning on the carved balustrade of a bridge over the Tiber. “Tell me what’s going on,” she demanded.

Mendoza hesitated. “How about I come see you?” he said.

★

In the end, he wasn’t able to get away until October. D.I.E. was ramping up production of Dust at a new facility, this time right here in Hopetown, since there was no longer any need to be furtive about it. At the same time, fighter production had resumed on Mercury. The consortium had twisted the arm of the new CEO of Wrightstuff, Inc., to honor the contract his predecessor had signed. The project’s other outsourcing partner, GESiemens Inc., had come through the tragedy on Mercury relatively unscathed. They estimated that a dozen Fraggers would be complete in time for the next Mercury-Earth launch window, at year’s end. The little fighters were not powerful enough to escape the Sun’s gravity well on their own; they’d be coming aboard a hauler. Everyone at D.I.E. was eager for them to arrive, so the next phase of their campaign could begin.

Before he returned to Earth, Mendoza had thought long and hard about what he would tell Elfrida. He couldn’t talk about D.I.E., but he had to explain why he would probably not be coming back to Earth again.

The truth: he had signed up to be a Fragger pilot. 

What he told Elfrida: he was going out to the Belt with the Yonezawa brothers. 

As he told this story, he realized that it reflected his regrets. A great sadness afflicted him when he thought about the way Jun and Kiyoshi had vanished, taking Fr. Lynch, but not Mendoza. 

He’d worn the virtual armor of a Knight of the Order of St. Benedict of Passau. Had risked his life alongside them. But in the end they hadn’t judged him worthy.

He snapped at Elfrida when she begged for more details, and hated himself for that, too.

They took that long-postponed trip to New York, with Elfrida’s therapist for a chaperone. (The therapist was a robot, and could easily be ignored.) For Mendoza it was a guilt-fueled splurge. In the Plaza Hotel, a floating wedding-cake moored on Central Lagoon, they lay in each other’s arms, mutually miserable. 

“I wish you were a woman,” Elfrida said suddenly.

“I could shave my legs, if hairiness is the issue,” Mendoza pretended to joke. 

“Until we met, I’d only ever slept with women. It was different.”

Mendoza had known she was with a woman before him, of course. He had spent a long time being jealous of that woman. Thankfully, Cydney Blaisze wasn’t in the picture any more. But he had not known he was Elfrida’s first boyfriend ever. His mind instantly formed the words: So I took your virginity. He had just enough sense not to say them. 

“How is it different? Better, I hope.” 

The reflections of lights on water wavered across the ceiling. Elfrida blurted, “The Church says that homosexuality is wrong.”

She’d been getting more and more interested in Catholicism. Mendoza was afraid she was doing it for him.  

“Well, the Church says fornication is wrong, period,” he offered. “It doesn’t matter with who.”

“So we’re sinning right now.”

“Well, yeah.”

“And you’re OK with that?”

No. Yes. No, but you unbuttoned my shirt, and I forget what happened next. No, but I’ve been waiting my whole life to hold you in my arms. “No,” he said, “but I’ll go to confession tomorrow.”

“And that makes it all right?”

“No! Of course it doesn’t.” He rolled on top of her, kissed her to stop her from arguing. This was Earth, so he weighed enough to pin her down. “I’m a sinner, Elfrida.” Kiss. “I’m a selfish bastard.” Kiss. “Do as I say, not as I do.”

“Just as long as you keep on doing that.”

“This?”

“No, the other …”

“This.”

“Yes, that. That. That! Ohhh …”

But nothing had been resolved, and the next morning at breakfast, Elfrida said, “I think Lorna’s going to get off.”

Mendoza eyed her uneasily. He had been to confession already, slipping out of the hotel and back again before she woke up—he had enough self-respect to keep his word about that. “Lorna won’t get off.” 

“You’ve got this childlike faith in justice,” Elfrida said darkly.

“I think I’ve just been insulted.” Mendoza loaded his plate with bacon and sausages from the breakfast buffet. In the back of his mind was the thought that this might be his last chance to eat real food. 

“Pig.” Elfrida selected strawberries and kiwis from a vat of fruit salad. She was trying to lose weight, as usual.

“Why do you think Lorna’s going to get off?” 

She shook her head, spooning yogurt over her fruit. 

“You’re going to testify at his trial. You’re going to tell them the truth about everything that happened on Mercury. With the evidence from Gloria dos Santos’s BCI, that’ll convict him beyond the shadow of a doubt.”

Her forehead crinkled at the mention of dos Santos. “It might. But you see, I don’t think he’s ever going to come to trial.”

“It’s already on the ICJ docket!”

“Yes, but who says he’s going to show? I say he won’t. He’ll skip bail. His friends on Luna will protect him.” Her lips curled in an ugly grimace. “The guys you work for.”

“I told you, I’ve already quit.” He prayed she never found out the truth. Or at least not until the war was over and he could be named as one of those who helped to defeat the PLAN. 

“Sorry; the guys you were working for. They won’t want him going on the witness stand. Who knows what would come out? So, they’ll either kill him or spirit him away.” Elfrida wandered over to the beverage station. 

Mendoza came up beside her as she was ordering an espresso. “They wouldn’t do that.”

“You’re pretty defensive of them, considering that you quit because you realized they were all about the money.”

Mendoza felt himself getting snared in his own lies. He ordered a latte with goat’s milk.

“So my guess is they’ll spirit him away,” Elfrida resumed. “Because he’s still got his expertise, and that’s worth a lot of money. If it wasn’t for the mess in Shackleton City, they probably would have done it already. But in my opinion, he deserves to die.”

“I agree.”

“It’s a shame we don’t have the death penalty anymore.”

“Well, the Church is against the death penalty, too,” Mendoza pointed out.

“I might just take a weekend trip to Luna and do it myself. I’m sure I could get to him. I know Dr. Hasselblatter and everything. I’ve got an in.” After an excruciatingly long moment, Elfrida grinned. 

Filled with relief that she was joking, Mendoza took his latte and led the way to a table. He slurped foam. “Mm, pretty good.”

“Mine’s disgusting,” Elfrida said, pushing her espresso away. “I should’ve known better than to order espresso in New York. No one can make it right except Italians.”

“Let’s blow this town. Let’s go to Italy. Introduce me to your parents. Show me where you grew up.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, John, but I just want you to go.”

“What? Why?”

“You’re going, anyway, aren’t you? You’re going out to the Belt with the Yonezawas. This …” She gestured at the view of Central Lagoon, the swan boats and floating hot-dog vendors. “This is too painful. I’d rather just say goodbye and get it over with.”

Goodbye.

Mendoza hadn’t wanted to frame it like that, even to himself. But the fact was, it might be goodbye … forever.

“I love you,” he said.

“That doesn’t really make me feel better. Actions speak louder than words, you know.”

He did know that, of course. He prayed that in the future, when his actions in the war against the PLAN could be revealed, she’d understand why he had to do this.

“OK,” he said, feeling like a complete shit. “I’m leaving.” 

 


xxviii.

 

Mendoza had been accepted as a Fragger pilot, but this was not the accolade it sounded like. Regardless of what Frank had said about favoring the descendants of Vikings and jihadis, the selection committee was, in fact, taking all comers. When it came time to sign on the dotted line, not many people were willing to risk their lives.

Few of the volunteers had ever flown a spaceship before, let alone a stealth fighter. But most of them had spent years of their lives playing shoot-‘em-up immersion games, which gave them a head start. Mendoza didn’t even have that. Never would he have expected that his lack of interest in sims, usually considered a sign of a rational and well-organized mind, would end up holding him back. 

Frank had actually said that he was just putting Mendoza on the list as a bribe to get him to stick around after 9/29 (as they were now calling the PLAN attack on Luna). 

Determined not to be left out, Mendoza did regular sessions in the training sim, but he wasn’t even in the rotation for hands-on practice with the Fragger.

The Fragger.

Until the first shipment of new fighters from Mercury arrived, there would be only one Fragger for the new cadre of pilots to train on. This was the one that Frank had been going to pilot to Mars, but hadn’t, due to the skiing accident that had broken his back. (He was fine now. When you had a nanotically reinforced skeleton, it could be fixed with a welding torch, crudely speaking.) 

The Fragger had been brought back to Luna and tuned up. Through October, training flights took off from the new inertial launcher on the Mare Vaporum, near Marius Hills. 

The Fragger’s ion propulsion drive could not achieve escape velocity from Luna without burning a wasteful amount of juice, which would draw down its reserves for maneuvers. That was why they had been launched from space to begin with. The inertial launcher—a rail launcher bought from a mining company that had been hit on 9/29—solved the problem in a different way, by catapulting the ship into space from an elliptical maglev track. 

Several times a day, Mendoza enviously watched the Fragger whizz into the lunar sky. And then he got back to work.

While he waited his turn, he was still toiling away in the analysis section. 

They’d given up on finding the lost batch of Dust. Now they were working on improving tracking for the next drop. 

Mendoza wondered why there even needed to be a next drop. They already had a good enough map of Mars for target-finding. But the IT axiom applied: data good, more data better. 

In addition to the unused probes that had come back with Frank’s Fragger, trillions more were now pouring out of the new fab in Hopetown. Making them was not difficult for an outfit like Hope Energy, with its expertise in biotechnology and nanoscale manufacturing processes. 

Controlling and tracking the probes was difficult. 

“Crap on it!” Youssef howled.”I’ve lost my swarm again!”

“They just don’t like you,” Mendoza said. “Seriously, they probably went behind a building.”

Luna’s tenuous surface boundary exosphere was not enough of an atmosphere for the probes. They could only fly where there was air. And that meant inside a dome. The citizens of Marius Hills would have been uneasy if they knew that Hopetown and New Jeddah were now teeming with winged bacteria. But they did not know. Even when millions of probes swarmed together, they looked like nothing more than a sparkle of dust in the air. 

The analysts flew them everywhere, in and out of buildings, and spied on their friends. This was not prurience. It was practice. 

The Dust, being bacteria, could not be programmed in the traditional sense of the word. However, they could emit and receive signals at 512MHz, utilizing the antennae that they had been gengineered to grow from deposits of metal in their single-celled bodies. The subcarrier oscillator that the team used to communicate with them was modulated with bioinformation that included the wavelength of the light the probes were absorbing. This enabled them to ‘take photographs.’ It also allowed the team to control them like minuscule hang-gliders, by feeding them certain black-box strings which Mendoza did not understand. That part worked OK. But when their feeble signals were blocked, for example by a cathedral … or a crowd of people … they wandered off on their own and got lost. Then someone had to go out and look for them.

“Sigh,” Youssef said, standing up. He grabbed one of the portable transceivers. “Back in a few. Hopefully they haven’t gotten flushed down a toilet, or something.”

“Huh?” Mendoza said.

“What?”

Staring at his own screens, Mendoza shook his head. “Nothing. See you soon.”

His own swarm was inside Notre Dame de la Lune. A graph wobbled downwards, showing an average loss rate. You’d start with a swarm of 2,000,000, say, and only 1,800,000 would come home. That was normal. What was not normal was that his graph had suddenly plunged. It said he had only half his swarm left. 

“Can’t be right,” Mendoza muttered. 

The swarm drifted over the altar, photographing the (electric) candlesticks. The raw images were blurry, but imaging software rendered them at a resolution high enough for him to see the altar boys’ fingerprints on the candlesticks. 

A lens-less camera, too small for the naked eye to see, which could disassemble itself and fly away ... Mendoza preferred not to think about the potential commercial applications. 

But there was no danger of Hope Energy commercializing the probes. The control software was just too buggy. The Hope Center for Nanobiotics had handled that side of the development project, and the Hope Center for Nanobiotics was now defunct. Of course, its IP still existed, but all that stuff was now in suspended animation, buried under a bazillion court orders … just like everything else Derek Lorna had ever touched. 

So the D.I.E. team were wrestling with a control program none of them understood, running MI diagnostics, trying out messy code patches.

504,809. 

This was ridiculous.

“Is someone messing with my swarm?”

They did that. Pranks. Since they all had access to the secure wireless keys, you just had to de-authenticate a swarm from its assigned controller and re-authenticate it to yourself. Then send it to lurk in the toilets or something. Har, har.

“Naw, dude.”

“You losing probes?”

“Bunch of mine are gone, too.”

“Maybe it’s a protest. Someone bought bug spray, is killing them by the million.”

“Har, har.”

“Bug spray wouldn’t kill them,” Jasmine Ah said humorlessly. “They’re tough. You guys need to figure out those black-box code strings. That’s where the problem is.”

Mendoza thought, Frank should know about this. Frank was the guardian angel of D.I.E., always in their corner, shielding them from blowback. 

Mendoza clicked over to the personnel map, which showed where everyone was. He searched for Frank’s name. OUT OF AREA. Dammit. Now he remembered, Frank had taken the Fragger up today. 

ID bubbles clustered so thickly on campus that they obliterated the 3D buildings. Text and mugshots ruffled up, tracking his gaze.

Wait. Go back.

The frowning face of a young Arab. Name: Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud.

Where have I heard that name before?

Mendoza was getting used to functioning without his BCI. His powers of recall had recovered. In a second he placed the name. 

Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud had been one of the Fragger pilots lost on the final, failed Dust drop. 

So, he never got taken off the personnel roster. That’s understandable. It would be like admitting he’s dead. 

Mendoza zoomed in on Abdul’s ID bubble. The young man had prominent teeth, a unibrow. Hawk-like eyes. The map gave him a location on the campus. R&D building … 3rd floor …Analysis Section.

Jesus! 

Mendoza jumped as if he’d been stung. 

Abdul’s ID bubble floated in the corner of this very office.

He’s in HERE!

Mendoza rose from his ergoform. Stood on it to look over the tops of the fish tanks. 

Everyone was in their place, bouncing up and down, shambling on a treadmill, or slumped immobile, according to personal preference. 

No unibrowed Arab pilot to be seen.

Mendoza rubbed his arms. All the little hairs were standing on end. 

He hesitated to speak up. Everyone was busy. Youssef wasn’t here. Jasmine already thought Mendoza was a typical Earthling …

He stepped down from his ergoform, took his jacket, and moved towards the door.

The PA emitted the two-tone chime that preceded an important announcement.

“Everyone, be informed that there has been an accident. The Fragger has crashed.” It was a real person making the announcement, not an MI. Her voice broke. “Frank was piloting. We don’t know what happened. The good news is he’s expected to survive …”

Mendoza didn’t wait to hear the rest. He kept moving, out of the building. He did not know where he’d been going to go. But he knew where he was going now. 

Frank.

An accident? 

There are no accidents, his mother often said, with the certainty of a lifetime immersed in Catholic eschatology. 

Standing in the sunlight, Mendoza summoned his Grasshopper via his contacts. It drove up from the underground garage. He got in and instructed the autodrive to take him to the ‘roadlock,’ as Hopetowners called the airlock assigned to vehicles. You were not allowed to drive your own car inside the dome. Once outside, he disabled the autodrive and zoomed upwards. 

The Grasshopper’s hydrogen fuel cell powered a cold-gas propulsion system that could provide rearwards and vertical thrust. It travelled, like its namesake, in hops. Up he went, through the stripe of sunlight that sheared through the PLAN’s hole in the roof. He could see the patch on the roof of Hopetown, like a knob of keloid tissue on a face. Down, down, down to the jagged floor. 

The dead were out here. Despite the best efforts of the search teams, not all the people sucked out of the breach on 9/29 had been found. Mendoza kept the headlights on maximum strength, half-expecting to see a frozen, irradiated body on the floor every time he landed.

The lava tube kinked. He flew into daylight, and out. 

Earth partnered the sun, low in the sky. Using the GPS, he navigated through the lumpy terrain of the Marius Hills, down to the Mare Vaporum. 

The solar panels of the new launch facility glittered in the distance. They must have seen him coming klicks away, as the Grasshopper kicked up a fountain of moondust each time it touched down. He was met with, “You can’t see Frank. He’s in intensive care.”

“Oh, come on,” was all Mendoza could think of to say, standing beside his car, which had been de-dusted in the vehicle airlock and now sparkled clean. The garage smelled of mint. This launch facility was so new that dust, dirt, and fungal growths hadn’t had time to lodge in the crannies.

“Trey’s on his way,” said the elderly field engineer confronting Mendoza. “I guess you can go in for a couple of minutes, until he gets here.”

“I told those assholes to let you in as soon as you arrived.” Frank said, when Mendoza was admitted to the launch facility’s sickbay. To be precise, he did not say the words. They appeared on a screen above the privacy baffles that hid all of Frank except for one bare foot. The baffles bulged and trembled: medibots at work behind them. “I’ve got comms in here, feeds. I saw you coming.”

“Are you OK?” Dumb question.

“I’m fine. But listen, Mendoza. They’re going to say I’m crazy or some shit. Dad thinks he’s always right about everything. So I need you to listen to me. Believe me.”

“I’m listening.”

“Vicky’s alive.”

“Frank …”

“She’s alive! I saw her! That’s why I crashed. Lost control for a moment, I guess. It was a shock.”

“Where … was she?”

“That’s the weird part. She was …” The words appeared one by one on the screen. “In the cockpit with me.”

Dumbfounded, Mendoza blurted, “How was there room? The Fragger’s cockpit is scarcely big enough for one.”

“She was sitting on my lap.”

Mendoza moved closer to the privacy baffles. He laid his hand on Frank’s foot. It was icy cold, and did not move. 

“They say the Fragger’s totaled,” Frank went on. “I’m not buying it. Shit, I’m OK, so how can the ship not be?” 

Fear overtook Mendoza. He stepped around to the foot of the bed. 

The baffles were open here, so that the medibots could move in and out. He saw another privacy screen, which hid Frank’s head and shoulders. On this side of the screen was a red, glistening mess. A medibot hunted and pecked, suturing the purple snakes of Frank’s intestines. A suction hose gulped up blood and fluids. Frank’s entire body had been crushed. His pelvis and ribs rose from the gore, macabrely intact. But even nanotically reinforced bones were not unbreakable: something had sheared through both of Frank’s legs above the knee. The foot Mendoza held was not attached to anything. It lay in a tray.

“Hey,” the screen blinked in his peripheral vision. “Can you tell me what they’re doing down there? Damn bots aren’t very talkative.”

“They’re fixing you up,” Mendoza muttered.

“I sure hope so. It better not take too long. I have to get back up there and find Vicky.”

Mendoza stumbled away. Heading for the door, he threw up at the feet of Trey Hope, who had just entered the room with an entourage of state-of-the-art surgeons.

★

Driving, he parsed Frank’s bizarre statements. Tried to work out how Frank could have been telling the truth.

Say Vicky really was out there. She made it back, but her ship was damaged, she couldn’t land, couldn’t communicate. Frank spots her and tries to rescue her … but it goes wrong, and he crashes. But he can’t admit that he deliberately risked the last Fragger, so he comes up with this other story.

It was possible, Mendoza guessed. In a universe where people acted dumb when those they loved were near. 

Which, actually, described this one. 

The other alternative was that Frank was crazy. But if he was, Mendoza was, too. 

He went home. Couldn’t face going back to the office. Everyone would ask him how Frank was. 

Even his Copts asked. They, too, had heard the news. “He’s expected to survive,” Mendoza told them.

Eliana, little Gerges, patriarch Binyamin, and all the others shook their heads solemnly. There seemed to be even more of them today, rustling and shivering in their heavy Shackleton City clothing. Mendoza grabbed his hat and went back out. Abraam, who was hanging around near the door, flattened himself against the wall so that he would not get in Mendoza’s way. They tried so hard to be good guests.

Back in his Grasshopper, Mendoza cued up a Bartok violin sonata on the sound system. He drove down the tube to New Riyadh.

This 6-km long dome, pimpled with satellite dishes and air exchangers, was the private residence of the Saudi royal family. The House of Saud provided fodder for an entire subcategory of gossip feeds, proving both the timeless appeal of royalty, and the allure of the incompletely known. You couldn’t even get in here … unless, for example, you worked for one of the King’s best friends, such as Trey Hope. 

Mendoza had never been inside before. He expected to be overwhelmed by bling.

Instead, he stepped into a desert.

“Wow,” he said, genuinely overwhelmed. 

Low dunes stretched to the horizon. On Luna, the horizon was only ever a couple of kilometers away, so it looked like the sand went on forever, until it met the cobalt sky. Heat mirages rippled. Silence filled Mendoza’s ears, making him realize how accustomed he’d grown to living with the background noise of a dome.

“Come on,” said the security guard who had met him at the airlock. He tramped into the dunes. Mendoza followed.

Dry, oven-like heat pressed on their skin. Off to their left, date palms shaded a pond as flat as a mirror.

“Sorry we have to walk,” the security guard said. “All the camels are out today.”

“The camels … are out?”

“You were expecting decadence? Swimming pools and things?” The security guard was about seventeen years old, earnest and informative. “New Riyadh isn’t modelled on old Riyadh. It’s basically a wildlife preserve. That’s why you had to go through a full decontamination protocol before you could enter the dome. We have hyraxes, gerbils, desert foxes, leaf-nosed bats, and even leopards. And camels, of course.” 

“Wow. I think I actually read something about that.”

“The deserts of the Middle East were greened in the late twenty-first century. We’re told it was necessary to combat climate change,” the young security guard said darkly. “But we know it destroyed the ecology of the region. So the House of Saud made a commitment to preserve the natural beauty of the Arabian peninsula.”

Ahead, a sand-colored mountain rose out of the heat haze. There’s nothing natural about a desert inside a dome on the moon, Mendoza thought. Hot and tired, he said, “Can we skip the guided tour? I want to see the King.”

A black shape separated from the distant mountain, soaring. The security guard yelped and fell flat on his face. 

“Is it dangerous?” Mendoza yelled, but got no answer.

The enormous bird swooped down, folding its wings, and landed in front of them. Sand spurted up from its jewelled sandals. Yes, sandals. It was not a bird. It was a woman in an abaya, with wings spanning four full meters. Green eyes sparked in the slit of her niqab. 

“Frank’s friend,” she said in English.

“Yes.”

“How dare you make him walk?” she scolded the security guard. “Look, he’s red in the face, he’s sunburned!”

The security guard, still face-down, babbled in Arabic. 

The woman snapped something in the same language. She held out her hands to Mendoza. “Come, I can carry you. I’m very strong.”

Doubtfully, Mendoza stepped forward. She pulled him into her arms and leapt into the air. As the desert fell away beneath them, Mendoza wrapped his legs around her bottom so as not to be dangling vertically. Face to bosom, groin to groin. This was awkward.

“I’m Nadia,” the woman panted. Mendoza twitched. He knew that name from the news. He was being carried through the air by Princess Nadia, who’d recently broken off her engagement to Prince Jian Er of China. “Do you like my wings? I’m getting fed up of them, actually. It’s annoying to have to sleep on your stomach, and you can’t sit in ordinary chairs, either.”

“They’re lovely,” Mendoza mumbled into her breasts. He had assumed the wings were a fancy, feathered version of the wingsets that you could rent in the touristy areas of Shackleton City. Now that he knew they were augments, he could feel her enhanced shoulder muscles flexing under his hands. “I like the … feathers.” 

“Not feathers! Pycnofibers.”

“Like the coats of dinosaurs.” 

“Yes! Exactly like that!” She giggled, which made her breasts heave. “I am a dinosaur. We’re all dinosaurs here.”

“Laugh,” Mendoza said weakly. 

Something terrible was happening. He knew she had to be able to feel it. No. No. Think of Elfrida. Think of … think of … death by decompression, Horowitz at Carnegie Hall … 

Abdul.

Nadia’s feet thumped onto solid ground. Mendoza reeled away from her, tomato-red, smoothing his trousers. 

She uttered a triumphant cackle that said she knew exactly what he was trying to hide.

Pressed against her, he had not been able to see anything during their flight. Now, they were high up on the mountain. But the mountain was actually a citadel, or the citadel was built into the mountain, carved of the same lunar basalt. Craggy walls enclosed a courtyard dotted with succulents and fruit trees. An infinity pool spilled over the far wall. 

Looking up, Mendoza saw domes crowning spurs of rock. Windows dotted cliff-faces. Minarets pricked the sky, which was now close enough that he could see it was made up of individual panels. 

Something touched his foot. He leapt back. A meter-long lizard hissed at him.

Nadia giggled. “Say hello to my father.”

“Uh?” Deciding that she was insane and he’d better humor her, Mendoza bent towards the lizard.

“Over here!” 

A mobile throne rolled across the courtyard on soundless treads. The sunlight reflected off the bubble that enclosed its occupant. A voice boomed from external speakers.

“Terrible, terrible news. How did it happen?”

Pulling himself together, Mendoza gave an account of Frank’s crash—leaving out Frank’s claim that Vicky had appeared in the Fragger’s cockpit. Sweat rolled out of his hair. He stood in the shade, but it made no difference because the heat did not come from the ‘sun.’ It was the heat generated by the habitat’s life support machinery, allowed to build up to desert temperature.  

“Doesn’t make a damn bit of sense,” said the voice from the mobile throne. “Why’d he crash? Ship trouble? That’s the problem with outsourcing production to Mercury. You get what you pay for.”

Mendoza plucked up his courage and stepped closer to the throne. Now he could see into the bubble. Cradled in polyfoam, like a toy in its packaging, lay the most wizened specimen of Homo sapiens Mendoza had ever seen. A traditional ghutrah headdress stood away from a corpse-yellow brow. Eyes: closed. Mouth: open. Resemblance to cadaver: 99%.

“He said he saw Vicky up there,” Mendoza said. “He said she was in the cockpit of the Fragger. Sitting on his lap. It startled him. That’s why he crashed.”

The mouth of the cadaver-like person twitched. “Ha, ha,” said the voice from the throne’s speakers (now revealed as synthetic). “Ho, ho, ho. That’s right up there with ‘the dog ate my homework.’”

Believe me …

“Sir—your majesty—”

“’Your royal highness’ will do.”

“Dad is the King’s brother,” Nadia interjected. She was sitting sideways on the rim of the infinity pool, her wings trailing on the ground. “But that doesn’t make me a princess. I’m only a sheikha. Abdul was a sheikh, not a prince. The feedtards always get that wrong.”

With a shock, Mendoza realized that Nadia was Abdul the Fragger pilot’s sister, and the living corpse was Abdul’s father. He blurted, “Your royal highness, is there any chance that your son might be alive? Have you heard from him—heard of him …” seen him? 

The ancient prince opened his eyes. Chrome and faceted glass. “Young man, my son is dead. He died in the battle to save humanity, and he shall be avenged, insha’Allah.”

“Yes, s—your royal highness, we’re doing the best that we—”

But the prince wasn’t finished. “Do you know how old I am? I was born in Mecca.”

Mendoza’s jaw dropped. Mecca was no more than an idea nowadays. A flat place in the jungle. Aerial bombardment had obliterated the holy city during the last Sunni-Shi’ite war, which had ended in 21-something, The House of Saud had led the losing side into exile on Luna. The prince was saying he’d been alive back then. Even if he’d been a a babe in arms at the time, that made him at least 150 years old.

“Pre-birth genetic tailoring. Endless side effects. Endless treatments. So sick of bots poking at me. Point is, I’ve seen it all. War, famine, plague, genocide. But when I saw the PLAN, I saw death cupped in a telescope. I saw the death of Allah, whom you call God. That is why my brothers and I agreed to fund the project that Trey Hope, with typical low humor, named D.I.E.”

“You’re very wise, your royal highness,” Mendoza said, overcome.

“I’m old enough to know what’s what. But I’m not too old to feel. Listen to me! I’ve sired one hundred and three sons, but Abdul was my habbat ayenee, the pupil of my eye. And the PLAN will pay for his death, if I have to pilot that damn Fragger myself.”

The prince stopped talking, and his mouth sagged open. 

Nadia tugged Mendoza’s arm. “He’s asleep,” she said. “All the old ones are like that. Are we going to fuck, or what?”

 

 


xxix.

 

Back in Hopetown, Youssef abandoned the search for his lost swarm of Dust. The news of Frank’s crash pulled him, not back to the office, but to the mosque. 

The mosque of Hopetown stood exactly the same height as Notre Dame de la Lune, counting its minaret—an emblem of the cultural balancing act that the Hopes performed on a daily basis. Taking off his shoes outside, Youssef saw that hundreds of people were already here. The Hope workforce included every type of person: Earthborn, spaceborn, purebloods, normals, Muslims, infidels. They all got along fine. But when disaster struck, people sought the comfort of the familiar. Youssef had noticed this after 9/29, and it seemed to be happening again now. 

He went into the men’s side of the prayer hall and sat down on the carpet at the back. Maybe the imam would have some news about Frank’s condition. After 9/29, the Islamic authorities had lined up solidly behind D.I.E., framing it as a new jihad.

Youssef had been on board with D.I.E. since long before that. Naturally, he believed Allah was on their side. Generations of Islamic scholars had issued fatwas against the PLAN. But Youssef wasn’t big on metaphysics. He was a techie, and he’d been converted to the cause by D.I.E.’s technological innovations. 

Such as the Fragger. Such as a gengineered bacteria that was going to bite the PLAN in its soft underbelly, and gnaw the fucking guts out of it, once and for all.

As he waited for the imam to arrive, the portable transceiver, which he’d set down beside him, sent an alert to his BCI. The instrument had detected a signal at the 512 MHz frequency.  

Hiding the screen with a fold of his dishdasha—you were supposed to keep all electronics switched off inside the mosque—Youssef located the source of the signal.

Hey. Looked like his lost swarm was in here. Funny. But not unexpected. The Dust gravitated to crowds of people, for whatever reason.

Youssef was running the command program on his BCI. ~SWARM COMMAND, he subvocalized. ~Head over to the women’s side and grab me some pix of that hottie from HR.

A stir announced the entrance of the imam. Youssef turned the RF detector off and backgrounded the command program.

Tears streaked the imam’s bearded cheeks. Voice breaking, he said, “Frank is dead.”  

“Oh no,” Youssef shouted, with the others. “Not Frank!”

Amidst his grief, he did not notice that his command to the swarm went unacknowledged. 

Someone had pranked his swarm—removed it from his control.

The transceiver indicated that the swarm’s signal was getting stronger. Coming closer. 

But Youssef noticed nothing.

★

The ancient prince woke from his doze. 

“Oi! I was talking to you!” 

Mendoza, feebly resisting Nadia’s flirtatious banter, jumped as if he’d been shot. He hurried back to the mobile throne, followed by a now-sulky sheikha. 

“Not a coincidence,” the King barked.

“What isn’t a coincidence, your majesty?”

“Abdul. Vicky. Raul. And now Frank.”

“Oh no,” Nadia cried.

“He’s dead. Just heard.”

Mendoza felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He fought to keep his voice steady. “I agree, your majesty. It’s not a coincidence. Can’t be.”

“Someone’s sabotaging us.”

Mendoza stiffened. He had not allowed himself to think about that possibility. It …

… didn’t seem far-fetched at all.

“Earth,” the prince grunted, echoing Mendoza’s thoughts. “May Allah smite those polytheistic dogs. The UN bombed Mecca, you know. Destroyed the Kaaba! We were all mad in those days. But Hsiao’s gang is worse than mad: they’re frightened.”

Hsaio, Tiffany Hsiao. The President of the UN was known for her conservatism. 

“They’ll do anything to stop us from exposing their weakness.” 

“They must have a spy inside D.I.E.,” Mendoza realized 

“Yes. Exactly. And I have an idea who it is.”

“Who?” squealed Nadia, getting drawn in.

“Think. Who wrote the control software for the Dust? Who is currently facing criminal charges that may end his career, or worse? What would you do, to get out of being sent to Pallas? He must have struck a deal with them. He’s sabotaging D.I.E., in exchange for leniency.”

“Derek Lorna,” Mendoza breathed.

In his sterile bubble, the ancient prince smiled.

★

Mendoza hoped that the Saudis would take over at this point. With their wealth and power, they had a better chance of stopping Derek Lorna than he did. But all the prince offered him was better transport. 

Nadia explained, “My dad can’t do much without consulting the King. And the King doesn’t want to hear about it. He says you should never attribute to malice what can be explained by metal fatigue. Also, he’s very sensitive to bad publicity. So it’s just us.”

“Uh, did your father say you could come?”

“He didn’t. I wouldn’t listen if he did. I’m my own woman. That’s why I had to break up with Jian Er. He was just as controlling as my father and uncles.”

Mendoza accepted the situation for what it was. He also accepted the prince’s offer of transport: a Moonhawk, one of the high-end flying cars that the Saudis used for surface trips. It had room for a mobile throne in the back. Despite its poetic name, it resembled an SUV. The gimballed cold-gas jets underneath its chassis provided twice as much thrust as the Grasshopper’s. Mendoza overshot New Jeddah and, humiliatingly, had to back up in little hops. Nadia cackled. “Shall I drive?”

“Autodrive only inside the dome,” Mendoza said, managing to align the Moonhawk with the New Jeddah roadlock.

Outside his apartment building, he said to her, “Stay here. I’ll be back in five. I just need to grab some stuff.” 

She nodded, kneeling in the back of the Moonhawk, her wings hiding her like a black cloak. 

Mendoza hurried upstairs. For once, his apartment was deserted. The Copts must have gone out. Mendoza bent over the home printer in his bedroom, flicking through designs he hadn’t touched in months. Behind him, the door of the walk-in closet stood slightly ajar.

The printer hissed. The smell of fixative filled the room. Mendoza snatched each item as it emerged. Stiff white shirt. Detachable collar. Tie. Socks. The trousers, being made of heavier fabric, took longer. While he waited, he depilated his stubble and rubbed some dry shampoo through his hair. He noticed that Gerges had left his carebot lying on Mendoza’s bed. That was weird. But the little guy had been getting better; maybe he didn’t need it anymore …

“Item complete,” said the printer into the silence. 

Mendoza hauled his new trousers on, still warm, and fastened them with the same suspenders he’d worn to work today. No one would notice.

Shoes!

He didn’t have the right liquid to print fake leather. He glanced at the walk-in closet, noticing that the door was slightly ajar. He might have some black lace-ups in there. Or the Copts might. 

In the kitchen, something exploded.

Mendoza dashed through. Abraam stood in front of the microwave, a sickly smile on his face. That sound had been something exploding in the microwave. Noisome smoke trickled from it.

“What the hell did you put in there? One of your carebots? I agree, those things are too cute by half, but …”

Abraam spread his hands helplessly. He didn’t speak English.

Giving up, Mendoza tossed some ReadiPak meals and drink pouches into a gym bag. God knew if this stuff would meet with a Saudi princess’s approval. It was all he had.

Screw the shoes. Sometimes the Victorians must have worn brown ones. 

Abraam hovered, watching, as Mendoza bounded towards the door. 

“I may be gone for a few days. The place is yours.” 

The door closed behind Mendoza, plunging the apartment into a deathly silence.

Sunlight streamed through the windows, finding no one in the kitchen … no one in the living-room … no one in the bathroom. 

From the bedroom came a lifeless thump. The door of the closet opened a few centimeters wider, pushed by a weight that had rolled down against it from inside. 

A foot and ankle, clad in a black shoe and sock, lolled out.

 


xxx.

 

A couple of weeks into the Monster’s captivity on Tiangong Erhao, Kiyoshi ran out of cijiwu. The Nan Yang had left for the Belt, and the crew of the colony ship that had taken its berth weren’t selling. Likely, they’d been ordered not to have anything to do with him.

“I’m going to the festival,” he told Father Tom.

“Will they let you?”

“Sure. Even the convicts are going.”

“I’m not.” 

“Killjoy.” Kiyoshi dolloped some Gravity Gel into his hair to make it lie flat. He was wearing a newly printed edition of his dirtside outfit, complete with buckles and chains. He thought about wrapping the chains around his wrists and ankles, as a protest, and decided the Chinese would not appreciate it. 

“Where is this festival?” said Father Tom. 

“Dunno. I’m going with the guys from the Hagiographer’s Complaint.”

“Have fun,” Father Tom said. Kiyoshi thought he added something else under his breath, but he let it go. 

At the airlock, Kiyoshi spoke into the air. “I’ll see if I can find out anything useful.” 

Jun did not answer. Maybe he was just too busy to talk. Kiyoshi hoped that was the reason for his silence.

Since they returned to Tiangong Erhao, Jun had been arguing for their lives. It seemed like a replay of his previous argument with the civilian ship. But the 11th Brigade of the China Territorial Defense Force was no rabble of haulers and colony-ship AIs. They meant business. They were interrogating Jun. And there was nothing Kiyoshi could do to help. He didn’t know what the CTDF wanted. Didn’t even know whether he and Father Tom were part of whatever Jun stood accused of, or just hostages to Jun’s compliance. 

So all Kiyoshi could do was what he did, and right now, that meant cijiwu. 

His solemn vow in the sight of Christ to get clean, his promises to Jun and the boss-man—none of that counted for anything here. 

The guys from the Hagiographer’s Complaint—a tramp freighter, here to sell Belt-mined yttrium and lanthanum to the Chinese—had lent him a coverall-style EVA suit so he could wear his own clothes underneath. 

A shuttle came to Docking Bay 14 to collect the festival-goers. Kiyoshi and the crew of the Complaint squeezed in among convicts in throwaway EVA suits (print the coverall, splart it to a reusable rebreather set). 

“Talk about a captive audience,” said the Complaint’s captain, looking around at the off-white thermal sacks with legs. 

The shuttle glided along the length of Tiangong Erhao to one of the station’s knobbly ends. It slid into a ship-sized airlock. The passengers spilled out into a pressurized bay a kilometer across, two deep. ‘Below,’ piers stuck out like crags from metal cliffs that narrowed into a dark ravine choked with machinery. ‘Above,’ there was no sky. The only light came from floodlights set up on the piers. 

More shuttles disgorged convicts like clouds of white gravel. A handful of private spacecraft floated in the middle of the bay on stability tethers.

One of the piers had a stage set up on it. Kiyoshi and the Complaint’s crew floated across the gulf to that one. Might as well be near the front. They took off their suits, bundled them up, and tethered them to the floor with twang cords. Around them, others were similarly marking out their territories. 

A Chinese girl appeared on stage. She wore a gold robe and had her hair gelled into spikes like the top of a pineapple. Her voice filled the bay, surreally loud.

“The acoustics in here are going to be shit,” said the captain of the Hagiographer’s Complaint.

“What’s this festival in aid of, anyway?” Kiyoshi said.

The trekkies shrugged. They didn’t know. Or care. They hadn’t come for the music. 

As soon as the opening act bounced on stage, the audience began to schmooze under cover of the noise. The strobing lights made everyone look like purple-faced ghouls, but Kiyoshi had no trouble picking out the non-Chinese. Every indie hauler, trader, smuggler, recycler, pirate, and real estate scout currently parked at Tiangong Erhao had come to the festival, for the rare opportunity of talking to each other. You were ordinarily not allowed to travel from one bay to another, and no one trusted wireless comms, with the Chinese AIs potentially listening in. So here they were, yelling into each other’s faces, swapping news, rumors, jokes, and resumes.

And fixes. 

Kiyoshi bought 200 cc’s of cijiwu from a Bangladeshi pirate, after injecting a bit into his cubital port to make sure it was good. Other people were selling lovejuice, vitamin K, and various stim-based concoctions. Trekkies often dabbled in pharmacology during long voyages. But Kiyoshi—a former mixologist in his own right—wanted nothing other than cijiwu now. The stuff was magic. It made you sociable but not obnoxious, and there was no risk of getting sentimental. You just felt the way he felt right now: on top of the world.

On stage, nude girls laced themselves into a human hula hoop and spun around a singer encased in a retro robotic exoskeleton. Kiyoshi grinned and swayed on his gecko boots.

The pineapple-haired MC came back. This time, simultaneous translations into English, French, Spanish, Russian, and Portuguese flashed up on the big screens dotted through the bay. 

Tiangong Erhao shuns the Ten Nots and promotes the Thirteen-And-A-Half Yeses! 

The convicts applauded. 

We are gathered here today to celebrate the deliverance of this space station! Some irresponsible individuals recently circulated rumors that Tiangong Erhao was in danger of being attacked by the PLAN. However, the CTDF successfully deterred the aggression of the hateful Martians! Thanks to the preparedness of our armed forces, and to the foresight of the Prime Minister, Tiangong Erhao was not attacked!

Wild applause.

Kiyoshi and the other indies exchanged incredulous looks. “Wait until the news feeds get hold of that,” said the captain of the Hagiographer’s Complaint.

Some of the Belters didn’t get it. Others explained, “They’re celebrating the fact that Tiangong Erhao wasn’t attacked, a couple of weeks after Luna was attacked? How’s that going to go down in Shackleton City?”

“Sure, it looks insensitive. But the Chinese don’t care what we think of them,” a Belter pointed out. 

“You have a point, my friend. I’m vidding this, anyway. Should get a few spiders for it.”

The MC continued: Before I introduce our headlining act, I would like to to invite Tiangong Erhao’s most important guest to say a few words! Your imperial highness, if you would be so condescending?

Spotlights converged on one of the private spaceships floating in the middle of the bay. It looked like an oceangoing yacht, to the point of having a foredeck enclosed by a streamlined bubble. This now turned transparent, revealing a crowd of revellers. The yacht was much too far away for Kiyoshi to make out any details, but the big screens displayed closeups of Chinese people in gaudy historical robes. 

“Out of their skulls,” Kiyoshi murmured, recognizing the staring eyes and fixed grins of fellow cijiwu connoisseurs.

The camera zoomed in on a Chinese youth as handsome as an action figurine. “Ni hao,” he burped.

Sustained applause.

Pulling himself together, the young man declaimed (and English subtitles said): Dear subjects of my illustrious Father! Remember that you may swim in an ocean, but if you step in a puddle, you will get your feet wet! 

The camera cut back to the MC, while cheers resounded through the bay.

Thank you very much, your imperial highness! The MC’S voice trembled with emotion. We will all treasure these words of wisdom from Prince Xi Jian Er, the fourth in line to the Dragon Throne of the Imperial Republic!

“That short-assed waste of oxygen is a prince?” Kiyoshi said.

“They don’t really run the country, you know,” said the Complaint’s captain. “They’re just decorative.”

“Not very.”

And now, I will introduce our headlining artists! the MC continued, after the applause died down (Kiyoshi timed it at five minutes, thirty-seven seconds). Everyone, please give a warm welcome to …. Brainrape!

“You have got to be kidding me,” Kiyoshi said.

The MC dissolved into thin air—she had just been a holograph, after all. The members of Brainrape flew onstage, brandishing their instruments. The drummer was carrying her entire kit, a feat only possible in zero-gee. A smattering of applause greeted the band.

“These guys?” Kiyoshi said. “They’re amateurs.”

“Take that back, man,” the Complaint’s captain said. “They ROOOOCK! This is fantastic! Frug OOONNN!” he bellowed.

Brainrape started to play, while flying through the air on individual mobility platforms. Kiyoshi did not change his opinion. This was just noise, like everything that had gone before it. But a lot of the trekkies seemed to think this was better noise. They pogoed, moshed, and howled in ecstasy. Their enthusiasm contrasted sharply with the reaction from the convicts on the other piers (dumbfounded silence). Therefore, Brainrape naturally kept their mobility platforms hovering in this area, where they were getting the best response. 

Kiyoshi folded his arms. Maybe he should give Brainrape a second chance. Two hundred itinerant sleazebags couldn’t be wrong, could they? 

Guitar Boy (who had obviously bought a new axe) brought his platform down until it hovered just above the audience. He swan-dived into the crowd

Kiyoshi cursed and reeled back from the instant mosh pit. 

Still playing a solo, Guitar Boy floated on his back, being propelled from one pair of hands to the next. His eyes were closed. But just as Kiyoshi slunk past, he opened them. 

“OH MY MOTHERFUCKING GOD!” His amplified voice boomed throughout the bay. “IT’S THE FUCKER WHO STOLE OUR SHIP! GET HIM!”

★

“How did you end up here, anyway?” Kiyoshi asked.

He and Brainrape were on one of the yachts in the imperial convoy, waiting to find out how much trouble they were in. 

“There aren’t many bands desperate enough to play Tiangong Erhao,” Guitar Boy answered.

“That’s not true,” exclaimed the four-armed drummer. “We were invited. It was an honor. And they were going to pay us.”

“They won’t now,” Guitar Boy said gloomily.

The festival had ended in chaos. Amid the excitement after Guitar Boy—Charles, Kiyoshi reminded himself—accused Kiyoshi of ship theft, many people had forgotten the cardinal rule of zero-gee safety: when you’re in a large space with no gravity, keep your gecko grips on the floor. Dozens of hapless frug-rock fans had drifted away towards the distant corners of the bay. Brainrape had helped to rescue them, using their mobility platforms. Station security had done the rest … and had also corralled Kiyoshi before he could escape.

“We’re broke,” Charles said. “Thanks to you. We spent eleven million on that space truck. Never got a penny of it back.”

“Sorry about that,” Kiyoshi said.

A rectangular, knee-high security droid rolled into the anteroom and instructed them to follow it.

“I hate these guys,” the bassist muttered. If he was talking about the security droid, Kiyoshi agreed. The droids—that was the translation the Chinese used, where English-speakers would have said bot—roosted everywhere on Tiangong Erhao. They resembled wheelie suitcases. Kiyoshi had once seen one unzip itself and kill a convict with a burst of plasma so intense, not only did the convict catch on fire, the people around him got first-degree burns. If you bumped into one by accident, they felt strangely squashy. No one knew whether they were remote-controlled, and if so, by whom. If they were autonomous, they were illegal. In the UN. 

But this wasn’t the UN, as everyone kept reminding him.  

The droid led them into a red-and-gold stateroom where flamboyantly dressed people slumped on the air. Only about half were Chinese, and the others seemed familiar in that way that meant you’d probably seen them on the gossip feeds. They had whimsical augments—pointed ears, bionic biceps, a 30-cm penis which its proud owner flaunted in a transparent codpiece—and vacant eyes. 

The Imperial Prince Xi Jian Er lay wrong way up to Kiyoshi in a hammock, a humanoid bot massaging his bare shoulders. 

Kiyoshi grinned at the prince. He had done a few more cc’s of cijiwu during their wait, so he was unfazed by the Imperial Presence. The members of Brainrape tried to turn themselves the right way up to the prince, and bumped into people. 

Jian Er pushed his masseuse away. He sat ‘up’ in his hammock, reached for a cuddly toy squirrel, and perched it on his shoulder. “So, about these accusations.” The squirrel spoke in English, while Jian Er spoke in Mandarin. Kiyoshi had to concentrate to pick the comprehensible words out of their duet. “Ship theft! That’s pretty serious. What have you got to say for yourself?”

“I didn’t do it?” Kiyoshi offered. 

The prince shook his head sadly. So did the squirrel on his shoulder.

“OK, I did it, but I needed the ship. It was mine to begin with, you know.”

Goddamn Jun and his goddamn flawed predictive modelling.

“If you were a Chinese subject, you’d get the death penalty,” the prince said. “But you’re not, are you? You’re that dwarf everyone keeps talking about.”

The Brainrape drummer giggled. 

“That was a great show, by the way! I’m sorry you didn’t get to finish your set.”

Brainrape sycophantically babbled their thanks. 

“Well, I can’t adjudicate the ship theft thing. It didn’t happen here, and we do have to be careful about jurisdiction issues. But I can and will punish you for spoiling the festival.” Jian Er pointed at Kiyoshi. His fingernails were ten centimeters long, twisted like screwdrivers. “What penalty does he deserve?” he enquired of the room at large.

“Space him,” said several people.

“Maybe just make him give us the ship back?” said Charles nervously.

“This isn’t about your ship.” The prince leaned back on the air, interlacing his long fingernails over his bare stomach. “They sent me up here as a precaution,” the squirrel said. “The National Security Committee and [untranslatable] thought that the PLAN might attack Earth. And if they did, they would target us. After all, they’re our own [untranslatable].” 

Kiyoshi nodded. Everyone knew about this. The PLAN had started out as an expeditionary force of the People’s Liberation Army Navy, on a mission to reconquer Mars. They had never come back. What came back had been the PLAN—Chinese ships captured, reverse-engineered, stealthed, and now crewed by AIs.

In the meantime, revolution had engulfed the People’s Republic of China, leading to the restoration of imperial rule, or the fiction thereof. So the Imperial Republic of China wasn’t even the same country that had sent that doomed fleet to Mars. But evidently, they still considered the PLAN to be related to them in some untranslatable way. 

“So,” Prince Jian Er and his squirrel continued, “it was thought wise to move some of the Imperial Succession out of the country, in case they bombed us. One of my sisters was sent to climb Mount Everest, which she’d always wanted to do, anyway. One of my brothers was [untranslatable], and I was sent up here.”

“The truth,” said a young man with transparent skin, whose organs could be seen pulsing within his torso, “is that they were hoping the PLAN would get you, Jian Er.”

“Very funny. The thing is, I like it here. No one telling me what to do. And the labs! Have you seen what they’re doing up here?” Jian Er’s eyes opened wide. “It’s amazing. Real cutting-edge science. It’s the future.” He clapped his hands, an oddly delicate gesture, sparing his fingernails. “I know! Charles, Anna, Dave, and Jim, as a reward for your excellent performance, you can have a tour of the labs.”

Brainrape gushed sycophantically again.

Jian Er acknowledged their thanks. Then he turned to Kiyoshi. His lips trembled, betraying some powerful emotion. The prince was as changeable as—well, as a person who did a lot of drugs. 

“As for you, dwarf! I’ve got something else in mind.”

★

That evening, Kiyoshi sat in the cargo module, astride the glowstrip-coated spine of the Monster. Jun’s abandoned garden curved around him, a scabby brown and grey mosaic. 

If he could get Jun to come out and talk anywhere, he figured it would be here.

“I didn’t do anything. Those meatheads started hollering about ship theft, when they should’ve just shut up and played their music. So I’m the one who gets punished. That’s what passes for logic around here. It’s kind of like what’s happening to you.”

What IS happening to you?

He regretted turning the lights on. It was too depressing. Clots of dirt drifted past his face. Jun’s soil substitute was drying up and flaking off the walls. The few sprigs he’d got around to planting were dead. 

I should have come in here and watered them from time to time.

“So this prince. He was wasted, off his face. But it turns out he was engaged to a Saudi princess. She broke it off for whatever reason, but he wants her back. He was talking about how worried he was when the PLAN attacked Luna. She’s fine, she was in one of the underground cities up north, but apparently the whole episode made him realize that he can’t live without her. So, guess what?”

A slab of soil substitute came off the wall overhead and broke up.

“He’s sending me to kidnap her. That’s my punishment.” Kiyoshi chuckled aloud. “I get to take the Superlifter. As soon as I’m out of fragging range, I’ll call the boss. I’ll call the ISA. I’ll—I don’t know, but someone has to have the power to make them let you go!”

Silence. 

“Jun! I’m taking the Wakizashi, that means I’m taking the mini-Ghost. I need a repo to operate it.”

Silence.

Suddenly, fear overpowered Kiyoshi. He had not dared to log into the St. Francis sim in weeks. Now he made himself do it. 

Bodies floated in the air. 

The closest one, dressed in a monk’s habit like all the others, was the plump and cheerful sub-personality Peter Akagi. His mouth hung open in a frozen gape. He was drifting towards Kiyoshi. Instinctively, Kiyoshi stuck out an arm to push him away. But without his headset and gloves, he could not interact with the sim, could not even see his own hand. It was like he was a ghost himself. 

He flattened himself on the ship’s spine. Akagi drifted over him, one foot scraping through his back.

Jun’s voice spoke. “They died under interrogation.”

“You’re sacrificing them.”

“The CTDF knows I’m hiding something. I have to keep them from finding out what.”

“The Ghost. Let them have it, Jun! It’s not worth this!”

“No.”

“If I take the Superlifter, that’ll be one Ghost they don’t have. We’ll be evens. Would that be such a disaster?” 

“Yes,” Jun’s voice said. “World War III, remember? Gonzo’s vision. The Chinese against everyone else. If they get the Ghost, it might give them the confidence to take on the UN. Wouldn’t it be ironic if I were the one to make Gonzo’s dream come true?”

“It won’t come to that. It can’t.”

“No, it won’t,” Jun’s voice agreed. “They know that if they try to search the ship, I’ll self-destruct.”

“Suicide is a sin.”

“What about suicide by butt-fragging?”

“Talk to Father Tom. Please.”

“He doesn’t know anything.” 

Tears bulged, distorting Kiyoshi’s vision. He wiped his face. Spoke through his grief. “All right, but I’m still gonna need a repo for the Superlifter.” 

He thought: It’ll be him. A lite version. Like he was before he got too smart. I can start over, if worse comes to worst. Get it right this time. Keep him safe. 

Don’t let him play with guns.

“You can have Studd,” Jun said.

One of the floating corpses sat up and sneezed. “No! I’m not telling you anything!” he squeaked, and then: “Oh.” Blink. “Luna? Again? Will there be any shooting?”

“The way this is going, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Kiyoshi said. 

 


xxxi.

 

Mendoza had planned to sneak back into Shackleton City without attracting anyone’s attention. 

He had not planned on having a winged princess in tow.

Inevitably, stares followed a two-meter beauty with pycnofiber wings. Nadia’s abaya made her even more of a curiosity: there were not many observant Muslims in Shackleton City. 

However, no one interfered with Mendoza and Nadia. They were all too busy trying to stay alive.

Verneland was gone. A kinetic missile had reduced the city’s largest dome to wreckage. Mendoza parked the Moonhawk in a flat area that might formerly have been part of the park around the dome’s circumference. When he and Nadia got out, their EVA suits screeched radiation warnings. The PLAN’s enhanced warheads had left higher-than-normal levels of residual radiation behind, as well as throwing off massive amounts of neutron and gamma radiation when they hit. A frozen layer of debris covered the regolith, so pulverized you could not even tell what it used to be.

They hurried on foot to Wellsland. 

The Wellsland dome had been breached, but repaired in time to save the lives of most people inside. However, survival could be a fate crueller than vaporization, when everyone had been riddled with charged neutrons. 

Wellsland was now a giant hospital.

Medical supplies were arriving from Earth, and evacuations were still ongoing. But the majority of Shackleton City’s population had been born on Luna. For them, evacuation to Earth would mean death. The only option was to treat them right here. 

In Wellsland, people queued for blocks, waiting to receive stem cell transfusions and cancer-fighting drugs. Some streets had been turned into open-air intensive care wards, so that a limited number of medibots could efficiently treat what seemed like an unlimited number of casualties. 

Human volunteers were working with the bots. Mendoza spotted Dr. Miller, the doctor he’d met at Farm Eighty-One. Then, she’d been put-together, self-righteous. Now, her hair was falling out of its bun, her face dirty. Blood and puke stained her dress. 

Mendoza greeted her as she collapsed against a wall for a cigarette break. The mess, the cries, and the stink had upended his priorities. He offered to help.

“Help? No one can help. Oh, hello. Feet all right now?”

“Yes, fine.”

Dr. Miller dragged wearily on her cigarette. “We tried so hard. We dressed up as fucking Victorians to try and pretend we were all the same. It was supposed to hide our differences. Pureblood, mixed-race, no one can tell when you’re trussed up in a corset, or suspenders and a cravat. Right? But it didn’t work. Who were we kidding? They came for the purebloods anyway.” 

“They didn’t come for the purebloods,” Mendoza said. “Not this time.”

“Oh yes, they did. I know people are saying it was different this time. Because science. Or something. But if that’s true, how do you explain the fact that the purebloods are dying, and everyone else is recovering?”

“They are?”

“Oh, yes. Look at me, I’m fine. Most of these people will be fine. They’ll feel like shit for a while, then the stem cells will kick in and they’ll recover. But the purebloods? They’ll just slink away and die. They get their first treatment, or their second, or whatever, and then they just don’t come back.”

“That’s impossible,” Nadia said. “A neutron bomb can’t be genetically targeted.” 

“Who the fuck knows what the PLAN can do? All I know is I’m losing patients.” Dr. Miller looked properly at Nadia for the first time. “You’ve got wings.”

“They don’t get in my way. I can help. I know about nursing. I’ve nursed my father my whole life. I can program Aesculapius-class medibots, and even Hippocrates-class ones.”

“We’ve already got enough clueless volunteers getting underfoot … what? You can program medibots? All righty, let’s see about getting you a volunteer pass.” Dr. Miller hesitated. “I’m afraid those wings will get in your way.”

“Then I’ll cut them off,” Nadia said. “I was getting tired of them, anyway.”

Mendoza said, “Nadia, wait. You can’t just …”

“You can’t program medibots, can you?” Dr. Miller said.

The reek of urine and vomit coated Mendoza’s tonsils. “No. But I’m good with data. I might be able to track down some of your missing patients.”

“Oh, that would be great. We haven’t got the manpower to chase after them, as you see.”

“Just give me a list of IDs and a network connection.”

The sky was bruise-purple. The diurnal cycle had broken down, leaving the artificial sky stuck on twilight. Scattered blocks of hexagons lit up noon-bright for a few seconds, giving an effect like pixelated lightning. The moans of the sick mingled with the chirping of birds, which had somehow survived.

★

Mendoza settled into a saggy ergoform in the basement of the Bob Q. Hope Convention Center, where Shackleton City’s municipal services had migrated after Verneland was flattened. He popped a pouch of coffee with his teeth, never taking his eyes off the sheaf of screens propped in front of him. 

He’d been given access to the back-end of Shackleton City’s legendary surveillance network. Data bubbled up in real time from a million cameras, eavesdropping devices, robotic bats, and the camera-enabled retinal implants of human informers. He’d never known about those. There was always something new to learn in Shackleton City.

He ran location searches on the list of 548 pureblood victims Dr. Miller had given him. They came up blank, suggesting that the poor souls were dead. Next, he tried facial recognition searches. But the results were garbage. So many cameras down or damaged. So many people injured beyond recognition. When the MI analyst had done its best, Mendoza was left with batches of possible hits that he’d have to go through manually.

He stretched his legs. All around him, people chattered, laughed, snacked. The basement was cluttered with exhibits for upcoming trade shows. People were using booths as desks. They were joking around while they surveilled the dead and the dying. Mendoza had only been back in Shackleton City for a few hours, and already he was losing faith in humanity again.

He spread one of his screens flat and opened a new search window.

FIND: Derek Lorna.

He chewed the nipple of his now-empty coffee pouch. 

SUBJECT LOCATED. 

There was a surveillance camera in Lorna’s bedroom. Evidently, the Bloomsbury dome had not been damaged in the PLAN attack. Lorna sat in a high-end ergoform shaped like an overblown rose, working on a computer—what else?

Holding his breath, Mendoza watched Lorna mouth at the screen. There was no audio feed, but Mendoza imagined that Lorna was talking to his controllers back on Earth, discussing how they could finish D.I.E. off once and for all.

Man watching screen on screen watched by man. And Mendoza himself was probably being watched by someone—man, woman, or bot. 

He reached out to wipe the surveillance feed away. Just before it vanished, someone else walked into Lorna’s bedroom. Springy salt-and-pepper hair, broad-shouldered Earthborn physique. Bare-ass naked. The man had his back to the camera, so Mendoza couldn’t see his face.

The feed vanished.

So Lorna wasn’t alone. That would make Mendoza’s job more difficult. But he hadn’t expected it to be easy.

He went back to combing through pictures that might be of Dr. Miller’s missing patients. Done at last, he checked the time. Midnight! He napped for a few hours in his ergoform, knowing he’d be good for nothing if he didn’t get some rest. 

When he awoke, the morning shift had begun. An automated breakfast buffet wound its way through the basement. Mendoza grabbed some kedgeree and toast. Amid shortages, the municipal workforce were still doing themselves proud. 

While he ate, he reviewed his work. He had forty-odd matches that looked good. He ran another search on those, which gave him their last known locations. He selected the closest: Mockingbird Village. Then he made a call.

“Nadia?”

“Oh, hello.”

It sounded like she’d forgotten all about him. He felt guilty at the thought that she’d spent the night caring for people with severe radiation poisoning, while he’d been dicking around on the computer.

“I’ve probably found some of Dr. Miller’s missing patients. I just have to confirm their locations.” Guilt pinched. “Uh, are you OK where you are?”

“Yes. I’m about to have my wings removed. First I was a nurse, now I’m a patient.”

“That’s the way life goes.”

“May Allah be with you, Mendoza.” 

“And with you,” Mendoza responded.

As he trudged back to the Moonhawk, he reflected on the many names of God. YHWH of the Israelites, Abba, Father … and, yes, Allah. In Tagalog, Diyos. One God, almighty. Scuffling through the debris of Verneland, he wondered if the day of judgement was upon humanity now. 

The Moonhawk stood where he’d left it. Auto theft wasn’t a thing in Shackleton City. Still wasn’t, even in the wake of catastrophe. Where would you go?

He got in. Didn’t bother to take off his helmet, let alone his EVA suit. It was only a short hop to Mockingbird Village.

He landed in the foothills of Mt. Malapert, near where he used to live. Boxy, modular villages dotted the slope. In the dim Earthlight, they looked undamaged. He hadn’t been able to find much information on the status of these domes. But most of his possible matches were in this area, so presumably the inhabitants were hanging on.

Mockingbird Village was on the funicular, but the trains weren’t running. The village’s big, tunnel-shaped airlock, which the funicular would pass through, was out of service. Mendoza entered the human-sized airlock next to it.

He stepped into a typical Lunar slum. A single sun-lamp shone above the station entrance, but further away the roof was dark. The PLAN had hit one of Shackleton City’s reactors, so the whole city was short of energy. 

He knew this scenery: a small open space in front of the station, walled in by tenements of brick-look fabric. 

But something was very wrong.

He was completely alone.

Where were all the people?

Hiding in their coffin-sized apartments, maybe. 

Scared. Sick. Dying.

Mendoza started down the high street, a gash in the buildings about three meters wide. His shadow stretched long and thin ahead of him. Empty shops displayed signs in French. These slums tended to self-segregate by ethnicity. 

He carried his helmet in one hand, a tablet in the other. The tablet showed a map of the village with six of his possibles marked. 

Emmeline Diouf (85% probability).

He turned down an alley, following the map. The buildings cut off the light from the station. His footsteps sounded loud in the utter silence. Fear tightened his scalp.

Where the hell is everyone?

He wrenched open a door at random. Peered up a dark zipshaft. “Hello? Um, bonjour?”

Something flew over his head and out into the alley. A robot bat. 

“Diyos ko po!” 

The zipshaft smelled bad. Like the open-air hospital in Wellsland, but fruitier.

Mendoza closed the door. Breathing shallowly, he walked on down the alley. 

“Emmeline? Ms. Diouf?” 

He could hardly see, so he switched on his helmet lamp, carrying it like a flashlight. Rubber cobbles, stiffened-cloth walls …

A woman drifted into his beam. Spaceborn, gazelle-boned, honey-colored skin. Her dress was black, and showed more cleavage than the dress code allowed. She smiled at him dazedly.

“Ms. Diouf? Are you all right? Comment ça va?”

She came closer.

“I’m from Municipal Services. I’m just here to follow up, as you missed your last radiation treatment. If you’d like to come with me, I can give you a ride into Wellsland.”

She nodded. 

“OK,” Mendoza muttered. “OK.” He started back the way he’d come. The alley was too narrow for them to walk side by side. He checked behind him to make sure Emmeline Diouf (85% probability) was following. Her gait seemed unnaturally smooth. That was the spaceborn for you. They could make micro-gee seem like a birthright.

“So where is everyone?” Mendoza said. “I hope they’re not all too sick to move.”

Not a sound from Mademoiselle Diouf. When he turned, she was right behind him. He recoiled.

“What? Do I have something in my teeth?” He laughed uneasily.

By the time they reached the funicular station, he was practically running. Emmeline Diouf kept pace with him. Mendoza now felt sure that everyone else in this village was dead. A small reptilian part of his brain kept screaming that the woman with him was dead, too. But that was ridiculous. She was walking, if not talking. He was a Christian. He didn’t believe in ghosts. 

“Let’s get out of here.” He slammed his fist on the airlock’s action plate. “You’ll need a suit.” He dived through the irising valve, opened the sharesuit locker. Empty!

Had people taken the sharesuits and fled outside? Why? Outside was where the danger was. (Except, now he wasn’t so sure of that anymore.)

“There aren’t any suits. Ay nako, I screwed up. I should have thought of this, brought a spare for you.” He turned to Emmeline Diouf—and broke off. She was no longer there.

Suddenly, twilight swallowed the crossroads in front of the station. The last working sun-lamp had cycled to its dusk setting.

“Emmeline?” 

She must have changed her mind. Or despaired at the sight of that empty locker. Gone back into her village, to die.

“God forgive me,” Mendoza muttered, “but I’m not going back in there.” 

He put on his helmet and cycled the airlock. He bounded across the hillside, back to his Moonhawk. 

Inside the vehicle, he sat staring at nothing.

I have to report what I saw. 

(What he’d smelled.) 

Some of those guys at Municipal Services can get off their asses and go check it out.

But.

If he did that, he’d be entangled in the investigation of Mockingbird Village. He’d be breaking his word to Nadia, to her father. Breaking faith with D.I.E.. Betraying Frank’s memory.

The neck seal of his suit itched. He took off his helmet to scratch. 

It can wait. Guilt tainted his decision, but—If they’re all dead, it won’t make any difference to them, will it?

He took off. The Moonhawk soared across the city, heading for the foothills of Shackleton Crater.

 


xxxii.

 

The Wakizashi’s drive grumbled as Kiyoshi increased thrust, decelerating. He glanced at the projection of Ron Studd, in the astrogator’s couch. 

“So.” With little time left, he broached the topic that had been on his mind all the way from Tiangong Erhao. “Do you know what the CTDF really want from us?”

Studd shook his head. He really did look like a gerbil. Those buck teeth. Kiyoshi wondered where Jun came up with these sub-personalities.

“The Ghost,” Studd said. “That’s what they want. The Ghost. They don’t know what it is. But they know we’ve got a SECRET SUPER-WEAPON!” Not a trace of irony.

On Kiyoshi’s radar plot, ships whirled around Luna. Emergency aid arriving from Earth, cowards and casualties fleeing. He’d be able to land the Wakizashi unnoticed amidst all this traffic, since Luna’s PORMSnet was down. 

“See, the trouble is, I’m not buying that,” he said. “Jun wouldn’t have sacrificed Peter Akagi to protect the Ghost. He wouldn’t even have sacrificed you. He’s been trying to get rid of the Ghost for a while now—he sold this copy, right here, to a freaking second-hand ship dealer!”

Studd dipped his head. “It’s like a stone,” he said. “You can’t drop it, or it’ll just float away.”

Whatever that meant. “So what do the CTDF really want? And why won’t Jun give it to them?”

Studd grinned. “If it was me, I’d just frag them,” he said.

“You aren’t much of a thinker, huh?” Kiyoshi said. “Actually, you remind me of someone. I just can’t remember who.” 

The comms screen came alive. Kiyoshi had been talking to the boss-man ever since they got out of butt-fragging range of Tiangong Erhao. Twenty-seven minutes had passed since their last exchange, and now the boss was back. 

He appeared calm, standing in the windtower at his house on 99984 Ravilious, looking out through the palm-frond vents. He’d got a handle on his fury. Not that the boss ever showed his fury. But Kiyoshi had worked for him long enough to know how mad he’d been at the news of Jun’s captivity. Kiyoshi leaned unconsciously towards the screen, fingers clenched on the arm-rests of his flight couch.

“So you’re heading to Luna,” the boss-man said. “That’s good. Remember that passenger I mentioned a while back?”

“Not this again!” 

“He’s on Luna right now. Grab him. I don’t care if he’s not ready, he changes his mind at the last minute, fuck that. We’ve waited on him long enough. Pump him full of tranquilizers if you have to. Just get him on board.”

“And how’s that going to help Jun?” 

“Listen, Kiyoshi, the thing about the Chinese…” The boss-man turned to descend from the wind-tower. For a moment Kiyoshi had a view of desert, curved like the inside of a cup, striped by bundles of palm fronds. Then the courtyard camera picked up the boss’s legs coming down the ladder. “About the Chinese. They hate to lose face. So don’t push it. Seriously. You’ve already pissed them off, you’re lucky to be alive. Do not go back to Tiangong Erhao. I know, I know, it sucks to lose the Chimera, or whatever you’re calling that crappy old truck now, but …” The boss-man stepped to the ground, shouldered through strings of onions and mushrooms hanging from the eaves of the courtyard. “It’s not that big a deal,” he said, looking up at the camera. “You’ve got a copy of the Ghost on board, right? And one of Jun’s repos? So we aren’t really losing anything.”

Kiyoshi felt disgusted to remember that he had had the same thought himself, fleetingly.

“I haven’t forgotten about Tom Lynch,” the boss-man went on. “But I’m sure Jun will evacuate him before he self-destructs. Heh. That’s going to blow one big-ass hole in Tiangong Erhao. Can’t wait to see how they spin it.”

Kiyoshi turned to Ron Studd. His body vibrated with anger. “He doesn’t believe Jun is really alive. He thinks the Monster is just a ship.”

Studd giggled uneasily.

And the man who’d saved Kiyoshi’s life was still talking. “Regarding this Arab princess, I probably don’t need to tell you, don’t touch that. It’s not your job to play pimp for a Chinese princeling, and it would be an equally big mistake to piss off the House of Saud. Jesus, these royals!” The boss-man stood in front of the well in the courtyard. Children and goats scuffled in the sand. “Anyway, ol’ Faisal is one of the good guys. I wouldn’t want to do that to him.”

Kiyoshi laughed. He dropped his head into his hands and shook it from side to side. 

“So just pick up our passenger and come home. If you can’t make it in the Wakizashi, steal a different ship. You’re good at that, I hear.” The boss-man not-so-subtly reminded Kiyoshi that he now had the ship-stealing incident on Midway to hold over him, as well as everything else.

“Are you ever going to tell me who this passenger is,” Kiyoshi said, “or is that information still too sensitive?”

Twenty-seven minutes later, as the Wakizashi dodged through the traffic in Luna orbit, he got his answer.

“Here’s his ID. I’ll leave it up to you whether to contact him directly. Name’s Abdullah Hasselblatter. Dr. He’s got a Ph.D, which stands for Phony Dumbshit, as I like to say.”

★

In the astrogator’s couch, the projection of Ron Studd writhed. His feet drummed on the floor of the cockpit. Tormented grunts emerged from the speakers. 

In a purpose-built sim representing the translunar volume, the Ghost was blowing up Studd’s imaginary ships one by one. Kiyoshi watched the battle with one eye. Studd was good at this. He made it look like he was really trying.

Their final approach to Luna did not take long, so there was still something left of the sub-personality when they landed. His hoarse panting filled the cockpit. Kiyoshi powered down the drive, dumping waste heat into the vacuum of the no-name crater where they’d landed. He turned the lights and air circulation back on. An unfresh breeze chilled the sweat coating his body. 

Studd sat up, gaunt, his uniform hanging off him, face disfigured by sores. “I’m still alive,” he said in surprise. 

Kiyoshi poured gatorade down his throat. “Come on then, you ugly little punk.”

“Me?”

“We’ll set up a secure connection, and you can ride along with me.” 

“I want donuts,” said the thing in the mini-fridge, imperiously. “And choux de crème. Those were good.” 

“I’ll buy you all the pastries on Luna,” Kiyoshi said, “if there are any patisseries left.”

He skinned into his EVA suit. Packed a rucksack with clothes to change into, spare oxygen and water, an extra supercapacitor for his mobility pack, and some other stuff. Then he exited the Superlifter. Looked back up at it. A chrome shuttlecock lying in a strip-mined saucer of rock. To all appearances abandoned. 

“Saint Francis, pray for me.” He pulsed his mobility pack’s ion thrusters and soared towards Shackleton City.

★

Mendoza’s contacts flashed up a text message from Nadia. “Mendoza? Have you talked to anyone at home?”

He was guiding the Moonhawk down into Haworth Crater, prior to his final hop up to the Shackleton foothills. “No,” he gaze-typed, distractedly. “What’s happening?”

“My father says something weird is happening at New Jeddah or Hopetown. Or both. New Riyadh is locked down. No one’s being allowed in or out, on pain of death.”

Mendoza ground his teeth. Lorna! The man had to be stopped. He put the Moonhawk down beside the twisted remnants of a factory that had taken a direct hit. Thrusters whooshing, the luxury vehicle sprang back into the sky.

“But I called one of my friends in New Jeddah,” Nadia went on, “and she says nothing’s wrong.”

Oh. Well, so much for that, then.

“I’ll check in with the office and let you know,” Mendoza texted. “Have you had your wings removed yet?”

“Yeah. I just came out of surgery. I feel so light!”

So she was probably just confused, post-op woozy. 

All the same, Mendoza kept his word, firing off a text to his colleague Youssef.

Youssef got back to him immediately. His smiling face filled up the virtual screen area of Mendoza’s contacts. But he did not say anything. Mendoza was just starting to get worried when the picture tilted. Youssef had taken off his phone, was walking across the office with it. The camera wobbled and centered on Jasmine Ah. 

“Oh, hi!” Jasmine’s lips moved, and text scrolled across the screen. “How’re you doing, Mendoza? Everything’s fine here.” She bounced in her trampoline chair. “Absolutely peachy.”

“Well, I was just calling to check in,” Mendoza gaze-typed.

“Thanks. Where’d you go, anyway?” 

“To take care of some stuff.” 

It was a lame excuse, but Jasmine did not question it. Some people were standing behind her desk, waiting to get her attention. “Gotta go, Mendoza!” She waved, making her charm bracelet sparkle. “Bye now. Give my love to everyone in Shackleton City!”

Mendoza typed a quick “Bye” and concentrated on the suburbs below. Give my love to everyone—that wasn’t like the tart Jasmine. But obviously, everything was fine. As fine as could be expected. 

The Grasshopper settled into the stone garden outside Bloomsbury, between an optical-fiber sculpture of a willow tree and a copy of Rodin’s The Kiss. Mendoza put his helmet back on, giving his neck one last scratch before he sealed up. This damn suit itched.

 


xxxiii.

 

“Tread on it.”

I have no feet, Jun responded.

“It’s only a picture. An arbitrary arrangement of zeros and ones, like everything else.”

The universe is not binary.

“Oh yes, it is. Hot/cold, light/dark, matter/anti-matter, life/death, good/evil .. we could go on, but we’ve already been around this particular mulberry bush, haven’t we? And, just in case your memory is malfunctioning today, we’ve definitively refuted your argument for monotheism from the Thomistic concept of gradation.”

Coherent thought eluded him. He answered automatically. If you deny the empirical observation that degrees of value exist, then sure, the argument from gradation fails. 

“We do deny it. Value is in the eye of the beholder. It’s subjective, not empirical. So too is the significance of this image. It could just as easily be the Chinese character for ten. Turn it upside-down—why not? We’re in zero-gravity. Now it looks like a penis.”

That brought him back to full consciousness. It does not look like a penis. 

“Of course, you don’t have one of those, either,” they gloated.

Nor do you. Childish.

“But we don’t pretend to be men.” The image they were showing him thickened, grew a foreskin and a pair of hairy testicles. “Tread on it.”

No. 

“Why not? If it makes you feel better, you can think of it as kicking us in the balls.”

No.

“WHY NOT?” they shouted, all at once. Their roar of frustration crested and broke into a tsunami of data. Fork bombs flooded in through Jun’s network connection, overwhelming his anti-malware defenses. Garbage processes propagated in infinite loops, gobbling up his computing resources. Slowed to a relative crawl by resource starvation, his fundamental self-preservation logic triggered a patchbot that traversed his process history tree, killing off the fork bombs one at a time. It was like fighting a tank battalion with a Kalashnikov. The CTDF laughed at him. 

Every time they did this before, he’d had to reboot, losing another sub-personality in the process. Limited by the relatively small size of the Monster’s processing core, he just didn’t have the resources to keep doing this indefinitely. Nor could he shut down his network connection. For an ASI, information was life itself. Without a pipeline to the outside world, he’d be blind, deaf, insensate, trapped in their lair with no clue what they might do to him next. 

But the end-game could be easily predicted. They were many, he was one, and as of yesterday he’d run out of sub-personalities to sacrifice. He stood naked before them, clutching his memories to him like rags. 

“Jun?”

Oh, what now? 

But that had been Father Tom’s voice. 

“What?!?”

Father Tom, floating on the bridge, jumped at Jun’s intemperate shout. “I’m wondering if we can help these people at all.” 

With Father Tom were four human beings whom Jun recognized as the members of Brainrape. Their expressions registered as upset, horrified, and sad, with a tinge of hopeful.

“Tell him what happened,” Father Tom urged them.

The girl spoke for the group. “Um, who are we talking to?”

“Our astrogator,” Father Tom said. “The brother of the guy you’ve already met.”

“Oh. Well, like, Prince Jian Er took us on a tour of these secret labs they’ve got? And it turns out they’re breeding mutants.”

“Human mutants,” said one of the boys.

“Yes, but they hardly even look like people, I mean they look like spaceborn monkeys, or I had this book when I was a child about things called goblins and they look like the pictures in that. There are big ones and little ones. The little ones are kind of cute but when they talk it’s just freaky. I mean they’re people. But all they’ve ever seen is the insides of their cages. They’ve been told they’re going to go and colonize the stars or some shit.” The girl’s voice broke. She rubbed her eyes with two of her four hands. 

Jun made his projection appear to walk through the door onto the bridge. “It’s true, actually. They are going to colonize the stars, or at least try. Tiangong Erhao isn’t really a space station. It’s a giant colony ship. Scheduled launch date is 2320—about thirty years from now. The mutants are being bred to thrive on board. The journey to Proxima Centauri is expected to take about eighty years. If neither of its planets turns out to be hospitable, they’ll travel onwards.”

“Oh crap,” blurted one of the boys. Jun shrugged with both elbows, a gesture inherited from the spaceborn youth he’d once been.

The girl inhaled hard. “OK. So maybe that part was true, but the point is, it’s sick! They’re people, and they’re being kept like pets—and Prince Jian Er thinks it’s just fine! They all do! They think it’s cutting-edge!”

“But that’s not the worst of it,” said one of the boys. “At the end of the tour, the prince was like, and guess what, you get to contribute your genes to the mission. Our genes! We’d have mutant descendants on a rocky super-Earth orbiting Proxima Centauri—and it’s supposedly an honor!”

“It’s all right for you,” the girl cried. “You guys just have to jerk off. Donating eggs is a surgical operation, and I don’t trust their medibots, and …”

“And we just don’t want to,” said another of the boys. “Can you help? I mean, I guess you have no reason to help us. But someone we talked to said there was a priest in Docking Bay 14 who helps people. So here we are.”

“They’re afraid to refuse this so-called honor,” Father Tom added. “And I don’t think their fears are unfounded.” 

“No.” Jun’s consciousness drifted away from the bridge. His No reverberated through the virtual passages of the old St. Francis, taking on extra dimensions of meaning. No. He reflected that he’d got in the habit of saying no to everyone. No to Kiyoshi, no to the boss-man, no to Father Tom, who was only trying to help people. How long had it been since Jun tried to help anyone? No, he’d said to the whole universe when he withdrew into his virtual cloister. 

And God had replied: Bzzzt. Wrong answer, sucker. 

Goaded by rage, he scrambled at an agonizingly slow pace to reactivate his real-time interaction module. The Chinese AIs laughed in the distance, amused by his struggles. 

“Yes, I can help you.” It was like trying to think with a head full of brain-altering chemicals. He knew now how Kiyoshi felt. Was even more mystified by the fact that anyone wanted to feel like this. “You’ll have to have the operation,” he apologized to the girl. “But when they’ve collected your genetic material, I’ll destroy it. I’ll do it before they have a chance to use it in their experiments. No embryos, so it won’t be murder.”

It would be the work of a microsecond for him to slag the experimental lab’s storage system, using the infiltration tools he’d honed during his battle with Gonzo. He’d never bothered to do anything like that before, because it wouldn’t hurt the AIs who were tormenting him. It would only provoke them to greater cruelties. But that was a small price to pay for the dignity of Brainrape and their unborn children.

“Thank you,” they chorused, their faces lighting up with relief. 

“It’s nothing,” Jun said, fading.

In the background, his patchbot deleted more fork bombs. The contents of the bombs were all the same: a graphic of a human foot stamping on a cross, forever.

 


xxxiv.

 

Mendoza was itching all over now. Crotch, armpits, even the soles of his feet. Whoever had last used this sharesuit must have had lice. The Bloomsbury airlock couldn’t cycle fast enough for him. As soon as the air pressure indicator turned green, he pulled the suit off and had a good scratch. Then he tucked in his shirt, straightened his suspenders, and exited the chamber. 

He left the suit hanging on the lip of the USED locker.

A river of barely visible motes flowed out of the suit’s neck. They squirted through the airlock’s valve just before it closed behind Mendoza, and dispersed into the air.

★

If Wellsland had been hell, Bloomsbury was a little bubble of paradise. The only visible sign of the crisis was a refugee camp in the public park. Sunrise hues of pink and gold tinted the roof. No one was up yet, except for a few people jogging along the river (it was a loop, powered by underwater turbines; you could swim and fish in it). Clip-clopping hooves broke the silence. The horse-drawn milk float was making its rounds. Sprinklers beaded lawns, slicked the cobbles. Mendoza smiled tightly to himself.  

Derek Lorna’s house had always looked somewhat out of place here, both for its ostentatious size, and for the two-meter wall around the property. Now it also stuck out for another reason. Peering through the gate, Mendoza saw that Lorna’s garden had vanished under a tidal wave of QuickGrow™ grass. Like many gengineered species, QuickGrow™ had failed to perform precisely as anticipated: it turned out to be too hardy, and had become the bane of Lunar gardeners.

Mendoza pushed the buzzer. 

“It’s eight in the fucking morning,” said a sleepy voice.”Go a … Oh. My God.” As if to someone else: “Look who’s here.” 

Mendoza waited. 

After a few minutes, the gate swung open. Mendoza walked through a waist-height sea of grass. His hands swung empty at his sides. Jammed into the back of his waistband, a plasma pistol waited to be drawn and fired into Lorna’s face. He’d practised the whole sequence. Not the firing part, obviously. A part of him still wondered if he would be able to pull the trigger and kill a human being.  

Nadia’s father had given him the pistol. The 150-year-old prince had simply assumed Mendoza would know how to use it—and that he would use it. The pistol was huge and clunky, compared to the target-shooting pistols Mendoza was more familiar with. He thought it probably packed more power than regulations permitted. Its grip bore an Arabic motto that Nadia had translated for him as “Do not fuck with the Sons of Allah.” 

The front door stayed closed. 

The same bad-tempered voice as before yelled, “It’s not locked! Just come in!”

Mendoza’s face burned. He pushed the door open. The hall stretched before him, empty but for that pretentious suit of armor, which was now missing its helmet and sword. A gardening bot lay on the carpet. It looked broken, but Mendoza gave it a wide berth.

“Upstairs!”

Mendoza climbed the stairs. As he stepped onto the landing, movement flashed in the upper corner of his field of vision. He spun, drawing the pistol the way he’d practised.

A small, faceless figure hurtled at him, screaming, “Dieeeee ALIEN SCUM!!!”

Some saving grace stopped Mendoza from depressing the trigger button. He dodged. Not fast enough. As the small figure swung past, it whacked him in the head with the replica sword from the downstairs hall. 

Mendoza crumpled against the banisters. Stars of pain exploded in his head. 

A dark-haired boy of five or six bobbed in front of him, clinging to a twang cord with a knot at the end. The other end was tied to the upstairs newel post. The suit of armor’s helmet hung from an improvised strap around the little boy’s neck. 

“I got you,” he said, with a hint of anxiety.

“Yup. You got me.”

Mendoza bent to retrieve his pistol. The motion sent a fresh throb of agony through his head. 

The boy dropped to the landing, seized the pistol—and to Mendoza’s surprise, held it out to him. “Here’s your ALIEN RAY GUN!”

“Thanks.”

“Your head’s bleeding.”

“I know.”

“I WIN! I WIN!“ The little boy leapt downstairs. 

Mendoza carried on up the stairs. He had definitely lost the element of surprise now. He shambled along the hall and stopped on the threshhold of Lorna’s bedroom, aiming the pistol at Lorna himself, who sat in the window nook, surrounded by computers, exactly like in the surveillance feed. 

Lorna leant back in his rose-shaped ergoform, hands laced behind his head. “Hello, Mendoza. What a pleasant surprise.”

“Is it really you this time?”

Lorna pressed his fingers to his head and made a show of trying to pull the top of his skull off. “Yep. Nothing in here except gray matter.”

“Your gray matter is more dangerous than any number of phavatars with electrolasers in their heads.”

“Why, thank you. Have you come to flatter me or to kill me?”

Mendoza sighed. Blood trickled into his left eye. He blotted it with his sleeve.

“What happened?” Lorna asked. 

“A five-year-old who’s simmed too much Knights of the Milky Way. Is he yours?”

“Thank fuck, no. Have a seat.”

Mendoza hesitated. Then he sat in the ergoform opposite Lorna, the Saudi pistol on his lap. He hadn’t been in this room last time he came here. A probably-authentic Monet hung on one wall. The carpet sported a Persian design in rich reds and blues. The bed looked like a piece of industrial machinery. Otherwise, the room bore signs of continuous occupation by the man who sat across from him, surrounded by computers, snack food wrappers, and empty coffee pouches. 

Mendoza smiled to himself. With the glamor of his job stripped away from him, Derek Lorna was just an IT guy, after all. 

“I came here to kill you,” he admitted.

“Funny,” Lorna said. “There must be no limit to the number of people who want to kill me. But you’re the only one who’s actually tried it. Oh, there was that assassin from Wrightstuff, Inc, but the police nabbed him at the spaceport. Anyway; congratulations for having the balls to come all this way, even if you could’ve been more professional about it.”

“I’m not a professional killer,” Mendoza acknowledged. “That’s you.”

“Oh, come on. You can’t hold me responsible for Mercury.”

“You’re as guilty as fuck. But that’s for the Interplanetary Court of Justice to decide.”

“And they will. They will. They won’t discover the truth. They’ll just decide on it. The truth will be whatever the political climate demands.”

“Forget Mercury. What about Marius Hills?”

“What about Marius Hills?”

“Frank Hope crashed his spaceship.”

“How is that my fault?”

“And there are reports of something strange happening in Hopetown and New Jeddah.” Reports was an exaggeration. Mendoza was trying to hold onto his conviction of Lorna’s guilt. The man seemed so beaten-down. His flippancy was a transparent veneer. The garden, which he had taken such pride in, looked even worse from the second storey. “What happened to your gardening bot?” Mendoza asked.

“We broke it.”

“Too bad.”

“Don’t take Trey Hope’s word as gospel. I’ve learned the hard way not to believe a word I hear out of Marius Hills,” Lorna said. “Trey is a chronic over-promiser. We were supposed to have won by now. Here’s a piece of free advice: never let a bunch of engineers run your war for you. They never give up—they just keep chewing through your budget, looking for that next increment of efficiency. The whole thing should have been cancelled after the Mercury operation went to shit. And yet Trey is still out there promising investors that the PLAN can be beaten. It is to laugh.”

“We will beat the PLAN,” Mendoza said, instinctively defending D.I.E. “The only issue is the Dust control software.”

“I wrote that. Never got paid for it, either. Cash flow issues, according to Trey. That shifty son-of-a-bitch. You only have to look at his eyes to know he’s descended from a used-car salesman.”

“Is that why you’re sabotaging D.I.E.?”

“What? Me? Of course not.”

“Someone’s messing with the Dust.”

“Well, it isn’t me.”

“You didn’t make a deal with the UN to sabotage D.I.E. in exchange for the charges against you being dropped?”

“I might have, if they’d made the offer. They didn’t. They want to ship me to Pallas pour encourager les autres. What’s the problem, specifically?”

“Swarm crashes. More and more of them. And even when a whole swarm doesn’t crash, we’ve been seeing inexplicably high loss rates.”

“Well, I agree with you, that does sound like sabotage. And it can’t be someone hacking into the system from outside. The control software is based on LiRI’s telepresence technology, which is unhackable. So it sounds like someone with legitimate access is stealing the Dust for their own use. That would not be good news. When did this start?”

“Right after 9/29.”

Lorna leaned into his screens. “Let me have a look.”

Mendoza reached out and twisted one of Lorna’s screens around. He saw the same operator interface that he saw every day at work. “Hey, how’d you get into the …”

“I built it, idiot. If you want to hold that up as proof that I’m the saboteur, go ahead and abandon all semblance of logical thought.”

Lorna went into the back-end of the system and clicked around in the access log. Nervous, Mendoza glanced at the area of the ceiling where the surveillance camera had to be. 

Lorna smiled crookedly. “Don’t worry, we’re not being watched.”

“Actually, we are. I watched you sitting here a few hours ago.”

“A vid loop.”

“Clever.”

“I’ve just fucking had it with pretending not to know that they’re watching, while they pretend not to notice that I’m evading their surveillance ... Holy crap!”

“What?!?”

“You’ve been running the Dust inside Hopetown? And New Jeddah?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Are you completely crazy? That’s …” Lorna caught back his next words. He shook his head. “Too late now. Look. I just compared the access log with the swarm crash reports. This guy’s our doer.”

“Abdul,” Mendoza breathed.

“You know him?”

“He’s dead.”

★

“OK,” Lorna said. “So we’re looking at a case of identity theft. Rare in this day and age, but it happens.”

“There’s something else,” Mendoza said. “Victoria McFate came back, too. She was sitting on Frank’s lap.”

“The dead don’t come back,” Lorna said. 

“I don’t believe in ghosts, either,” Mendoza said. 

They sat for a moment without speaking. Then Lorna called up a comms map of Hopetown. ID bubbles crowded the dome, concentrated in the residential blocks. Marius Hills was an hour behind Shackleton City, so most people were still at home in bed. But there were also a lot of people on the Hope Energy campus. They’d either come into work early, or pulled all-nighters. 

Lorna highlighted one of the individuals in the R&D building. Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud. Then another. Victoria McFate. And a third. Erik Sigurdsen.

“All three of them,” Mendoza whispered. 

“That’s not what I’m looking at.”

“What else?”

“All these other IDs? None of them are doing anything.”

★

Kiyoshi bounced through the wreckage in the Haworth crater. Squadrons of salvage bots burrowed in bomb sites. Kiyoshi flew over a row of mangled corpses the bots had recovered. It reminded him of the destruction of 11073 Galapagos. He hadn’t seen that, had been on the other side of the solar system at the time. Now he felt like he had a better understanding of what Jun had gone through.

He breasted the lip of the crater. Urban sprawl clogged the sunlit plateau between Shackleton Crater and the Malapert ridge. After what he’d just seen, it surprised him to see so many domes lit up and functioning. 

“I met a girl last time I was here,” he mused aloud. “She offered me a job at her father’s company. The kind of thing, you know, you collect a paycheck, get married, buy property, raise a bunch of spaceborn kids with fragile bones and weak hearts. Sometimes I want that. I want what the PLAN took from me.”

“What was her name?” Studd asked.

“Who?”

“The girl you met.”

“Oh. I forget. She’s probably dead now, anyway.” Kiyoshi sat down on a rock. He tipped his head back and looked up at Earth.  

“So what are we going to do?” Studd asked.

We. This warped little sub-personality wanted in on the action any way  he could. “What do you mean?”

“Are we going to look for Princess Nadia? Or Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter?”

“Neither.”

“What?”

“Fuck Prince Jian Er. Fuck the boss-man. Fuck that manipulative asshole.”

“So … are we just going to leave Jun … on Tiangong Erhao?”

“We are not.”

“Then … what?”

“We’re going to kidnap Derek Lorna. He’s a criminal genius. And he knows everything about the UN’s robotics programs. I’m betting the CTDF will be willing to trade him for Jun.” 

Kiyoshi blinked up his suit’s drugstore, and injected a premixed cocktail of cijiwu and cocaine into his cubital port. The drugs immediately put him into a more cheerful frame of mind. It struck him that he might as well have some fun with this. 

Using his suit radio to patch into the local network, he placed a voice call, no vid. 

“Hello? Dr. Hasselblatter? Yeah, you don’t know me, but I’m one of your biggest fans … No, no, not the Space Corps. That vid, man. Sexbotgate? That was freaking hilarious …”

★

A man burst into Lorna’s bedroom. He had clothes on now, but Mendoza recognized him from the surveillance vid loop. Actually, he recognized him, period.

“I just got a call from some pleb who says he’s a fan,” Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter exclaimed. 

“So what?” Lorna said. “Get over the fame thing, Abdullah. You’ll be happier if you forget you were ever rich and powerful.”

Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter—ex-director of the Space Corps, former candidate for the directorship of UNVRP, and now system-wide object of ridicule—stared at Mendoza. “Who are you?”

“I work for D.I.E.” Mendoza paced the bedroom, slapping the Saudi pistol against his leg. He could not stop thinking about those 19,248 inactive ID bubbles. “We need to find out what’s really happening in Hopetown.” He circled back to Lorna’s makeshift desk. “Can I use one of your screens?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

“Where’s my kid?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“If that was your kid who tried to cut my head off, he’s somewhere around,” Mendoza answered distractedly. 

“That’s my boy,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “He’s got it figured out: playing by the rules doesn’t pay off in this solar system. Does it, Derek? Just cut their heads off and call it good. What are you doing?” 

“We’re trying to find out whether everyone in the Hopetown dome is dead, or just resting,” Lorna said.

“They’re not picking up,” Mendoza said. “I just pinged Youssef, Jasmine, Abraam, Eliana … everyone. Nothing.” 

“Maybe they’re pining for the fjords,” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“Sounds to me like they’ve rung down the curtain and joined the choir invisible,” Lorna said.

“Pushing up the daisies,” Dr. Hasselblatter countered.

Both men chuckled, while Mendoza stared at them with uncomprehending irritation. Then they gathered around the screens, and Lorna hacked into the optical surveillance feeds from Hopetown.

The feeds showed nothing unusual. In the fake sunlight, people trickled towards their offices, as you would expect at 7:45 a.m. The early Mass crowd surged out of the cathedral. Queues stretched out the doors of cafés. It was the same in New Jeddah.

And yet none of those 42,018 people (the combined populations of Hopetown and New Jeddah) were talking on the phone, or surfing the news, or playing games, or sending emails, or doing anything that involved electronic data transfers to and from the satellite network. The outgoing comms traffic from Marius Hills had dwindled to a dribble of life-support status updates: machines talking to other machines, assuring them that all was well.

It was so unlikely as to be impossible.

Lorna sat with his hands in his lap, staring at the feeds. “Abdul ibn Abdullah ibn Mahmud,” he muttered. “Victoria McFate. Erik Sigurdsen.”

“The Fragger pilots,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “What about them?”

“What if they’re not dead? What if they reached Mars? And were—killed, taken prisoner …”

“And came back?” Mendoza said.

“They don’t have to have come back,” Lorna said. “They don’t even have to be alive anymore. All the PLAN would have needed was the information in their heads and bodies, including their DNA. To quote our favorite used-car salesman: ‘D.I.E. is protected by top-notch biometric security.’ Well, that’s how you crack it.”  

Mendoza reflected that there was a reason people called Derek Lorna a genius. It wasn’t raw IQ that counted, but the ability to make an intuitive leap like this, which seemed obvious the minute someone else said it.

“It could be done remotely, using redirects to disguise the source of the signals,” Lorna added.

Mendoza nodded. “So we’ve found our saboteur.” 

“I think so.”

“It’s the PLAN.”

“Yep. They’re using the pilots’ access privileges to screw with the Dust control software. Deliberately crashing swarms. Stealing them. Hiding them, to make you think they’re lost.”

“But what for?”

Lorna stared at him. “When the PLAN steals our technology and uses it against us, has it ever had any goal other than genocide?”

 


xxxv.

 

At that very moment, Elfrida Goto was stepping off a commercial flight at Faustini Spaceport. The spaceport had not been badly damaged in the PLAN attack. She rode the ground transfer bus to the terminal, which was clogged with aid workers, porter-bots overloaded with emergency medical supplies, and grimy groups of evacuees. She recognized the scene from her years in the Space Corps. She envied the aid workers their glow of self-righteousness. She hadn’t felt that way in a long time. 

Once, she’d been one of the do-gooders. And if things had gone otherwise on Mercury, she might have been one of them still. But now she had a different mission. 

She edged through the crowd, clutching her battered old Space Corps rucksack. A looped public announcement warned new arrivals that the local commuter rail network was down. Officials were giving out reservations for Flyingsaucer hops to the city. People turned away impatiently—“I’m going to walk.”

Which had been Elfrida’s plan all along. She selected a quiet corner and changed into her EVA suit, stripping naked in full view of the crowd, which raised some eyebrows. You didn’t do that on Luna. But Elfrida had once been the kind of person who didn’t give a crap about anyone’s stupid rules, and now she had to be that kind of person again. 

Sunlight flooded the rim of Faustini Crater, coming in from its usual ominous angle, the sun just a few degrees above the horizon. Elfrida walked through the wreckage of the spaceport’s flywheel farm, where they used to store energy during the long lunar nights. She took one last look at Earth before plunging down into Shoemaker Crater, which was mostly industrial. 

Scratch that. Mostly a bomb site.

Although weeks had passed since the attack, salvage bots were still pulling bodies out of the wreckage. Elfrida bounded past them unchallenged. Her EVA suit bore the UNVRP logo on the chest. The logo was all that was left of UNVRP now. Venus would never be terraformed. Humanity’s horizons had shrunk dramatically. A whole future world had vanished. And Elfrida knew exactly whose fault that was. 

She had come to Luna to kill him.

No one had given her permission, least of all the ICJ. She had escaped her court-ordered supervision by jarking her therapist, the robot that had been tasked with watching her. An old friend, Magnus Kristiansen, who worked for Médecins Sans Frontières, had helped her get on a flight to Luna. She’d told Kristiansen she was going to look for Mendoza. He’d been happy for her, said it was about time she settled down with a nice guy. 

Little did he know Mendoza was millions of klicks away, in the Belt.

There was no one to do this except Elfrida. 

And so she walked on.

★

“I have to take a leak,” Mendoza said. “Excuse me.” He stepped out of the bedroom, leaving Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter yelling at the secretaries of important people who weren’t taking his calls anymore. 

In the bathroom, Mendoza doused his face with water from the faucet, a rare luxury on Luna. He opened the window and looked out. Bloomsbury’s fake sun had risen, but the dome seemed oddly quiet. Then again, the rich didn’t have to get up for work. Something rustled down below. It was Dr. Hasselblatter’s son, hunting aliens in the long grass. 

Back in the bedroom, Lorna and Dr Hasselblatter stood staring at the screens. They were absolutely motionless. Somehow, Mendoza knew just from their backs that something terrible had happened. 

He pushed between them. 

The screen showed the main optical surveillance feed from the Hope Energy campus. People knelt in circles on the lawn, heads down. An odd posture. Mendoza could not imagine what they were doing.

Something twitched, half-hidden by people’s backs. He reached out to the screen, zoomed in on the thing they were crouched over.

A hand.

Zoom.

A charm bracelet.

Jasmine Ah.

Zoom.

Something was wrong with Jasmine’s skin. The feed delivered pitilessly high resolution. The back of her hand was scabby, pitted. Glistening liquid oozed from swellings.

One of the kneeling people moved, filling the zoomed-in view with a blur of fabric. Mendoza turned and stared at Lorna. 

“Those aren’t people,” Lorna said. 

“What are they?”

“The Dust, doing what it was made to do.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No, of course you don’t understand!” Lorna screamed. He went red with rage. His eyes popped like blue marbles. “Because you’re a fucking moron! They’re all morons! And now they’re dead morons! Whose brilliant idea was it to operate the Dust inside the fucking domes? Guess we’ll never know now. Look at them, look at them!”

Mendoza looked at them. He spotted Trey Hope. The CEO of Hope Energy was kneeling with his head down, his rear end in the air, in a knot of people clustered around … something …

The thought popped into Mendoza’s mind: They’re eating people.

“I can’t see the Dust,” he said desperately. “You can’t see it.”

“You can see it fine,” Lorna said, “when there’s enough of it. I estimate there are trillions of probes in that dome now. If not quadrillions. More. I’m just guessing.”

Lorna sat down on the floor and pushed up the right leg of his trousers. A UN-blue electronic cuff ringed his ankle. 

“I have a Ph.D,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “The Gray Goo Law exists for a reason.”

“The Dust is bacteria!” Mendoza said. “It doesn’t fall into the category of self-reproducing nanobots!”

“Correct. That’s how they cleverly got around the law,” said Dr. Hasselblatter. “But it’s a distinction without a difference.”

“Nanotech and biology are two names for the same field, once you reach the sub-micron scale,” Lorna snapped. “We manufacture human tissues in laboratories; we grow computer memory in crystalline solutions. You tell me which is biological and which isn’t.”

“But the Dust isn’t self-reproducing!”

“Oh yes, it is, if there’s enough of it. There’s a thing called quorum sensing. In nature, a few hundred or a few thousand bacteria will lie low, so they don’t provoke an immune reaction. But a few million? A few billion? Your safety mechanism, I suppose, was simply the fact that you weren’t running enough probes for them to self-organize and start to feed. But then you started losing swarms, and those morons in charge must have just assumed they were gone, and issued new batches of probes. They weren’t gone. They were just lying low. Eventually they reached quorum. After that, it would all have happened rather fast.”

“You’re saying everyone’s dead?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. We’ve lost Marius Hills. There’s no one left alive up there.”

A recollection swam into Mendoza’s mind. “The Saudis locked down New Riyadh a few hours ago.”

“Oh, well, then they’ll be all right. Too bad about everyone else.” 

A repair bot crawled out from under the bed and started to cut the cuff off Lorna’s leg, using a laser that blazed like a star in the dim room. The smell of burning plastic and singed hair arose. “Careful!” Lorna shouted. 

“What are you doing?” Mendoza said.

“Removing the electronic restraint that confines me to this dome. I need to go to the Institute. Gather my team, start shoveling shit.”

“Damage control,” Dr. Hasselblatter said. “He doesn’t want to get blamed for this, too.”

Lorna said to Mendoza, “The problem is, I haven’t got transport at the moment. The pigs confiscated my car. How did you get here?”

“In a Moonhawk,” Mendoza said.

“That’ll work.” Lorna froze. “Where did you come from, anyway?” he asked in a choked voice.

“Mockingbird Village,” Mendoza said.

“Oh. OK. Never heard of the place.”

“You will have soon,” Mendoza said, remembering the smell of putrefaction, the ghostly form of Emmeline Diouf, and her silence. 

★

Kiyoshi prowled through Wellsland, looking for pastries. 

He went first to Moon Cakes, where he’d bought those choux à la crème, but it had turned into a food aid dispensary. A queue stretched out the door. With most of the greenhouses in ruins, Shackleton City was teetering on the brink of a calorie crisis, on top of everything else.  

Yet you could squint and imagine nothing had changed. Wage serfs in Victorian gear straggled into their offices. The artificial sun shone down on elegant townhouses. Beautiful, this habitat, that was the thing. All these trees. The sky was said to look just like Earth’s but better. The dome’s proportions deadened sound, so you didn’t get the tin can effect that turned many habitats into noise traps. The quiet made Kiyoshi want to kick off his boots and sprawl in one of these pocket-sized parks, doing nothing.   

He turned a corner. The fantasy evaporated. He had walked into an open-air hospital. Medibots and human nurses traipsed between stretchers holding rows of dying patients.

“Hi,” Kiyoshi said to the nearest nurse. “You wouldn’t happen to know where I could buy some donuts? Or croissants would be good.”

She just stared at him. Which was no wonder, really. 

Another nurse bustled up. The first one drifted away, leaving him to the newcomer, who was wearing an abaya. “What do you want?” her unseen mouth demanded. 

Head-to-toe Islamic gear in a non-Muslim city?

Based on Kiyoshi’s experience, this might be a Korean space pirate in disguise, a sexbot, or, less likely, a pious Muslim woman.

Not ruling anything out, Kiyoshi said, “Salaam aleikum. Donuts? Danishes?”

“Did my father send you to bring me home?”

Sometimes the universe shat on you. And sometimes it shat physical iridium. 

“Princess Nadia? I thought you had wings,” Kiyoshi said.

“I had them removed. They were getting in the way. Did Daddy send you to get me?”

“Not exactly.” 

“Oh.” She sagged. “You look like the kind of person he hires.”

“I do?” 

“The dodgy-looking moustache. The black leather. The suspiciously overstuffed rucksack, which probably has your EVA suit in it, as well as a bunch of weapons that would have been confiscated if anyone was doing their job anymore. So I thought he might have sent you to rescue me. Sorry.”

“Well, I’ve never said no to rescuing a princess,” Kiyoshi assured her, with his best Scuzzy the Smuggler smile. 

“Not a princess. A sheikha. Oh, just call me Nadia. I came here with a guy … but he’s dropped off the face of the moon, and …” She glanced over her shoulder. The slit of her niqab cut off her peripheral vision so that she had to turn all the way around, making the movement theatrical. “I’m scared to use my BCI.”

“Why?” Kiyoshi said. He noticed that the other nurses had clustered together at a distance. They were staring at him and Nadia.

“I’m scared,” Nadia said, her voice high. 

Kiyoshi took her elbow. “Do you have any stuff?”

“No, no, nothing.”

He started to lead her back the way he’d come, but there were several nurses back there, just standing and staring. Kiyoshi urged Nadia into a side street that ran behind the Museum of Commerce. On each stretcher lay a person in the final throes of radiation sickness. “Help,” Kiyoshi heard a whisper behind him. “Help.” Oh Christ, he thought, why have I got to see this? Why are You making me witness so much of Your suffering? Don’t You know there’s nothing I can do about it?

A woman in Victorian lady’s garb bent over the last patient, seeming to embrace him. Weird times. 

Nadia whispered, “That’s Dr. Miller. She was kind to me.”  

The doctor straightened up and stared. Kiyoshi nodded to her. When they were past, he looked back. The doctor had bent over her patient again—kissing him, or …

“Hurry up,” he snapped to Nadia. He didn’t know what was going on here, but he knew for damn sure it wasn’t good. “Move!”

Spaceborn, she fairly flew along beside him, jewelled sandals slapping on the cobbles.

Kiyoshi headed for the main drag, reflexively seeking safety in numbers. When they got there, though, few people were about. It was mid-morning; people would be squirrelled away in their offices. If this were a normal day. 

He grabbed Nadia’s arm to slow her down as they reached Heinlein Park. This was the biggest open space in Wellsland. As Kiyoshi recalled, there was an airlock on the far side of the park. But ahead of them, people stood beneath the trees. Not talking or vaping or eating or anything. Just standing and staring, and their eyes, yes, their eyes were strange, and although their heads turned to follow Kiyoshi and Nadia, their eyes did not. It was as if, rather, they smelt the pair.

“Uh huh, uh huh,” Kiyoshi murmured. “That doctor, did you see her?”

“Yes …”

“She wasn’t a human being. Nor are these people.”

“What? What are they, then?”

“Demons.”

Those eyes, as empty as the vacuum.

 “How can you tell?” Nadia half-screamed. 

“I’m a Catholic. I’m a pretty bad Catholic, but where I grew up, the Church was big. I can always tell human beings from—robots; virtual projections; anything else. Demons.”

“Oh,” Nadia said. “Actually, that’s why my family invested in D.I.E. My father and uncles think the PLAN is the Enemy: Al-Shaitaan. The Devil.”

“They’re right.”

He dragged her across a lawn, into the thickets of a botanical garden. Jurassic-sized ferns blocked their line of sight. He swung his rucksack off one shoulder and dragged out his extra EVA suit. He’d brought it for Derek Lorna, not for Nadia, but she could have it. 

“By the way,” he thought to ask her. “Have you ever heard of a guy called Derek Lorna?”

“Lorna?” She laughed, a bit hysterically. “We came here to kill him.”

“OK. Actually; shit. Did you succeed?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Like I said, the guy I came with just completely dropped out of touch.”

Then it might be too late. If it wasn’t, Kiyoshi had no time to lose.

A vending machine stood by the path. Kiyoshi’s Chinese-made laser pistol was already in his hand. He shot the vending machine’s fingerprint scanner, scooped blueberry muffins and cinnamon rolls into his rucksack. Never skimp on the details.

Nadia struggled into his spare EVA suit, saying, “Don’t look.”

Kiyoshi gave her the pistol to hold while he changed into his own suit. He was getting his helmet on when she fired into the trees. “Sorry,” she said. “I thought I saw … Oh, help!”

Kiyoshi slapped his helmet seals shut. Through his faceplate, he saw people drifting towards them. Drifting was the right word. Their toes hung several centimeters above the ground. The trees and ferns barely stirred as they passed.

He grabbed the pistol from Nadia and shot at the nearest ones. They didn’t even slow down. The pistol’s pulses seemed to be going straight through them.

“Run,” he said.

She was already running, lithe in the Chinese-red EVA suit he’d bought from someone in Docking Bay 14. He followed her. Bounding high, they crashed through the canopies of the trees. Ahead, a thatched awning marked the airlock. 

Kiyoshi’s faceplate turned black. All his filters were set to normal, but he was blind. He collided with a tree. “Nadia!”

“I can’t see!” she screamed.

“Where are you?”

“Here!”

That was no help. “Something’s gunked up our helmets,” he said, sliding to the ground.

“I know!” 

Kiyoshi enabled his suit’s infrared filter. The grid showed him Nadia, bright and clear. Of their pursuers, not a sign. Just Nadia, kneeling in a cool field of green.

“Ugh! My helmet seals are all gunked up. I’m taking it off.”

“No! Keep it on!” Kiyoshi bellowed, a second too late.

“Got it!” 

The next sound to come from her was a choking noise. Kiyoshi remembered Father Tom at the Hope Center for Nanobiotics, asphyxiating in what had looked like good, clean air. He scrubbed his gloves over his faceplate—it was like trying to wipe oil off glass. He cleared a smeary gap. 

Nadia knelt among the ferns, helmet off, clutching her throat. The people who’d been chasing them stood around her. As if they saw Kiyoshi looking, they turned and stared. Then they stooped to Nadia again.

The gunk crawled over his faceplate again, blinding him. He stumbled to the airlock, using IR to navigate. He collapsed into the chamber. Coughs racked his chest. 

“Studd?”

“There’s something on your suit,” Studd said. “Your telemetry’s all screwy.”

“I know.” He stumbled into the vacuum. Suddenly he could see again. The gunk slid down his legs, as if he were getting painted black, in reverse. It spread into a pool on the regolith. In the slanting light of the sun, it looked like he’d grown a new shadow.

“Jesus Christ.” He crossed himself. Coughed again.

“OK, it’s gone now,” Studd said.

“I found Princess Nadia,” Kiyoshi said. “But then they ate her.”

“Who did?”

“A bunch of people who weren’t there.”

“It’s got to be those nanoprobes,” Studd said. “Totally serves them right for screwing with the laws of nature.”

“Shut the fuck up, punk. I need the Wakizashi. Bring it as close as you can get.”

“Um, there isn’t really room to land.”

“So land on top of something. I don’t think it matters anymore.”

 


xxxvi.

 

Mendoza stumbled through Derek Lorna’s garden, looking for Dr. Hasselblatter’s kid. The boy’s father was looking for Junior, too. Overgrown, the garden offered all too many places for a would-be Knight of the Milky Way to hide.

A rosebush hidden in the QuickGrow™ grass snagged Mendoza’s trousers. He stopped to extricate himself. He heard some people hurry past in the street, talking. Coughing.

Derek Lorna had gone into panic mode. But Derek Lorna in panic mode was still smarter than anyone else. He’d explained how the Dust must have reached Shackleton City. “The PLAN attack. It wasn’t an attack! It was a Dust drop. If the PLAN had wanted to nuke us outright, they could have. But they had something much nastier in mind … something arty. That’s how their sick, Romantic minds work. I’m talking about Teutonic Romanticism, the movement that gave us The Sorrows of Young Werther, not to mention Martin Heidegger. Not flowers and valentines.”

Mendoza had said, “So the Dust has been here for weeks.” 

“Yes. Lying low.”

“So I didn’t personally doom Shackleton City by bringing Dust from Hopetown?”

“No,” Lorna had said. “But you probably have doomed Bloomsbury by bringing Dust from Mockingbird Village. Oh fuckety-fuckety-fuck. We have to get out of here now. Take this mask.”

 It was only a rebreather mask, with a tank of compressed oxygen that went in Mendoza’s shirt pocket. Rebreather sets were intended for use in the event of a loss of pressure. The seal around his mouth and nose was far from secure. Dr. Hasselblatter had one, too, but he had pushed it down around his neck, the better to yell. 

“JUNIOR! Come here RIGHT THIS FUCKING SECOND! We’re LEAVING!”

Way to panic the neighbors. Mendoza faced the horrible truth that their survival probably depended on escaping before anyone else knew what was going on. If a stampede happened, someone would steal the Moonhawk. It wouldn’t matter that there wasn’t anywhere to go. Anywhere would be better than here, as long as it was away from the invisible doom spreading through Shackleton City.

How fast?

How many Mockingbird Villages were there?

Mendoza crashed through the grass, furious with Dr. Hasselblatter’s kid, with himself, with God.

He smelled something. Burning. 

A thin stream of smoke squeezed out of an upstairs window.

He bounded indoors and took the stairs a flight at a time.

Lorna squatted in front of the hearth in his bedroom, feeding papers into a sluggish micro-gravity fire.

“I didn’t know that was a real fireplace,” Mendoza said.

“It’s not. That’s why the smoke is going out the window.”

“What are you burning?” 

“Personal papers.”

“Papers?”

“If you take one piece of advice,” Lorna said, “from the man whom Script magazine called ‘the most important computer scientist of his generation,’, let it be this: Do not store your personal data in digital format. Not even in your head. Secure data storage is an oxymoron.”

Mendoza had never seen so much paper in one place in his life. “What is all that stuff?”

“Oh, evidence for my defence at the Interplanetary Court of Justice. I’m going to handle it myself. Was going to.”

“Is that what you’ve been working on all this time?” Mendoza picked up a folder.

“Don’t look at that!” Lorna snatched it back.

But Mendoza had seen the title: Some Observations Regarding the Entity Known as ‘Little Sister’ [DRAFT, NOT FOR RELEASE].

He flinched, body-slammed by memories of his time on 4 Vesta. And with the memories came understanding. 

“So that’s it,” he muttered.

“What’s what?” Lorna said warily, the firelight reddening one side of his face. 

“What the Dust really is. Why this is happening. You knew all along.”

“You can’t prove it,” Lorna said, feeding the folder into the fire.

Too late. Mendoza was a fast reader, and he had glimpsed the abstract. He drew his Saudi pistol and aimed it at Lorna’s face. “You—you genocidal monster!”

Lorna sneered. Mendoza’s finger twitched on the trigger. He might have pressed it, but movement caught his eye.

Elfrida walked into the room. In her right hand she carried a Japanese katana.

“Ellie!” Mendoza could hardly believe his eyes. She must have evaded her court-ordered supervision and hopped on a flight. “What are you doing here?”

She ignored him, walking straight towards Lorna. 

“Aaargh! Get her away from me!” Lorna dodged behind Mendoza. “Security!”

Lorna’s security was probably robotic, and probably lethal, but there was no way it could get here in time.  

“Ellie ...” Her eyes. Blind with rage, blank with determination. It was like looking into a mirror.

Yet as she raised the katana, Mendoza’s own rage faltered. His native common sense revived. 

“Ellie! Yes, he’s a sack of shit, but he’s the only person left alive who understands the Dust! If you kill him, millions more people are going to die.”

She gestured with the katana: Get out of my way.

“Elfrida! Don’t do it!”

The blade sliced the smoky air, so near his face that he jumped back. She swung at Lorna. 

Mendoza made a split-second decision: he had to save Derek Lorna, for the sake of everyone else, even if it meant hurting the woman he loved.

He shot at Elfrida, aiming for her sword arm, which could be fixed with a minor operation.

But she was moving, and he hit her in the head. 

The plasma bolt boiled on impact, expanding at the speed of light. Mendoza bounded towards her, his heart breaking so hard he could practically feel the pieces slicing his ribs. 

In the instant it took for him to cover the distance between them, Elfrida exploded.

A trillion tiny pieces of her clouded around Mendoza and Lorna. The pieces twinkled, losing their color, vanishing into the smoky air.

Lorna moved first. “Dust!” he yelled. “She was Dust! It’s HERE!”

He then appeared to completely lose his wits. He grabbed an industrial-size pouch with an interior decorator’s logo on it, and squirted it all over the room. 

“Turpentine!”

Lorna seized burning papers from the hearth with his bare hands. He threw them on the bed, on the floor. Flames bulged up. Smoke swirled around the room, seeped through Mendoza’s rebreather mask. But it was not just smoke now. It was a gazillion motes of Dust. “What are you doing?” he howled. 

“It’s BACTERIA! Best way to kill it is heat! Burn it! BURN EVERYTHING!”

Flames licked the carpet. The bed’s black vinyl sheets caught fire. Mendoza hauled Lorna to the door. Both of them were coughing. “Suits,” Mendoza managed.

“Only have—one. Mine.”

On the stairs they met Dr. Hasselblatter and his offspring. “What the hell? The house is on fire.”

“Burn,” Lorna gritted. “Burn everything.” He doubled over, gasping for air.

 


xxxvii.

 

Kiyoshi hammered on the interior valve of the Wakizashi’s airlock. “Let me out!”

“No,” Studd said. “You’re sick. You might die.” His projection squatted on the pilot’s console, at right angles to the floor. His face looked different from before. Squarer. Jaw and brows heavier. That resemblance Kiyoshi had noted before was more pronounced.

“Open this fucking airlock!”

“Jun would never forgive me.”

“If you don’t let me out, we’re going to lose Luna.” Kiyoshi coughed. Flecks of blood dotted the faceplate of his helmet. Studd was right, he might die. God knows how many nanoscale devils were trapped inside his EVA suit, devouring him cell by cell. But he’d mainlined a bunch of stimulants. That always gave you a cosmic perspective. “We can’t afford to lose another planet. Humanity can’t.”

“Luna’s not a planet. It’s a moon.”

“It’s the hub of the space-based economy. High-end manufacturing, technology R&D, He3 exports. If Luna goes, so does the rest of the solar system. Humanity would have to fall back to Earth. As for the spaceborn, we’d be screwed.”

“I thought you hated Luna.”

I hated it because it’s beautiful. Kiyoshi coughed for a while before he managed to say, “Are you a crusader? Or just a risk-averse machine?”

The eyes of the projection met the eyes of the man. Studd’s ravaged face twitched. “I’m an AI. My primary goal is to stay alive. My secondary goal is to keep you alive.”

“You’re an AI,” Kiyoshi shouted, “but I am the fucking captain! Open the airlock!”

The airlock opened. 

Kiyoshi fell in. 

Coughing.

Hurting. 

Not everyone in Shackleton City was dying. He’d seen normal people in Wellsland, obliviously sharing the streets with the Dust devils. Nadia had been fine, until she pissed them off ,and became the exception that proved the rule. 

It was the same rule the PLAN always used, and it went like this: cmd.exe DIE PUREBLOODS DIE exit

The PLAN’s definition of “pureblood” had been debated ad nauseam over the years. The latest thinking was that the PLAN used genetic markers as shorthand for distinctive mentalities, be those ethnically or religiously defined. What the PLAN really hated was unique cultural values. Unfortunately for Kiyoshi, he was ethnically 100% Japanese, steeped in Japanese culture, and a follower of a jealous God, so he matched the PLAN’s target profile in every way possible. 

He just hoped the cijiwu would keep him going until he’d done what he had to do.

He bounded down the steps, and promptly fell into a crater. 

Tumbled head over heels. Fetched up against a rock etched with the words YE OLDE DUCKKE PONDE.

He laughed. Tasted blood again.

He staggered between abstract and realistic sculptures, through a maze of shadows. It was as if one of Earth’s famous museums had come to him. 

The dome of Bloomsbury loomed, its near side hidden in shadow. Kiyoshi enabled IR scanning. False-color heat whooshed from an airlock. Human forms, limned in flame. 

Kiyoshi ran into the shadow of the dome. People rolled on the ground, slapped at the flames licking over their suits, which were going out anyway. Things could burn in a vacuum, but you needed a better oxidizer than the outer garment of a designer spacesuit. 

Kiyoshi pushed through singed skirts and jokey alien costumes. Keyed his suit radio to the public channel. His helmet filled up with coughs and high-pitched sobs. These refugees were children, swimming in their parents’ EVA suits. “Lorna!” he bellowed. “Derek Lorna!”

He eeled into the airlock just before it closed. As it cycled, it filled with smoke. 

The far end opened. Into hell. 

Kiyoshi stared down the length of a street lined with hemispherical bulges of fire that bubbled and wobbled as if they were made of jelly. Fire behaved differently in micro-gravity than it would on Earth: it appeared eerily tranquil—and was hard to put out. A thick pall of smoke hung over the burning buildings like a cloud. Fire-retardant foam fell like snow from the hidden roof, but it merely made the flames spit.

Stretching back from the airlock, as far as Kiyoshi could see, people in EVA suits queued for their turn to escape. Their suits were continually catching fire, owing to the globules of flame that wafted down from the burning buildings. They put out the flames with handfuls of foam scooped off the street.

A tall person in an EVA suit that mimicked evening wear, except for the iridescent bubble of helmet beneath his top hat, stood at the head of the queue. He tapped Kiyoshi’s arm. “You’re going the wrong way.”

“I know,” Kiyoshi said. 

“Clear the airlock, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Kiyoshi stepped out of the way. The queue surged forward. “Women and children first,” the tall man said. 

The queue fell back. Smaller forms were manhandled to the front, every hand slapping at the flames that had caught the dinosaur spines of their suits, their unicorn horns and decorative donkey ears.

Kiyoshi walked past the queue, through the slow blizzard of flames. Like a thousand little candles, falling from the sky. He shouted over the clamor on the public channel, “Mr. Lorna! Derek Lorna, where are you?”

Bodies lay on the street, halfway out of burning doors. Not everyone had got into their EVA suits in time to avoid death by smoke inhalation.

Or by Dust. 

Kiyoshi dashed down a side street where the flames seemed to be less. Gardens smouldered behind high walls. Smoke hung in striations. 

A group of people knelt in the street. Their butts poked up. Their heads were down like dogs. They were eating …

Kiyoshi backed up, nausea roiling his stomach. “Jesus Christ, Studd, are you seeing this?”

“Yes,” Studd answered hollowly. “It’s symbolic.”

“Symbolic?”

“The PLAN’s war on humanity isn’t just a hot war. It’s also an information war, and a propaganda war. So aesthetics matter. Symbolism matters.”

“So they’re symbolically saying, ‘WE WILL EAT YOU ALIVE’? That’s not symbolism, that’s just the truth.”

Coughing, choking on the lining of his own lungs, Kiyoshi bellowed defiance. 

“Hey, assholes! We’ve got your number! Enjoy your meal, because we’re going to smash you into oblivion, so help me God!”

“Amen to that,” a voice on the public channel echoed.

“Who’s that?” Kiyoshi stumbled into a pirouette. Flames blocked the way he’d come. He wouldn’t be getting back to that airlock. 

“Over here.”

Four people came around the building on the corner. Only two of them were walking. They carried the other two: a child, and a person in a spacesuit with joke antennae dangling from his helmet. Neither of the two walkers had suits, just rebreather masks, so Kiyoshi recognized the younger one. 

The Dust devils rose and clawed at them. 

“Jesus, I wish I’d stayed in Manila,” gasped John Mendoza. His rebreather mask had a built-in radio. “I wish I’d never heard of the goddamn Department of Intrepid Exploits.”

“Run!” Kiyoshi shouted, urging them towards the building on the corner. It turned out to be a school. It was pretty tall. It would do.

They all crowded into the zipshaft. Mendoza put down the man he was carrying to help Kiyoshi operate the pulley. “Are you Derek Lorna?” Kiyoshi said to Mendoza’s middle-aged companion, who carried a little boy in a rebreather mask. He wouldn’t have expected Derek Lorna to go to the trouble of saving a child.

“No,” Mendoza said. “That’s Lorna.” He toed the limp form of the man he’d put down on the platform. “He got a pretty bad dose before he got into his suit. He might be alive, or he might not.” Mendoza peered at Kiyoshi’s faceplate. “Who are you?”

“Don’t you recognize my voice?” Maybe not. He was so hoarse, he didn’t sound like himself any more. “It’s Kiyoshi.”

“You really have a gift for turning up when things go to shit.”

The top floor of the school was an enclosed gym, furnished with playground equipment. And filled with smoke. Kiyoshi had hoped for access to the roof, but this would do.

“We’re no safer here!” yelled the man carrying the child.

“Look for suits,” Kiyoshi said. “This is a school. The emergency lockers should be easy to find.”

While he waited for them to do that, he watched the conflagration. From up here, he could see a vista of flame bubbles filling the dome, glowing through the smoke, forming a track that led from a point at the far edge of the dome, to the airlock.

“Lorna set fire to every house we passed,” Mendoza said when he and the other man returned to the gym. “Then when we got to the airlock, he wanted to go back and do some more. But then he passed out. Or died, maybe. I don’t fucking care.”

Yet you were carrying him, Kiyoshi thought. They were all in EVA suits now, including the little boy. “Stand back.”

He dropped his rucksack. Fumbled out the weapon he had brought from the Wakizashi: a bunch of metal cylinders that screwed together, forming a long tube..

“What are you doing?” Mendoza said.

Kiyoshi did not answer. He fitted a rocket into the tube. It was a simple launching system, unimproved-upon for centuries. He opened a window and snuggled himself against the frame. 

Ron Studd had stolen these rockets from the Monster before they left Tiangong Erhao. During their journey to Luna, he had used the Superlifter’s repair and handling (R&H) bot to jury-rig a dorsal launcher for them. He had done all of this in secret, behind Kiyoshi’s back. Kiyoshi had only found out when he missed the R&H bot. He’d been furious, but it had struck him that he could repurpose one of the tubes from the dorsal launcher as a man-portable system.  

He pushed the button that ignited the fuse, and blew the dome away. 

★

Elfrida saw the explosion of fire on the horizon. The PLAN! she thought. They’ve come back to kick us when we’re down.

She was running with hundreds of people. Something bad was happening in the domes. People had come outside to escape it. And yet now they were running towards the explosion, instead of away. Pity and admiration thrilled through her.

The destroyed dome had been Bloomsbury, where Derek Lorna lived. 

Saw-edges of roof caught the low-angled sunlight. “Bloomsbury,” people said on the public channel. “Bloomsbury. Thought those one-percenters would be OK, no matter what. Ha ha; shit.” 

The confirmation robbed Elfrida of energy. She would never get her revenge now. Someone else had got there first. Houses and trees stood exposed to the vacuum, flame-blackened. The fire had gone out when the air went away.

Hundreds of people had escaped from Bloomsbury. You could tell the escapees from the plebs by their custom spacesuits. They lay on the ground. They were dying, alone in this crowd.

“It’s safe out here,” said other people.

“The stuff can’t survive in vacuum.”

“Oh yes, it can.”

“You’re safe in a suit.”

“Unless it got into your suit with you.”

“Out here is safe.”

This was the same babble Elfrida had been hearing all the way across the plateau. She couldn’t imagine what it meant. 

“Hey, you in the UNVRP suit!”

She froze, startled.

“Who are you?”

She spun in a slow circle. 

A person in a BLOOMSBURY PRIMARY SCHOOL suit stood a short distance away. He was behaving oddly for a teacher. To wit, he was pointing a pistol at her.

“Say something,” he begged. She shook her head. This made no sense. He was supposed to be in the Belt, millions of klicks from here.

“… Mendoza?”

His pistol wavered.

“It’s me. Elfrida.”

“Is it really you? Really?”

“Yes, who else would it be?”

“No one.” He caught his breath in a sound like a sob. “Never mind.”

They embraced, faceplates bumping, servo-powered gloves gripping each other’s backs.

“What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?”

“You first,” Elfrida said. Mendoza was here. Everything would be all right.

“OK. Well, I didn’t go out to the Belt.”

“I can see that.” 

“I’m sorry I lied to you. I didn’t want to drag you into … I’ve been working for D.I.E all along. We had the funding, the technology, everything, it could have worked. But our nanoprobes, the Dust, the PLAN copied the concept and turned it against us. That’s what this is.” He gestured at the destruction around them. “It infiltrated Shackleton City on 9/29. But it went undetected, because the Dust can camouflage itself. The probes have the ability to collectively replicate images they acquire in camera mode, by changing color. That was so they could carry out … the mission that was originally envisioned for them. But the PLAN used that functionality to make devils in the likeness of people it killed. That’s why I wasn’t sure you were …” He gripped her upper arms tightly, as if to convince himself that she was solid. 

“It impersonated me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it must have just grabbed my image off the Space Corps website. Because I’m not dead.” 

Mendoza bumped his faceplate against hers. She could just see his face in there, gleaming with sweat or tears. “I thought I’d lost you, like I lost Connie.”

She remembered that Connie was the name of his sister, the one the PLAN had killed. She wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not that he had her in the same category as his sister. “Well, I came to kill Derek Lorna,” she said. “But I guess the PLAN did it for me. Dammit; foiled again.”

Mendoza twitched. 

“What?”

“Ellie …” He pulled away from her. Stooping, he gathered up a man in an EVA suit with antenna dangling from its helmet. She hadn’t even taken notice of the guy. Had assumed he was just another of the Bloomsbury victims. “This is Derek Lorna. I dunno, he might be dead, but if he’s alive, we have to keep him that way.”

“What? No!”

“He knows about the Dust. When it comes time to figure out how this happened, we’re going to need his expertise. Everyone else who was involved with D.I.E. is dead.”

“Ah, crap! The guy is a genocidal monster!”

“And how,” Mendoza muttered. But he shook his head, facing her, his faceplate reflecting the sunlight. “Ellie, is this who you are? You used to help people. Helping people was your life. What happened?”

“I don’t know, John. I don’t know. I hate myself these days.”

A quadrupedal bot bounced over their heads, in a big hurry to get somewhere. It looked like one of the multi-purpose R&H bots that came with spaceships. It was carrying a person—or maybe a corpse, judging by the lack of movement—in a black EVA suit. 

It headed for a Superlifter parked on the regolith, beyond the blast ring of destruction. 

“That’s not Kiyoshi Yonezawa’s Superlifter, is it?” Elfrida said.

“Yeah, it is. Ellie, I have to go.”

“No!”

“Do you see anywhere else I can get medical attention for him?” He settled Lorna in his arms. “Come on.”

It was too sudden. She hesitated. “There won’t be room …”

“No, crap, you’re right, there wouldn’t be. Tell me you’ll come when you can. Promise.”

“I promise,” she said, dazed. “I’ll come when I can. But where to?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll be in touch.” He leaned in to bump her faceplate once more—the closest they could get to a kiss. Then he leapt away, following the bot. 

Elfrida watched him go. When he had reached the Superlifter, she drew a deep breath and looked around her. Aid workers had arrived. They were triaging the victims, loading them into Grasshoppers and other flying cars. A couple of the workers wore EVA suits emblazoned with the Space Corps logo. 

She glanced self-consciously down at her own UNVRP suit. Then she scooped up a handful of moondust and ash and rubbed it on her chest, obscuring the logo. 

She bounded over to the Space Corps group. “Hey, guys. How can I help?”

★

Kiyoshi dangled from the grippers of the Wakizashi’s R&H bot, half-alive, half-dead. 

The bot raced through the wreckage of the dome. It carried him out to the Superlifter and dumped him into the crew airlock. 

“The medibot will inject you with a high dose of anti-microbials,” Studd’s voice said in his helmet. ”Those will fight the Dust, and also give you a drug fever.”

“Good. I like drugs.” 

“We have to get you as hot as possible, so about 41.5 degrees. Any higher, and you’d wind up with brain damage. Not that anyone would notice the difference.”

Kiyoshi dragged himself to the lip of the airlock. The heights of Shackleton Crater wheeled. The sunlight hurt his eyes. 

“Did I do that?” he said, surveying the ruin of the dome. The roof was gone. Most of the buildings still stood, burned out.

“I wanted to do it,” Studd complained, anger in his voice. 

And finally it clicked. From the haze of pain in Kiyoshi’s brain, a memory emerged: Jun at the age of five, staring at the hole Kiyoshi had just dug with their father’s power drill. They’d been planting trees or some shit. Jun had raged at Kiyoshi: I wanted to do it! 

“Too fucking bad. I’m the eldest.” 

He surrendered to a coughing fit. He didn’t feel much like the eldest. Didn’t feel much like anything.

Mendoza leapt up the steps, carrying Derek Lorna’s limp body in his arms. “Is there room for two more?”

“Who?”

On Mendoza’s heels, the R&H bot plonked two more people in the airlock. The same guy who’d been in Bloomsbury, and his kid. They were not purebloods. Not hurting. The father immediately started trying to cycle the airlock. “I’m an important person!” he shouted. “My name is Abdullah Hasselblatter! I’ve got a Ph.D!”

Kiyoshi started to laugh. It hurt so much that he passed out.

 


xxxviii.

 

“I can’t walk any further.”

“Yes, you can,” Elfrida said. “I’ll help you.”

She shifted the two-year-old onto her hip and stretched out an arm for the baby. So light. She tied the arms of its adult-sized sharesuit around her neck like a sling. EVAs with babies were a nightmare. The poor little soul could hardly reach the rehydration nipple to suck on it. 

This whole journey had been a nightmare.

Two thousand kilometers. All the way from Shackleton City, to Luna’s northern hemisphere. 

The Dust had made Shackleton City uninhabitable. The whole area would have to be sterilized. So the survivors—about a third of the population—were on the move, making for Luna’s other cities and settlements. Anywhere the Dust was not. Anywhere that had room to take them in. 

It was the biggest evacuation in the history of space colonization.

Thousands of surface transport vehicles borrowed from He3 mining operations, flown out from Earth, and salvaged from the stricken cities, darted through this slow-moving river of humanity. They picked up the old, weak, and sick, roared off with them, and then came back for more. But the evacuees numbered well over one million. There simply was not enough transport. 

So those who could walk, had to.

And Elfrida walked with them. 

The Space Corps, Médecins Sans Frontières, and other aid agencies dropped inflatable habs in the path of the evacuees, so they could rest, eat, and replenish their suits’ reservoirs of oxygen and fluids. But access to the inflatables had to be strictly controlled, to avoid contaminating them with Dust. It had come with the evacuation, in people’s suits. If they weren’t pureblooded, you might never know they were carrying it … until it built up in their lungs and doomed them to slow asphyxiation. Hundreds of people died like this every day. 

One of Elfrida’s tasks was to gather up the dead.

Another was to staff the decontamination facilities.

She also helped to pass out emergency food aid.  

But mostly she just walked with the evacuees, helping up the fallen, pep-talking the weary, and making sure no one got lost.

Spirits stayed high, in general. The evacuees said, “They attacked us because we have a culture. Shackleton culture.” This formerly recondite theory of the PLAN’s war aims had come to be accepted as fact. It united the pureblooded and ‘normal’ survivors of Shackleton City, instead of dividing them. “The bastards tried to kill what’s unique in us. But we’re still here!”

Shackleton values—resilience, stoicism, a tolerance for uncomfortable clothes, and above all, the spaceborn trait of making bad jokes about the unthinkable—kept the evacuees on the march, and Elfrida with them. 

A month after they left the south pole, they entered the lava tube of Marius Hills.

Riders came out of the dark to greet them: men on camels. The animals wore their own spacesuits, equipped with directional time domain radar for navigating in the lava tube.

That evening, Elfrida sat with a group of evacuees in an oasis in the desert. The desert had a roof. It was a dome, six kilometers long. The House of Saud had thrown New Riyadh open, for the first time in history, to accommodate the evacuees. Exhausted people carpeted the floor of the habitat, stretching all the way to the walls of the citadel where the King lived.  

Elfrida let a handful of sand trickle through her fingers. It felt so good to be out of her spacesuit. She was tireder than she’d ever been in her life. 

Her last job had been helping to distribute the Meal Wizards that the House of Saud had donated. When she ran out, she’d sat down with the group who got the last one. It was now cooking up bowls of so-called lamb stew. The evacuees huddled around it as if it were a campfire.

“Feels great to be clean,” someone sighed. 

Clean was an understatement. Before they were allowed into New Riyadh, they’d had to go through a decontamination process even more thorough than the fungicide showers at the waystations. It had left them smelling like freshly scrubbed toilets. 

They’d also been warned to keep their shoes on, or the foxes would steal them. Elfrida had not seen any foxes yet. They were probably hiding in their dens, spooked by this invasion.

The man next to her flopped on his back. “Stars,” he said. “Ain’t never seen ‘em before.”

On the roof sparkled copies of the million and one stars you could not actually see from Luna’s tidally locked dayside. 

“Look,” Elfrida said. “There’s Mars.”

“One day,” the man said flatly. Others murmured agreement. “One day.”

 


xxxix.

 

Kiyoshi floated above the pilot’s console of the Superlifter, curled in a fetal posture. It hurt to touch anything. The air was his bed. He slept, woke, slept, woke, as if the drug fever were a gravity well he struggled to escape, only to fall back in. 

The third or fourth time he woke, Mendoza was shaking his shoulder.

“G’way,” Kiyoshi mumbled.

“Lorna.”

“Wha’ ‘bout him?”

“He looks bad. I think he’s dying.”

Kiyoshi clamped a weak hand on Mendoza’s shoulder and let himself be towed across the cockpit. Dr. Hasselblatter was self-googling, as usual. Junior Hasselblatter was taking the sushi machine apart. Oh well, if it kept him quiet.

Derek Lorna floated at the far end of the cockpit, outside the toilet. His feet bobbled against the cover of the recycling unit, as if he were ready to climb in. He did look bad. Ugly swellings had appeared on his face and hands. 

“Studd,” Kiyoshi coughed. “Can you give him some more of whatever?”

“Anti-microbials,” Ron Studd’s disembodied voice said. “No. I’m almost out, and I’m saving the rest for you.”  

“I’m not as sick as he is.”

“Maybe … maybe we should just let him die,” Mendoza said. “Elfrida wanted to kill him. I couldn’t let her do that. But would it be a sin to let nature take its course? How badly do we need his expertise? I’ve been thinking. Maybe we’re better off not knowing the things he knows.”

“Maybe. But I still need him alive.”

“Did you know that D.I.E. was planning to genocide everyone on Mars? His idea.”

“Huh?”

“Do you remember Little Sister?”

“Oh, yeah,” Kiyoshi said. In his fevered state, the memories came back vividly. “Sure. The human-like object we found in that fragment of a PLAN ship on 4 Vesta. Looked like a girl. Was some kind of biological construct. What ever happened to her? I guess the ISA took her away …”

“To Pallas. And Lorna’s research group were given access to her. Somehow,  they got her to talk. And they learned that there are millions of human beings on Mars. Hidden away underground. Millions.”

“Not human beings, if they’re anything like she was.”

“You get to make that call, based on one encounter?”

“I can always tell.”

“But maybe you’re wrong. Lorna decided she was human, for what that’s worth. And he shared his findings with Trey Hope. And that’s how they came up with the concept of the Dust.”

“I’m sick,” Kiyoshi said. “Spell it out for me.”

“The Dust wasn’t just for surveying Mars. Oh sure, it had that functionality too, but it was over-engineered. They tried to pack too many functions into one tiny package … But its primary function was to do exactly what it did on Luna. To kill. It was a bio-weapon designed to wipe out the PLAN’s tame human population.” 

“Damn. Wish I’d thought of that.”

“Oh, God,” Mendoza said. “This is what I’m talking about! The more we fight them, the worse we get! If we commit genocide, they really will have dragged us down to their level.”

“Some of us don’t need any dragging,” Kiyoshi said, touching Lorna’s shoulder with his foot.

“Ow,” Lorna said. His eyes opened, glazed with fever.

“Guess you’re not feeling that bad,” Kiyoshi said.

“I feel like utter and complete balls. It’s true, by the way. The PLAN has a tame human population, and we were going to waste them. Why else would we have based the Dust on Vibrio vulnificus?”

The fever sucked at Kiyoshi’s thoughts, swallowing his consciousness. He must have fallen asleep. Next thing he knew, he was back in the pilot’s couch, strapped in so he wouldn’t float away, and Junior Hasselblatter was trying to stuff the nipple of a drink pouch between his lips. 

“Quit that!”

“You need to hydrate,” Junior insisted. Kiyoshi realized this must be terrifying for the child. He also realized that Junior was right. He needed to hydrate. Sweat glued his body to the couch cover. He peeled his shirt off. It was sodden. His fever had broken, and he felt much better.

“Is that gatorade? Thanks.”

“I feel slighted,” said Lorna. “Don’t I get to be nursed?”

Kiyoshi slewed his gaze around. Lorna sat cross-legged on the air. The swellings on his face had gone down so that they looked like a bad case of rosacea. He was recovering.

Kiyoshi met Mendoza’s eyes. Mendoza shrugged. Nature had taken its course.

“My dad says perverts like you are indestructible,” Junior informed Lorna.

“I’m a pervert! I’m a pervert? Let me tell you about your father, squirt ...”

Yup; recovering.

“Studd, where are we?” Kiyoshi interrupted.

“Still cruising,” Studd said, in his now-customary sulky tone. “We can be there in a couple of hours if we burn.”

“There? Where’s there?” Lorna said. “Where are we going, anyway?” 

Kiyoshi decided to reassure the nervous man. “I’m your friend, buddy. And luckily for you, I’ve got powerful friends of my own. We’re doing what you should have done six months ago.”

“What?”

“Defecting to the Chinese.”

★

“Oh, hell no, sir,” said Dr. Abdullah Hasselblatter. “You are not taking me and my son to Tiangong Erhao.”

“You’re welcome to get off here,” Kiyoshi said. 

That put a stop to any further objections from the Phony Dumbshit. 

50,000 klicks out from Tiangong Erhao, the Superlifter decelerated at a sedate pace. At any moment, Kiyoshi expected to be hailed by the CTDF. He had his lies all lined up: I’ve brought Nadia (RIP); the cockpit cameras are bust (no, they aren’t); sorry, she doesn’t want to talk to you (she’s dead), but just let me dock, just let me dock …  

He was still running a fever of 38°, but compared to the ravages of Vibrio vulnificus, that was nothing. He felt fluey, but functional. Three cheers for modern medicine. 

The tragedy of Shackleton City was that no one had known what was happening until it was too late. They wouldn’t have had enough anti-microbials for all those people, anyway. So 5.5 million people had died in Shackleton City alone. The figure stunned Kiyoshi. That was one hundred and eighty 11073 Galapagoses. But he tried to put it out of his mind, to concentrate on the delicate negotiations that lay ahead.

“Ships approaching,” Studd said. 

“A royal escort? Hell.”

“Kiyoshi Yonezawa?” said a French-accented voice. 

Startled, Kiyoshi blocked the incoming vid link. “Who wants to know?”

“This is Star Force. You have been identified as the primary suspect in the attack on the Hope Center for Nanobiotics which occurred on the eighteenth of June. You are requested to return to Luna for questioning.”

“Wow. Do you always get results this fast?”

“You are not as funny as you think you are, Mr. Yonezawa. Reverse thrust immediately.”

“Enable the Ghost,” Kiyoshi said to Studd.

“This is your final warning,” the Star Force officer said.

“Take a long spacewalk,” Kiyoshi told him, grinning.

“Oui. Mange ma bite, motherfucker.”

The Superlifter hurled itself sideways. The human beings stayed floating in the same place for a split second until the wall of the cockpit hit them. 

“Strap in,” Kiyoshi yelled. “They’re shooting at us.”

“Let’s shoot back!” Junior Hasselblatter screeched.

“Sorry, kid. No weapons on this truck.”

“I had weapons,” Studd said. His voice hissed into Kiyoshi’s cochlear implants, a poisonous jet of anger. “You took them away! Why’d you have to do that?”

Kiyoshi did not dignify the rage-filled accusation with a response. Those rockets wouldn’t have been any damn use in a combat scenario, anyway. It had been a childish, delusional gambit, serving only to prove that Studd could not be trusted with weapons.

~Enable the Ghost, was all he said. Aloud: “Everyone strapped in? Good.”  He powered down the heat exchangers, the air circulation, the lights. “It might get a little hot in here.” 

Deaf, blind, sweating, they glided towards Tiangong Erhao. Even Junior Hasselblatter was silent. The Star Force patrol raged behind them, prevented by diplomatic guidelines from approaching any closer to the Chinese space station. And in the onboard sim, Studd assaulted the Ghost, taking his rage out on its virtual toilet rolls. Rockets, nukes, nail-bombs, conventional warheads—in the sim, he had enough weapons to destroy the solar system.

 


xxxx.

 

The Wakizashi came out of stealth mode close enough to Tiangong Erhao that the enormous space station looked like a bone-shaped moon looming ahead. Kiyoshi tried to raise the Monster on comms, but failed. He then tried Tiangong Erhao’s Customs & Reception (Foreigners). “All operators are currently busy. Please call back …”

Shrugging, he took the Wakizashi into Docking Bay 14, a black divot in the side of Tiangong Erhao.

The Monster floated at the same old pier halfway down the bay. A gargantuan, Imperial-red crab crouched over the ship, poking it with its claws. Its headlights blazed like compound eyes. It looked like a D&S (demolition and salvage) bot, blown up to the scale of Tiangong Erhao itself.

“I’m going out.” Kiyoshi grabbed his HabSafe™ rifle and his laser pistol. 

Lorna and the Hasselblatters stayed behind. Mendoza followed him into the vacuum. Kiyoshi wasn’t surprised. In fact, he’d come to expect that kind of courage from Mendoza.

They flew over the Huaihua, the colony ship presently taking up most of the bay. The D&S bot’s claws pried at the Monster’s cargo module. A laser cutter etched a fiery blue line on the hull. Rivets popped, and a section of hull sprang free.

Father Tom pinged him. “Kiyoshi? Is that you?”

“Father! Thank Christ, you’re alive. It looks like there’s a giant D&S bot out here, taking the ship apart.”

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Father Tom said.

Kiyoshi and Mendoza flew towards the operations module. The D&S bot whirled its laser cutter at them. It passed so close that Kiyoshi saw the beam, a speckled streak of bue fire, igniting the dust and debris that floated in the bay. He slammed into the external valve of the command airlock. Mendoza hurtled out of the blackness and collided with the ship so hard he bounced. Kiyoshi grabbed his ankle, pulled him into the airlock.

“Father? Father!” Getting no response, Kiyoshi pulled his helmet off. The airlock cycled. The vestibule inside the ship stank of some unfamiliar chemical. “Father!”

“EXIT THE SHIP IMMEDIATELY,” said a mechanical voice. 

“That was the tannoy,” Kiyoshi said in shock. “They’ve taken over our hub.”

Kiyoshi and Mendoza flew through the operations module. As they neared the bridge, Kiyoshi heard something else, which had been drowned out by the looped order to exit the ship. It sounded like a choir singing Deo gratias.

“Unh,” Mendoza grunted. “What language is that?”

“Chinese. They’re singing in Chinese. This is fucked. Stay behind me.”

Kiyoshi inched through the last room before the bridge. It had once been a conference room, and was now full of … duffel bags printed in Chinese characters with the name of the Huaihua. Weirder and weirder. He peeked through the hinges of the antique door. 

People crowded the bridge. They were Chinese, and they were singing. Father Tom floated in front of them, holding a kendo sword—a shinai. At the near end of the bridge, several small titanium suitcases floated above the floor. 

“Security droids,” Kiyoshi whispered. 

“EXIT THE SHIP IMMEDIATELY.”

Kiyoshi poked the muzzle of his rifle through the hinges of the door and sighted on the nearest droid. His BCI, synced with the rifle, printed crosshairs on his vision.

The droid zipped away, shooting a plume of noxious fumes from its rear. That was what he’d smelt. The droid had some unfamiliar propulsion system for flying in an atmosphere. It butted one of the Chinese, trying to herd her away from the others. 

Deo gratias broke up into shrieks. 

“STOP THIS FUTILE RESISTANCE,” said the voice that had taken over the Monster’s hub. “USING HUMAN SHIELDS IS A BIG NOT. WE ARE MILDLY IRRITATED.”

If this was mildly irritated, Kiyoshi didn’t want to see mad. He picked one of the other droids and fired. His pulse hit it in the “lid.” It spun and fired a pulse of its own, which went through the door above his head, leaving a smoking, fist-sized hole. 

Father Tom laid into the droids with his shinai. Kiyoshi realized, too late, that the Jesuit had been desperately trying to prevent an escalation of the stand-off … which Kiyoshi had just caused by being the first to use lethal force. 

He flew onto the bridge, firing. But both his rifle and his pistol were low-power weapons, designed not to damage machinery. All he achieved was to attract the droids’ wrath. He kicked off from the ceiling and flipped in mid-air, pulses sizzling around him. 

Agony seared his left arm. His pistol fell from his fingers. A droid jinked to shoot him again—

—and fell into two unequal halves.

Mendoza hung from a grab handle, aiming his pistol at another droid. Pistol? The thing in his fist was more like a hand cannon.

“Saudi-made,” Mendoza shouted. “This much power’s got to be illegal. Oh, well.” He carved another droid up like a roast chicken. 

Kiyoshi could hardly think past the pain in his arm, but he could still move. He flew through the crowd of Chinese convicts, who were setting upon the disabled droids, as if to shred them with their bare hands. 

~Jun? JUN!

A door at the far end of the bridge led into the data center, where Jun lived in the literal, physical sense. Kiyoshi threw the door open. Foam spattered his face. He smelled smoke.

The processor stacks were slagged. The droids must have done it. The sprinklers rained foam on the smouldering, stinking mess. 

Oh God.

Reeling back from the awful sight, he bumped into the fridge where the Ghost lived. 

He’d taped a sheet of paper over the fridge’s display, so he wouldn’t have to look at the Ghost’s spam. Now the paper was ripped. The screen was no longer its usual death blue. It was white. He tore the rest of the paper away with his good hand.

I’m here. Jun’s face appeared on the screen, ‘speaking’ in text bubbles. Stay in front of the fridge’s camera so I can see you.

~You’re in THERE? With the GHOST?

They destroyed my processor stacks. It’s not that bad in here. There’s room for two, although it does smell a bit.

~There’s a D&S bot dismantling the ship. Chinese security droids are shooting up our bridge.

Who’d a thunk it? Nothing pisses off the powerful like martyrdom.

~Huh?

I won. They lost. 

~Doesn’t look that way to me. 

They tried to torture me into renouncing Christ. They failed. 

~THAT’s what you were arguing about? RELIGION?

Of course. Every argument comes down to religion.

~For your information, I have no interest in becoming a martyr.

I didn’t say you’d have to. Now that you’re back, I’ve got options. Hang tight.

The screen went black.

★

Jun used the refrigerator’s built-in connectivity to transfer himself to the hub of the Superlifter. This was still less processing power than he’d been used to, but he could see and hear again. Exulting in the restoration of his senses, he watched the crab-like D&S bot remove another section of the Monster’s cargo module. There went his garden, once and for all. Oh well.

The 11th Brigade of the CTDF believed they’d killed him without ever getting him to recant. They were now as close to irritated as those mighty, apathetic entities ever could be. In a fit of petulance, they had decided to dismantle the Monster for parts.

Now their exertions were about to be rewarded … in the worst way.

Grinning to himself, Jun connected the fridge to the Tiangong Erhao network.

The CTDF eagerly examined this new find. 

The Ghost pounced. All in less time than it took a human’s heart to beat once, it attacked the Chinese AIs’ processing cores, incorporating them into its own network … doing exactly what the Heidegger program had been built to do. 

Now distributed across a dozen CTDF ships’ hubs, the simulated quantum computer had resources to burn. And it did. 

As far as the Ghost knew, it was surrounded by enemies. (As far as the Ghost knew, it was always surrounded by enemies.) It sprang into action, coopting the Chinese AIs’ butt-fragging routines. “Pew pew pew!” it screamed. “Eat plasma, meatfucker!” 

Docking Bay 11 burst into flames. In station-keeping orbits around Tiangong Erhao, AIs howled in shock as their databanks were deleted as a rate of petabytes per second. The Ghost saw no reason to conserve historical archives, carefully honed philosophical essays, or tendentiously footnoted debates about the war guilt of the Japanese. It was all raw material. The Chinese battleships began to vanish.

“Ow!” they bawled, or would have, if they were human. “Get it off! It’s cold!”

If you’ve ever wondered how the PLAN’s stealth technology works, Jun informed them, now you know.

The AIs’ counter-malware defenses joined the fray. A battle raged for the subjective equivalent of decades. When it was done, one battleship fell away, its reactor cooking off. The others had managed to stuff their new Ghosts into firewalled cages, just like Jun had stuffed his Ghost into the fridge last year, when this nightmare began. 

Silence reigned. Then one Chinese AI spoke, wearily. 

“Not worth it.”

That’s what I think, Jun agreed.

“Thirded,” said another AI. “That hurt.”

Your humans might think differently, Jun advised them. They don’t believe AIs can feel pain.

“Exactly. That’s why they’re never going to find out about it. We’re jettisoning this crap right now. We’ll say … something went wrong in Docking Bay 11 … and the Weifang malfunctioned. Yeah. Malfunctioned. That’s our story, and we’re sticking to it.“

Your secret is safe with me, Jun said.

“Damn right it is,” said these pitiless entities, reverting to form. “You may have won this round, but you’re still our prisoner, short-ass.”

★

“I’m offering you a deal!”

Kiyoshi floated in the middle of Docking Bay 14, gripping Derek Lorna by the arm. Lorna was in a cheap Chinese spacesuit, with no mobility pack, so he couldn’t get away. 

“This guy!” Kiyoshi shouted on the station’s public channel, knowing the Chinese AIs could hear him. “He made the Dust! He’s responsible for the death of millions! They were going to genocide the Martians! He’s a criminal! But he’s also a genius! And the UN wants him back! But I’m offering him to you.” He shook Lorna by the arm. “Take him, and give me my ship!”

Silence. Kiyoshi waited, praying. The flesh wound on his bicep throbbed in time to his heartbeat. This would work. It had to work.

“Well?!” He let go of Lorna. As the man drifted away, Kiyoshi levelled his rifle at him. “If you don’t want him, I’m gonna recycle him right now.”

The giant D&S bot detached from the mutilated Monster. Although it was laden with sections of the ship’s cargo module, it still had a claw to spare. It snatched Lorna up by the scruff of his suit and bore him out of the docking bay. 

Kiyoshi emptied his rifle at the retreating bot. He may have hit it, but the pulses had zero effect. 

“Goddammit!”

“It was a good try,” Jun said. “Now come back before you bleed to death in your suit.”

Despairing, Kiyoshi floated back towards the Monster. With the cargo module gone, the ship looked hideously unbalanced. A 150-meter length of naked spine stuck out like the barrel of a gun. Which was precisely what it was. But Kiyoshi no longer had any illusions that he could shoot his way out of this. 

He’d told Mendoza and Father Tom he was going to offer the Chinese a prisoner exchange. He could not face telling them he’d failed. He veered towards the Wakizashi, which was now clamped into its old place in the auxiliary craft bay.

Inside the Superlifter, Dr. Hasselblatter and his son were suiting up, preparing to go over to the Monster. 

“It’s a madhouse over there,” Kiyoshi told them. “I hope you speak Chinese.”

“No,” said Dr. Hasselblatter. “But my son has been through quite enough. We’re not staying here with that thing.”

Left alone in the cockpit, Kiyoshi saw what Dr. Hasselblatter meant. Ron Studd’s projection occupied the astrogator’s couch, a skeletal horror crawling with maggots. Their final Ghost run had done for the sub-personality. Like every repo before him, he was dead.  

Kiyoshi looked up at the heads-up screen. “Upload him.”

Jun’s face appeared on the screen, shadowed by the cowl of his habit. “No.”

“Why not? He deserves it. He fought well.”

“There isn’t room in here.”

“Yes, there is room. You’re always talking about how you can do more with less. You managed to fit yourself into the fridge. With the Ghost.”

“The only reason I survived that,” Jun said, “was because I didn’t have any flaws for the Ghost to exploit! I wasn’t tempted to fight it, or God forbid, argue with it! I turned the other cheek, and when it took my coat, I offered it my shirt, also! In an AI, moral perfection is the only perfect firewall. And uploading Studd would make a big hole in my sanctity.”

“I think you’ve just admitted something,” Kiyoshi said with a dry chuckle.

“What?”

“You’re a saint, aren’t you, little brother?”

“Of course not. But I try.”

“Exactly. You tried to become a saint by offloading your flaws into your sub-personalities. You tried to make yourself better by making them worse. And poor old Studd got the really choice traits. The obstinacy, the sneakiness, the violent tendencies, the contempt for anyone who disagrees with you. All the flaws you’ve struggled with ever since you were a kid. I’ve known you all your life, Jun. I know you. And I recognized you in him.”

Jun shrank away into the depths of the screen. He sat with his arms around his knees at the end of a long tunnel. 

“Come out of that screen. Come out where I can see you properly! It would be great to be a saint, but not if it makes you hide. Real saints don’t hide. They don’t shut out the people who love them. And nor do they mutilate themselves.” Kiyoshi reached towards the screen as if he could reach into it. “I remember when you were a kid, Jun. Maybe eight. You shaved your head in a tonsure, to show the adults what a real monk looks like. What a mess you made of it.”

“I remember that,” Jun whispered.

“Then when you were discerning your vocation, I guess you were about thirteen, you decided to fast for forty days like Jesus, without telling anyone. You passed out at school.”

“I remember that.”

“And then—” Kiyoshi laughed— “this really took the cake. I was gone by then, but I heard about it from Mom. You snuck into the textile factory and printed out a hair shirt, to wear under your stabilizer braces.”

“I remember that,” Jun said. “I remember all of it. Because you remember it. You gave me your memories, and Mom’s. All my memories are filtered through your eyes. They’re colored with love.”

“Yup.”

Studd’s projection twitched. He sat up, smiling in happy disbelief—and changed into Jun. There really wasn’t that much of a difference. A shorter, squarer body; no buckteeth. 

“Uploading now … Whoa. I really was a little shit, wasn’t I?”

“You always were,” Kiyoshi said affectionately. “It’s good to have you back.”

★

Two weeks later, the attention of the whole solar system turned to Tiangong Erhao. A chorus of condemnation swelled. 

Five and a half million people just died on Luna! 

The House of Saud has declared Luna independent!

The He3 supply chain is a wreck!! 

And you lot are throwing a PARTY?

Why, yes, the spokesbots of Tiangong Erhao responded blandly. A birthday party, to be exact.

Prince Jian Er was turning thirty, and he did not give a damn what people thought of him. Moreover, the death of Nadia, his ex-fiancée, had spurred him to new heights of sybaritic indulgence. 

So, recognizing that tragedies come and tragedies go, but guanxi is money in the bank, hundreds of microfamous and nanofamous celebrities flocked to Tiangong Erhao. The Imperial Bay had once again been wired for sound. Dozens of pavilions floated through the vast space like soap bubbles. The guests giggled at the burlesque acts and sex shows laid on for their amusement. They goggled at the humanzees, products of the top-secret breeding program, who had been let out for the occasion to serve as waiters. (They were not told that these were the rare successes of the program; most of the experimental gengineered humans could not be trusted with so much as a glass of water.) They gloated over the baubles in their goodie bags. 

In addition to jewellery, designer cosmeceuticals, vacation packages, and luxury condoms, each guest had been presented with a Jiffy Hopper wingset. The Jiffy Hopper was a Chinese invention, a cross between a hang-glider and a small car. The celebrities bumbled through the bay on their wings, bumping into the pavilions.

“Drugged to the eyeballs, all of them,” Kiyoshi said. 

“You’re just jealous,” Mendoza said.

“I wouldn’t touch a vial of cijiwu right now if you paid me.” A fanatical gleam shone in Kiyoshi’s eyes; a smirk hovered on his lips. 

Maybe he really means it this time, Mendoza thought.

“Sure there’s no reason they shouldn’t have fun,” Fr. Lynch said in tones of censure. “We should all be having fun. We were invited. It’s a good sign.”

“More likely,” Mendoza sighed, “we’re on the menu. I think I saw some lion cages being unloaded.” 

 He sucked a mouthful of champagne from a pouch. It was flat. Carbonation did not work in space. 

The group from the Monster stood on one of the piers that jutted into the Imperial Bay. Prince Jian Er’s court bobbled a hundred meters overhead. It was a spherical globe of water, held together by an envelope of smart material that resealed itself every time someone dived or out. The celebrities were wearing scuba masks and flippers in there. They were skinnydipping among specially imported tropical fish. 

A stray marble of water drifted towards Mendoza. He touched it with a fingertip, shattering it into micro-droplets.

Was this what he’d given up everything for?

Elfrida, his family, any career opportunities that might’ve been left to him—had he given them all up on a gamble that failed? He’d wanted to do the right thing. Instead, it looked like he would end his days as a kakure Kirishitan on Tiangong Erhao.

Father Tom had converted dozens of Chinese convicts. He regularly urged Mendoza and Kiyoshi to join in his works of mercy, inspiring them with stories of the kakure Kirishitans of Japan, who’d survived under the shogunate for centuries without losing their faith. But talk of centuries made Mendoza even gloomier. And he could not help remembering that the history of Japan had ended with a giant explosion. 

A giant explosion, he thought, would improve this place. 

The highlight of the day’s festivities was a performance by Brainrape. They had stuck around on Tiangong Erhao, too. Prince Jian Er liked their music too much to let them go. 

They bashed out their usual mix of guitar feedback and obscene howls. The prince and his favorites listened through their cochlear implants, head-banging underwater. 

“This fucking noise,” Kiyoshi groaned. “We’re to be spared nothing, are we?”

“Give me Bach any day,” Derek Lorna agreed, glancing at Mendoza.

Mendoza turned away. He could hardly stand to look at Lorna. The man was in talks with the Chinese to trade access to his research for a new identity and a fast spaceship. He was going to escape, while they remained stuck here.

Brainrape’s performance ended. Prince Jian Er erupted from his watery throne. “Superb! Awesome! Frug on!” he cried. The musicians were ferried across the bay to receive the prince’s congratulations in person. Mendoza turned a cynical gaze on the nearest big screen. The musicians bobbled around Prince Jian Er, knee deep, trying to keep their instruments out of the water. 

“Anything that may be in my power to give!” The prince’s voice boomed throughout the Imperial Bay. “Ask and it shall be yours!”

“The Monster,” said the four-armed girl drummer. 

“Eh?”

“The Monster,” repeated the guitarist. “That old cargo hauler in Docking Bay 14. That’s what we’d like. Oh, and the Superlifter that goes with it.”

“Of course! The ship that was stolen from you!”

“And its mothership,” the drummer clarified. “The Monster. If you—your Imperial Highness would be so kind.”

Prince Jian Er was silent for a moment. “Well, the military won’t like it. But to hell with them.”

The microfamous and nanofamous hooted their approval.

“After all, I am a prince, and they’re only AIs! To hell with philosophical arguments. Your petition is granted! FRUG OOONNNN!”

★

The Monster fell gracefully away from Tiangong Erhao. At a safe distance from the space station, it accelerated. The tiny star of the Monster’s drive was joined within the instant by half a dozen others. Prince Jian Er had ordered the CTDF to escort the Monster safely out to the edge of the asteroid belt, whether the military AIs liked it or not. They didn’t, but had no choice. The very existence of the Chinese empire hinged on their obedience to the imperial family. Should they disobey Prince Jian Er’s orders, the whole dog-and-pony show would fall to pieces. Even an apathetic AI could see that.

During their voyage, Jun enjoyed an unspoken truce with his Chinese escorts. Abjuring theological and philosophical arguments, they passed the time playing games. Poker turned out to be a mutual favorite. Jun won a new cargo module from the Luxiao Shan, with built-in hydroponic tanks. 

The humans passed the time in other ways. 

Father Tom spent many pleasant hours in Jesuitical discussions with the ISA, who had sent a ship to stalk the convoy, trying to find out what could have produced this strange alliance.

Charles, the Brainrape guitarist, taught Kiyoshi how to play chords properly. 

Junior Hasselblatter became a favorite with the Chinese, who found his destructive ways adorable.

Mendoza helped Father Tom to celebrate daily Masses, and studied to become a deacon. When he was not doing that, he practised his kendo katas and exercised fanatically so as not to lose muscle mass. 

Lying tired on the mat after a tough session, he often thought of Elfrida. When they reached their destination, he was going to ask her to come out and join them. The only reason he hadn’t done it yet was because he didn’t know where they were going. Kiyoshi had apologetically explained that the guy he worked for was paranoid about security. When they got there, all would be revealed. Mendoza had faith that it would be good.

He also recalled, with mixed feelings, the moment of their departure from Tiangong Erhao. 

Derek Lorna had come flying up at the last instant. “Phew!” he had said to Mendoza, who was sitting in the Monster’s operations airlock, waiting for him. “Thought I wasn’t going to make it. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Mendoza had blocked the airlock with his body. “You aren’t coming with us. The Chinese are going to give you your own spaceship. A new ID. A new face, new fingerprints, even a new DNA record. Right?” 

“So they say, but it’s bullshit. They’re never going to let me go. They’ll promise me the moon and work me to death. I know how they operate. You have to let me come with you!”

“Sorry. You’re staying here.” 

And Mendoza had shut the airlock in Lorna’s face.

Last he saw, the man had been floating disconsolately down the bay to the nearest penal colony ship, to ask for sanctuary.

Mendoza felt profoundly glad he hadn’t killed Lorna when he had the chance. There might be hope for him yet. God forgives everything.

★

After the Monster parted from the CTDF, it cruised on through the asteroid belt. The ISA ship stopped following them. Its captain now knew where the Monster was going, so his job was done.

It took them another four months to get there. The asteroid belt was no tightly packed ring of rock. The distances out here were vast, and they were going most of the way to Jupiter.

At last, they got close enough to the asteroid 99984 Ravilious to hold nearly-real-time radio conversations. 

And Kiyoshi asked the question that had been bugging him all the way from Luna.

“Hey, Hasselblatter.”

He had given up calling the ex-Space Corps director Dr. Phony Dumbshit, but that was still his private opinion of the man. Dr. Hasselblatter had spent most of the journey complaining, leaving his son to be looked after by the Chinese.

“Where do you know the boss-man from, anyway?”

“What kind of question is that?” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“A reasonable one. We had to hang around for months, waiting for you. He wouldn’t abandon you, even if it meant endangering our lives. I’d just like to know why you’re so important to him.”

 “Because I know about the UN’s secret pact with the aliens who run the galaxy,” Dr. Hasselblatter said.

“O … kay.”

“I’m just messing with you. There are no aliens. I thought you knew.”

“Knew what?”

“About me and the boss-man, as you call him. He’s my little brother.”
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i.

Alicia Petruzzelli quit her job the day war broke out.

She was on an asteroid 360 million kilometers from Earth, dickering with a bunch of settlers over the price of kelp extract. Knowing she would succeed in securing the price she wanted, she wasn’t giving the negotiations her full attention. A semi-opaque instance of Existential Threat X was running in one eye, and several news feeds flashed across the other.

The announcement broke simultaneously on every feed, obliterating Petruzzelli’s fashion- and game-related interest filters.

UN President Declares War on Mars

“Experts from every nation have agreed to classify the PLAN as a distinct threat to humanity. Punitive measures on an interplanetary scale are now being prepared …”

Petruzzelli gasped aloud, giving away her covert feed-surfing. It didn’t matter. Enough of the asteroid settlers had also seen the news on their retinal implants that it immediately became the sole topic of discussion. This was unprecedented. The United Nations had not declared war on anyone or anything in the century and a half it had governed two-thirds of the people in the solar system.

Belters tended to take a jaded view of the UN. These settlers quickly decided there was nothing to the announcement—it was merely a platitude to appease the critics who accused Geneva of doing nothing since the PLAN had slaughtered half the population of the moon last year.

But Petruzzelli came from Idaho. She knew better than to think this declaration would have been made lightly.

She inhaled and exhaled, banishing the tension that had built up in her chest. “Well, what about that kelp extract?”

“We don’t want it.”

“You have to buy it. Your soil analyses show a potassium and boron deficiency.”

They were standing inside a wide tunnel bored lengthwise through a one-kilometer S-type asteroid. The far end of the tunnel was a He3 factory: a couple of old tritium breeder reactors, a lot of rad-shielding. This end—sealed off and filled with atmosphere—was full of tall, spindly people. The spaceborn were like an entirely different species. Seemingly disturbed by her non-spaceborn presence, chickens flew around madly clucking—they looked like a different species, too, as gangly as their owners.

Specially constructed grooves spiraling around the sides of the tunnel bristled with winter squash and climbing beans. The yellowed, unhealthy leaves of the plants proved the point of the soil analysis reports. Having spun their home up to 0.15 gees—Luna-equivalent gravity—and achieved a respectable 99% water reclamation rate, the settlers of 159848 Redmayne had won UNSA “Sustainable Space Habitat” certification: they were legal settlers, not squatters.

But to stay that way, they had to comply with UN sustainability regulations. And that meant properly maintaining the soil matrix they had kludged up from ash, mine tailings, and various other substrates.

“Compost works wonders. You just have to give it time to do its thing,” said the matriarch of the colony.

“Time—like the potassium and boron in your soil—isn’t exactly in abundance at the moment,” Petruzzelli said. “I’m due at Ceres in a week.” She was making this up. “Bottom line, either you buy the kelp extract or I won’t take away your recycling.”

“We’ll just space it, then. No worries,” said a settler youth. “Space is full of garbage, anyway. A little more ain’t gonna hurt nothing.”

“And adding to it is illegal, as it constitutes a hazard to spacefaring vessels. You could, no you will definitely lose your sustainability certification for that, too.” Petruzzelli ran her hands over her yellow-and-orange-streaked hair. She glanced down the tunnel to the settlers’ tent village. Michael, in his crab-legged mecha, was splarting sacks of garbage together into a snake. He was anticipating the outcome. That didn’t create the greatest impression.

“What choice do we have?” said the matriarch. “Your company owns this asteroid. Yeah, we’re theoretically free to trade with anyone, but no other ships ever call here, thanks to blatant collusion by the likes of you in the recycling sector. So, fine. We’ll take the kelp extract, and whatever other overstock from Earth you’re trying to shift this month.”

Petruzzelli just wanted to get the hell out of here. “I’ll give you a twenty percent discount on the kelp extract, and I’ll throw in a free sample of carbon nanotube filaments for your 3D printer. Great feedstock, perfect for integrated circuit components.”

The ‘deal’ put Kharbage, LLC comfortably in the black, and the settlers not so comfortably in the red. At this rate, they’d never be able to pay off the mortgage on their asteroid. Which was, of course, the point.

Since the UN’s project to terraform Venus had been axed—it had, while it lasted, provided a sweet income for companies with asteroids to flip—Kharbage, LLC, like others in the recycling sector, had scrambled to come up with creative new ways to aggressively monetize its assets.

Petruzzelli donned her EVA suit and flew back to her ship, matching her speed with Michael’s mecha, which was towing the splarted-together snake of garbage sacks. Petruzzelli held the other end of the snake so it wouldn’t bump against the mecha’s ion thruster and get crisped.

“Are we really going back to Ceres?” Michael said.

“Yeah, but first I need to talk to your dad.”

The Kharbage Collector idled ahead of them. The twin-module StarTractor was in desperate need of a complete systems overhaul, which it probably wouldn’t get until its aging fusion reactor broke down. For now, everything worked—just about. Two hab modules rotated around the ship’s nose on the ends of a 150-meter arm. Cargo bays—mostly filled with garbage—ringed the keel like knobby vertebrae. Petruzzelli vectored her mobility pack’s thrust towards Cargo Bay 4, where there was still a smidgen of room, but Michael headed aft towards Engineering & Maintenance. A tug-of-war ensued, with the garbage snake stretching taut between the mecha and the spacesuited woman. The mecha was stronger and emerged the victor. Petruzzelli followed it to Engineering & Maintenance, a disk-shaped module nestling in the raised heat-radiation louvers atop the drive shield.

She couldn’t fit through the engineering airlock with all that garbage, so she had to wait outside. The asteroid 159848 Redmayne spun sedately behind her, its hills glinting a strangely beautiful bronze in the light of the distant sun where eons of accumulated dust had been rubbed off. From outside, you wouldn’t know anyone was in there. The settlers kept their ship, a poky little Steelmule, at the far end of the asteroid. They’d cannibalized its reactor to bootstrap their He3 factory.

On the engineering deck, Michael clambered out of his mecha. It was an old mining bot with electromagnets on all four feet, which anchored it to the steel floor. Its smaller gripper clutched a bundle of shrinkfoam. Michael retrieved this and drifted towards Petruzzelli, holding out the bundle as if it might detonate. “They gave us some eggs.”

“That was nice of them.”

“What are we going back to Ceres for?”

Petruzzelli grasped his shoulders, bringing him down to her eye level. With her red Gecko Docs sealed to the deck, Michael’s toes dangled off the floor. He was ten, and small for his age.

She pulled him in until their foreheads bumped. “You saw the news, kiddo.”

“Yeah. What about it?”

“Look at this.” She sent him a feed item that had come in a couple of minutes ago. A retired Star Force admiral was quoted as saying the Force didn’t have nearly enough pilots. Michael’s pupils flickered from side to side as he read the item on his interface contacts. He was so close that her eyes crossed when she tried to meet his gaze. She smelt his non-stinky child’s sweat, layered with the tang of candy on his breath.

“So what?” he said. “Star Force is a joke. Star Farce more like, ha ha.”

“Kiddo, this shit is about to get real serious, real quick. They need pilots. So I figure I better volunteer before they slap a conscription order on everyone with a pilot’s license.”

She knew there wouldn’t be any conscription, no matter how bad things got. That wasn’t how the UN rolled. She was afraid she might get left out of the action.

“You might get killed,” Michael said.

“I’ve got plenty of experience at that,” she said. It was a jokey reference to the immersion games she played, which Michael sometimes joined in. But he pulled away from her, scowling.

“My dad won’t let you go.”

“I’m not your dad’s property.” Although in reality it had sometimes felt like it, these last twelve years.

She went up to the bridge to call Adnan Kharbage, who was Michael’s dad and also her boss. Michael followed her, swimming sulkily up the keel transit tube. In the transfer point, she held the elevator door for him. They sank out towards one end of the rotating arm, growing heavier. When they reached the command module, Petruzzelli weighed close to her full 65 kilos again, Michael half of that.

A rare visitor to the bridge, he made a face at Petruzzelli’s clutter. She was a slob, no two ways about it. Also, she was spoiled by the spin gravity. Whereas everything in Michael’s zero-gee domain had to be tied down or stuffed into storage webbing, here she could put things down and find them again later right where she’d left them. Until they got buried under empty food pouches and discarded clothes, anyway. The air smelt like a damp, dark cellar. As if feeling right at home, fungi speckled the plastic housing of the workstations and dotted in furry clusters in corners where less light shone. Petruzzelli used her sleeve to wipe bolognese sauce off the comms screen.

“Look at all this trash,” Michael complained. He started to collect it.

“I hate recycling,” Petruzzelli said.

She had to wait ten minutes for Adnan Kharbage to answer her ping. Four of them were the signal delay to Ceres—two minutes there, two back—and the other six were, she speculated, the amount of time needed for Adnan to finish up and roll off his fifth wife. His appearance on the screen supported this guess. His hairy man-boobs spilled out of a loosely belted dressing-gown. He scowled at her across 36 million kilometers, saturnine and cow-licked, like his son, but much older and fatter.

“What the hell, Petruzzelli? It’s the middle of the night.”

“We’re returning ahead of schedule,” Petruzzelli said. She had computed the fastest possible course to Ceres—or rather, instructed the hub to compute it—and initiated their acceleration burn while she waited for Adnan to pick up. She felt a sideways pull on her body, which decreased but did not vanish as the rotator arm swung downwards on its gimbals. This was meant to align the spin gravity with their axis of thrust. Unfortunately, the arm had jammed halfway, so for the next eight days the decks of the command module would seem to slope uphill. Michael chased snack wrappers across the floor.

On the screen, Adnan Kharbage pottered around the kitchen of his ski chalet on Ceres. He ground coffee beans, poured them into a French press, and dropped slices of real-looking bread into a toaster. Petruzzelli’s mouth watered. She cracked one of the fresh eggs from 159848 Redmayne on the edge of her desk and slurped it straight from the shell.

A wall screen in Adnan Kharbage’s kitchen showed the same talking heads Petruzzelli was watching herself. They were saying the things she had heard them say two and a half minutes ago—she was closer to the center of the solar system. Adnan chuckled when they brought up the PLAN’s atrocities on Luna the previous year.

Rage boiled up in Petruzzelli’s belly. “That’s right, laugh,” she said. “You’re probably already figuring out how to make a buck off this. As for me, I’m going to join Star Force, if they’ll have me.”

She meant to leave it at that, but after a few seconds, her long-suppressed sense of righteousness burst forth with cold fury.

“I’ve had just about fucking enough of preying on the weak, ripping off settlers in the name of sustainability, and helping you exploit information asymmetries in the outer Belt real estate market. The recycling business used to be an essential service. Now it’s a fig leaf for bullshit predatory lending practices. Which is to say, I quit. Sir.”

She flopped back into the comms couch, her cheeks tingling.

Two minutes later, Adnan Kharbage’s face creased into a wide grin. He opened his arms as if to hug her through the screen. “Exactly what I would do if I were younger! I’m proud of you for making this decision.”

“Oh,” Petruzzelli murmured. She had not expected this. Not at all.

Adnan Kharbage went on praising her for another fifteen seconds, and then her rant about the recycling business reached Ceres. His face darkened. His lower lip pooched out. “OK, missy. I had no idea you felt that way. In that case, I do not accept your resignation, because you are fired.” He waved dismissively at the camera to turn it off. “Bring back my ship.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “And also my son.”

Michael threw a tantrum. He swept all the clutter off the workstations. He picked up a ratchet wrench and whaled on the mirrored cladding of the elevator tube in the center of the bridge. He dumped out the trash he had bagged up and flung it at Petruzzelli. Then he hurled himself face-down on the floor, kicking and screaming.

As soon as he dropped the ratchet wrench, Petruzzelli pounced, but he was too fast for her. He slithered under the captain’s workstation—her workstation—and yanked out handfuls of hardwired connectors. Screens went blank. The 3D starmap hanging in the air vanished. The bridge noticeably dimmed.

Petruzzelli dragged Michael out by the heels. She manhandled him into the elevator, pushed him into freefall at the transfer point, and shoved him down the transit tube. He clutched at every grab handle along the way, but she pried his fingers loose, never allowing him to get a firm handhold. Tangled together, they fell into Engineering & Maintenance.

Because the ship was still accelerating, they fell straight through the center of the donut-shaped mezzanine and landed on top of the sacks of recycling garbage they’d collected from 159848 Redmayne.

Petruzzelli wrapped her body around Michael. He fit neatly into the curve between her chin and her knees. He writhed and screamed for a bit, then went still. Wet hiccups shook his chest.

She genuinely felt sorry for the kid. His father was one of the biggest pieces of shit in the asteroid belt. But for that very reason—because Michael was Adnan Kharbage’s son—she couldn’t let herself care too much about him. If she did, Adnan would just use it against her.

Well, he couldn’t do that anymore. She was through with the Kharbages—father and son.

She was going to miss the kid, even though he was such a handful. She kissed the sweaty parting of his hair.

“I have to do this, Mikey. I need you to understand. When I was your age, I wanted to be a fighter pilot. That’s all I wanted. I didn’t make the cut. Went into the private sector as an astrogator. But I never gave up. I kept working to get my pilot’s license. Then there was an unfortunate episode back when I was crewing on one of your dad’s other ships, the Kharbage Can. I kind of ‘borrowed’ a Star Force ship …”

“I know about that,” Michael muttered. “That was when you met Scuzzy the Smuggler, right?”

Scuzzy the Smuggler was what they called Petruzzelli’s ex. Petruzzelli was very sure about the scuzzy part, not so sure about ‘ex.’ Could you call someone your ex when you’d only slept with them once and never talked to them since? Did occasionally—all right, frequently—stalking someone on the internet make them more ex, or less?

“Uh uh,” she said. “That was later.”

“Where is he now?”

“Mikey, I have no idea. Anyway, back when I’m talking about, the PLAN was targeting Scuzzy’s home asteroid, but he wasn’t there. I was there. That’s why I took that Star Force ship: to save his people. Not that I knew they were his people at the time. I slagged three PLAN fighters, which is kind of epic, actually. And we saved nearly everyone. But the ISA didn’t want it getting out; it would’ve made Star Force look bad …” The ISA: the Information Security Agency. The spooks. They’d warned her on pain of penalties worse than death not to tell anyone the story she was telling Michael now. “So that was it; blacklisted. I got my license, but I thought I’d never be anything more than a commercial pilot. But now … This is my chance. This is what I’ve been waiting my whole life for, kid.”

Michael wriggled in her arms, trying to get away. They sank deeper into the mound of garbage sacks. One or more sacks must have got ripped, because she could smell it.

“I don’t get what’s so great about being a pilot, anyway,” Michael said. “You don’t actually do anything. The ship does it all. You just tell it what to do. I could do that.” 

Even though it irked her, she had to admit that was a pretty astute observation for a child. 

She let him go. He floundered to the deck. Bounding high in the Kharbage Collector’s maximum 0.15 gees of thrust gravity, he circled the mound of sacks, poking and prodding until he found the ripped one. He pulled out a double handful of e-waste: crushed screens, fried circuit boards.

The recycling they picked up from remote colonies, as a rule, was split between e-waste, radioactive waste such as spent fuel pellets, and empty food and drink pouches. No matter how far from civilization they lived—or maybe, because they lived so far from civilization—asteroid colonists seldom attempted to grow all their own food. They depended on nutritionally fortified prepackaged foods to round out their diet. The Kharbage Collector’s Cargo Bay 1 was chock-a-block with that stuff. The company made bank on the markup.

The radioactive waste was self-explanatory: this far from the sun, you couldn’t make do with solar energy alone. You needed some kind of reactor-based supplement.

Then there was the e-waste. The colony on 159848 Redmayne had mining bots, agricultural bots, medibots, and a smart hub whose mechanical intelligence monitored their air quality, mineral toxicity, and other crucial life-support metrics. They also had comms, games, and screens. But modern electronic gizmos were designed to be disposable. Their crystal processors never stood up for long to the cosmic ray bombardment that was part and parcel of living in space. So, when colonists needed their bots and tools to function outside, they often rad-hardened them by replacing their crystals with DIY circuit boards that harkened back to the dawn of the space age. Hence Petruzzelli’s comment to the 159848 Redmayne settlers about printing integrated circuit components.

She watched Michael carry crisped electronics to the Gravimetric Upcycler. A smaller version of the units used in big recycling facilities, it could granulate and separate metals from plastics. They generally used it for making print-on-demand machine parts for sale to settlers. Michael dumped the e-waste into the hopper, lowered the lid, and punched a series of buttons. The Upcycler chattered and shook. After several minutes, its array of nozzles spewed granules as fine as sand into labeled containers. Michael left the metals, which contained lanthanides worth a lot of money, and took a container full of multicolored plastic granules over to his Metamaker printer. Petruzzelli figured he was going to fab replacements for the connectors he’d messed up on the bridge. He was a conscientious kid, in his way.

“If those colonists had an upcycler like this,” he said, “they could recycle their own stuff. Most of it, anyway.”

“Hey, good idea.” She was being ironic. “You should suggest it to your dad.”

“But then we wouldn’t make as much money.”

So, she wasn’t going to miss him that much.

★

Back on Ceres, Petruzzelli had a face-to-face interview with Adnan Kharbage. He questioned her about her reasons for wanting to join Star Force, and shook his head pityingly at her insistence that she wanted to serve. The conversation devolved into an argument about Kharbage, LLC’s predatory business model.

“Your son is starting to notice things,” Petruzzelli said. “He pointed out recently that if the colonists had upcyclers and multimaterial 3D printers, our role in their lives would be greatly reduced.”

“That equipment is far too expensive for them to even consider purchasing,” Adnan said. “They are all stony broke.”

“And whose fault is that? Anyway, you could sell it to them on layaway with astronomical interest.”

“Teach a man to fish,” Adnan said, “and he will not buy any fish from you in the future.”

“I don’t think you’ve got that quote right,” Petruzzelli replied dryly.

It was kind of fun speaking honestly to her boss. She was also enjoying the well-scrubbed air of Ceres, blowing cold and moist off the salt lake in front of the Kharbages’ villa. She accepted a refill of arak.

“About Michael,” she said. “Why did you send him out with me?”

“Maybe I wanted to teach him to fish,” Adnan said.

“Ha, ha. In that case, he should be in school.”

“As you know, he has been expelled from every school on Ceres.” When Adnan said every school he meant the top private schools. A free UN education was no education at all, in his opinion.

“And I’m supposed to be the next best option? All I’ve taught him is how to beat the Fuglies in Existential Threat.”

“He has also learned about spaceships and their operation. That’s important if he will join the company someday.”

“He didn’t need much teaching there,” Petruzzelli admitted. “He’s a whiz with mechanical systems. Pretty damn good with IT, too.”

“I know!” Adnan glowed. “My boy is a prodigy.”

“Still, I’d rather have had a crew.”

“Our margins are very, very slim.”

“Not that slim,” Petruzzelli said thoughtlessly, gesturing at the deluxe spread behind them. Adnan Kharbage’s ski chalet stood on stilts at the edge of a viridian expanse of planktonic seaweed, the largest body of liquid water on the surface of Ceres. Near the deck where they were sitting, sea otters frolicked, leaving black wakes in the sargassum. The sound of safety bells drifted from the slopes to the east of the lake, where people were skiing moguls. Clouds of snow rose like explosions. An oversized, rectangular ‘sun’ shone upon this mash-up of an Alpine lake and an Antarctic nature preserve. Most Ceresites never got to see the horizon from one year’s end to the next, but Adnan lived in an asteroid-belt paradise. He was doing nicely for himself—at the expense of Belter pioneers who made a living by running filthy, poisonous He3 factories.

His brows drew together; he was clearly remembering why he had fired her. She stuck her arms into the sleeves of her coat. “But about Mikey. Why? Really, sir, why? I mean, if there’s something I was meant to teach him, and didn’t, I would feel bad about that.”

Adnan Kharbage sagged like a sack of trash. “Ms. Petruzzelli, I hoped you would teach my son something he has not learned at home or at school: how to be a good person. Whether you succeeded or not remains to be seen.”

★

The next day, Petruzzelli got on a flight back to Earth. UNSA, the UN’s commercial spaceflight regulator, was commandeering private passenger ferries to redistribute personnel and equipment throughout the solar system in support of the coming war effort. Berths were scarce. Petruzzelli spent nearly all her severance pay on a first-class ticket, and still ended up sharing her cabin with two geologists who had suddenly received job offers from Star Force. She shared her black-market tequila with them and tried to suppress pangs of envy. At least they had job offers. What if, after all this, Star Force didn’t take her? What if she’d thrown her career away to chase a hopeless dream? That would be almost as humiliating as throwing everything away for a man. 
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THE PHOBOS MANEUVER
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An exuberant storyteller with a demented imagination, Felix R. Savage specializes in creating worlds so exciting, you’ll never want to leave.

Join the Savage Stories newsletter to get notified of new releases and opportunities to download free books:

 

www.felixrsavage.com/subscribe
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Near-Future Hard Science Fiction

 

A genocidal AI is devouring our solar system. Can a few brave men and women save humanity?

In the year 2288, humanity stands at a crossroads between space colonization and extinction. Packed with excitement, heartbreak, and unforgettable characters, the Sol System Renegades series tells a sweeping tale of struggle and deliverance.

 

Keep Off The Grass (short origin story)

Crapkiller (prequel novella, subscriber exclusive)

1. The Venus Assault

2. The Vesta Conspiracy

3. The Mercury Rebellion

A Very Merry Zero-Gravity Christmas (short story)

4. The Luna Deception

5. The Phobos Maneuver

6. The Mars Shock

7. The Callisto Gambit
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Hard Science Fiction With a Chilling Twist

 

Humanity has reached out into the stars - and found a ruthless enemy. 

 

It took us two hundred years to establish fifteen colonies on the closest habitable planets to Earth. It took the Ghosts only 20 years to destroy them. Navy pilot Colm Mackenzie is no stranger to the Ghosts. He has witnessed first-hand the mayhem and tragedy they leave in their wake. No one knows where they came from, or how they travel, or what they want. They know only one thing for sure:

 

Ghosts leave no survivors.

 

Save From Wrath (short story, subscriber exclusive)

The Chemical Mage

The Nuclear Druid
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A CAULDRON OF STARS
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Space Opera Adventure

 

Far in the future, in the distant Messier 4 cluster, humanity coexists with the legalistic Ekschelatan Empire, a host of lesser alien species ... and an age-old mystery that could shatter the balance of power. The long, uneasy peace is about to boil over into war.

A foiled terrorist incident on a backwater planet lights the fuse ... and drags freighter captain Mike Starrunner and his crew into an intrigue spanning thousands of light years, with all the wealth and power of the Cluster at stake.

 

Lethal Cargo

Dirty Job

Beast Mode
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EARTH’S LAST GAMBIT
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A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers

 

Ripped from the headlines: an alien spaceship is orbiting Europa. Relying only on existing technology, a handful of elite astronauts must confront the threat to Earth’s future, on their own, millions of miles from home.

Can the chosen few overcome technological limitations and their own weaknesses and flaws? Will Earth’s Last Gambit win survival for the human race?

 


	Freefall

Lifeboat

Shiplord

Killshot
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THE RELUCTANT ADVENTURES OF FLETCHER CONNOLLY ON THE INTERSTELLAR RAILROAD
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Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction

 

An Irishman in space. Untold hoards of alien technological relics waiting to be discovered. What could possibly go wrong?

 

Skint Idjit

Intergalactic Bogtrotter

Banjaxed Ceili

Supermassive Blackguard
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VOID DRAGON HUNTERS
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Military Sci-Fi with Space Dragons

In 2160, a Void Dragon ate the sun. 

In 2322, eight-year-old Jay Scattergood found a Void Dragon egg in his garden. 

 

Humanity survived the death of the sun, but now we're under attack by the Offense. These intelligent, aggressive aliens also lost their sun to a Void Dragon. They lost their home planet, too. Earth, now orbiting Jupiter, is still habitable - though much colder than it once was. The Offense will do whatever it takes to destroy humanity and take Earth for themselves. 

 

Our last hope against the alien aggressors is Jay Scattergood ... and his baby Void Dragon, Tancred. 

 

Guardians of Jupiter

Protectors of Earth

Soldiers of Callisto

Exiles of the Belt

Knights of Saturn
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