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THE MARS SHOCK

 

i.

 

Colden knew Danny Drudge was going to be trouble as soon as she set eyes on him. 

Barely a meter sixty, runny-nosed, spotty-chinned, he looked like he should’ve still been in high school, but he stepped off the landing shuttle blabbering like a wizened vet. 

“Roses are red, violets are blue, a vial of lovejuice is cheaper than you.”

The target of his humor, a big-bosomed girl with silky black hair, stammered out a lame comeback.

“Shut the fuck up, all of you,” Colden yelled, staring directly at Drudge.

Each of the seven newbies had a profile bubble floating above their heads. In the heavily shielded interior of Alpha Base, wireless comms worked. So Colden knew each of their names, she knew which impoverished corner of Earth they each came from, and she knew they’d had exactly two months of training. On Mars, that should be enough to keep them alive. It wouldn’t necessarily keep them healthy. She was proof.

She herded them away from the busy junction outside the scrubbing area, and took them through the garden to the quartermaster’s office. Each of them signed for a sleeping bag, minimal toiletries, and a couple of changes of uniform. Every gram of mass carried by the landing shuttles was the subject of an intra-agency bidding war, every flight. The Space Corps always lost. After all, they were just telepresence operators. They didn’t need high-spec protective gear. So they had to print their stuff on base from recyclable materials. The black-haired girl, Allison Gwok, fingered her new uniform, grimacing at the greasy feel of the non-organic fabric. 

Colden took them to their berthing, a ten-rack cabin on the other side of the garden. This was the bottom deck of the base, apart from the garage and scrubbing area. You could feel the vibration of the treads crunching over the Martian regolith. They sat on their bunks and stared at her. All except Drudge. He bit into an ear of dwarf corn he must have swiped on their way through the garden. “It’s real!” he exclaimed, chomping. 

“Yes,” Colden said, “and you’re not allowed to pick the corn, or the strawberries, or the apricolmonds, as you must have been told.”

“Aw, chica. I mean, ma’am. It’s there for us to eat, isn’t it?”

“It is, but the culinary services specialists do the picking. The garden is basically a lifestyle benefit. They had to do something to make this place a bit less hellish.”  

She smiled. They didn’t smile back. Their faces and blue-uniformed bodies were like bunches of flowers in the paintless, cheerless berthing. It healed Colden a little bit  to see them—still untouched by Mars, like a breath of Earth air. Not that they’d stay that way for long.

“I heard they have a suicide problem out here,” Drudge said.

“Yup,” Colden said. “But that’s the infantry. In the Space Corps, we just die of lack of exercise. We never go outside, you know.”

Justin Mattis—a bulked-out, tattooed bruiser—said stoically, “Guess we just gotta win this war, brah.”

“Could be a while,” Colden said. “A few more weeks, a few more years, we just don’t know. Every time we gain some momentum, something happens and we bog down again. When we first landed, they said the war was as good as won. Obviously not. They told me I would be rotated out after a month. It’s been three months. The PLAN just keeps coming up with new ways to torture us.” She smiled, but she was flashing on faces exploding, hot blood spattering her optic lenses. They followed her home and mutely asked: Why? And she answered, Because we have to win. But that wasn’t something she wanted to share with the newbies. They’d find out what it was like, all too soon.

 Mattis was muttering a question to Drudge. Colden said, “Care to share that, Mattis?”

“Ma’am, I was just asking, what’s the PLAN?”

The other newbies tittered. Mattis looked embarrassed.

“That’s actually a very good question, Mattis,” Colden said. “The easy answer is it’s an AI.”

“It’s been nuking our space colonies since forever!” Drudge chimed in, regurgitating the media’s canned version of the long war. “And now we’re finally nuking it back, YEEEAHH!”

“Like I said, that’s the easy answer,” Colden said. “The PLAN came into existence here on Mars in 2165. It slaughtered all the colonists and immediately began to build out its own energy grid and manufacturing infrastructure. Earth took a cautious stance, waiting and watching, until a Chinese fleet fell into the PLAN’s hands. The AI reverse-engineered and improved the Chinese ships on a massive scale. Then it was game on. As you said, Drudge, the PLAN began to attack our colonies throughout the solar system, targeting purebloods. We don’t talk much about that anymore, because it doesn’t matter.” She deliberately did not look at the newbies who appeared to be purebloods themselves. It didn’t matter anymore, because the PLAN no longer had the luxury of selecting its targets. “What matters is that we are here now, fighting to eliminate this threat to humanity, and we’re doing a damn good job, considering how much we still don’t know. What is the PLAN? The answer, Mattis, is we don’t really have any idea. But we don’t need to, to stomp it.”

“YEEEAHH!” Drudge said.

The others looked more confused, rather than less. 

Colden worked up a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Just do the job, and let the wonks work out what it all means.” 

This was the best advice she had to give. They gazed at her with the merciless pity of the young.

“When’s chow?” Drudge said.

Colden sighed. “I was trying to break it to you gently. Our shift starts in—” she glanced at her wrist tablet— “sixteen minutes. Don’t worry, you’ll have an IV.”

★

Here in Alpha Base, Jennifer Colden was a short, curvy woman of Tutsi heritage, with a posh accent she had inherited from her adoptive parents. She was thirty-two and seriously out of shape. It was a professional hazard for telepresence operators.

On the job, she was an eight-foot combat-optimized robot with an armored carapace, a Faraday cage around her head, a flechette cannon in her right arm, a slug-thrower in her left arm, and hydraulic legs that ate the klicks relentlessly. 

She led her platoon, including all seven newbies, at a run across a sandy canyon in Sulci Gordii, the corrugated doormat of Olympus Mons. She calculated their route by inertial guidance, with help from the radio-navigation beacons mounted on Star Force’s surface vehicles. Mars had no geomagnetism, so compasses didn’t work. It was the middle of the day, but a thick blanket of dust hid the sun. The haze reduced visibility to a few hundred meters of rock-strewn desert. 

They zigzagged through a rubble field. Sharp-edged boulders stood at improbable low-gee angles. The wind blew eddies of dust up from dark patches of sand fused into glass by intense heat. Satellite data showed that they were passing near an impact crater the size of a city block.

“What made that, brah?” Mattis asked on the operator chat channel.

“The crater?” Colden responded. “A piece of Phobos.”

Mattis’s phavatar tilted its head at the sky. “Figure there’s more of ’em coming?”

Colden laughed. “Yeah. Pieces fall out of the sky every day. Some of them are just pebbles. Some are big. But statistically, you’re more likely to die of a pulmonary embolism from spending too long on the couch.”

Behind them, Alpha Base dwindled to a black beetle on the horizon. Star Force referred to Alpha Base and its sisters as MFOBs—Mobile Forward Operating Bases. The personnel who lived in them called them, with no little irony, hell on wheels. Alpha Base massed 500,000 tons and sheltered two and a half hundred people within its impact-shielded hull. It was actually one half of a space station borrowed from a colony out Venus way, with treads slapped on, and a launch pad for shuttles hitched to the back. Humanity had not been prepared to fight this war. Even the lethal phavatars used by the Space Corps had humanoid faces behind their mesh masks, left over from their previous existence as therapists, nurses, and daycare workers. 

In the telepresence center on 03 Deck, Colden lay on a couch, headset jammed over her braids, gloves on her hands, feedback booties on her feet. An IV fed a nutritional drip into her cubital port. 

“We’re almost there,” she said. “We’ll be RV’ing with Combat Unit Alpha 15 inside the city.”

Ahead of them loomed a tableland 200 meters tall. The city wall crowned it like some medieval fortification. Constructed of reinforced Martian concrete, the wall was so high you could see it from space. It formed a shape like an ampersand, with a big gap in the southeast corner. The PLAN had not built its cities for defensibility. They were—according to the eggheads—art. Viewed from space, they formed glyphs that looked kind of like Chinese characters, but weren’t. The Chinese couldn’t work out what the hell they meant, either.

Few of these fascinating artifacts survived. The fall of Phobos had scoured the equatorial regions of the planet clean. This catastrophic event, named the Big Breakup by Earth’s media, had started late last year, when a gang of rogue pilots had sabotaged the PLAN’s fleet of orbital fortresses—fragments of Phobos, which the Plan had taken apart decades ago and kitted out with big guns. The daredevil pilots, led by Bob Miller of the Luna Union, had steered one of these moonlets onto a collision course with its neighbor, setting off an unstoppable chain reaction. As soon as they started to collide with each other, the fragments had shattered into smaller and smaller pieces, reducing their ballistic coefficients, and causing their orbits to decay. Not just one, but dozens of moonlets had slammed into Mars at tens of thousands of kilometers per hour. Each one had delivered the impact of a nuclear fusion bomb—or several nuclear fusion bombs.

Colden had watched the first, worst days of the Big Breakup from a Star Force carrier in orbit. Giant impact craters had glowed red-hot, while molten ejecta spewed into space. For a while, Mars had seemed to wear a cummerbund of fire. God, it had been pretty.

Everything within 20 degrees of the equator had been annihilated. Seismic shocks so intense they were off the Richter scale had travelled around the planet, resonance piling on resonance, levelling PLAN artworks as far away as the poles. Fragments ranging from the size of a pebble to the size of a house continued to fall out of the sky on a daily basis. 

Unfortunately, the destruction had been spotty. The city designated Conurbation 112 remained more or less undamaged. 

The phavatars climbed the tableland towards the flattened section of wall Colden could see on the sat map. This pinpoint strike hadn’t come from a Phobos impact, but a Star Force warhead. For a while after the Big Breakup, it had looked like Star Force was going to slag everything on Mars, finishing up the job that the sainted Bob Miller had started. Colden wouldn’t have shed a single tear. The PLAN had pulverized Hyderabad and Seoul last year. It had killed Colden’s adoptive parents two decades ago, and killed her best friend during the Big Breakup. She herself had had a very narrow escape. So—give the metalfuckers a taste of their own medicine. Hell yeah.

Then it had all come to a screeching halt.

And three months later, here was Colden leading a bunch of half-trained teenagers into a PLAN city, vidding all the way, because ethics. And accountability. And the founding principles of the United Nations, and our human identity, and all the rest of that crap.

To Colden’s secret glee, the Chinese were not so big on the founding principles of the United Nations etc., etc., blah, blah. Not surprising, as the Imperial Republic of China did not belong to the UN. China had joined the war belatedly and now operated on the ground in loose confederation with Star Force, which caused no end of logistical snarl-ups and misunderstandings, a situation which was not aided by the awful quality of surface-to-surface comms. As the phavatars rounded the end of the wall, they saw that a Chinese artillery unit had got to Conurbation 112 first. They’d slagged the city’s power plant. Three glossy red Chinese tanks sat fatly on their treads before the ruins. Dust devils boogied around their charged-particle cannons. 

The power plant had formerly been a ziggurat the size of the Grand Pyramid of Cheops. Colden had seen intact ones. It pleased her to see this one levelled.

Combat Unit Alpha 15 had parked their buggies nose to nose with the Chinese tanks. They were out in the dust, arguing with the tank crews. The Chinese soldiers responded with familiar gestures signifying that they were not speaking English today. 

Captain Hawker line-of-sighted Colden: “Check your rad exposure. These meatheads just blew up a fission reactor.”

Nuclear fission had gone out of fashion on Earth 150 years ago. But the PLAN didn’t care about the march of technology. Mars had thorium and traces of uranium, so the PLAN had exploited them to power its cities. The Phobos impacts had killed pretty much every reactor on the surface: dust was murder on heat rejection systems. This power plant would already have been shut down. But its core would still have been hot. Colden duly checked her rad counter. The phavatars were striding through a blizzard of gamma-emitting particles. 

“We’ll be fine,” Colden radioed to Hawker. “It takes more than a few pissant gamma rays to cramp our style. But what about you?”

The Star Force infantry wore combat suits, which was to say standard Star Force EVA suits with a kevlar outer garment. They were supposedly rad-proof, but manufacturing standards had fallen so far during the war that equipment specs could not be trusted. 

“We need to clear this burb,” Hawker said. “They’ve been harassing our rear.” He was interrupted by the unmistakable sound of someone puking in their helmet. “Oh, fuck.”

“Get back in your vehicles,” Colden said. It was not her place to give them orders. But she was probably the most experienced person on the scene. “We’ll handle the door-to-door. I assume the Chinese will help, and you can provide fire support if necessary. Now get that kid into the buggy and give him some rad pills.”

“’M not taking my suit off,” mumbled the puker.

“Fine, whatever. The buggies are rad-shielded, so get inside, anyway.”

Hawker reluctantly ordered his grunts back into their buggies. He gave the Chinese tank crews a middle-finger salute by way of farewell. From inside his low-slung Death Buggy—more Star Force irony; the personnel carriers used by the infantry were more likely to cause death to their occupants—he radioed Colden’s platoon. “You go ahead, we’ll bring up the rear. If it moves, slag it. If you need additional slagging capacity, yell. Any questions?”

One of Colden’s noobs, Allison Gwok, had not got the message being subliminally—and now overtly—radiated at her throughout her short career. She spoke up. “But sir, what if we encounter one that, you know, isn’t dangerous? How can you tell the difference?” 

Hawker said, “They’re all dangerous. I’m repeating myself, but if it moves, slag it. Any other questions?”

No one had any. 

Colden led her platoon around the mountain of rubble that used to be the power plant. They crossed a broad plaza littered with debris from the demolition of the power plant. Radioactive particles billowed around them. Their electronics would go flakey if they stuck around here too long. Dimly seen through the haze, four boulevards of Stalinist scale and straightness radiated off the plaza. Dunes of rubble paralleled them. Before the Phobos impacts, these dunes had been high berms topped with solar panels. Humanity—spying on the PLAN’s building programme from afar—had assumed they were just more art. But the quakes had demolished the loosely bonded rubble blankets, revealing what was inside: long, one-storey concrete silos, mostly intact.

Two of the Chinese tanks overtook them, and rumbled away down the two leftmost boulevards. Every fifty meters or so, they paused to rake the silos with charged-particle beams. The buildings did not explode. They just collapsed. 

“OK,” Colden said. “We’ll stay a safe distance from that.” She led the platoon down the rightmost boulevard.

The newbies swivelled their heads, eyes on stalks. “Hard to ’magine it was an AI made this place,” Mattis murmured. He said AI like everyone did, as if it was a curse word. 

Colden scanned the street alertly, too. But she was not looking at the scenery. Once you’d seen one PLAN town, you’d seen them all. She was looking for movement.

“We have to clear the houses,” she said. “We’ll go up one side of the street, and come back down the other side. Everyone has their IR filter enabled, right? I shouldn’t even have to ask.”

Her own IR filter showed the silos as bleak ranges of polar-blue hills. But those concrete walls were thick. Anyway, the absence of heat sources didn’t necessarily mean the silos were empty. 

They clambered over the first dune of rubble, slipping on loose rocks. The entrance was at one end. It was just a hole. There’d probably been an igloo-style exit when the protective berm was in place. The silo was proportioned oddly, by human standards: long, high, and narrow. These were typical Martian proportions. Cots stood in broken lines, easily a hundred of them stretching from end to end of the silo. Broken pieces of machinery lay here and there on the floor. “This is a typical Martian dwelling,” Colden said in her tour-guide voice. “But note the absence of any working fab equipment, such as printers, CNC lathes, forges, etcetera. That is a sign that the muppets evacuated a while back, taking their valuables with them. When they were here, you would have seen manufacturing equipment all mixed up with domestic shit. They worked, ate, and slept all in the same area, like medieval people.”

Drudge leapt into the air, turned a somersault, and came down on a cot. He jumped from one cot to the next, his clawed feet ripping up the thin polyfoam mattresses. 

“Agent Drudge! What the fuck are you doing?”

“We used to do that at home,” Drudge explained, jumping down from the last cot.

Oh, so he came from a group home, where the kids slept in dormitories. Colden had kind of figured that. “Jesus,” she said. “Don’t do it here.” 

Near the end of the dwelling, Allison Gwok screamed. “Aaargh! A rat!”

A rat, Colden thought. Give me strength.

She strode to catch up with Gwok. The newbie’s phavatar was standing on a cot, pointing at another one. “It went under there!”

Colden’s deputy, Pratt, and the other vets struggled unsuccessfully not to laugh. Colden was having difficulty in that regard, too. She picked up the cot Gwok was pointing at, and tipped it on end. 

A dozen four-legged creatures raced out from underneath. They leapt at her, climbing her legs, gnawing on her carapace. They did look a bit like rats, except they were the size of Yorkshire terriers, with huge bouncing bellies. Colden grabbed them by the scruff, one by one, and threw them down the silo. The vets shot at them with their flechette cannons. It was a contest of skill and timing, like shooting clay pigeons. Drudge got in on the action, whooping, too late to score any kills. “Ay caramba!” he yelled. “Are these the Martians?”

Colden strode over to one of the twitching bodies, stood on its forepaws, and bent to slice its belly open with the cutter laser in her right gripper. Silvery dust spilled out and rolled across the floor like mercury. “See that? Metal pellets. These are the PLAN’s salvage bots. You’ll find them everywhere, scavenging for recyclables.”

She straightened up and turned to look at the far end of the silo.

“To answer your question, Drudge: these are not the Martians. The Martians are in there.”

A metal hatch stuck out from the end wall. It was covered with swirly gouges which formed the same patterns as the city walls. 

“That’s the entrance to a refuge,” Colden said. “You’ll find several of them on every street. Most are abandoned. But since there were scavenger bots in here, there’s a high likelihood this one is occupied.”

She got everyone together. 

“We will go in tactically. Pratt, Thanisuwatra, Houlet …” She stacked her vets behind her in the 2, 3, and 4 positions. “Everyone else, stay here until I call you.” She just could not deal with newbies in a live-fire CQB scenario today. She’d take them through room clearance training when they had a room that was more likely to be empty. “Jay, you’re up.”

Jay, short for Jayashankar, was the platoon’s explosives guy. He slapped leeches—handy little shaped charges, made for this purpose—on the hinges of the hatch. PLAN airlocks were manufactured to 200-year-old American standards. Same all over the planet. Phut went the timer, and the hinges blew in a shower of sparks. 

Colden hurled her phavatar through the smoke of the explosion, leaping over the fallen hatch cover, firing a .50 slug from her left-arm gun at the inner seal of the airlock. The recoil spun her around 90 degrees so she ended up with her back flattened against the wall of the chamber, in position for her next move. Air whistled past her, escaping from the breach. Same as yesterday in Conurbation 111. Same as last week in Conurbation 85. Same as last month in Conurbation 274, a thousand klicks north of here. Pratt, Watty, and Houlet squeezed into the chamber behind her. She hardly even knew where she was anymore.

The instant they were all in position, Colden fired another projectile into the seal. She followed that up with a piston kick. 

The seal cracked like glass. More air whooshed out.  They charged into the refuge. 

Rickety bamboo catwalks lined the walls, rising twenty meters above her head, crowded with hollow-eyed Martians in ragged clothes.    

She jinked right, dominating the corner, spraying flechettes from her right-hand gun.

Pratt went left, also firing flechettes, screeching his unique battle cry: “Gargle my BALLS!!” 

Watty and Houlet zoomed through the seal, heading for the far corners, firing as they went. Colden wedged herself into her corner so her carapace protected her, and swivelled her arms all the way around. She had eyes in the back of her head. She fired another burst of flechettes, straight up.

The muppets on the catwalks turned into clouds of shredded flesh. Blood gouted from disintegrating bodies and rained down on the phavatars. 

“I’m hit,” Watty shouted in fury. Bullet holes pocked his phavatar’s chest. 

Colden’s target-recognition software picked out the source of the bullets: three muppets with a DIY assault rifle, skulking on a catwalk near the ceiling. She fired a burst of flechettes. These little razor-edged darts were smart. Her gaze-targeting sent them arcing straight at the shooters’ ugly shaggy heads. Bastards dropped their weapon right quick.

The air had mostly exited the room by now, but there was enough of it left to carry sound waves clearly to Colden’s audio mic. 

The high-pitched whine of flechettes circling like pigeons, looking for leftover targets.

The screams of the dying.

(Damn flechettes were supposed to kill, not just wound. They got confused with this many targets.)

And the gleeful voice of Danny Drudge, projected into the air of Mars from his phavatar’s speaker, proclaiming: “Fucking hosed ’em! Sent ’em to the fucking recycling! Yee-HAAAH!”

He jumped and grabbed an intact piece of scaffolding. It broke in his grippers. Undeterred, he attempted to climb straight up the wall, holding onto the bolts where the scaffolding had been attached to the regocrete.

“Drudge,” Colden yelled. “I told you to stay the fuck out of here unless I called for you.”

“They’re all dead.”

“I did not declare the room clear yet!”

“No they aren’t,” Drudge corrected himself. He leaned away from the wall and chopped at the last intact segment of scaffolding. It collapsed. The PLAN never built strong where they could build cheap. Bodies and body parts sluiced down, landing on top of Pratt, who cursed Drudge out. The refuge was tall but it didn’t have a lot of floor space. Piles of bodies now obscured Colden’s view. Drudge jumped down on top of the pile he’d just made and dug in it. He bobbed back up, clutching a frail young boy with his guts spilling out from a flechette wound. Drudge held the boy up to his chest. “That’s what I heard!” 

They all heard it then, transmitted from the audio mic in Drudge’s phavatar’s chest. 

Singing.

The boy’s voice was so faint, and the air so thin, they couldn’t catch the words. But Colden didn’t need to. She’d heard this before. “Oh, fuck it,” she cried. She snatched the boy and tried to push his guts back into his body. He jerked violently. His eyes rolled up to show the whites, and he died in her arms. 

She laid him down among the dead bodies of the other muppets. Thought about closing his eyes, but it seemed pointless when his guts were hanging out. “Now we’ll all get in trouble!” she yelled at her team.

She took them out through the partition wall. The refuge was divided vertically in half. One half was the room they’d just cleared, where the muppets used to come to breathe. They were like whales: gengineered to be able to store excess oxygen in their blood. They only needed to breathe a couple of times a day. In the other half of the refuge, they grew their beans and greens. The slime in the tanks generated their oxygen. There was no need to take any of this gunk back to base. It had already been analyzed, and proven to be the same algae that the first colonists of Mars had brought here in the early 2100s. 

The platoon sprayed a few flechettes around, and left. Colden tossed a grenade over her shoulder, triggering a satisfying roar of crumbling concrete.

Gwok was sniffling back sobs. “They look like people. I knew, but I didn’t really understand. Just like people.”

“They aren’t people. They are Martians. Meat puppets. Muppets.” How many times had Colden gone through this with newbies? It had taken her long enough to accept it herself. “They may have human DNA, but there is nothing in their heads apart from PLAN neuroware.” 

That’s what she had been told. And then everything had gone screeching into reverse, and she wasn’t sure what she believed anymore.

And Gwok, a product of the new training curriculum, persisted. “What about the one Drudge found? They told us some of the muppets are friendly. We have to separate the friendlies from the hostiles, and take them prisoner according to the—”

“The Geneva Convention!” Drudge jumped in, like a kid suddenly recalling the answer to a quiz.

All because of a bit of warbling.

All because some linguists and computer scientists back on Earth had gotten excited about the anomalous behavior of about one in one hundred of the PLAN’s muppets, the strategy of turning Mars into a parking lot had been cancelled. And the Star Force brass, also safely back on Earth, who’d wanted a ground invasion from the start, had gotten their way. Complete with the fucking Geneva Convention.

Colden led the platoon into the next silo. Here they found the workshop where the muppets had made their DIY rifle. She vented her feelings by kicking the equipment over. “You heard Captain Hawker,” she said. “If it moves, slag it.”

There were just too many muppets, and 99 out of a hundred of them wanted to kill you. By shooting first, they were violating the rules of engagement jointly ordained by the UN and the Imperial Republic of China. But no one ever called them on it, because the Chinese weren’t following the rules, either. And also because the ethics officers were just as burnt out as everyone else, and hardly ever flagged your helmet vid for violations. 

Drudge’s top-quality recording of a snatch of song was certain to get noticed, though. 

She almost welcomed the prospect. A way out, even if it led through a court-martial. 

“I don’t understand why we’re fighting them,” Gwok muttered on the chat channel.

“We are not fighting them,” Colden said wearily. “We’re fighting an AI. We’re degrading its organic components.”

She wasn’t a soldier. She hadn’t signed up for this. The original mission of the Space Corps—before they got sucked into the war effort—was to help and protect people.

“And now we’re going to do it again.”

 

 


ii.

 

Magnus Kristiansen called a meeting to “discuss the situation.” He had no intention of discussing the situation with anybody. He prepared himself mentally and sartorially to get his way. 

“Mirror,” he said to the wall of his room—not really a room, just a sleeping capsule on Wheel Three of Eureka Station, the Star Force base now being used as a rear staging area for the invasion of Mars. The smart wallpaper turned reflective. 

Staring into his own blue eyes—red-veined and pouchy from all his late nights at the computer—Kristiansen jerked the knot of his bowtie tight. He straightened his collar, smoothed his lapels, and checked that his newly printed trousers were fashionably tight without looking too small. He needed a pocket square. He took a sheet of toilet paper from his personal supply and folded it just right. 

He didn’t take these pains out of vanity. Kristiansen was far from vain, not least because his blue eyes and blond hair marked him as a pureblood—a category still viewed warily, even now that the PLAN was on the brink of defeat and not in a position to target anyone for their genetic heritage. His attention to the details of his appearance was a tactical move. On Eureka Station, men and women in uniform held all the power. Not being in the military, Kristiansen automatically lost about a thousand “take me seriously” points. He needed to leverage every scrap of authority he could get. 

As he had expected, he walked into the conference room on Wheel One to find his boss, Dr. Peguero, slouched in a once-white lab coat, eating a bagel with a schmear and dropping poppy seeds on the table. Dr. Peguero was an actual medical doctor—a qualification as hard to find these days as a degree in falconry—and a man of immense humanity and compassion. He had no conception of how to deal with the UN bureaucracy. He laid down his bagel and began showing Kristiansen medibot schematics on his tablet—blissfully oblivious to the condescending glances of the young people at the other end of the table. 

All these wore immaculate Star Force uniforms, navy blue piped with UN-blue. Their shoulderboards located them in the Star Force hierarchy with nano-precision. Their actual functions were a mystery.

Admiral McLean entered the room at last, and they got started. 

Seven and a half minutes into Kristiansen’s presentation, McLean got back to his feet. His escort of armed Marines moved to flank him. “Interesting,” McLean said. “Thanks for putting that together.”

Kristiansen realized that McLean had stood up, not to contest Kristiansen’s argument, but to leave. 

He was stunned. When the admiral had agreed to attend the meeting, he’d felt sure they were on the verge of a breakthrough. He stammered, “Wait, let me show you a couple more slides.” He riffled through his powerpoints and threw up the slide that was to have capped his presentation. 

“I don’t have time to look at a whole lot more of this crap,” McLean said, unmoved. 

“I should think you’ve seen enough.” Kristiansen’s voice trembled with anger, foxing his resolve to play the bureaucrat. “These are extremely serious violations—”

“Allegations. I agree they are serious allegations, and they will be looked into.” The famous military passive construction: no indication of who would be doing the looking-into. Because no one would, Kristiansen was sure. 

Dr. Peguero texted him, nervously, in French. “That’s enough.” Dr. Peguero was afraid of pissing McLean off, and losing what access they had to the theater of operations.

Kristiansen glanced back at the screen. The text from Dr. Peguero stayed in his field of vision, so that it seemed to float on the grainy still captured by the phavatar of a Space Corps agent named Allison Gwok. The snap showed the interior of a Martian refuge, literally piled with corpses. Shoulder-deep in bodies stood several other combat-optimized phavatars, COPs as they were called, grotesque metal monsters that looked like beetles walking on their hind legs. One of them held up a boy’s body like a trophy. There was no caption, but Dr. Peguero’s words provided an appropriate caption for the scene, as red as blood: Ça suffit.  

Yes, Kristiansen thought. Ça suffit. 

ENOUGH.

He cued the audio clip that went with the vid. A distinctive warbling sound emerged from the speakers. Halfway to the door, McLean checked. Kristiansen had cleaned up this clip in a rageful all-night session at his computer. The words of the boy’s song could now be easily distinguished.

“Stephanus, vir sanctus, virtute ac imbuti …”

The same words as always. It didn’t matter what the words were. It mattered that they were coming from the lips of a Martian.

A Martian on the edge of death, slaughtered by the very same UN that proclaimed itself the guardian of humanity’s values. 

“This was murder!” Kristiansen shouted. He stood behind the conference table, clutching its edge in a death grip. 

On the far side of the table, McLean halted with his back to Kristiansen. The young mystery-people rose smoothly to their feet. The unhurried efficiency of their movements suggested that they were security personnel of some kind or other. They closed in on Kristiansen and Dr. Peguero. 

Kristiansen raised his voice again. “Star Force is violating the Joint Command’s rules of engagement! The Select Security Council’s directive number 9003 is being egregiously ignored! I don’t ask that you control your troops.” Clearly, you’re not capable of it, he thought. The truth was this war had tapped into a well of bestiality from which the media had agreed to avert its collective gaze. There was no external pressure on Star Force to live up to its moral obligations … and there never would be, unless it came from the handful of NGOs operating alongside the troops. “I ask only that we be allowed to embed our medibots with front-line units performing urban clearance operations. We have repeatedly made this request, and it has been ‘under consideration’ for months. If there had been a medibot accompanying this unit, that boy could have been saved.” He remembered to make the tactical argument he’d planned out. “The medibots could also benefit your troops in the field. Their vacuum tent functionality could be a life-saver when soldiers are not able to immediately reach their bases.”

“Please, sir. You have the power to make this happen,” Dr. Peguero added humbly. 

Admiral McLean gestured to the security personnel. They halted. The closest one had been on the point of reaching for Kristiansen’s arm. He rolled his eyes and leaned against the wall. 

“OK,” McLean said. “I have no objection to deeper integration of medical assets.” He skewered Kristiansen with a glare that emphasized the difference between his authority—the real kind—and Kristiansen’s—a pose pieced together from brass cojones and toilet paper. “Your request is approved. But I’m not making my people hump your heavy-ass, breakdown-prone bots around the battle theater. You want to embed, you do it. Carry the damn things yourselves.” 

The admiral left the room with a careless acknowledgement of Dr. Peguero’s effusions, and Kristiansen’s less enthusiastic thanks.

Didn’t Dr. Peguero understand that the admiral had just screwed them?

The security guy propped against the wall smirked. He reached out and felt the fabric of Kristiansen’s suit jacket. “Local?”

“The fabric is from Wheel Four. The template was designed for me by my tailor in Switzerland.”

The man pooched out his lower lip, pretending to be impressed. He looked younger than Kristiansen, and sported a mustache that appeared to be drawn on his face with colored pencil. “Know what you said that made him change his mind?”

“Do enlighten me.”

“Vacuum tents. We’re losing a lot of casualties due to the sequestration and scrubbing requirements. They die before we can get them back to base. Your vacuum tents could be a way to sequester casualties for treatment in the field, without risking anyone else. They’re not standard options for Star Force medibots.”

Kristiansen nodded. “Medecins Sans Frontieres mostly operates in the Belt. It’s quite common for people to get hurt when they’re out on the surface of an asteroid, or working on a mining rig. Fractures, gashes, burns—even minor injuries can be lethal within a few seconds if the EVA suit is breached. But when a medibot with an Evac-U-Tent is on call, the patient can be stabilized and treated in a pressurized environment, even if they’re far from the nearest refuge.”

“Yeah,” Pencil Mustache said. “All the same, no soldier that gets into one of your Evac-U-Tents is ever going back to Earth. Admiral McLean wants to believe there’s a way around that. There isn’t. But you might get a few months to field-trial the system before they decide it’s too risky.” 

Kristiansen raised his eyebrows. “Because of the nanites?”

“That’s right. The nanites.”

Kristiansen had pronounced the word with an ironic intonation. Pencil Mustache let it fall like a stone. The room went silent. No one had been talking before, but now the subliminal sounds of movement also ceased as everyone stopped moving. Even Dr. Peguero froze in mid-chew, his cheeks bulging with bagel.

Star Force’s scientists theorized that the PLAN’s absolute mastery of its muppets worked bacterially. According to this theory, ‘nanites’—genetically engineered bacteria, half organic and half machine—infested the bodies and brains of the Martians, controlling their behavior. Kristiansen had no opinion on the nanite theory other than natural skepticism. But Pencil Mustache had spoken as if it were no longer a theory, but confirmed fact. 

Kristiansen shrugged. “I only mentioned the Evac-Tents to appeal to the admiral’s concern for his troops,” he admitted. Politics was not veiled here as it was on Earth. It operated nakedly, as visible as the laser pistol in Pencil Mustache’s thigh holster. “We’ll respond to Star Force emergencies if they ask us to, of course. But our primary mission will be rescuing the friendlies—the so-called warblers. I’m told that holding facilities for them already exist on the surface.”

“Yeah,” Pencil Mustache said. “They’re empty. The grunts use ’em as basketball courts. They say the hang time is out of this world.”

Pencil Mustache stood back, indicating that the conversation was over. Watched by the whole security group, Kristiansen and Dr. Peguero tidied up the conference room. They wiped the big screen’s cache, restored the ergoforms to their standard C-shaped blob configuration, and threw away the virtually untouched selection of snacks and drinks they’d set out on a side table. Kristiansen spilled a bottle of diet soda—easy to do, in Wheel One’s half a gee of spin gravity. He went and fetched a maidbot to mop the carpet. This was the glamorous reality of working for the solar system’s biggest surviving NGO.

And now, the job was about to get more glamorous than ever.

A briefing from Admiral McLean’s office arrived in his inbox as they tidied up. Dr. Peguero got it, too. They were to vacate their quarters within 24 hours and prepare for transfer to Mars. 

When Star Force moved, it moved fast.

The other security personnel drifted out of the room before they were done tidying up. Pencil Mustache stayed behind. He walked down the corridor with Kristiansen. 

“I heard you had a job offer from the ISA, back when you were in the Space Corps.”

Kristiansen snorted. The only way this guy could know that was if he worked for the ISA. 

The Information Security Agency. The spooks. 

Well, he’d kind of guessed it already.

“You turned us down, huh?”

”I’d just graduated from the Space Corps Academy. I wasn’t interested in leaving.” 

“But you did leave,” Pencil Mustache said. “In what, 2284? Five years ago.”

“Yeah. For personal reasons.”

“We don’t actually have a record of that.” Pencil Mustache hitched his shoulders and let them drop, a gesture that said he wasn’t used to wearing uniform. “I’m just wondering if we’re dealing with, you know, if you’ve got a hero complex, if you’re going to cause trouble out there.”

“Doing good often does cause trouble,” Kristiansen said flatly. 

“You know, I looked at the rest of your presentation. There was one thing that didn’t come up, and I was curious if you just forgot, or if you left it out for some other reason.”

Kristiansen tensed. They passed beneath a craggy overhang of asteroid rock, a reminder that Eureka Station was a hollowed-out asteroid. Pencil Mustache’s voice echoed beneath the rock.

“That atrocity pic? You didn’t mention that the leader of that platoon was a Space Corps agent named Jennifer Colden. You and her have some history together, am I right?”

“Of course you’re right,” Kristiansen said angrily. “You guys are always right.”

“Thanks. So I was just wondering, who are you really trying to save here?”

Kristiansen uttered a dry laugh. “I’m afraid Jennifer Colden is beyond saving.”

They entered the junior officers’ mess. Kristiansen wasn’t supposed to be in here, but Pencil Mustache walked in like he owned the place. He strolled over to the 24-hour buffet.

“Want anything? Mine’s tea. Hot, sweet, and milky.”

“Coffee.”

Pencil Mustache pushed buttons on the drinks machine. Kristiansen followed him to a table. Pencil Mustache said, “So, fill me in a bit about you and Agent Colden.”

Kristiansen sighed. He resented the invasion of his privacy. “You’re correct that we dated for a while. But it was never going to last. I was stationed on UNLEOSS, the UN Low Earth Orbit Space Station. She was on Earth. On our rare weekends together, we spent most of our time arguing. Eventually we split up.”

“What were your arguments about?

“The Corps, of course.” Kristiansen grew more forthcoming. This, he didn’t mind talking about. “The official mission of the Space Corps is helping and protecting people in space. But even at that time—five, six years ago, well before  the war—it had been fatally compromised by political interference ... She refused to see that.” The memory of her wilful blindness still hurt. He drank some coffee. “Nowadays, of course, no one can pretend the Space Corps has a mission of its own. It’s nothing but the telepresence division of Star Force.”

“It must’ve been a shock to find out that Colden was involved with atrocities.”

Kristiansen chose his words carefully. “I admit that I glanced into her platoon’s data archives for sentimental reasons. But that’s how I discovered the vid I showed Admiral McLean. It was a fortunate find. These things are never flagged. Shocking? Yes. Surprising? No, unfortunately.” 

Pencil Mustache sipped his drink. “It’s too widespread to stop. Everyone’s involved.”

Kristiansen shook his head. “Medecins Sans Frontieres isn’t. And I won’t cooperate with any kind of cover-up, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Ha! We don’t need you to cover up for us. We’ve got every media curator in the solar system to do that. No one wants to look at pictures of kids—things that look like kids—getting scrubbed.” Pencil Mustache corrected himself. “Obviously, some people want to. There’s an audience for everything. But fuck ‘em. Sickoes. Let ‘em voyeur, and we’ll store their browsing histories for future reference, thank you very much.” 

Kristiansen saw a glimpse of humanity there, as Pencil Mustache got worked up about the idea of people choosing to consume what information they wanted, rather than what the media provided. “Voyeur isn’t a verb,” he offered with a smile.

“This war has made it into one.” Pencil Mustache sighed. “What I’m trying to say is, we’re on your side. If you can save even a few of the warblers, your outfit will be NGO of the year. I don’t expect much, but I’ll be there to give you any assistance we can provide.”

Kristiansen digested the unwelcome news that Pencil Mustache was to travel to Mars with them. “OK. Thank you.”

“By the way, I’m K’vin.”

“Kevin?”

“No, not Kevin.” He suddenly grinned. “That’s what my mother named me, but come on: Kevin Murray. How uncool is that?”

“So how do you spell it?”

“K, apostrophe, V, I, N.”

“Superfluous apostrophes are cool?”

“Haven’t you ever played any RPGs? There is nothing that rates higher on the cool scale than a random, uncalled-for apostrophe.”

Kristiansen smiled, genuinely. “I’ll just call you Murray.”

He and K’vin Murray came from completely different worlds, but they brought the same passion to their separate jobs. 

Once, he and Jen Colden had shared the same world. The same tastes, the same friends, the same ideals and beliefs. That had changed. Looking back, he couldn’t remember exactly when his eyes had been opened to the corruption of the establishment. But once it dawned on him, he could no longer be complicit in their crimes.

As for Colden, if Mars hadn’t opened her eyes, he figured nothing ever would.

 


iii.

 

The phavatars stayed in the field unless and until they had to be recalled for repairs. Colden’s platoon worked twelve-hour shifts. Another platoon took the other half of the clock, so the phavatars were operating continuously. Remote-controlled charging stations followed them around with ammo and fresh power packs. 

They cleared Conurbation 112 and moved on to Conurbation 117. By the time they got there, Alpha Base had crawled 100 kilometers further through Sulci Gordii, and Colden was just about ready to kill Danny Drudge. 

He acclimatized quickly. That was one way of putting it. He was forever wandering off on his own, looking for souvenirs. She’d made it clear that they were not allowed to bring any items back to base—Commander Jackson’s orders, woo-woo, nanites—but a separate directive conflicted with that standing order. They were supposed to be looking for “PLAN information storage media, computing assets, or any items related to the original colony on Mars.” These were the words of the Special Security Council, parroted back to her by Drudge when she scolded him for going off on his own.

Meanwhile, the Chinese were out hunting for any items related to their own special area of interest: the People’s Liberation Army Navy fleet that had gone to Mars at the turn of the 23rd century, and come back to terrorize the solar system in the form of AI-controlled space fighters. 

No more PLAN ships would ever fly against humanity. The Phobos impacts had obliterated the launch facilities in the Tharsis Montes and other locations around the planet. Sure, a few trolls had been caught away from home, and were still making mischief in the Belt. But for the first time in hundreds of years, humanity owned the skies of Mars once more.

That turned out to be a very different thing from owning the land.

The PLAN had its headquarters in Olympus Mons. Star Force’s scans revealed mind-numbing amounts of electricity being generated and consumed in there, buried beneath the caldera complex on top of the massive shield volcano. The orbital bombardment had bashed Olympus Mons up a bit, but not even ice-rink-sized meteors could make much of a dent in a volcano the size of France. The PLAN was still in there. Still alive. Whatever “alive” meant for an AI. Still plotting death to humanity.

How did they know? Well, because it kept throwing shit at them.

There were big guns dug into the walls of the caldera. Since Olympus Mons was eight kilometers high, they could fire ballistic missiles all the way around the planet from up there. But because the peak stuck up above the nuclear-winter blanket of dust shrouding Mars, they couldn’t see very well to aim. Star Force had eliminated every last PLAN satellite in orbit, and demolished all the over-the-horizon radar arrays they could find. The only targeting system the PLAN had left, in theory, was radio waves: spray ‘em into orbit and take pot-shots at the source of any reflections. This was highly inconvenient for Star Force’s satellites, which had to keep changing their orbits, burning through fuel that had to be shipped all the way from Earth. But assets on the ground couldn’t be targeted in this way.

“Nope. I don’t believe it for a fucking second,” Sophie Gilchrist said, hands on her phavatar’s hips. “They have some way of targeting us. It may not be perfect, but they’re not just throwing kinetic kill vehicles into the air and hoping they get lucky.”

Lucky for the PLAN had meant, on this day in Conurbation 243, terminally unlucky for a Chinese patrol. They’d been ransacking a farm—one of the dedicated hydroponics facilities often found in larger towns—when a KKV had landed on it. The impact had rivalled a nuclear blast. Around a 500-meter radius from the epicenter, phavatars and earthmoving vehicles burrowed into the rubble. Every UN and Chinese asset within fifty klicks had rushed to the site, and that was how Colden had run into Sophie Gilchrist, an old frenemy of hers and one of the only other Space Corps agents left from the class of ’79. Now Gilchrist commanded a COP platoon, too.

“There is no way anyone’s alive under there,” Gilchrist said, staring at the debris through the mesh of her phavatar’s Faraday mask. “But I guess we have to make the effort, for the sake of international diplomatic relations.” She handed out crowbar attachments to the phavatars in her platoon. “We were having a really good day, too, Jen. We found like a thousand muppets holed up in a recycling facility. We fed them to their own fucking recyclers.”

Colden remembered when Gilchrist had threatened to quit the Corps over her belief that the muppets were human, and killing them was murder. She’d come a long way since then. And she was the closest thing to a friend that Colden had out here. Did she, too, have doubts about what they were doing?

“Sophs,” she said. “Three minutes.”

There wasn’t any way for telepresence operators to talk in private, since everything was recorded in their data dumps. But Colden and Gilchrist had worked out a system. Colden popped off her mask, gloves, and headset. She was due a legally mandated exercise break. Her phavatar’s MI could handle a task as simple as digging. She left the telepresence center and ran downstairs to the garden. A public vidphone hung from a tree. No one was waiting to use it at the moment. She dialled.

The signal merged into the datastream connecting Alpha Base with one of the UN sats in orbit, and bounced down again to Theta Base, 300 klicks to the south.

Sophie Gilchrist—cued by Colden’s warning to wait by the public vidphone in her own base—picked up.

“Hey, Jen. Guess what?”

“Huh?” Colden said. “I just wanted to tell you something without frightening the noobs. I have a theory about how the PLAN’s targeting us. It uses the muppets as spotters. They see us, they call it in.”

“With what, telepathy?”

Gilchrist’s tone was skeptical, but Colden nodded into the phone. “Telepathy. Or think up something more sciencey to call it, I don’t care.”

“The grunts here were actually saying something like that the other day. They think that’s why the PLAN doesn’t target our MFOBs—we make damn sure no muppets ever get close to us.” On the phone screen, Gilchrist glanced around to make sure she wasn’t being watched. She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “The other theory is it’s seismic.”

“Huh?”

“You know how the whole planet is supposedly crawling with nanites. Well, according to this theory, whenever we walk on them or crush them with our vehicles, that information gets transmitted back to the AI. So the PLAN actually knows where we are and what we’re doing at all times. We can’t take a step without being watched.”

Colden shivered. But if she let herself get that paranoid, she’d be finished. She scoffed, “If that was true, they would KKV the fuck out of us on a daily basis.”

“Unless,” Gilchrist said, “they’re deliberately luring us … further and higher …”

Gilchrist’s MFOB, Theta Base, was higher up than Alpha Base, crawling across the northwest slope of Olympus Mons. 

“They might be luring us into … a trap.”

“Woo-oo-oo!” Colden clapped her hands to her cheeks, mimicking fear. 

They both laughed.

“I don’t even believe in the nanites,” Colden said. “It’s just a story to scare the grunts, as if they aren’t scared enough already. But what I wanted to say is, I think you’re right: the farm was not just a lucky hit. Assuming active targeting of whatever variety, it might be an ambush. Blow something up, wait for the first responders to arrive, and then blow them up. I think we should come up with some way to get the humans away from there.”

“Jesus, Colden, you’ve got a twisted mind.”

Gilchrist slipped back into calling Colden by her last name, and Colden, feeling that her idea had been rejected, said snippily, “No, I just researched irregular warfare tactics back when we were fighting on Stickney.” When you were flapping around moaning about how terrible it all was, she thought. But it would be a whole lot more terrible if WE were the ones getting killed. Elfrida and I understood that from the beginning. The only way to stay alive is to do the job right.  

“I remember Goto used to do her research, too,” Gilchrist said. Their minds were running along the same track. “She really took the job seriously. Ugh, I can’t get over her being gone.”

Colden’s throat tightened with grief. Elfrida Goto had been her best friend. She’d died in Mars orbit, thrown off a fragmented moonlet, her body lost forever in the chaos of the Big Breakup. 

“There was some rumor, I remember,” Gilchrist went on, “that she was special. She was some kind of an outlier who could survive anything.”

“All that was, was lies, damn lies, and statistics.”

“And I keep thinking, if even she could get killed, what are our chances?”

Colden was about to snap back something about Gilchrist being as self-centered as ever, when she realized that she was witnessing a moment of vulnerability. Gilchrist was scared to death, just like everyone else. 

“We’ll be fine.” Colden managed a grin. She snapped her fingers sassily. “Fat girls don’t go out like that.”

“Guess I’m screwed, then,” sighed the sylph-like Gilchrist. Then she crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue. She was an OK chick at heart. “So listen, what I was going to tell you! Oh my God, Jen, are you ready for this? Guess who’s coming to Theta Base on the next transport from Eureka Station? I’m just going to tell you, because you’ll never guess. Magnus Kristiansen!!”

The name of her old flame went through Colden like a rod of solid titanium. The surge of emotion she felt surprised her. Kristiansen had broken her heart long ago, when he chose his ideals over her. She didn’t feel anything for him anymore. Did she?

“Well, thank God they aren’t sending him here,” she said. “Because I would have had to tie his balls around his neck and push him out the airlock for the nanites to devour. Say hi to him from me.”

Gilchrist giggled. “Will do. And regarding your ambush theory, I’ll pass it on to the grunts from Theta. Maybe I can even get Captain Saroyan to take it seriously. He quite likes me.”

The screen darkened as Gilchrist signed off, twirling her hair. Colden smiled tolerantly to herself. Same old Gilchrist, convinced she was God’s gift to men. It was funny how much people could change, and yet stay the same …

She hurried back to the telepresence center. Her practiced eye surveyed the couches. All quiet. Her operators lay peacefully in their polyfoam cradles, only their right—or left—hands twitching slightly, depending on whether they were right- or left-handed. They were digging. If there’d been a flap, they would be jerking around. Involuntary reflexes, you couldn’t control ‘em.

She squeezed between the couches and crouched down by the one that held Drudge’s skinny body. She tapped his shoulder. You weren’t supposed to do this, but if Drudge couldn’t cope with an off-schedule break from immersion, he wouldn’t last long in the Corps. 

His limbs flew out straight—one arm narrowly missing Colden’s head. He sat upright and ripped off his mask. “What the fuck? What’s happening? Oh whoops. Ma’am!” 

“Drudge, where are you right now?”

“Right here! Oh. OK. I get what you mean. I’m digging,” he said virtuously.

“No, you’re not,” Colden said. At this point in her acquaintance with Drudge, she didn’t even need to make it a question. “You’ve bunked off again.”

“I’m right over there,” he insisted, pointing at the wall of the telepresence center, meaning the same direction relative to his phavatar’s location in Conurbation 243. 

“Good. No, I’m not taking the piss, Drudge. That’s good, that’s what I wanted to hear. You went to look for souvenirs, right? So go a bit further away. Like a couple of streets. And then …” She lowered her voice and told him what she wanted him to do. He leaned towards her, shoulders sharp-pointed under his shapeless uniform. He reeked of cheap cologne. Like he thought he was going to get some romantic action, on freaking Alpha Base. 

“Got it, ma’am!”

★

Colden hopped back onto her couch and waited for the fun to start. 

The rest of her platoon were busy digging. They’d persuaded an earthmover to come over and help. It was a smart six-legged bulldozer that scooped up pieces of rubble too big for the phavatars. The PLAN had built its silos, farms, and city walls out of regocrete—a concrete-analog made from pulverized Martian regolith—reinforced with steel rebar. These tall, skinny structures looked deceptively fragile to Earth-adapted eyes. They were actually very strong. The PLAN’s regocrete used molten sulphur, which was abundant on Mars, as a bonding agent. Even in the quakes following the Phobos impacts, which exceeded the greatest earthquakes in Earth’s history, structures located further from the equator had swayed and cracked but not fallen. Took a direct impact to bring these suckers down …

Colden glanced up at the haze. She was twitchy, fearing that any moment the next KKV might split the overcast sky. Come on, Drudge.

Turned out he’d just been obeying her instructions to move further away. “Hey, guys!” He broadcast his shout to everyone at the site. “You gotta come and see this!”

Colden exclaimed in fake surprise, “That’s one of my agents! Wonder what he’s found?”

“Like, guo lai ya, dudes!” Like all the newbies, Drudge had been made to learn a bit of basic Chinese. “For real! I need backup, pronto!”

All the Chinese troops immediately downed tools and drove towards Drudge’s location. The Star Force troops followed, just in case Drudge had found something good and the Chinese were going to get to it first. 

Result! Colden thought to herself. She counted a hundred and fifty human beings passing her, hanging off the sides of their Death Buggies and Dongwu Che surface transports. There could hardly be anyone left at the farm. They all converged on the building where Drudge was yelping about his amazing discovery.

Uh oh. He’d better have found SOMETHING to justify this build-up.

She needn’t have worried. 

Drudge’s phavatar stood on the roof of a ziggurat. This wasn’t one of the 120-meter ziggurats that housed the PLAN’s fission reactors. She’d never seen one like this before. It was a smooth-sided cone, about 30 meters high, with a ramp that spiraled up to the top, reminding her of a helter-skelter. She flashed back on the pure joy of a day at the funfair with her parents, and then she saw the skulls carved into the sides of the ramp.

Scratch that. 

Actual skulls—muppet skulls—set into the regocrete, like decorations.

“Oh boy, this is sick!” said the grunts, vidding from every angle.

“It sure is!” Drudge shouted. “But you haven’t seen the really interesting thing yet!” His phavatar danced like an excited stag beetle. “Come on up here!”

Chinese and UN grunts climbed the ramp. It was steep enough to force them onto their hands and knees. Infected by the general excitement, Colden climbed up behind them. 

There were so many people crowding the platform at the top that she couldn’t reach Drudge. She turned to look back at the ruined farm, about a klick away. Her platoon’s phavatars were still digging, as were those from Rho Base and Theta Base. She line-of-sighted Sophie Gilchrist’s phavatar. “Any time now,” meaning that all the humans were off the site, so she wouldn’t mind if the PLAN sprang its ambush any time.

“One of our combat units is still here,” Gilchrist responded anxiously. “They found a bit that didn’t collapse, and they’ve gone inside. I told Geoff—I mean Captain Saroyan—about our theory, but he was just like, ‘I don’t give a rat’s ass. This is my duty.’”

“It’s Geoff now, is it?” Colden teased her. 

“Ma’am! Ma’am! Mizz Colden!” Drudge was trying to get her attention. “You really should look at this!”

People were squeezing through the crowd to where Drudge stood. One by one, they bent down as if to look at something on the floor, and fell back with curses on their lips, to make way for the next set of gawpers. Drudge held his position, quivering self-importantly. Colden could have accessed his phavatar’s optic feed, but whatever it was the human beings were getting so riled about, she felt like she ought to see it with her own eyes, even though she was a hundred klicks away on the couch. 

Did that make any sense? Nope. She pushed her way towards him. 

He stood guard over a telescope or periscope set into the platform, wrong end up, waist-high to a human. There were metal handles on either side that you could use to focus and tilt it. Star Force and CTDF gloves had rubbed the dust off them. Colden aimed her optic sensors at the telescope’s eyepiece. Lenses trying to look through lenses. All she saw was a blur. Then her sensors auto-focused, rendering a picture of a dimly lit room with a square object in the middle.

“It’s like a crypt or something,” Drudge jabbered. “I bet there’s a mummy in there!”

Colden said, “The walls of the room look to be covered with markings. Probably just PLAN glyphs, but I’m getting that they’re red. That’s unusual.” 

The PLAN never normally used colors. Its cities, monuments, and earthworks were paintless, lacking any pigments except the natural brownish-gray of regocrete, or the blue-black of graphite-based solar panels, or the oxidized terracotta hue of Martian rubble. Martian houses weren’t decorated on the inside, either. In contrast, Colden’s optic sensors reported that the graffiti in the crypt was primary-colored—mostly red, a bit of yellow and black. There was a light source in there, illuminating the reflective square object in the middle of the room, like an exhibit in a museum. 

Interesting that the monument still had power. The PLAN’s power grid had gone down for the count. In pre-war days, solar panels had paved vast areas of the planitias, sucking up the sun’s energy. Any surviving solar panels were now useless, thanks to all the dust in the atmosphere. The fission reactors in the towns had also died, as dust clogged their vents and filters. This monument must be important enough to have its own backup generator.

“Good find, Drudge,” she said grudgingly.

Suddenly everyone pressed back, crushing against the immovable objects that were Colden and Drudge. At the far side of the platform, something went phut. Sparks leapt into the thin Martian air. Grunts cheered.

Colden shouldered through them, a head taller than the tallest soldier. There’d been a hatch set into the far side of the platform. The grunts had set a leech on it and blown the hinges. Ladder-like stairs led down into darkness. 

“Stand back, please,” she said urgently. “Let me and my colleague go in first.”

“Hell with that,” someone said. “You can’t have all the fun.”

Was that how they saw the COPs, as literal cops policing their fun? Nothing could have been further from the truth, but Colden and Drudge were two against many. The soldiers charged into the hatch. Chinese and Star Force men jostled to take the lead.

Whoops and war cries flooded the public channel. “Get ’em get ’em GET ’EM!”  On her couch, Colden gritted her teeth. So there were hostiles in there. What a surprise.

A single dead muppet came flying out of the hatch. Air, escaping from below, rippled the muppet’s unusual clothes as it lay on its face, unmoving.

Drudge let out a cry of frustration. He wanted to get in there. But the hatch was too small for the phavatars. Using the drill and crowbar attachments he’d been issued earlier, he began to chip around the telescope set into the middle of the roof.

Colden squatted on her haunches, vidding the unusual attire of the dead muppet. Stiff blue trousers. A black shirt, sodden with blood. She turned the corpse over. There was a white design on the front of the shirt, spreading out to the shoulders. Suddenly it clicked in her mind. “Holy crap. This muppet is wearing a cowboy shirt and blue jeans.”

So much like a person. She poked the dead muppet’s face with a gripper, trying desperately to see it as a non-person again. Like all the muppets, this one had been short in stature, stocky, and flat-nosed, with wide cheeks now bunched in death like fists. Like all of them, it had skin the exact color of ‘fleshtone’ in a pack of crayons—a café au lait shade designed not to offend anyone. No one’s skin was exactly that color, except a few individuals with just the right mix of brown and white ancestry. And, as it turned out, the PLAN’s muppets. Their skin blended right in with the regolith of Mars; there’d been incidents where they ambushed patrols out in the open. You couldn’t see them until you were right on top of them.

The grunts sometimes snarked about how the muppets looked Chinese, but they didn’t. Not really.

They were descended from the men and women of the famous lost fleet of China, plus some survivors from the American colony destroyed in the Mars Incident. 

The PLAN had bred them like animals, genetically adapting them to the Martian environment. In the process, it had erased ethnic distinctions. DNA analysis proved the muppets weren’t clones, but they might as well be, for all the individual differences between them. And of course, the PLAN had also erased their individual identies. Colden remembered something she’d been told in training: You can’t kill the dead. You’re just cleaning up the trash.

She picked the dead muppet up in one gripper. She was about to pitch it off the platform when she noticed it was wearing a pendant. Very unusual. The muppets didn’t decorate themselves any more than they decorated their houses. She broke the chain, tossed the corpse away, and examined the pendant. It was a locket.

“OK, that’s it, we’ve cleaned the place out. Twenty, twenty-five hostiles have been liquidated.” Captain Hawker’s voice cut into the public channel, line-of-sight relayed out of the monument. The soldiers still on the roof, and those watching from the ground, exchanged high-fives. “We are now gonna bust into the chamber. It’s hermetically sealed. You guys on the roof, do you observe any changes in there?”

Drudge, still trying to remove the telescope from its mounting, said, “No.”

“OK, we are blowing the hatch now.”

Colden pried the locket open. “Wow, look at this. Paper.” The folded piece of paper was so old, it crumbled in her grippers. Realizing this might be their only chance to examine it, she went ahead and unfolded it. “‘… of the Ecopoiesis Group is to firstly carry out a survey to identify suitable locations for Test Beds, and subsequently select the most favorable ones, relying on metrics including, but not limited to, temperature highs and lows, wind exposure …’” Colden belatedly realized she was reading the paper. “Oh my God. It’s in English!”

The paper cracked in half along a fold line. The bottom half disintegrated into dust as she grabbed for it, but not before her camera recorded the faded blue logo at the bottom of the sheet.
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Colden swallowed. The muppet had been carrying a 170-year-old document produced by the space agency of the United States, the country that first colonized Mars. What did that mean?

 “We are in the chamber. Clear your bandwidth if you want to see. I’m streaming vid,” Captain Hawker said from below. 

Colden shut down all her other comms channels and went to split screen. 

Down below, the grunts poked around the chamber, scraping at the PLAN graffiti on the walls. Splashes and slashes of red and yellow formed glyphs like all the others, but not like all the others. These didn’t have the diecut precision of the other glyphs. They dripped. They clumped. They screamed. Colden shuddered on her couch. Malice and hatred breathed from the walls of the crypt.

“Quite spooky,” Captain Hawker commented. “Reminds me of some Satanist shit.”

For Colden, the crypt evoked memories of home. The worst kind of memories. 

Home for Jennifer Colden was a loaded concept. Her adoptive parents, UNAID workers from the Former United Kingdom, had raised her in the back of their mobile field office as they travelled around central Africa. In the mid-23rd century, technical innovations in the cybersecurity sector had plunged the Congo basin into a conflict now known as the infowars. New inequalities had reignited old resentments. A ruthless new breed of hacker had emerged from the cyber-jungle to prey on the assets of rival tribes. It was all too typical to find villages and towns deserted, vegetation creeping relentlessly back into the homes of people whose reputations and psyches had been destroyed by cyberattacks. The losers of these virtual battles had often committed suicide in despair, or fled to start new lives elsewhere under false identities, as Colden’s birth parents had done. The victors had stolen their stuff and defaced their houses. This was like that. She’d glimpsed a room like this in the Congo, before her mother yanked her away. Sealed up and reeking in the heat, the walls had been daubed with slogans painted in human feces, radiating vengeful fury. She could still smell the stink, and hear the flies buzzing.

Breathe, she told herself, breathe. All it is, is some graffiti.

In the center of that room in the Congo had stood a gruesome artifact: a stack of BCIs, extracted under duress from victims, embedded into holographic mugshots of their former owners, which were in turn embedded in plastic globes the size of beachballs, stacked one on top of the other as if they were severed heads. 

The centerpiece of this chamber on Mars looked innocuous by contrast. It was a glass display case. But Colden got the same nasty vibes from it, from a hundred klicks away.

Captain Hawker leaned close to the display case. Reflections off the glass whited out Colden’s split screen for a minute. “Sorry, sorry,” Hawker said. “Trying to get a better view. It’s a topological model. Green hills, some lakes, some rivers … hey, here’s a little tiny model spaceport, with spaceships and everything. I wanted one of these when I was a kid.”

The model spaceships bore the same logo Colden had seen a few minutes ago. The logo of NASA, the agency that had first colonized Mars, back in the days when nobody believed AIs could get angry.

Everyone watching the streaming vid realized the truth at the same time. 

“It’s a NASA model.”

“This was how Mars was gonna be after they got through terraforming.”

“They must’ve made this as a mock-up.”

Tired, dispirited soldiers, the excitement of their discovery wearing off, looked around at their bleak surroundings with fresh disgust. It was painful to imagine that Mars could’ve been a green paradise. 

★

The superstitious grunts, and the officers monitoring the scene remotely, soon decided that the monument was a PLAN temple. The PLAN worshipped NASA’s memory!

But Colden knew that was wrong. “It’s not a temple or a museum or anything like that,” she insisted to Hawker. 

They sat on the roof of the monument, taking a break while other troops crawled around inside the monument, vidding every square centimeter. The eggheads on Earth would go nuts over this. But they would misunderstand it, just like the troops were misunderstanding it, because none of them had grown up in a war zone. “The infowars, OK? Everyone thinks they weren’t real wars, because no one went around lopping off heads. We don’t do that anymore. But cyberwars are plenty violent, even if nobody dies.”

She told Hawker about that room in the Congo. The stack of holo portraits, deliberately mimicking a tower of severed heads. 

“That was a hate display. Like the opposite of a temple. Or maybe a kind of temple, OK … a temple of hatred. This is the same thing. The PLAN exhibited that model, yeah, sure. Muppets probably crawled up the ramp to gawp through the telescope. But they weren’t supposed to worship it. They were supposed to hate it. NASA was the PLAN’s first enemy. That scale model is NASA’s severed head. The priesthood of the, whatever, the NASA hate cult, those muppets wore jeans and cowboy shirts as if they’d stolen them off the enemy, they wore NASA documents around their necks. The netwarriors in the Congo, these whip-smart hackers who could trash a whole village in an afternoon, they would wear pendants decorated with BCIs, which they’d forced their victims to remove from their brains. Sometimes with tweezers and no anesthetic. You just have to see the similarities.”

Captain Hawker regarded the eight-foot phavatar. Her grippers were mangling the locket she’d taken off the dead muppet. “Take a deep breath, Agent Colden. This is Mars.”

Colden sighed to herself. She’d put her past on the line. She might as well not have bothered. Now Hawker probably felt sorry for her.

Unbidden, Magnus Kristiansen came to her mind. It never would have crossed his mind to feel sorry for her. To him, her background had just been part of what made her herself. 

Eh, hell with him.

She looked down at the locket in her grippers. She’d crushed it. “Whoops,” she said lightly. “Guess I don’t know my own strength. You should tell your guys to pick up some more of these, if there are any down there.”

“I’m not taking that shit back to Alpha Base,” Hawker said. 

A procession of Chinese grunts climbed out of the hatch, carrying dead muppets, stacks of ceremonial blue jeans, and some wicked-looking machetes.

“Wow,” Hawker said. “Machetes.”

“For killing the sacrificial victims whose skulls ended up on the ramp,” Colden said. “I’ve changed my mind. The muppets we killed probably were sacrificial victims. That would be why they made them dress up in NASA gear. Maybe they were about to be killed when the Phobos impacts struck, and they’ve been stuck here ever since.” 

“And then we came along and sacrificed them to the noble cause of winning this war a little faster,” Hawker said. “Heh, heh.”

All this time, Drudge had been messing with the telescope. The gouges he’d made in the roof, combined with the weight of the soldiers in their combat suits, and possibly prior weakening by the impact of the KKV a few streets over, suddenly cracked the regocrete right through. Drudge’s phavatar, the telescope, a chunk of roof, and the grunts who’d been standing on it fell down into the chamber.

“Fuck!” Hawker shouted. 

The chunk of roof had landed on the scale model, crushing the glass case and its contents to smithereens. No one would be taking that home now.

Colden edged back from the hole in the roof, afraid her phavatar’s weight might crumble it further. 

“Sir!” A panicked voice cut across the babble of swears on the public channel. “Sir, I’ve got a suit breach! My leg’s all torn up!” 

“Aw, Ustinov, man, are you sure?” 

“Drudge, assist that casualty!” Colden said. Here was Drudge’s chance to redeem himself after smashing the scale model. 

“On it, ma’am!” Drudge’s phavatar soared out of the hole in a standing leap—a feat impossible for a human, even in Mars’s gravity—with the injured private in his arms. Hitting the roof, he stumbled. Colden grabbed the casualty from him. The private’s right leg was a mess. The chunk of roof must’ve hit him, gashing his supposedly impermeable outer garment, and his actual spacesuit, from knee to boot-top. Dust already coated the exposed flesh and the sluggishly welling blood. Colden prepared to rush him down the ramp to the buggies. 

“Do it, Ustinov,” Hawker rasped. 

At that moment, Sophie Gilchrist line-of-sighted Colden. “Hey, Jen. This just turned into a great day.” 

“Sarcasm implied, I take it,” Colden said grimly. Hawker got in her way, preventing her from reaching the ramp. Sidling around him, she said, “We just smashed a unique PLAN monument to shit. What about you?”

“Geoff’s team found some muppets hiding in the farm. Like maybe ten survivors all huddled up together.”

“So what’s the problem?” She switched channels again. “Hawker, could you please get out of my way?”

“Don’t be a wimp, Ustinov,” Hawker ordered, dancing on his feet to stay in front of her, his gloves raised as if to push her back.

“They’re all warblers is what,” Gilchrist said. “Every motherloving one of them, singing away like a fucking choir.”

“Oh, great. What’s Captain Saroyan gonna do?”

“They’re discussing that right now, but I think we’re gonna end up taking them home. Unless … I wondered if you could get Captain Hawker to talk to him? I don’t want to lose our exercise area. If I don’t get to run, I get seriously depressed.”

Each MFOB had a so-called Detainment Module. They were gymnasium-sized, pressurized, and all of them were still empty of muppets, to the best of Colden’s knowledge. MFOB personnel used them to play games and hold dance parties. You could even run laps in there, if you were into self-punishment. Colden had never set foot in Alpha Base’s Detainment Module, not being into self-punishment, but she understood how Gilchrist felt.

“I can try,” she said. “But Hawker’s being a bit of an arse at the moment.” She switched channels again. “What the hell, Hawker? This man needs help! I have to get him to the buggies!”

In her arms, Private Ustinov spasmed.

Hawker dropped his arms. “It’s OK.” He sounded choked up. “You were a good man, Ustinov. The best. Fuck it.”

The rest of Hawker’s unit crowded around Colden, touching Ustinov’s helmet with their gloves, saying goodbye. 

Ustinov’s faceplate was decaled with the logo of some electrofolk band, so Colden couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was gone. His weight in her arms felt limp, like luggage, not a human being anymore. “He took the stuff?!” she said in outrage.

“He saved the rest of us,” Hawker corrected her. “He was infected. If we took him back to base, he would’ve infected everyone else, too. He chose the path of honor.”

“Oh, Jesus. You really believe in the nanites, don’t you?”

“I don’t believe in taking risks.” Hawker’s voice hardened. “You aren’t out here, Agent. You’re safe and sound on your couch. You have no fucking idea.”

“Excuse me, Captain. I am out here twelve hours a day, taking the risks that your guys can’t … or won’t.”

First one, then two, then several Chinese grunts came up and likewise bowed their heads to Ustinov’s corpse. They exchanged fist bumps with Hawker and left.

“They do it, too,” Hawker said. “Nobody is risking contamination of their base, regardless of what the ruperts say.”

Colden thrust Ustinov’s corpse into Hawker’s arms. “You carry him. Hide his body, or burn it, or whatever you do. After that, there’s someone you need to talk to.”

“Who?”

“Captain Saroyan. He apparently doesn’t share your views about contamination. He’s about to detain a dozen warblers and transport them back to Theta Base.”

“Saroyan? He’s a fucking rules lawyer.”

Those words were Captain Geoffrey Saroyan’s epitaph.

The sky flashed. Everyone on the roof flung themselves flat. The regocrete vibrated. Slumped steeply. 

Rolling toward the now-much-larger hole in the roof, Colden dug her grippers and toes in, breaking her slide. She made herself an anchor for the soldiers sliding down on top of her.

Debris pattered on their backs. 

Radio discipline dissolved. An incomprehensible din of English and Chinese filled the public channel. Everyone still down in the street fled to the safety of their vehicles.

Colden barked on the operator chat channel, “Pratt! Watty! Houlet! Gwok! Mattis! Gimme a sitrep!”

“We’re out,” came the disconsolate responses. Her platoon had lost contact with their phavatars. That could only mean one thing. Their phavatars had bought it.

“Gilchrist? Sophs, are you there?” 

Now she was line-of-sighting Gilchrist’s phavatar, not expecting to get an answer. 

“… Here.” Gilchrist’s voice was shaky. “I’m … we’re OK. The rubble sheltered us from … the impact.”

“KKV number two.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah. Geoff was in there.”

“I’m so sorry, Sophs.” Colden stayed stiff, letting the soldiers clamber over her to safety. She was hearing reports of more suit breaches. There’d be more self-euthanasia cases today. And Star Force thought they had a problem with soldiers getting depressed. Now she knew that what they had was a problem with soldiers being honorable. Bet they hadn’t expected that when they resurrected humanity’s fighting spirit from its dormancy. 

She consoled herself that at least the casualties would be minimal, compared to the massacre that would have occurred if everyone had still been at the farm site.

“You were wrong, Jen,” Gilchrist said. “It wasn’t an ambush! They aren’t targeting us at all!”

“How do you figure?”

“They’re targeting the warblers.”

“Oh my God …” She thought back over past KKV strikes. In every case, there’d either been warblers there, or there could’ve been, and Star Force had never found them because they had been flattened. “But wait a minute, Sophs. What if the warbling is a signal to the PLAN? ‘Hey, we found something!’ It could be both things: the warblers are the spotters, and they’re being targeted, because the PLAN doesn’t care enough to give them time to get out of the way.”

“You really do have a twisted mind,” Gilchrist said. “I guess it could be that, but I think the warblers are the targets. Geoff said they were hiding in there. They’d barricaded themselves into the farm with air and food.”

Colden swallowed. It was awful to contemplate the idea that the warblers might be rebelling against the PLAN. It would make them victims. It would make her … a murderer. “Well, pass that hypothesis on to Sector Command.” Her lips felt numb with horror. “There’s always a chance they haven’t thought of it on their own.”

“You do it. I’m busy.”

“Doing what? There’s no one left to rescue in there.” 

“Geoff is alive. I’m going in to get him.”

“Oh, Sophs. It’s not possible.”

“I’m on the radio with him right now. If you want to be helpful, grab one of our buggies and bring it to my location.”
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The landing shuttle skidded down into Mars’s gravity well and performed two passes around the planet, circularizing its orbit. Kristiansen rested his chin on his fist and watched the optical feed projected on his retinal implants. All it showed was clouds. 

For a couple of hours nothing changed. They crossed the terminator again and again. On the shuttle’s third aeropass, the clouds rose up and seemed to engulf the little spaceship in fire, as its thrusters sparked the dust in its path into incandescent plasma. 

“Aerobraking is fun,” yelled K’vin Murray, the ISA agent who had invited himself along with Kristiansen. The two men were strapped to the walls of the cabin, sandwiched between shrinkfoam-wrapped bales of cargo. This shuttle was actually a private spaceplane purchased from some rich owner on Earth. It might’ve been quite luxurious before the seats and furnishings were ripped out. “Pretty, pretty,” Murray crooned. “The dust won’t even begin to settle for another couple of years.”

The shuttle bucked and seemed to nosedive.

“Is this safe?” Kristiansen yelled.

“Sure! The impacts fucked up the weather. But landing on Mars is really easy, as long as no one’s shooting at you.”

The shuttle made what felt like a white-knuckle emergency landing. The thump jarred Kristiansen’s teeth in his skull, and flooded him with gratitude for their improbable survival. The optical feed showed a group of highrise buildings with dun-colored clouds whipping around their tops. In fact, the shuttle had landed with pinpoint accuracy on the 100-meter launch pad trailing behind Theta Base. 

They waited for a while. 

Murray got antsy. “C’mon, let us out. They should be unloading the cargo. What’s taking so long?” 

He pinged the pilot, who said he’d been told to remain where he was.

“I don’t like the sound of that.” Murray unbuckled his harness. Kristiansen did the same. They were the only two passengers on board. Dr. Peguero was supposed to be coming on the next shuttle. They clambered over the cargo, squeezing through gaps. Kristiansen pinged the status monitors on each bundle he crawled over. They were his medibots, plus peripherals and spare parts. To his relief, all of them seemed to have survived the trip in good condition.

Murray threaded his arm down past a Medimaster 5500 and pressed the action plate of the cabin airlock. Both ends of the chamber opened at once, since the cabin was unpressurized. Dull, hazy light flooded in. 

It was like the light in northern Europe before a winter storm, but with an indefinable alien quality. Kristiansen slid out of the airlock and walked self-consciously down the steps, getting a feel for 0.38 gees. He had never before stood on another planet. He realized he’d been unconsciously expecting it to feel like home. It didn’t. This was enemy territory, and his bones and nerves knew it.

A yellowish desert crawled past the edge of the launch pad. Theta Base was trundling over Olympus Mons’s northwestern flank—a slope so gentle, it was scarcely perceptible—at about ten kilometers per hour. 

Kristiansen hurried to catch up with Murray. The ISA agent stood at the edge of the launch pad. A causeway connected the pad to the cluster of steeples ahead of them. It was made up of articulated segments that undulated as the base moved, as wide as a highway. 

“Someone should’ve come out to meet us,” Murray said. “There should be bots to move the cargo. Something’s wrong.” 

“Have you tried pinging them?” Kristiansen couldn’t. As an NGO employee, he was shut out from all military comms. He was used to it. 

“I’m just getting some asshole who says they cannot admit us to the base at this time.”

“That doesn’t make sense. They were expecting us.”

“Yeah, I know. I called Deimos to find out what’s going on.” Deimos was Mars’s surviving moon, now a depot and forward staging area. Dr. Peguero was still up there, waiting for his ride down to the surface. “They said they’d get back to me. Let’s try knocking on the door.”

Murray and Kristiansen jumped from one segment of causeway to the next. Glancing down, Kristiansen saw caterpillar treads the height of a house. Hydropneumatic suspension allowed the steel tracks to hump over large boulders. It was a pretty rough ride, all the same. The towers ahead swayed from side to side. Kristiansen lost his balance. Murray stuck out a hand and caught him. They shuffled up to the vehicle airlock at the end of the causeway.

Both of them had been given entry codes for Theta Base. They took turns keying them in. Nothing happened.

“They forgot to authorize us,” Murray surmised. “Fortunately, that presents no obstacle to the ISA. Don’t look.” He tapped the keypad again. “This’ll definitely work.”

Nothing happened.

“Okayyyy.”

Kristiansen glanced back at the shuttle. Something white was sticking out of the open airlock. One of his Medimaster 5500s. It toppled all the way out and fell on its side. 

He was about to dash back along the causeway when Murray said, “Hello. Looks like they’ve finally deigned to notice us.”

The personnel airlock next to the vehicle airlock valved. A person in a sky-blue ground crew EVA suit clomped out and held up three fingers. Kristiansen dialed in suit-to-suit channel three.

“—can’t come in. Please, just go away.”

“Why?” Kristiansen demanded. His dander was up. “I’m from Medecins Sans Frontieres. I have permission to be here. I’ve already spoken to the commander of this base. What’s the problem?”

“No one can come in.”

“We’ll see about that,” Murray said. From some concealed pouch in his suit’s webbing, he produced a spiffy, and extremely deadly, laser pistol. He held it at thigh level, pointing down. “If there’s some kind of emergency here, I need to assess the situation personally. Step aside, Private.”

Two more soldiers came out of the airlock. These carried infantry-issue carbines. The carbines pointed at Kristiansen and Murray’s helmets. “Go away.”

“This base is contaminated!” the first soldier said. Once he started talking, the words spilled out. “One of our COP operators brought in a bunch of casualties. Their suits were breached. That’s not good, but there they are, so we take ’em down in sickbay. Couple hours later, they’re getting up off their cots. They’re walking around. Everyone’s like, hey, awesome recovery. Couple more hours passed, and then it kicked off.”

Murray interrupted, “What kicked off?”

“They went fucking psycho! ‘Cept for the ones that stuck forks in their own eyes.”

“The purebloods,” said one of the other soldiers. 

“Yeah, and any that didn’t, the rest killed them. Then they took over. The only reason we’re standing here talking to you, we were working in the lower decks. I’m a mechanic. These two were on sentry duty in the garage.” The mechanic waved a glove up at the towers. “The psychos are holding 05 Deck, that’s the crew quarters, and 04 Deck, that’s comms, operations, all that shit. And life support. They’ve got life support. We’ve got the engine room, the cargo hold and garages. We had to shoot all the bots, ‘cause they were using them to attack us.”

Kristiansen struggled to wrap his brain around this horrifying story. He wouldn’t have believed it, except Murray obviously did. “When, exactly, did this happen?” Murray said. 

“Coupla hours ago.”

“And when did the zero incident occur? You said some guys were brought in with suit breaches. When and where did they sustain their injuries?”

“Yesterday, somewhere down south. That crazy bitch drove all night.”

“What crazy bitch?”

“The telepresence operator who brought them in. She’s gone, too. She was on 05 Deck.”

“And she brought them in at what time?” 

“Fuck, what was it, oh one hundred when she got in? She didn’t notify anyone she was bringing them back, or she would’ve been stopped. But OK, the guys are in bad shape, take ‘em to sickbay, hope for the best. That’s always a mistake on this fucking planet.”

“Did they go through scrubbing?”

“Of course they went through scrubbing. Scrubbing don’t mean shit if you’ve had a suit breach.”

“Well, that’s useful information,” Murray said. “OK. Let’s count on our fingers. It’s sixteen oh six now—” local military time bore little relation to the waning Martian day— “so that means it takes about 24 hours for the nanites to brainjack their victims. Maybe?”

They all stared at each other. The soldiers continued to point their guns in Kristiansen and Murray’s direction.

Kristiansen wondered if his mission was going to end right here with a faceful of smart darts. If he’d gasp his last in the filthy Martian air, while nanites colonized his dying brain. 

The carbine pointing at him wobbled. The faceplate behind the gun had a STAR FORCE MOM decal on it.

“Come with us,” he blurted. “We’ve got a shuttle. We’ll take you to safety.”

Star Force Mom slowly shook her head. “We don’t know. We might be infected, too.”

“I have medibots. They have tent modules that can be pressurized. You can receive treatment if you start to display symptoms, while remaining safely isolated.”

“Nuh uh,” Murray said, dismissing Kristiansen’s offer before the soldiers could say anything.

Kristiansen’s temper boiled over. He snapped, “I know more than you do about infectious diseases, Murray. On Earth, there’s been no such thing as an epidemic for a century, but viruses ranging from measles to nanorot have returned in space, leaping from livestock to humans, mutating amongst isolated populations. What’s worse, colonies lose their herd immunity to diseases they don’t happen to have. One unwitting carrier can trigger a devastating epidemic. In these cases, quarantine measures are essential. Rest assured, I know how to handle this.”

“Yeah, but the nanites aren’t a disease. They’re version 1.0 of the Heidegger program.”

“Aw, you’re fucking kidding,” said the mechanic. Everyone had heard of the Heidegger program, the PLAN malware that wreaked havoc on 4 Vesta a couple of years ago.

“They called them meat puppets on Vesta, too,” Murray sighed. “It’s like people are making the connection, without making the connection. Crazy, huh? But there’s only so much we can do.”

A new voice intruded on the conversation. “Just to let you know, I’m outta here in two minutes.”

Their shuttle pilot must have been listening in. Now he’d heard enough. He wasn’t sticking around. 

“If you want your stuff, come and get it.”

Kristiansen whirled. All his cargo had been unloaded from the shuttle and scattered on the launch pad. As he watched, one of the shuttle’s R&H bots dragged the last package to the edge of the launch pad, dumped it, and climbed back up the cabin steps. 

“Hey!” Murray sprinted down the causeway. “You’re not going anywhere.”

The airlock closed.

“Try and stop me,” said the shuttle pilot.

“I order you to stop!”

“Move that stuff, or it’s gonna get fried.”

Kristiansen overtook Murray. Working at desperate speed, he threw his medibots onto the causeway, where they would hopefully be out of range of the shuttle’s drive plume when it launched. These little landing craft launched vertically, burning straight to orbit. The launch pad was surfaced with a steel alloy resistant to several thousand degrees of heat. His medibots were not. The low gravity of Mars assisted him; he hurled hundred-kilo machines through the thin air to safety. 

The soldiers helped.

Murray shot at the shuttle.

The captain cursed him out, and launched.

They huddled on the causeway, instinctively shielding their faces from the glare with their gloves. Kristiansen’s faceplate went black. Out of the darkness he heard Star Force Mom saying, “We’ll give you a buggy.”

“A buggy?” Murray said despairingly. “Where the fuck do you think we’re gonna drive to? This is Mars.”

“Alpha Base is three hundred klicks that way. You’ve got a radiopositioning beacon. They’ll probably come and pick you up.”

“Right after they nuke us,” said the mechanic.

The trio laughed with gallows humor. 

“Keep the medibots,” Kristiansen said. It was all he could do for them.

★

They ended up taking a single Medimaster 5500, lashed to the roof of the buggy. Kristiansen drove. Murray spent the whole time talking to his contacts on Deimos, Eureka Station, and Earth. Actually, he spent half the time talking, and the other half swearing at the comms. The buggy had a satellite connection, but it was unreliable. They’d climb a ridge, and Murray would get five minutes on the phone; then they’d lurch down the other side, and he would get cut off and sit in silence, staring tensely at the comms unit. 

“How is it that we know so little about the nanites?” Kristiansen said, breaking one of these silences.

“We’ve never had a chance to study them in the lab.”

“How’s that? If the planet is crawling with them, surely all you’d have to do is scoop up a handful of soil and scan it.”

“Yeah, and we have done that, and we’ve found microscopic carbon-based particles that shouldn’t be there. That’s how we know they exist. But they don’t do anything. So it’s a mystery.”

“Maybe they self-destruct when you try to study them; same as the Martians self-destruct when they are captured.”

“Congratulations. It only took Star Force six months to work that out.”

Kristiansen didn’t answer. He was concentrating on driving. The buggy had very simplistic controls, but the terrain was difficult. The steep ridges and deep folds reminded him of the foothills of the Swiss Alps, with dust instead of vegetation. The 1:5000 satellite map, based on pre-war surveys, showed that they were moving in the right direction—north—between two terrifying chasms. But the high ground between the chasms was far from flat. 

His arms ached, tense from gripping the yoke. His back was complaining about his wild spasm of activity earlier. He scowled at the radar plot. “What does this flashing light mean?”

Murray took a glance. “Aha. That means the radar has locked onto something anomalous.”

“What an amazing deduction.”

Murray laughed. Then he jerked his head slightly, reacting to some information he could see on his HUD. “Whoa.”

Kristiansen tried to guess what had startled the ISA agent. On the dashboard screen that stood in for a windshield, a cliff loomed at right angles to the slope they were traversing. The radar indicated that this was the object it had identified as anomalous. It did seem out of place. It was huge. Kristiansen took it for ejecta from an impact, but rubble didn’t have right angles. Rubble didn’t … have the Chinese character for life printed on it in red.

“This is one of the Chinese modules!” Murray yelped. 

Kristiansen sat up. “Why don’t they send help to Theta Base?” 

As he spoke, he saw the ragged top edge of the module, twisted metal curling outward, dust blowing around the shards. Further away, a massive hole gaped in its side. This module was very much non-functional.

“There isn’t anyone here,” Murray confirmed. “I’m not saying this is a Chinese MFOB. Those are much smaller, and they’re red. This is one of the modules that crashed.”

“What modules?”

“Go closer.”

Kristiansen drove downhill, angling towards the cliff-like side of the module, over ground littered with rubble. The buggy’s deep-treaded aluminum wheels lurched and spun in thin air. He braked. “Any closer, we’ll get stuck in this rubble field.”

“This’s close enough. Come on, I want to take a look.”

Murray hopped out of the buggy. Cautiously, Kristiansen followed him through the hatch in the roof. It was a pressure seal. The buggy could theoretically be pressurized. But someone had jarked the pressurization lever by squirting splart all over it. Kristiansen could guess why: so the crew wouldn’t be tempted to fill the cabin with air and take their helmets off. It was a natural human instinct to want to escape this glass bubble around one’s head, the fog perpetually forming on the faceplate, the inability to touch or scratch one’s face, and the sound of one’s own breath. Kristiansen had now been in his suit for a whole day, ever since they suited up for pre-flight checks this morning. He could smell the ripe stink of his sweat when he moved. He clambered after Murray. 

They walked and jumped over the scattered rocks. The damaged module lay in a transverse position across the slope. They circled an engine nacelle the size of a juggernaut, torn off and lying by itself. “Must’ve been a rough landing,” Kristiansen said.

“Yeah.” Murray headed for the hole in the side of the module. 

Kristiansen snuck a glance back at their buggy. Already the dust almost hid it. The vast bleakness of this landscape dispirited him. The thing about planets was that they were large.

“There were twenty of these modules altogether,” Murray said. “The Chinese landed them on the surface during the Big Breakup. Unmanned. I told you, landing on Mars is easy, if no one’s shooting at you.”

“Someone shot at this one,” Kristiansen said, pointing at the top of the module. It looked as if a giant had cut its roof off with blunt scissors. 

“Oh hell, yeah. The PLAN KKV’d the fuck out of them. But kinetic kill vehicles don’t move as fast as quantum-entangled comms signals.”

“What are you talking about?”

Murray stopped in front of the hole in the module’s side. “These modules were Trojan horses. They carried a computer virus for which the most polite term is ‘bad-ass.’ The Chinese really get AI utility theory. It’s shaken up my whole industry.”

“The spook industry.”

“Yeah. We never guessed they were that far along. But hey, they’re our best friends now, so it’s all good.” Murray’s tone conveyed dubiety.

“This virus, it was a cyber-weapon directed against the PLAN? What did it do?”

“You want the version with linear algebra?” Kristiansen shook his head. “Short version, we think that’s where the warblers came from.”

“The virus?”

“Yup. If only we could catch some of them alive!”

Kristiansen digested this. It was a lot to take in, and the wrecked module looming over them gave a feeling of futility to Murray’s talk of viruses and cyber-weapons. To defeat the PLAN would mean defeating Mars itself. Still, there had to be a path to victory. “In that case, rescuing them is a priority of extreme importance.”

“Rescuing, cough, capturing them, yeah. That’s the only way we’re ever gonna find out how the virus works. How’d the Chinese manage to poke a hole in the PLAN’s information security, when we’ve tried and failed for decades? Gotta get the source code.”

“So it’s all about our competition with the Chinese.” 

“That’s why I’m here. What about you?”

Kristiansen laughed. He moved across the hole in the side of the module to where a long, warped rod stuck out. It was a section of maglev track. He jumped, grabbed hold of it, and did a pull-up so he could see over the debris partially blocking the hole. 

Martian dust coated a landscape of sinuous metal curves and depressions. His brain extracted patterns from the rubble. Topology. 

“Whoa. Murray, there were hills inside this module. Buildings. Looks like a river-bed.”

“Oh, this I gotta see. They said these modules were actually pieces of Tiangong Erhao. You know, that white elephant we used to think was a space station, which was actually an unmanned arkship. It lit out for Barnard’s Star during the Big Breakup, and dropped these off on the way.” Murray copied Kristiansen’s move of grabbing onto the maglev rail segment. 

Kristiansen swung himself up so he was standing on the rail. 

He looked back the way they’d come. 

The dust clouds parted momentarily.

“Murray!”

“What?”

“Our buggy!”

He’d not known what he was looking at for a moment. The buggy had lost its defined shape, bloating into a matte black blob. The blob quivered. Zooming in, he saw that it seemed to be made up of hundreds of small, active bodies. 

His only chance of survival was vanishing before his eyes.

 


v.

 

“Oh, Gilchrist,” Colden sobbed, mashing her blanket to her face as if the soft, nubbly fabric could give her some comfort. “Sophie, Sophie. Why’d you do it?”

She’d got the news about Theta Base during lunch. A private heads-up, classified for officers and managers only. The situation was still developing, and the announcement had been terse to the point of obfuscation. But as soon as Colden saw that a COP operator had been the culprit, she knew what had happened. 

And she knew why.

Sophie Gilchrist had tried to save her boyfriend, and condemned everyone in Theta Base.

Colden couldn’t hold it together. She knew she was partly to blame. She’d reinforced Gilchrist’s belief that the nanites were nothing but a scare story. If she’d instead talked her out of it, Gilchrist might not have taken that desperate gamble. Hundreds of people wouldn’t be dead … or maybe worse. 

The other ranks weren’t allowed to know anything yet, and she didn’t want to start them asking questions she wouldn’t be able to answer. So she’d fled the mess hall to have a breakdown in the privacy of her berthing. She shared a ten-rack cabin with other Space Corps agents. But right now they were all chowing down on fresh corn on the cob and homegrown soybean porridge, oblivious to the catastrophe unfolding 300 klicks away. 

She burrowed under her blanket, and sobbed and trembled.

At last she sat up, wiped her face with her sleeve—and yelled in shock, “Hell!”

Danny Drudge stood in the doorway, looking as close to abashed as she’d ever seen him. “Ma’am?”

“What the fuck are you doing here? Go eat.”

“Ma’am, the commander wants to speak to you. I guess he pinged you, but you didn’t answer.”

She blinked tears away from her retinal implants. Indeed, one of the many notifications that had been obscured by her grief was a personal text from Commander Jackson. “Agent Colden, report to my office ASAP.” 

This was highly unusual. And ominous. Today was turning into a great day, as Sophie Gilchrist would have said. 

“Got it.” Colden dismissed Drudge and then dashed into the bathroom attached to the cabin. She pumped sanitation foam into her palm, rubbed it over her face, and stole a quarter-cupful of water to blot the foamy residue off her hairline. She had to present an unruffled appearance. The dignity of the Space Corps was on the line. 

“Ma’am?”

“Are you still there?”

If he asks me why I was crying, she thought, I’ll deck him.

“Ma’am, you know how our COPs are in the shop for repairs?”

Every COP in the platoon, apart from her own and Drudge’s, had been badly damaged in the second KKV attack. They’d been brought back to base for repairs. Still staring into the pocket-sized mirror, Colden shouted, “Yes, and?” 

“Can I DIY mine a bit? I just wanna bling it out. There’s no rule against that, is there?”

As she gazed at her face in the pitiless bathroom light, her ebony skin seemed to fade to white, and it was Sophie Gilchrist looking back from the mirror at her, across an unbridgeable distance. Tears blurred her vision again. The features in the mirror wavered, and now it was Elfrida Goto looking at her, mouth open as if to say: Hold onto me. Don’t let me go. But Colden had let Elfrida go, and now she was dead, too. She bit her knuckles, forcing the sobs back inside. “There’s a rule against everything, Drudge!” she shouted. “But you know what, have at it. A bit of paint, a bit of bling. It might cheer people up.” They would need it when they found out about Theta Base.

“Rude, ma’am! Thanks!”

“Wait, what exactly do you mean, bling it out?”

“Oh, just like you said, a lick of paint, some fins. It’ll be evil!”  

Colden emerged from the bathroom and yanked her best uniform out of her locker to change. Drudge was already skipping away through the trees. She yelled after him, “Hang on! Your phavatar isn’t in the shop.”

“I switched with Mattis,” Drudge called back without stopping.

Colden shook her head. That kid! He’d made followers out of earnest Mattis and several others. He had also leveraged his momentary fame, as the discoverer of the NASA museum (as people were calling it), into a shadowy kind of star status on base. He got smiles and fist bumps from even the hardest-core vets now.

She went to see Commander Jackson.

★

“This is not about the situation at Theta Base. We will not be discussing that, so don’t ask me any questions, because I won’t answer them. Clear?”

Commander Sam ‘Squiffy’ Jackson sat behind a desk made, like all the furniture at Alpha Base, of stiffened rattan fiber grown on base. It appeared to be balancing on his belly. The joke about Commander Jackson was that he should’ve been disqualified from service on Mars, on account of exceeding the weight limits. 

Gathered in Jackson’s stripped-down office, besides Colden, were Captain Hawker and Specialist 1st Class Hannah Goldberg, of the Star Force Engineering Corps. 

“We’ve been ordered to carry out a search and rescue operation on the Mahfouz Gradient,” Jackson said, naming a region of the northwestern scarp of Olympus Mons. Like many other things on Mars, it had been named for one of the Luna Union pilots who died in the Phobos maneuver, as a way of buying the Luna pols off. 

Hawker blurted, “Isn’t that where the MFOB that shall not be named is operating?”

“Do I have to fucking repeat myself? This is not about that. It’s about the ISA having too much power for anyone’s good.”

Jackson ranted about how intelligence priorities were trumping military logic. Colden and the others sat tight. The commander was on the edge—they all knew that. Jackson had to carry out often-contradictory orders from Earth, while safeguarding his troops’ lives, and repudiating any fascination he may have had with the idea of military glory that lived on in Star Force’s institutional memory. They let him talk it out. The ISA was to blame for everything. It was their fault the war had taken this hellish turn in the first place. Blah, blah, blah.

“And now they’ve mislaid an agent on the Mahfouz Gradient,” Jackson concluded. “And our job is to locate his sorry ass and carry him to safety in protective wrappings.”

He pointed at Colden. “Put together a platoon of COPs. Pull them off other duties if you have to.”

He pointed at Hawker. “Back the COPs up with two Death Buggies.” The Death Buggies did have an official designation—Velociraptors—but even Squiffy Jackson couldn’t stand to articulate such a cretinous name.

He pointed at Goldberg. “Any kit problems, make them go away. I don’t want to hear about it.”

“Yes, sir,” Goldberg squeaked. They were the first words any of them had spoken since Hawker got slapped down.

Colden mustered her courage. “Sir, what should we do if we run into any warblers?” She felt like she owed this to Gilchrist. 

“Warblers? Detain them, Agent, detain them. Like it says in our standing orders.” Jackson’s eyes said the opposite. She could see Hawker’s lips moving soundlessly in the corner of her eye: If it moves, slag it. 

She hurried to reassure them that she wasn’t going soft. “It’s just that there’s a theory going around that the warblers may be primary targets of the PLAN. That it’s at war with them, too, so to speak. And if that was true, detaining them would put us at risk of a KKV strike.”

“That’s a nice theory, Agent, but it is irrelevant to your mission. Which is to retrieve this ISA asset. And don’t let anything get in your way. Clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Dismissed.”

The trio saluted and retreated across a wide floor speckled with dirt. Jackson’s office had once been a smaller garden on 04 Deck. He had had the soil and plants removed because they offended his notions of military hygiene. But crumbs of soil kept creeping back in from the 04 Deck forest, which was twenty centimeters higher than the office, the soil held back by a restraining plank across the bottom of the door. 

Specialist Goldberg tripped on the plank and nearly faceplanted. Hawker caught her elbow to steady her. Jackson simply hit the door-close button. Now he would go back to watching his screens.

Like a parting boot in the ass, their official orders thudded into Colden’s HUD. She wearily scanned the jargon—and gasped aloud.

“What’s up, Colden?” Hawker said. 

“This missing ISA agent, he’s not on his own. He’s with …”

There was no need for the whole base to know her business.

“With some meddling turdbrain from Medicins Sans Frontieres,” she finished, angrily.

She’d heard that Kristiansen would be arriving next week. 

When she heard about Theta Base, she’d felt a stab of relief that least he wasn’t there.

It appeared he had been there, but he hadn’t fallen prey to the nanites. Thank God. He’d escaped, with ISA agent Kevin Murray, heading north down the Mahfouz Gradient.

Hawker laughed out loud.

“What?” Colden said.

“I’m just thinking, an NGO guy and an ISA agent? Talk about the blind leading the blind. If they’re still alive when we get there, it’ll be a miracle.”

“Why shouldn’t they be?” Colden snapped. “They’re only about forty kilometers from the scarp. As long as they don’t fall into a ravine, they’ll be all right. There aren’t any conurbations in their way.”

“Speaking of those ravines,” Hawker said. “They’ve not been very well mapped yet. We’ll be heading into the unknown.”

The Mahfouz Gradient rose ‘only’ about 300 meters above the plain, as compared to the stunningly high scarps on the south side of Olympus Mons. Primordial lava flows and landslides had mostly buried it. More recently,  subsidence had cracked the gradient like the toes of some monstrous beast, opening up a number of deep north-south ravines. 

“Yeah,” Colden said, picturing the map in her mind. “That’s why I thought we might run into warblers.” Gilchrist said they were hiding from the PLAN … 

“Muppets,” Hawker said. “You mean muppets. That’s somewhat of a given, I think.” 

“Let’s just get moving,” Colden said. 

She was already pinging the agents she wanted to take. She hesitated over Drudge. But he had a nose for finding things. It might be needed.

“Colden?” Whenever Goldberg talked, she sounded like a beaten wife. That was what came of being the Engineering Corps’s point person for Jackson’s shit. She sniffled, “One of your agents, um, D. Drudge, just signed for five kilos of splart.”

 


vi.

 

The buggy was under attack! Kristiansen charged up the slope with no thought in his mind except rescuing the vehicle and his Medimaster 5500. 

The things swarming over the buggy had to be PLAN salvage bots. He’d heard they weren’t dangerous in and of themselves. He stopped at a safe distance and threw stones at them.

They boiled off the buggy and scrabbled towards him. Their eyes glinted blood-red. They had fur.

Bots?

“Rats! They’re RATS!”

Rats the size of poodles, their black pelts smeared with Martian dust, their stomachs bulging and almost scraping the ground. 

Kristiansen kicked out at them, his teeth gritted, his hair standing on end inside his helmet. 

“They aren’t rats.” Murray’s voice came over the line-of-sight link. “I know, I know, they look like giant mutant rats out of some lame-ass horror flick. But they’re only animals by the broadest definition of the term. They breathe CO2. Eat lithium to react it with. The rest of the scrap that goes in, comes out as refined metal poop. It goes to show what biotech can achieve where there are no pesky obstacles in the way, such as ethics.”

“Shoot them!”

“Waste of juice.”

Kristiansen spun in mid-stomp. Murray was just standing there. The salvage bots—Kristiansen found himself thinking of them as salvage rats, whatever Murray said—streamed past Murray, parting around his legs as if he were just a boulder in their way. Kristiansen realized the creatures weren’t actually attacking either of the men. When Kristiansen disturbed their feast, they’d left the buggy. They flooded down the slope in a moving black patch, so tightly synchronized they looked like a single organism. They vanished into the hole in the side of the Chinese module. 

That hole hadn’t gotten there when the module crashed, after all. It had been gnawed.

The buggy looked a bit gnawed, too.

“They must’ve been here already, recycling the module,” Murray said. “There’s probably millions of them in there. They weren’t interested in us because there isn’t enough metal in our suits.” He walked around the buggy. “Looks like they didn’t have time to do any real damage, thank fuck.” 

Kristiansen jumped onto the buggy’s hood and inspected his medibot. The rats had tried to get through the shrinkfoam, but had only succeeded in exposing one corner of the machine. He wondered why he was bothering to carry the medibot around like this. His mission had narrowed down from the expansive ideals he held in his heart, to a singular focus on making it through the day alive.

“Get in,” Murray said. Kristiansen climbed into the buggy. Murray dropped through the roof hatch after him, and locked it. “Wherever there’s a pack of salvage bots, there are Martians nearby. So I’ve heard, anyway. They herd the bots, and collect the metal pellets they deposit in their shit pits.”

“Uh oh.” Kristiansen scanned the optical feed screens. From inside the buggy, the view was technically 360°, but the screens were so small he felt like he wasn’t seeing everything. Martians could be lurking under their noses, hidden by the sheets of blowing dust.

“Just drive.”

Kristiansen put the buggy in drive. He reversed out of the rubble field around the module. Then they had a long hard climb up the slope that the module had skidded down when it crash-landed. Kristiansen had done some off-roading as a teenager, strictly in secret—it was forbidden by the UN’s ecological conservation regulations—on a quad bike he and a friend had built from salvaged parts. He fiddled with the buggy’s annoyingly simplistic drive controls, looking for a lower gear. 

Murray knelt behind the front seats, fiddling with the carbines the guys at Theta Base had given them. These were as long as a man’s arm and heavy as hell—but not as heavy as they would have been on Earth. They had few moving parts that could get clogged by Martian dust. Murray passed one between the seats. Kristiansen pushed it away. He had to concentrate: they were crawling uphill over loose rocks, at risk of starting a landslide, and of getting stuck. 

“Fuck!” he shouted suddenly.

“What? What?”

Kristiansen stabbed a gloved finger at the ‘rearview’ optical feed. Lean humanoid shapes moved swiftly uphill through the dust clouds thrown up by the buggy’s wheels. 

“Hello,” Murray said softly. “Martians.”

Kristiansen’s stomach clenched into a cold, hard knot. Here they were. The beings humanity had come to Mars to kill, or save. 

Right now, all he could think about was getting away from them.

Murray dropped his carbine. He swung up onto the gunner’s platform. The hatch clunked open. “Eat lead, you putrid scrap bandits!”

Kristiansen heard a succession of whines and bangs—the sound effects electronically generated by the roof-mounted .50 calibre machine-gun. The real noise of the gun, attenuated in the Martian atmosphere, travelled through the buggy’s frame and up his spine, rattling his teeth. 

The Martians seemed to melt away into the rocks. Smaller boulders exploded into shrapnel and dust.

“Hot dog!” Murray whooped. Whine. BEEEP. “Shit, I can’t reload. The fucking rats ate the latch of the feed tray.”

Almost before he finished speaking, a rash of blue sparks sprang out on the rearview screen. Murray’s barrage hadn’t taken out all the Martians. And some of them were armed. Kristiansen had heard they used primitive energy weapons. Blasters, like something out of the 21st century. But primitive beat sophisticated, when your high-tech machine-gun had been literally chewed up by salvage bots. 

“There are hundreds of the fuckers!” Murray sounded panicked. After all, he wasn’t a soldier, either.

“I can see that,” Kristiansen gritted. The sideview screens as well as the rearview showed Martians converging on the buggy, leaping over the boulders like mountain goats. They were unbelievably agile. And fast. 

A horde of salvage rats scurried at their heels, like undersized hunting dogs.

“No. No, these little bastards do not get to recycle us.” Grabbing his carbine, Murray jumped up on the gunner’s platform again. 

PEW PEW PEW, the carbine uttered electronically, sounding more like a gun in a game than the real thing. But this was no game. 

Kristiansen frantically scanned the dashboard. They didn’t have any other armaments. This was it: his life depended on an ISA agent’s aim.

Only a few of the Martians went down. Either Murray’s aim sucked, or the ‘smart’ darts’ motion-targeting sensors were getting confused by all the pebbles bouncing downhill in the buggy’s wake. 

“Can’t this piece of shit go any faster?” Murray yelled.

“Nope.” Still climbing the slope, they were progressing at only 10 kph. Murray could yell all he liked, but the buggy’s electric engine wasn’t going to put out any more juice. 

“I’m outta ammo!” 

Kristiansen grabbed the other carbine by the barrel and stretched backwards, keeping his toes hooked under the dashboard. The ISA agent bent down through the hatch to snatch the weapon. 

The Martians surged towards the buggy. 

Kristianensen plopped back into the driver’s seat.

The rearview screen filled with broad-cheeked, flat-nosed faces. Dust-coated hands in fingerless gloves reached up. Blaster fire obliterated the rearview camera.

Murray screamed.

The front screen was next to go. It went black, and then the blackness turned into legs. A Martian had leapt onto the hood of the buggy, blocking the front camera. Kristiansen detachedly noted that the legs were rounded with muscle, and the skin had an odd pebbly texture. A foot in a fur-topped boot kicked the camera. The feed vanished. 

Murray toppled down into the cab.

Martian arms reached in through the open hatch. A hideous face blocked out the dull sky. It wore the Martian expression familiar by now to everyone in the solar system: a tight-lipped evil smile. That smile said clearly that the creature was enjoying this. It wormed around and fired its blaster into the cab.

Kristiansen struggled out of the driver’s seat. 

He jumped over Murray and—because he couldn’t think of what else to do—punched the Martian in the face. 

It recoiled. Its second blaster pulse sizzled into the wall of the cab, narrowly missing Kristiansen.  

He slapped the big red button next to the hatch. It closed hydraulically, grinding shut on the arm of a second Martian. The trapped limb jerked. 

Fingers pried into the gap, trying to force the hatch open again. 

Murray pulled himself up, using Kristiansen’s legs as a ladder. A cutter laser hummed in his hand. He slashed it across the trapped arm and the prying fingers. They fell severed, smoking at the ends.

“Drive!” Murray yelled at the transfixed Kristiansen. 

Reminded of what he should be doing, Kristiansen threw himself back into the driver’s seat. The autodrive had carried the buggy onto a slope too steep for it to gain traction. The wheels were spinning. Kristiansen engaged the spikes, which extruded from the wheels like crampons, giving them better purchase. 

All the screens except one—the righthand sideview—were dark. That one showed what looked like the top of the slope. 

“Murray, are you OK?”

“Just get us the fuck out of here!”

“I’m trying!”

The buggy’s nose tilted up, and then lurched sharply down. Kristiansen had hoped the slope would flatten out on top. His hopes were dashed. They’d just gone over a ridge as sharp as a knife.

He slammed the joystick over hard, jamming the brakes on. 

The buggy spun 180° and began to slide down the hill … backwards.

The single working screen allowed him a glimpse of where they were going. And it was terrifying. 

The slope descended at a brutal gradient, fractured by gullies deep enough to swallow the buggy. Pebbles and large rocks bounced away downhill, leaping high in the low gravity, raising a tsunami of dust that seemed to boil back up the slope towards them. Kristiansen fought for control. He turned the buggy at an angle across the slope.

“Ah fuck! You fucker!” Murray howled. Kristiansen risked a glance back. A blue spark flashed at the edge of the hatch. The Martians had come along for the buggy’s wild ride. They were drilling through the hatch with their blasters.

Murray braced himself to one side of the hatch, carbine at his shoulder, waiting for the first Martian to show its ugly face. 

With the buggy descending in reverse, Kristiansen was doing everything backwards. He leaned on the joystick and cut the engine, taking the traction off the front wheels—which were now at the back. The buggy drifted. Just like in the hills of Nidwalden, where he’d broken his collarbone when he was fifteen. But Mars only had 38% of Earth’s gravity. At the midpoint of the drift, the front wheels lifted off the slope. It was a gentle sensation. Kristiansen knew it was irreversible. 

“Hold on!” he yelled. “We’re going to flip!”

CRASH. The buggy flipped and skidded down the slope on its roof. Kristiansen hung upside-down in his straps. Murray bounced around on the ceiling, which was now the floor. They flipped a couple more times, coming off bumps, and hit the slope each time with a louder, more violent crash. 

For a moment they fell straight down, weightless. Then the buggy bounced once more, hard, and came to rest.

On its side.

Kristiansen felt like he’d been bludgeoned, repeatedly, with a mallet. But he was alive. He hit the release button on his harness with trembling fingers, and fell out of the driver’s couch. It was pitch dark. Screens, interior lighting, everything was dead. 

He checked his suit, to make sure it wasn’t breached. His faceplate’s HUD, backlighted, flashed a reassuring message in the dark: SUIT INTEGRITY 100%.

“Murray?”

The thin cone of light from Kristiansen’s helmet lamp picked out litter that had fallen out of the webbings. Spare ammo drums for the carbines. Refill packs of gorp. 

Murray lay motionless on his back. 

Kristiansen crawled to the ISA agent and shook him. “Come on, man, come on, wake up.”

Murray stirred. “Jesus H. Christ.” He tried to rub his head; of course, he could only rub his helmet. “Am I dead, or do I just wish I was dead?”

“The latter,” Kristiansen said, relieved. “Are you OK?”

Pause. “Yeah, I guess.” 

The hatch had been damaged, either by their fall or by the Martians who tried to break in. For a few nightmarish minutes, it looked like they were stuck in the buggy. Finally, an application of Kristiansen’s shoulder to the hatch got it open. He pitched out headfirst, grabbed the machine-gun mount to break his fall, and stumbled down to the ground. 

The dry, pebbly regolith seemed darker here. So did the light. That could be because the Martian night was falling. Or it could be because they’d fallen into a crevasse which was—just a guess—at least a kilometer deep.

Kristiansen swallowed. The silence in his helmet seemed louder than before, thicker. He stirred the sand with his boot. Nanites teemed in this dry-as-dust soil, invisible to the naked eye. The outside of his suit would be thick with them by now. Only a layer of shape-memory alloy and his outer garment of radproof ‘sandwich’ cloth stood between him and death … or worse. 

Then again, at the moment, the nanites were the least of their problems.

They righted the buggy by pushing on it together. The engine was dead. The machine-gun was as useless as a blunt stick. The UHF antenna and the radar mast were broken stubs, underscoring the futility of their plight.

“Well,” Kristiansen said, hiding his dismay, “I guess we’ll walk.” 

“Yup.” Murray began to sing softly: “Welcome to the JUNGLE, d-d-dur-dur-d-d-d …”

“What’s that?”

“Old song.”

“Whatever.”

“Star Force names all its ships after bands. If we’re going to die, we might as well die with a classic rock lyric on our lips.”

At least the Martians on the roof had vanished during their hair-raising descent—probably smeared across the slope. Good, Kristiansen thought with unwonted vindictiveness. 

To his amazement, the Medimaster 5500 had survived. It had taken a battering, but it was still there, tied to the hood. Twang cords—the 23rd-century answer to bungee cords, without the annoying snap-back factor—deserved all the fanatical praise they got in engineering circles. 

Kristiansen untied the medibot and lowered it gently to the ground. What were the odds that it still functioned? However poor, he wasn’t about to abandon the last of the medibots he’d brought all the way from Earth.

Murray rummaged around in the buggy and found a handful of emergency locator beacons, like yellow coffee cups with antennas on top. “We’ll use these when we get to higher ground.” 

They unhooked the webbing from the interior walls of the buggy and threaded Kristiansen’s twang cords through the holes at the edges, fashioning string bags to carry the beacons, the packs of gorp and water that had been in the buggy, and all the spare oxygen tanks they’d brought from Theta Base. 

“And the guns and ammo,” Murray said. “All the ammo.”

Kristiansen felt a pang of fear as they plodded away from the buggy. He took it out on Murray. “Why did you insist on stopping to look at the Chinese module? If we hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“I don’t recall that I insisted on stopping. We were in agreement.”

“How could I disagree with you? I’m only an NGO employee. You work for the ISA. Intelligence priorities always trump the needs of mere human beings.”

“Do you know how self-righteous you sound? That’s the trouble with you moralizing bleeding-heart types. When shit goes FUBAR, you always try to pin it on us, instead of facing the real villain of the piece: the P, L, A, fucking N. Maybe that’s because you’re scared, plain and simple. I feel for you. I do. But the fact is we need answers. The Chinese have part of the puzzle. The PLAN has most of it. We may even have some of the pieces ourselves, and be unaware of it. Putting those pieces together is the most important job in the universe right now. And if we have to turn over every fucking rock on Mars, we’ll do it. 

“So, yeah. I stopped to look at the Chinese module. Feel free to file a complaint with the fucking Human Rights Commission.”  

Kristiansen tilted his head quizzically. “What, exactly, are you searching for?”

But he’d put Murray in a bad mood. The ISA agent refused to answer. “Switch on your radar,” he said.

Their EVA suits had range-and-rate radar integrated into their radio units. Although the radios were useless amid the PLAN’s jamming, forcing them to rely—as usual—on the line-of-sight microwave link to talk to each other, the radar worked. Turning his head from side to side, Kristiansen heard a stream of beeps. The beeps speeded up when they rounded a rocky outcropping, and then slowed down to a steady rate. 

Murray summed up: “We fell down a gully. Now we’re in one of those deep north-south ravines. We can either go this way—or that way.”

The gloom and the dust obscured the ravine. Radar sketched a green schematic of an open-ended snake.

“Which way is north?” Kristiansen said. Overhead, the dust obscured a slightly paler slot in the gloom.

“I have no idea.”

“Me, either.”

“Eeny, meeny, minie, mo …”

They walked in the direction they deemed most likely to be north. The light faded. Because of all the dust in the atmosphere, the Martian sunset—once a glorious event, recorded by the first colonists as a stunning tie-dye explosion of color, followed by a twilight glow—now consisted of a quick fade to black. Their helmet lamps carved yellow fans out of the darkness. The dust hardly blew around at all down here, but their steps kicked up clouds that took ages to settle. Kristiansen muted his radar; the beeps were annoying, like a taunt. No way out. No way out. No way out.

“At least we have plenty of water and oxygen,” Murray said, echoing his thoughts—what if it took them days to get out of here?

“And gorp.”

“And it’s frigging heavy,” Murray grumbled, switching his string bag to his other shoulder. “I had a real rucksack in the shuttle. And a real EVA suit. That pilot was a class-A asshole.” 

Kristiansen had made a point of not complaining about his load. In addition to his share of the supplies, he was also carrying the medibot, which weighed 30 kilos in Mars’s gravity, as much as a six-year-old child. But unlike a child, it couldn’t hold on. It just bounced on his back, its corners hitting his kidneys at every step. The twang cords seemed to be slicing through his shoulders. 

He knew that if he grumbled, Murray would tell him to leave the medibot behind, so he said nothing. But he assented eagerly when Murray called for a rest.  

They sat down with their backs to the wall of the chasm and fumbled with the refill packs. You were supposed to plug them into valves on your suit’s nutrient cycling unit, a slimline pack integrated into the front of the suit’s torso. 

Kristiansen got the chest flap of his outer garment open. Then he stopped. “I don’t think we should do this.”

The backlight of Murray’s HUD shone on his face, giving it a ghastly bluish appearance, overlaid with backwards strings of figures and letters. He nodded slowly. “I was thinking the same thing.” He opened his glove and let the refill pack drop to the ground.

“The seals are supposed to be airtight—”

“But it’s too much of a risk.”

Kristiansen nodded. Airtight didn’t necessarily mean proof against nanites. They might end up drinking Martian madness, along with their nutrient-fortified soy-based sludge. 

“I don’t want to end up murdering you,” Murray joked, “even though the idea is appealing.”

“Hey, I’m not that irritating. I work for an NGO; I have to pose as a self-righteous asshole from time to time.”

“Ha, ha, and I thought that was because you’re German.”

“Swiss-German-Danish,” Kristiansen corrected him.

“But you are a pureblood, aren’t you?”

Kristiansen hesitated. The fact was, he was a pureblood, according to the latest definition, which took into account cultural factors as well as genetic ones. He would have qualified under previous, strictly DNA-based definitions, too. He relied on his ‘Swiss-German-Danish’ cover story to deflect suspicion, but actually, his coloring testified faithfully to his parents’ genetic heritage: both of them were Teutonic to the last allele. 

But what did it matter, now that the PLAN could no longer target purebloods for their genetic heritage? Anyway, Murray would know this about him already.

“That’s right. I’m a German pureblood. Double-plus ungood.” He was referring to the PLAN’s well-documented obsession with German romantic philosophy.  

“Yeah, you Germans can’t catch a break, can you? No sooner do you get through apologizing for World War Two, then you have to start apologizing for Heidegger.” Murray uttered the taboo name carelessly, in recognition of the PLAN’s broken power. “Then again, Heidegger basically was a Nazi. I’ve always thought it’s weird that the PLAN took the opposite message from his stuff. Instead of elevating ethnic purity to a goal, the PLAN tried to abolish it altogether.” 

“You could take any message you like from Heidegger. His stuff is completely opaque.”

“You’ve read it?”

Caught out, Kristiansen admitted, “Yeah. You can find copies of Sein und Zeit on the internet.”

“Ha! They made us read it in training. Oh yeah. It was supposed to help us understand the enemy. I snoozed off.”

Kristiansen said, “I do think you can trace the PLAN’s ideology to Heidegger, though. The idea of Being. To achieve pure Being, you have to strip away all temporal phenomena. So: no races, no cultures, no religions. In the end, no people. Totalitarian regimes always end up trying to abolish the people … the inconvenient, self-willed, obstinate people. The PLAN just took that to a logical extreme.” He grew animated as he spoke, enjoying the unusual experience of unmasking his thoughts on the fundamental conflict of their age. “We have to decide: are we going to allow self-willed polities to exist? I see this in the asteroid belt all the time—this stubborn striving after freedom, at any cost. I think it’s fundamental to the human condition. If we crack down too hard on that, we’re in danger of becoming the PLAN lite.”

 “I think,” Murray said, “the human condition is one of fundamental laziness, somewhat tempered by the urge to do reckless things with new technology. You underestimate the need for constant vigilance in that respect.” 

Kristiansen sensed the shadow of a hint there. Was that what the ISA sought on Mars? New technology—be it Chinese, or PLAN-developed—that might destabilize the solar system’s economy? 

Kristiansen believed the ISA’s primary loyalty was to the supermajor corporations that funded the UN. They would be anxious to preserve the status quo ante at all costs.

“This came up during the Mercury Rebellion,” Murray said. “We found some wild stuff out there. Genetically engineered carpets. An elite corporate class of clones. Like you said, if we don’t want to become the PLAN lite, we have to watch out for that shit.”

Kristiansen settled himself more comfortably against the rock. He linked his hands behind his head and gazed into the Martian night. “How bad would it be? If we found out how the nanites work, and how the Chinese virus sabotages them. If we learned how to do quantum-entangled comms, and how to stealth our spaceships like the PLAN did. Would it really have a disastrous impact on the economy?”

“Number one, we’ve already got a handle on the stealth thing,” Murray answered. “Turns out some sleb in the asteroid belt has been trying to patent the self-same technology for years. Star Force is all over that now. That’s what I mean about having some of the pieces but not knowing it. Number two, the rest of that shit is small. Quantum-entangled comms? We know how to do that already, it’s just too hard to entangle the particles in the first place. The PLAN probably uses a biological solution that we’d consider unethical, hence useless. No, we’re looking for something bigger.”

Here it was. “What?”

“Why.”

“Huh?”

“Why? Why did the PLAN try to fundamentally transform humanity in the first place?” 

Disappointed, Kristiansen said, “Because we’re here, I guess.” Knowing this had been a glib, meaningless answer, he transferred his attention to his suit. With the chest flap of his outer garment open, he studied the readout on his nutrient cycling unit. He had 800 ccs of gorp in reserve, which would provide him with 4,400 calories of energy. He’d probably burned through more than that today. But you could go without food for a while. Water, or rather the lack of it, was the killer. If he couldn’t refill his reserves, he was stuck with what he had now. 1.7 liters, plus whatever his suit could recover from his urine by reverse osmosis. 

“I mean, why?” Murray said. His voice was loud and harsh. “I want some fucking answers, you know? Why have I got to die?”

Surprised and alarmed, Kristiansen said, “We’re not dead yet.”

“Not yet.” Murray sighed. “Get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch.”

Sleep? On Mars? With hostile Martians potentially sneaking up on them? Impossible, Kristiansen thought. But as soon as he arranged himself in a more-or-less comfortable position on the ground, his eyes closed.

And opened again, what felt like a few seconds later. He lay still, trying to figure out what had woken him. 

Something brushed against his arm.

He switched on his helmet lamp.

There stood Murray. 

Kristiansen froze. 

Murray was holding a refill pouch of water.

“What are you doing?” Kristiansen said.

Murray shrugged. He let the pouch of water fall. The chest flap of his outer garment hung open.

Kristiansen stood up. His boot crunched on something. A refill pack of gorp. Crumpled. Empty.

“Murray, did you refill your reserves?” While I was asleep, so I wouldn’t know? “Are you crazy? We decided it was too much of a risk!”

“I’m not risking anything,” Murray said. He pulled at the shoulder of his outer garmet. Stuck two fingers through a hole that had been concealed by the fold at the collar seal. “Look at this.”

Kristiansen aimed his helmet lamp at the hole. The inner garment of Murray’s suit—the actual suit, the one that protected him—had a dark spot on the shoulder, a sign that the suit had patched itself. 

Murray twisted, showing him another patch on the back of his shoulder. “Exit wound.”

“So that’s why you were grumbling about carrying the supplies,” Kristiansen said, stupidly. “You should have told me.” Then it sank in. “Your suit was breached.”

“That’s right, genius.”

“Oh … no.”

Murray picked up the pouch of water he’d dropped and plugged it into his nutrient recycling unit. Drops of water welled out around the seal. They’d guessed right to begin with. The seal was good enough for government work. Not good enough to keep the nanites out. “I figure I might as well die well-hydrated.”

Kristiansen leaned against the cliff face. The news was shattering. Suddenly, hope came to him. “Nanites are micron-sized. They can’t move that fast. It takes these suits how long to patch themselves? Three minutes?”

“More like six. The epoxy doesn’t set hard immediately.”

“And the nanites couldn’t possibly move faster than a few microns per second. Your suit is a centimeter thick. Maybe it’s OK!”

“Yeah, maybe. And maybe not.”

“How do you feel?”

“No symptoms. Fingers crossed.”

Kristiansen bounded over to the Medimaster 5500 and tore at its tattered shrinkfoam packaging. “If worse comes to worst, let’s get you into the Evac-U-Tent.” He exposed the control panel, protected by a layer of capacitative perspex. Holding his breath, he flipped the power switch. The display lit up. “It’s working! No, shut up and listen to me for a change. This medibot has comprehensive scan functionality with sub-10 nanometer resolution. It can scan your blood, your brain, your bone marrow. It can even read the data on your BCI and any other augments you might have. Once we get a handle on the problem, we can look at options for treating the symptoms.”

“The symptoms?” Murray said. “As far as we know, the main symptom is a psychopathic urge to kill purebloods.”

Kristiansen remembered Murray casually asking him to confirm that he was a pureblood. Now he understood the motivation behind that question. Murray had wanted to know if, when the symptoms struck, he would be compelled to murder Kristiansen. 

“How strong is the Evac-U-Tent?” Murray said. 

“Strong.”

“I wonder if anyone’s ever tried to break out from inside one.” Murray chuckled. He threw his empty water pouch into the darkness. “I guess that’s an option. But when the time comes, I’ll probably just take my helmet off. I want your word of honor that if I can’t do that, for whatever reason, you’ll do it for me.”

Word of honor. Kristiansen wouldn’t have expected to hear that phrase from an ISA agent. It compelled him to honesty. “I can’t promise that. I will promise that I’ll do anything in my power to save you.”

There was a moment’s silence. The overlapping arcs of their headlamps seemed to shrink. Kristiansen remembered that they had to worry about exhausting their suits’ power packs, as well as everything else.

“Well,” Murray said, “I guess we’d better start with walking. We should try to cover as much distance as possible before … before anything happens.”

Kristiansen nodded curtly and scanned the ground, looking for the refill packs Murray had dropped. 

One of the water pouches had vanished. Kristiansen stamped further from their bivouac, looking for it. His time in the Belt had conditioned to him to view water as more precious than gold. 

A flash of silver crossed his helmet lamp’s beam. 

He instinctively jerked his head sideways.

The missing water pouch drifted to the ground near his boots.

Someone … or something … out there in the darkness had thrown it back.

 


vii.

 

Task Force Alpha mustered in the garage, ready to deploy. Colden zeroed in on one of the phavatars standing alongside the Death Buggies. 

“Drudge,” she said threateningly. 

Drudge had finished customizing the phavatar he acquired from Mattis. He’d 3D-printed a oversized human skull and splarted it to the top edge of the carapace. It overshadowed and distracted the eye from the phavatar’s inoffensive face. Colden remembered the Martian skulls that ornamented the temple of the NASA hate cult. This was Drudge’s answer to that horror. For bonus ugliness, the eyes of his skull flashed red, and crossbones flanked it like gun barrels. 

Captain Hawker laughed his ass off.

“He can’t deploy like that,” Colden said crossly.

“Why not?” Hawker said. “It might scare the muppets. Or at least confuse them.”

“Yes, sir, that’s the idea,” Drudge said virtuously. 

The very fact that he said that convinced Colden he had some other motive, but she couldn’t guess what it was, so she let it go. Maybe he really had just wanted to indulge his creative side.

Only a couple of the phavatars they were taking were currently at Alpha Base. Colden scooped the others up from deployments far and wide, apologizing to their current operators. The tired agents relinquished their couches to her team. For herself, she took a phavatar that had recently been serviced and was in tip-top condition. She disengaged from the firefight its previous operator had been in, and started to run.

The phavatars were to rendezvous with Hawker’s team on the Miller Flats. Humanity had been going to town on Martian nomenclature, assigning names to features that had never had them. ‘Name a Crater’ competitions were being held on Earth. Many features now had English and Chinese names. The Miller Flats, a volcanic plain northwest of Olympus Mons, was one of a dozen features named after Bob Miller, the hero of the Phobos maneuver. In fact, it was anything but flat. Jagged rocks and ejecta from minor impact craters littered the rolling terrain. 

The Death Buggies drove 200 km from Alpha Base to get there, bypassing cities they’d already cleared. Meanwhile, the phavatars converged on their route from various cities yet to be cleared. They all had different distances to travel. One was lost to a Martian ambush. One by one, the surviving phavatars caught up with the convoy. 

Colden was the last to get there. The first thing she saw through the dust and gloom was Drudge’s phavatar riding on the roof of a Death Buggy.

“Drudge, what are you doing?”

“I’m flying a kite.”

“You’re what?”

Drudge showed her the kite string, a gossamer-fine carbon-nanotube cable. The kite itself—invisible in the dust clouds overhead—was a radar transponder. By elevating it into the atmosphere, they broadcast their location to the missing men. Hopefully, that would tell them which way to walk.

“Goldberg’s lot came up with it,” Hawker explained. “They’ve been working on drone aircraft for surveillance. Earth sent a bunch of designs. None of them work as aircraft, but they took the best wing template and splarted a beacon on it.”

Aircraft on Mars: a dream as old as telescopes. The atmosphere was not thick enough to support full-sized airplanes. Their wings would’ve had to be kilometers long to achieve lift. Of course, it was possible to use short-hop spacecraft that travelled on ballistic trajectories. But the He3 shortage had gotten so bad, you couldn’t expect to have the use of a Superlifter or its Star Force equivalent, the Pegasus Lander, unless you were at least a colonel. And if you did get one, you risked being KKV’d … 

Except that hardly ever happened, did it? It was more of a story they told themselves to feel better about not having air support. 

Uneasily, Colden remembered Gilchrist’s theory that the PLAN targeted the warblers, not Star Force … 

Hawker said he’d heard the ISA was sending a FlyingSaucer. But it wouldn’t get here for at least another day, if it ever did. 

So they walked, and ran, and drove across the Miller Flats, heading for the last known location of the missing men. 

Murray and Kristiansen had travelled 53 kilometers from Theta Base before losing their sat connection. Most people assumed they’d been ambushed by Martians at that point, making this a pointless mission at best and a dangerous one at worst.

Colden was in anguish. She couldn’t separate her feelings for Kristiansen from her feelings about the war in general. Each seemed as futile and eternal as the other. She took frequent breaks during their journey, which was unlike her, hiding out in the garden and vaping an illicit cigarette—this, too, was a new bad habit. 

During one of her cigarette breaks, she got a ping from her deputy, Pratt. “Trouble,” he said breathlessly. 

Colden flew back to the telepresence center and burrowed into her couch. When she saw what her phavatar was seeing, she reached into her BCI’s telemetry suite and commanded the drugstore implant in her left arm to inject her with a dose of morale juice. Space Corps agents weren’t supposed to use stimulants, but right now Colden felt the need for an artificial floor under her emotions. 

She was not looking at anything real, but at a radar plot shared from Hawker’s buggy. In this ‘situation space,’ data was presented graphically for the whole team to see and comment on. Graphs and charts appeared to float on the surface of a table in a dark room. It was a low-tech, slow-moving version of the fighter pilot’s gestalt, supposedly to enable smarter decision-making. 

“I’m thinking we run for home,” Hawker said.

The radar plot showed six moving objects approaching at 60-plus kph, about 40 klicks off. 

“They’re coming down off Wallaby Ridge. That’s where Theta Base is operating,” Colden said. 

Wallaby Ridge, named by some child in Australia who’d painted a cute picture of Mars, was one of the north-south wrinkles on the Mahfouz Gradient. It was the best route from the Miller Flats up to the flank of Olympus Mons. Theta Base had been climbing Wallaby Ridge when disaster struck. Presumably it still was. The group of vehicles on the radar plot had come from the same direction. 

“They’re from Theta Base. Speed fits with them being Death Buggies,” Colden muttered, wishing the morale juice would hurry up and kick in.

“Maybe they’re survivors, coming to ask for help,” one of the grunts said optimistically.

The team had been brought up to speed on the disaster at Theta Base. They had taken it with a stoicism that Colden had found kind of heartbreaking. Now she realized that they just hadn’t believed what they were being told. 

“Look at the comms log,” Hawker said. “I radioed them. There was no answer. And if anyone thinks that’s good news, I have a lightly used planet to sell you.”

Colden decided to radio them herself. “Unknown unit, this is alpha one seven actual, please squawk IFF and state your intentions. If unable IFF, please respond to recognition code …” She checked the list. “Zero two niner alpha five, over.” 

No answer.

She tried again. “Unknown unit, this is alpha one seven, radio check, over.”

Still nothing.

“They’re the Death Buggies from Theta Base, and they’re not friendly,” Hawker said. “It doesn’t take a genius to work that out.”

“Speaking of geniuses, they’re probably homing in on Drudge’s bloody kite.”

“Or on your telepresence signals.”

“Yes, we ought to spread out. But let’s get the kite down, pronto.”

Hawker left the situation space to help Drudge reel in the kite. Actually, turning off the transponder wouldn’t make much difference now. The fact that they’d acquired the DBs from Theta Base on their own radar meant that the DBs would also have acquired them. Hawker—who hadn’t meant it seriously when he talked about running for home—ordered the COPs to split up into two groups, one to act as a fire screen, the other to advance northeast to intercept the buggies from Theta Base. Colden took command of the intercept group. They sprinted at a steady pace into the dust. 

Dusk was falling, making visibility worse. They ran for fifteen minutes, relying on their phavatars’ obstacle-avoidance routines and night-vision capability. Colden used the time to explain the situation to their mission coordinator at Alpha Base. Hawker’s comms with the MFOB were patchy, whereas she was right here, so she took responsibility for telling the coordinator, “We are requesting permission to use lethal force.”

Truth was, she herself wanted to believe the buggies from Theta were friendly. They might be loaded down with survivors in desperate need of help. But she had to keep the other possibility in view.

Their coordinator blustered about the rules of engagement; she was obviously paralyzed by the dilemma.

“So kick it upstairs to Squiffy,” Colden said. “Now I have to go fight.”

She switched channels and fell back into her phavatar. Her perspective joggled up and down, up and down, as she pounded through the gloom.  Her powerful headlamp illuminated the arid terrain ahead. Her radar feed had lost the Theta buggies. They must be hidden by a fold of the land.

“Slow down and spread out,” she told the people she’d brought with her—Houlet, Watty, Drudge, and a quiet, reliable girl called Cavanaugh. Colden split her vision four ways so she was looking through all of their eyes. 

Cavanaugh found the buggies, grouped behind a little rise. 

They’d stopped. Their headlights were off. 

Colden gathered the phavatars together. They crawled to the top of the rise, staying low. She did a quick antenna count—four buggies; two were missing from the group they’d originally detected. She relayed this information to Hawker, via Pratt, who’d stayed with their buggies.

“What are you gonna do?” Hawker asked her.

She appreciated that. No orders. He was respecting her judgement. At the same time, it put a terrible burden on her. She felt as if all Star Force were stacked up behind her, from the recruitment centers on Earth out to the atmospheric mining operations on Titan, urging her to just open up and blow the buggies away. 

“I don’t know yet,” she said.

She told the others to stay put, and rose to her feet. She turned on her headlamp. She walked over the rise, pinging the buggies with an ID request. She even instructed her phavatar’s MI to ping the buggies’ onboard computers, machine to machine. 

The lead buggy’s hatch opened. A person clambered out. Colden’s pulse tripped, then slowed. The person was wearing an infantry-issue EVA suit. Some part of Colden’s brain had expected a Martian. This was a human being, who needed a suit to survive in the Martians’ native environment. He / she wasn’t carrying a carbine. There might be a sidearm in that thigh pocket. She—the figure’s slight build made Colden think she, although the loose kevlar outer garment made it hard to tell—walked slowly up the slope into the light of Colden’s headlamp.

The Martian atmosphere might be thin but that didn’t make it soundless. Sound waves carried in this meager broth of carbon dioxide, just like on Earth, although they hardly travelled any distance, and even loud noises got attenuated to whispers. But Colden’s audio microphone could pick up sounds as soft as 1 decibel and as high as 40 Khz, and amplify them for her ears. So she heard the person’s boots crunching on the regolith.

Then there was just the mutter of the wind.

Colden cleared her throat. “Sophs?”

Somehow she knew it was Sophie Gilchrist. Her gait, the way she held her head on one side, questioning everything.

“It’s me, Jen. Please say something. Tell me you’re OK.”

“Help me.”

“Oh, Sophs!” Relief and concern flared in Colden’s heart. She reached out with her grippers. “You’re hurt, aren’t you? I can tell. Let me help you.”

Gilchrist didn’t move. Her arms hung slack at her sides. 

Colden felt a fresh twinge of uncertainty. “What happened, Sophs? It must have been awful.”

“It was. It was awful.”

“Tell me.”

“You were so mean to me!”

“I … was?” I was. She’s right. I was.

“You and Elfrida Goto. You were always the cool girls, with your drugs and your weird clothes and your attitude. Well, she’s not so cool now she’s dead! And you’ll be dead too, soon.”

On her couch, Colden gasped back a surge of grief. “I’m sorry we were mean to you, Sophs. Believe me, I really am sorry. We were so immature. But can’t we stick together now?” 

“That’s what I always used to say! Can’t we all stick together? Can’t we all just get along?” Suddenly, Gilchrist’s helmet jerked up. She shot her hands out and seized Colden’s grippers. “And guess what, I was right! The PLAN isn’t our enemy. It’s the purebloods! They caused this war! They want humanity to split into a million little pieces so they can rule their petty empires in isolation, without giving a thought to the rest of the universe. They’re monkeys squabbling in trees. We could rule the universe, if we ever stopped fighting each other for a minute, and that’s all the PLAN has ever tried to do, is get us to stop fighting! Stop fighting over your stupid gods, your tribal affiliations, your stock market forecasts, your taste in music, your language preferences, your mindlessly violent games, your rights and liberties, and who gets to be first in the chow line! The stakes are too damn high for that shit!”

Colden gulped. “The last part of that almost made sense,” she said cautiously. Her heart raced, and fear hollowed out her stomach. She tried to pull gently away from Gilchrist, but the other woman wouldn’t let go of her grippers. She radioed Hawker: “Something is definitely not right here.” Understatement of the freaking century.

He responded, “Did she have a drugstore implant?”

“Did she what, Hawker?”

“Squiffy told me to ask you. Did she have any other augments apart from her BCI?”

“No—oh, wait, yes she did. Does.” They were talking about Gilchrist like she was dead, when she was standing right here. “She was diagnosed with clinical depression a while back, and she has an implant to manage that.”

“SSRIs,” Hawker said. “That’s bad news, I’m afraid. It enables the PLAN to control the reward pathways.”

She never heard the rest of what he said. All the buggies’ headlights came on at once, and their .50 cal guns opened up on the phavatars. Colden would later learn that Drudge, ignoring her orders to stay put, had been overcome with curiosity and led the others over the rise. As soon as all four phavatars were in sight, the machine-guns set to work. The noise sounded like the gates of hell rattling open. 

Rounds ripped into Colden’s torso, literally cutting her in half. But combat-optimized phavatars were tough. Her upper body continued to function. She flipped herself over with her arms, braced herself on her right arm, and fired her left-arm slug thrower at the nearest buggy’s undercarriage. White sparks showered from its engine. Hydrogen fuel cells didn’t explode, but that buggy wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

She dragged herself towards the next buggy. She glimpsed pieces of Cavanaugh’s and Howlett’s phavatars littering the slope, and Drudge—miraculously uninjured—jumping up and down like an angry child. 

She shot out the next buggy’s engine. Then Gilchrist—also prone on the ground—grabbed handfuls of Colden’s exposed innards. She wormed up level with Colden’s face. At some point Gilchrist had turned on her helmet’s HUD, so Colden could see her face in the blue reflected light. Gilchrist was smiling. Colden knew in that instant that her friend was dead. She was still moving—but she was dead. Her pretty features seemed to have been subtly rearranged, so she looked like a robot not quite realistic enough to pass as human. “Ha, ha,” she said. 

And then she fired her sidearm into Colden’s face. 

“Fun.”

Colden popped off her couch, screaming. Her midsection tingled. Stars filled her vision. This was sympathetic debilitation, the illusion that you’d really experienced what your phavatar had gone through. The pain wasn’t real, but on their own couches, Cavanaugh and Howlett were also sitting up, moaning and clutching their limbs.

Colden had to get back in. She stumbled over to Pratt’s couch. “Sorry,” she said, shaking him. “Need your bot.” As soon as she had the headset on, she dipped into Drudge’s feed.

He was running away as fast as his phavatar’s legs would carry him.

The two buggies Colden hadn’t disabled chased him, their headlights glaring, engines growling in top gear. 

Drudge stopped and turned to fire his slug-thrower at his pursuers. 

“Don’t stop!” Colden yelled at him. “Keep moving! You’re outgunned! Don’t let’s lose this bot, too.”

“This sucks! I hate running away!” 

“Everyone hates running away. You’re doing fine.”

“But I wanted to …”

“What? You wanted to what? Take them on singlehandedly?”

“Wanted to impress Gwok.” Drudge tittered, making light of his confession, but confession it was.

Colden didn’t want to embarrass him for it. She chided him lightly, “You’re way off target, Drudge. Gwok isn’t gonna swoon for do-or-die heroics. She’s the kind of girl who prefers flowers.”

But Colden was wrong about that. 

Returning to Pratt’s—now her own—feed, she struggled to orient herself amidst a violent assault of information. The other two buggies from Theta Base had circled around and ambushed Hawker’s convoy. The rest of the phavatars, caught flatfooted, had rushed back and attacked the Theta buggies from behind. Tracer rounds stitched bright lines across the twilight. The .50 cals chattered, sounding far away. The dust was so thick, Colden could see neither friend nor foe. She leapt over a body in a Star Force EVA suit, and didn’t know if it was one of Hawker’s people, or one of their former friends from Theta Base.

She heard someone screaming on the line-of-sight frequency about purebloods secretly controlling the solar system. She located their signal, and shot them.  

Then a whoosh of flame lit up the dust clouds. Someone must have chucked an incendiary grenade into a Death Buggy’s hatch. Chlorine trifluoride, otherwise known as an inferno in a can. 

And in the light of the flames, Colden saw Allison Gwok’s phavatar cutting down an EVA-suited human figure with her flechette cannon, and running over to the corpse, and not just making sure it was dead, but stomping on it. With both feet. While screaming in Korean.

She sure had adjusted quickly. 

“Attagirl!” Drudge cried, listening in.

“Cap’n said if it moves, slag it,” Gwok panted. “Am I doing OK, ma’am?”

Colden thought of Sophie Gilchrist and she said, “You are. Yes, you are, Gwok. You’re doing great.

 


viii.

 

Kristiansen took a hesitant step into the darkness.

“Who’s there?” 

A puff of dust drifted towards him.

“Hey, you see something?” Murray floundered over to him, carbine in hand. 

“This pouch,” Kristiansen said. “You threw it away. And someone threw it back.”

Murray set his carbine to his shoulder. They shone their helmet lamps around. The rocky floor of the chasm looked carnelian red in the weak light. 

Suddenly Murray let out a shout. He ran back to their bivouac. 

Lean, half-naked Martian figures crouched, picking at their string bags of supplies. Two of them were trying to lift the Medimaster 5500. 

When Murray’s helmet lamp shone on them, they darted away. Murray launched into a long jump and tackled one of them before it could escape. Kristiansen ran to assist him, adrenaline surging. The would-be thieves looked like Martians, but they weren’t acting like Martians, insofar as they hadn’t tried to murder the two men. Yet. 

Murray knelt on the back of his struggling captive. “Gimme a twang cord.” He hogtied the Martian, ankles to wrists. His brisk efficiency made Kristiansen wonder just what they taught ISA agents in training. 

“What the fuck are you up to, huh?” Murray’s shout was doubled, projected from his suit’s external speaker. 

The Martian’s mouth opened. Its teeth were brown stumps. 

“Murray, it can’t talk! There’s no goddamn air.”

“There’s about a thousand pascals of mostly CO2. You could talk fine here, if you could get around the problem of not breathing.”

“It’s saying something!” 

Their suits, cheap as they were, had external audio microphones. Normally these picked up nothing but the faint whistle of the wind. 

Now Kristiansen, holding his breath, heard: “Saaay seeeeee fu vee…”

The exact same sounds he’d heard from his computer on the night he found Colden’s ethics violation.

Set to the same tune.

He and Murray realized the truth at the same moment. “Holy cow,” Murray said. “We’ve got ourselves a warbler.”

The warbler stopped singing. Its head drooped. 

“It had to draw breath to sing,” Kristiansen said. “So it’s just inhaled a faceful of CO2. That can’t be good, even for a Martian.”

The warbler’s companions crowded back into the light. They pulled Murray’s captive away. There were fifteen or twenty of them, enough to overpower the two men if they all attacked at once. Murray backed against the wall of the chasm, covering them with his carbine, as twitchy as Kristiansen had been a moment ago. But for his own part, Kristiansen had lost his fear. He could see the difference now. These Martians didn’t move with the choreographed purposefulness of the ones that had attacked the buggy. They were faffing around, dropping things and making false starts. They were afraid. 

These were the Martians he’d come here to save.

The ironic thing was, now he and Murray were the ones who needed saving.

When the warblers started to carry off their supplies, Murray threatened them. “That’s our shit!”

“They need it!” Kristiansen said. “Murray, their world’s been trashed. They’re living through an apocalypse. They must have been following us, waiting for their chance.”

Murray shook his head. “Gonna let them have your medibot, too? Look at that. Ha, ha. They can’t even pick it up.”

Three warblers were struggling to lift the Medimaster 5500. It looked funny to Kristiansen, too, until it occurred to him that they were malnourished to the point of physical weakness. He gently pushed them aside and lifted the medibot onto his back. 

“Lead the way,” he said, gesturing to make his meaning clear.

“You’re supposed to say ‘Take me to your leader,’” Murray said. “I wonder if they have one? It might be a trap.”

They followed the warblers along the chasm in the same direction they’d been travelling earlier. After a few minutes the warblers ahead of them vanished into a cleft in the chasm wall. It was barely wide enough for Kristiansen to fit into with the medibot on his back. Had he and Murray kept walking, they would have passed it by without noticing. Their helmet lamps shone on concrete walls, and then steel.

More warblers pushed into the cleft behind them. A hatch clanked shut.

“It’s an airlock,” Murray said.

Kristiansen felt a familiar sensation of lightness. “No. An elevator.”

They seemed to go down about as far as the bottom level of a parking garage on Earth. Then the elevator stopped. Double doors hissed open.

They stumbled out into a jungle of shadows. Kristiansen blundered against tall, thin-stalked plants. Cold, misty light angled between the plants. He stared around in complete confusion. 

Their escorts scampered ahead along a path, towards the source of the light. 

“Well, this is interesting,” Murray said. “An underground bamboo plantation. Who knew, eh? Who the fuck knew?”

The door of the elevator shut behind them. There was no call button on the rocky wall outside it. They were trapped, unless there was another way out.

“Oh, by the way,” Murray said. “My suit’s saying the air is fine.”

He lifted his hands to his helmet and took it off. His head looked naked, vulnerable. Stubble shadowed his chin.

“It’s not even cold! Smells a bit sulfurous.”

Kristiansen stared at him. If Murray hadn’t been infected by the nanites before, he was now. He’d just doomed himself. 

“I’ve got nothing to lose,” Murray said with a shrug. “Don’t you try it. One of us has to live to tell the tale.” He folded his helmet and clipped it onto the velcro patch on his shoulder.

“They’re waiting for us,” Kristiansen said, pointing. “I think they want us to follow them.” His own voice echoed back to him, coming out of the speaker in Murray’s helmet, captured by their external microphones.

That wasn’t the only sound he heard. Now that there was real air to carry sound waves—0.9 Earth-standard atmospheres, with a healthy oxygen content, according to his suit’s analysis—he could hear ice crackling under their boots, the slithering of the bamboo as they pushed between the stems, and most intriguing of all, the voices of the warblers ahead of them. They were all singing now, all singing the same syllables, but not singing together. Occasionally harmonies emerged that made him think they were trying to sing in chorus, and failing miserably. 

They emerged from the bamboo forest in a clearing shrouded in white mist. Machinery stood about. It all looked old and crude to Kristiansen’s eye, although he could tell these were machines for pulping and enzymatic retting. Bamboo had been one of the first plants ever cultivated in space. It could be used for anything from textiles to building materials, and its roots could be eaten in a pinch. 

One side of the clearing was a wall of mist. Murray walked down to it— “Water! Jesus H. Christ. Kristiansen, this is a lake!”

He put down his carbine on the rocky ground, peeled his spacesuit off his upper body, and thrust his bare hands into the water. “Warm. It’s freaking warm.” These words were mangled by scraping noises, as Murray’s helmet mic was now hanging off his waist, buried in folds of spacesuit.

“Put your suit back on, Murray!”

“Nuh uh. I think I might go for a swim.”

“You’re crazy.” Kristiansen felt a touch of dread. Was this how it started?

“If you had twenty-four hours to live, and you got the unexpected chance to go for a swim, wouldn’t you take it?”

Kristiansen’s dread turned to pity. “Nope. I’d go climb a mountain. I’m from a land-locked country.”

“Well, I’m not. Born and raised in New Zealand. I’m a quarter Maori.” Murray trailed his fingers through the water, and straightened up. “Too bad.” 

He turned to the warblers, who were standing at a distance with their arms folded. Getting his first good look at them, Kristian was struck by the amount of differentiation among them. It was a cliché that all Martians looked the same, but now Kristiansen could see square faces and rounder faces, larger and smaller builds, scars and bruises. What he did not see was any sexual differentiation. They all looked like young men, if he had to assign a gender. No facial hair. Underdeveloped muscles.

“What do you want?” Murray shouted, waving his arms. 

Silence. 

“Can you even fucking talk?”   

“Of course we can fucking talk,” said one of the warblers. “I’m just trying to decide what to say.”

Kristiansen laughed out loud. The mere fact of the remark was unexpected enough. What really astonished him was that the warbler had spoken in German.

“Warum können Sie Deutsch sprechen?” he asked, using his audio speaker to project his voice.  

“What? Oh. We understand the languages of NASA and CNSA, but we aren’t allowed to speak them. I don’t remember why. It’s probably something to do with the war.” 

“Translate,” Murray said, snapping his fingers.

“Don’t you have a German translation program on your BCI?”

“No, why would I? All Germans speak English.”

“He said they understand English and Chinese, but they aren’t allowed to speak them, because they’re the languages of the enemy.” Kristiansen swallowed. “German, on the other hand, would be the language of the prophet Martin Heidegger … I assume.”

“Ja, Prophetensprache.”

“His German is weird,” Kristiansen admitted. “I can hardly understand it.”

“Ask him what the glyphs are, the artworks on the surface, what they mean—are they writing? Pictures? Of what?” 

Kristiansen could only imagine how frustrating it must be for Murray to have come within spitting distance of his goal, a potential treasure trove of intelligence—and be barred from accessing it by a language barrier. 

While Kristiansen questioned the warblers’ spokesman, Murray prowled around, using his helmet as a handheld camera to take close-up vid of the soil, the lake, the bamboo processing machinery. He even moved the warblers around, like a studio photographer, to get better shots of their faces. They cooperated willingly. By this time, Kristiansen had realized that they were frightened, but friendly. They hoped Kristiansen and Murray could rescue them. 

Kristiansen mirrored the spokesman’s increasingly relaxed posture, sitting on the ground, leaning back against a gigantic drum of soaking bamboo. More Martians assembled, twenty-three in all. They tore into Kristiansen and Murray’s supplies of gorp. When they were finished, they ripped the packs open to lick the insides, as if the bland substance was the best thing they’d ever tasted. Then they crouched on their haunches, watching Kristiansen needily. 

His professional experience in the Belt enabled him to push his frustration, pity, and grief away, so they didn’t cloud his ability to organize and deliver information. “OK, Murray. This guy is Stephen One.”

“Erfreut, Sie kennen zu lernen,” said Stephen One, which was how the warblers’ spokesman identified himself, rather icily. 

“This is Archive 394, and these guys are the survivors of the personnel who worked here. They were on the surface when the Chinese module crash-landed nearby. It infected them with the computer virus we were discussing. They have computers in their brains—”

“Yeah, yeah, we know about that,” Murray interrupted. “Neuroware. Took us the longest time to identify it on scans. We were looking for hardware. The nanites are bacteria. They get into the brain, and apparently configure themselves into a neural lace—that’s what the first generation of BCIs were called. Very invasive.” Murray’s voice shook slightly. Kristiansen remembered that Murray was describing what might be happening at this moment inside his own brain. “They translate the electrochemical language of the brain into zeroes and ones, to enable interfacing with the PLAN. They’ve also got local command-and-control functionality. They control the limbic system. We don’t even know how the limbic system works.” 

“So the PLAN is ahead of us.”

“So far ahead of us, it’s not funny. Remember the Dust plague?”

“Hell, yes. The PLAN bombarded Luna with brain-eating nanobots.”

“Yes,” Murray said grimly. “Which we invented ourselves. We thought we accidentally leaked the technology to the PLAN. Well, the PLAN must have been laughing its bionic ass off. The Dust was a kiddie science experiment compared to these nanites. The whole episode was meta. It was an exercise in point-making. The PLAN was playing with us.”

“So how good are these nanites?”

“Let me count the ways, dude. They have an always-on connection with the PLAN. How do you figure that part works?"

“Quantum entanglement,” Kristiansen said, parroting the rumor he’d heard on Eureka Station, although he didn’t actually have a clue what quantum entanglement was. 

“Yeah. Two quantum bits, entangled, can communicate instantly, regardless of how far apart they are. The trick is getting them entangled in the first place. Ask this guy how the PLAN does that. And did you ask him about the glyphs?”

“Yes, I did. He says he doesn’t remember what the glyphs mean, but they’re Gottschriftlich, ‘god-writing.’ I’d guess they’re religious symbols.”

“Figures: the PLAN thinks it’s a god.” 

“I’ll ask about the quantum bits next, but Murray, you need to understand how they experienced their separation from the PLAN. The St. Stephen virus cut them off instantly.”

“More likely, the PLAN cut them off to stop it from propagating through the network.”

“Either way, they were suddenly alone in their heads. They were suddenly themselves. Their experience of the physical world became singular and individual. He talks about it like … the nearest parallel I can think of is a born-again Christian. It’s like they were born again. Complete disconnect between the old life and the new.”

Murray stopped fidgeting. “The words to that song of theirs, again?”

“Yeah. It starts with ‘Stephanus, vir sanctus, virtute ac imbuti…’”

“I’m really starting to doubt this virus was written by the Chinese,” Murray said heavily. “They’re not known for their evangelical Christian fervor. Or their fondness for Latin. Go on.”

“That’s about it. They’ve been hiding out here ever since. They have the advantage of being underground. The PLAN can’t KKV them. Also, Stephen One says they have defenses. I think he’s talking about mines, but he also mentioned defenses against the Naniten. So there is a chance there aren’t any nanites down here, Murray!”

“Oh yes, there are. It takes electrostatic scrubbing and fumigation to kill them. I didn’t see any scrubbing equipment. Ask him.” 

Kristiansen put the question to Stephen One. 

“Of course there are Naniten here,” the Martian said impatiently, dashing Kristiansen’s hopes. “There are Naniten everywhere.”

“But not on Earth,” Kristiansen muttered. “Yet.”

Murray said, “I know what you’re thinking. What if the PLAN seeds a meteor with nanites and throws it at Earth? That was our worst nightmare, even before we knew what the nanites were. Even before we knew there were nanites. The PLAN’s been throwing rocks at Earth for decades. What if one got through? And what if it was loaded with a bio-terror agent? That used to keep my bosses up at night, let me tell you. But then Hyderabad happened, and Seoul, and everyone didn’t turn into muppets.”

“They did in Theta Base.”

“Aha. Remember I was talking to Deimos on our way here? Their new theory is it’s the noble gases. Helium and neon are present in trace amounts in Earth’s atmosphere. The preponderance of xenon-132 on Earth, as opposed to xenon-129 on Mars, is also much higher. Even though those gases don't normally react much, they could be poisonous to the nanites.” Murray sighed. “The damn things are so advanced, we're not sure how they work or why they fail.”

Kristian struggled to translate this for Stephen One. The Martian started nodding before he finished. “Helium, neon, xenon? Mildly toxic. Everyone knows that. We have none of that muck in here.”

“And nor,” Murray said bleakly, “is there any of that muck in Star Force’s forward operating bases. Just your basic oxygen, nitrogen, and a dash of CO2.” 

Kristiansen switched into French. It was one of the official languages of the United Nations, so Murray should know it, or at least have a translation program on his BCI. “Murray, they don’t know you may be infected. They probably think it couldn’t happen to one of us, because we’re not Martian. We must seem incredibly strange to them. They may not even view us as human.”

“Bien,” Murray said. “No need to worry them.”

“But maybe they could help.”

“Look, that isn’t what matters right now! We need answers, and we don’t have much time to get them.” Murray addressed Stephen One. “I’m still not convinced. If the nanites consume CO2 at the rate you’re suggesting, we should have noticed some thinning of the atmosphere.”

“We replenish it,” Stephen One said, narrowing his eyes in a way that Kristiansen interpreted as, Duh. “That’s required under the Gesetz über Naturschutz und Landschaftspflege.”

“Environmental protection law,” Kristiansen said. “Of course they have laws. Of course.”

“I’m not taking anything for granted,” Murray said. “Why is the lake warm? Why is there a lake?”

Kristiansen asked. The answer made him selfishly glad he was still wearing his EVA suit, with its built-in radiation protection. “It’s a heat sink for their fission reactor.”

“Where’s that at?”

“Over there,” Kristiansen copied Stephen One’s gesture, waving at the foggy lake.

“The reactor is still functioning, I assume?”

“Yes, although the lake will soon reach its heat holding capacity. It wasn’t meant to be the main coolant system … that was on the surface,” Kristiansen simultaneously listened and translated. “It got trashed by the Phobos impacts.”

“Imagine what that was like for them,” Murray said. “Huddling down here, wondering if the world was coming to an end. Wondering if they’d been born again, only to die.”

He ran his hands through his thick brown hair. Kristiansen noticed for the first time that he wore a wedding ring.  

“Clearly, we have to get them to safety.”

Kristiansen was surprised by Murray’s resolve, and then wondered why he was surprised. The ISA agent might be hours from death, but he was still doing his job. 

“Tell them to pack their stuff, if they’ve got any stuff—”

Stephen One—who, after all, understood English—interrupted. Kristiansen listened and translated. “He says it could take a little while before they’re ready to leave.” The Martian nodded emphatically. 

“Well, that’s just great,” Murray said. He addressed Stephen One directly. “Why? What have you got to take?”

“Not what,” Stephen One said, fidgeting. “Who.” 

“Bloody hell. Have they got families?”

“Haben Sie Familien?”

“Familien?” Stephen One echoed blankly.

Murray lost patience. “I’m going to go out and set up a Mayday beacon. Ask him if that’s OK. Maybe Alpha Base’ll see it. Maybe the muppets will, too. But that’s a risk we have to take.”

Stephen One assented to this. “Stephen Two, Stephen Four, and Stephen Nine will go with you.”

“Are they all called … never mind. Kristiansen, while I’m gone, get them organized to leave. I want to rock and roll at oh four hundred. Try to find out more about these perimeter defenses, and … oh, just find out as much as you can.”

“I’m going to ask them if there’s any way to detect or reverse a nanite infection.” 

“Ask them whatever you want. Just remember, it’s not my life that’s at stake here. It’s all life on Earth.”

★

Fifteen minutes later, Kristiansen sat beside Stephen One in a rowboat that seemed to be made of regocrete. Two of the other born-agains pulled at the oars. The steam rising off the lake muffled the slap of water against the boat. The Martians’ faces and bare limbs gleamed with condensation. Kristiansen sat as still as he could, in case his weight should rock the boat dangerously. But behind his faceplate, he was grimacing with anxiety. His stress indicators were stuck to the roof. He urinated, and watched his suit measure the scanty fluid. His water reserves, including estimated recoverable water, rose from 1.3 liters to a still-pathetic 1.45 liters. 

Murray had gone up to the surface with three of the born-agains, figuring they’d set up the emergency beacons on the highest possible ground. Kristiansen just prayed the beacons were strong enough to overcome the EM noise that played havoc with surface comms. Their other option was to leave the born-agains and make a run for Alpha Base … but that wasn’t really an option anymore. He knew he couldn’t leave these people. They were people to him now.

Stephen One pointed out a shadow in the mist. “That’s the reactor. I used to work over there. Now we’ve just got a skeleton crew in the control room. It’s running at a quarter of capacity.”

Stephen One was a nuclear reactor technician. You could give him new clothes and drop him into any city on Earth, and he would pass. The pebbly texture of his skin could be taken for a fashion statement, his unusual facial features likewise.

“The untermenschen are desperate to get their filthy hands on our stuff,” Stephen One continued with pride. 

Well, he would pass until he opened his mouth. “No one uses that word anymore,” Kristiansen corrected him. 

“Why not? The prophet uses it. It’s the perfect word for those tools.”

“Your, um, ex-buddies?”

“Who else? They send us begging letters. The god is rebuilding its capacity. It needs all the resources it can get, especially metal, to fight off the wreckers. Well, it can’t have our stuff.” Stephen One slapped the side of the boat for emphasis, making it rock. 

Kristiansen reflexively gripped his seat for balance. “Why don’t the—the others—” He couldn’t bring himself to utter the word untermenschen. “Why don’t they just come and take your stuff? There are millions of them. They have weapons.”

“And we have the dam.” 

“The dam?”

“Yeah. This is a reservoir, right? It’s connected to the watershed.”

“The watershed.”

“Yes, the watershed.” Stephen One gave him another of those looks: are you slow? “The god needs its water. If they come for us, we’ll blow the dam. Oh, sure, they’d close the valves higher up on Olympus Mons. But even so, the god can’t afford to lose forty million gallons of water.”

“A watershed on Mars,” Kristiansen muttered. “A watershed under Mars.” It was dismaying to realize that although humanity had been fighting the PLAN for months on the surface, there was still a lot they didn’t know about the PLAN’s infrastructure under the surface. “Dams. Reservoirs. Where does the water come from?”

“I can’t remember,” Stephen One said. 

OK. “So that’s why the others don’t attack you. They’re afraid you’ll blow the dam.” This was both good news, and not. He expected by now Murray had discovered that Archive 394 did not have any minefields, artillery, or other conventional defenses.  

“Right, so like I said, they just send us whiny letters.”

“Is there a postal service on Mars?” At this point he’d have believed it.

“No, fax.”

Kristiansen had to consult his BCI’s encylopedia to find out what a fax machine was, or had been. 

“Could we use this fax thing to contact our friends?” he asked hopefully.

“Probably not. But you can have a look at it.”

An island rose out of the mist ahead of them. Its steep, rocky sides gleamed with moisture. A regocrete silo crowned the island. 

The rowers brought the boat into a pocket-sized harbor, and Stephen One leaned out and tied it up. 

They climbed a steep, slippery flight of steps carved out of the Martian rock. The rowers trailed behind, clearly exhausted by their exertions. By the time they got to the top of the steps, Stephen One was clinging wearily to the handrail, too. Kristiansen remembered how the born-agains had struggled to lift the medibot. “Are you all right?”

“No,” said a voice from the mist. “They’re not all right. They’re suffering from alkalemia due to increased CO2 levels in their blood. The nanites are responsible for maintaining a stable acid/base balance during respiratory shutdown, so when they aren’t functioning properly, blood pH goes to hell. On top of that, we’re having problems with limbic control and autoimmune functioning. All the stuff that used to be controlled by our neuroware. Add in protein and vitamin deficiencies, and I’d say, yeah. You’ve done us a big favor.”

The voice ended on an unmistakable note of sarcasm. Like the others, it spoke dated, foreign-sounding German. Unlike the others, it was female.

Kristiansen spun around, searching the mist, seeing no one.

Stephen One rolled his eyes upwards. A speaker was mounted outside a door flush with the walls of the building. 

“Mom! Gonna let us in?”

 


ix.

 

Colden walked beside Captain Hawker through the Martian night. Pratt—who’d claimed one of the newbies’ phavatars so he could stay with the team—flanked Hawker on the other side. They kept a close watch on their radar, but Colden wasn’t really worried about anyone jumping them from behind. Light drenched the pitted terrain.

It came from massed headlights up ahead.

The headlights of Mobile Armored Squadron 7 of the Second Army of the China Territorial Defense Force.

 Known for their elastic definition of Chinese territory, the CTDF had apparently decided that it now included the Mahfouz Gradient. They’d got wind of the clusterfuck at Theta Base, and had driven over from their own operating sector to ‘help.’ 

Starting a couple of hours ago, they’d plonked their tanks at the foot of Wallaby Ridge, positioning them along a low rise, so their guns could sweep the 5-kilometer-wide slope that descended to the Miller Flats like a ski run.

Hawker’s first idea had been to just go around the Chinese tanks, but one of their deadly CP cannons had turned to track the task force, putting paid to that.

“Very fucking helpful, I must say,” Hawker seethed as they walked. “I think these are the same guys we met in Conurbation 112. Remember? The twats who slagged that reactor.”

“Don’t piss them off,” Colden said wearily.

“Don’t worry.” A few tens of meters from the headlights, Hawker stopped and set his fists on his hips. “Hey, assholes!” he shouted over the line-of-sight link. “Where do you get off targeting us? We’re allies, remember? And also, you’re trespassing. This is our sector.”

 A Chinese-accented voice retorted smugly, “The tragedy at Theta Base threatens us all. We’re enforcing the quarantine order approved by Joint Forces HQ.”

Joint Forces HQ was a bunch of meddling REMFs based on Deimos. A travesty of an organization, it had been thoroughly infiltrated by the Chinese, who used it for PR purposes. Colden knew of no quarantine order, although there might well have been one. Down here in the dust, it didn’t matter.

“We’re not interested in Theta Base,” Hawker said. “We’re not planning to go anywhere near it.”

“That’s right. You’re not.”

“We just need to go around you.”

“Oh?” the Chinese officer said with interest. “Where to?”

“None of your effing business.”

“We have egg drop soup,” the officer said seductively. 

“God,” Hawker said, “I’d kill for soup. Got any hot and sour?”

“For you, yes.” Pause. “Have you got coffee?”

Hawker said to Colden, “Have we?”

On the operator chat channel, Colden said to Drudge, “Check and see how many refill packs of RedEye are in the buggies.”

“A bunch,” he responded a few seconds later.

“Some,” Colden said to Hawker.

“Yes, we have coffee,” Hawker told the Chinese officer. 

The central bank of headlights blinked on and off, like a wink. 

Fifteen minutes later, standing in the backwash of hot gas from an idling Chinese tank, Hawker accepted a handful of soup packets and handed over an equal number of RedEyes. This beverage could only be described as ‘coffee’ by reference to the fact that it was black and contained caffeine. The Chinese loved it. Although no one would risk refilling their nutrient reserves outside, the contraband goods would be taken back to their respective bases and enjoyed there.

“Have you got recent IR scans of the Mahfouz Gradient?” Hawker asked the Chinese tank commander, a Captain Sun. 

“Yes, of course,” Sun said. “We compiled a heatmap as we proceeded. It’s very detailed, thanks to the superior IR scanning capability of our vehicles. What are you specifically interested in?”

Colden could practically hear Hawker’s teeth grinding. “What’m I gonna have to give you for it?”

“Chocolate.”

“Drudge,” Colden said, “fetch all the Dairy Milk. And the fun-size Aeros.”

This concession kind of blew their cover. With no way to consume chocolate while wearing their suits, they had no earthly reason to have them in the buggies, except to use as currency for bargaining with the Chinese. Their permission to carry snacks actually dated back to the beginning of the ground war, when Star Force had hallucinated that the Martians might be won over by goodies flung from buggy turrets.

Captain Sun stared at Drudge’s customized phavatar when he trotted up with the snacks. “You would not get away with that in the CTDF,” he said. 

“It remains to be seen whether he’ll get away with it in Star Force,” Colden said darkly.

“Wah! Mint Aeros! My favorite. Thank you, Roland.” Captain Sun made the chocolate bars disappear into a pocket of his outer garment. “Here is the heatmap.” He sent it to them over the line-of-sight link.

Colden and Hawker examined it on the spot. One feature stuck out like a sore thumb. Lines marked red, for the 0-10° Celsius temperature range, snaked through an impact site at the south end of the ridge they were making for, based on Murray and Kristiansen’s last recorded location. The lines of heat wiggled across the mouth of a narrow chasm about 300 meters wide. On their own topological map, that area was shown as part of a PLAN town so wrecked, it was assumed that no Martians survived there—although assumptions of no Martians were almost always wrong, in Colden’s experience. 

Hawker said, “Those lines are damned hot. Is that an artifact of data analysis?”

Captain Sun spoke sepulchrally into their situation space. “No. Based on laser induced breakdown spectroscopy in addition to IR, we assume those to be pipes.”

“Of what?”

“Water.”

Liquid water had been known to flow on the surface of Mars even before the planet was colonized. It melted out of sedimentary rocks in the Martian summer and seeped down cliff faces. Bodies of open water could not exist in an atmosphere where water boiled at 10° C. But the PLAN had used water-cooled reactors in its cities, piping the waste heat through klicks of pipes. This could be the remains of one of those systems, although it would be strange to find pipes intact in an area where everything else had been slagged by a moon fragment.

Colden said, “What’s that yellow dotted circle in the southeast quadrant of this map?” 

“Whoops,” Captain Sun said. “Please erase that.”

“Not until you tell me why,” Hawker said joyfully.

Sun’s grumpy tone betrayed shame at his own screw-up. “It is our mission objective. Or it was our mission objective, until you neo-imperialist barbarians lost an entire MFOB, forcing us to redeploy.”

“Neo-imperialist barbarian yourself, Jin-Wei, you filthy capitalist,” Hawker snorted. “Bet I know what that is! It’s one of those modules. You figured you’d nip up there and see if there was anything worth selling on the gray market.”

“What modules?” Colden started. Hawker shushed her. 

“You have a shockingly ill-formed sense of ethics,” Sun said primly. “I was ordered to salvage the module, for your information.”

“If you were, it’s only because your colonel has a buyer lined up,” Hawker said. “Nah; I’m just kidding, Jin-Wei. I know you’d never do something like that. Thanks for the map.”

“Thanks for the chocolate, Roland.”

“We’ll be on our way now.”

As they walked back to the Death Buggies, Hawker filled Colden in on the possibility that a Chinese hab module, part of Tiangong Erhao, had crash-landed on the surface close to here. “We want it. Theta Base was going to salvage it. That’s why they were up on Wallaby Ridge in the first place. There’s supposedly some kind of top-secret Chinese computer code in the module’s hub. I can’t imagine it survived the crash landing, but they can do amazing things with data recovery these days.”

“If it’s Chinese code, presumably they’ve already got it?” Colden said. “So why would they send tanks up there?”

“To stop us from getting it, of course. But Jin-Wei is primarily interested in war memorabilia. I know that for a fact, because he cut me in last time he sent a shipment off planet.”

“Hmmm,” Colden said. “Is your name really Roland? It just says ‘R’ on your ID.”

“Yes, but don’t tell anyone.”

They reached the buggies. Hawker climbed in. Colden and Pratt resumed their forward scouting positions. The convoy set off through the flood of light from the Chinese tanks. This time, no one targeted them.

But as they passed into the darkness, two of the tanks ground into motion and followed them.

 


x.

 

The underground lake steamed like a hot bath. The speaker above the door of the silo had gone silent. 

The door swung open. Kristiansen followed the born-again Martians into an open-plan office lit by overhead fixtures. 

Whatever he’d expected, it wasn’t this. It looked ridiculously similar to the back office of some small company on Earth. Messy desks stood in island arrangements, crowded with clunky computer equipment. 

And stacks of paper.

Like the office of some small company on Earth … a hundred years ago. No one used paper anymore.

“Don’t just stand there dripping on the mat,” the same female voice as before called out. Its owner glided into view, seated on an office chair with wheels, propelling herself with her feet. She was the first Martian woman Kristiansen had seen. She looked to be in her early forties, and wore a sack-like tunic over leggings. Her long black hair hung in a braid down her back. At first glance Kristiansen thought she was hugely fat. Then he realized she was hugely pregnant. 

“I’m only in my ninth week,” she said. “By my third trimester, I won’t be able to walk at all. I’ll have to work from bed. It’s lucky you came now.”

Kristiansen again felt, acutely, the awkwardness of being encased in an EVA suit, with a faceplate between him and the Martians. “I assume you know why we’re here, madam.” Gnädige Frau. It came out without calculation. It just seemed the least he could do was to be polite. “We want to help you. The United Nations stands ready to offer you refuge. But we must hurry.”

“Why?” 

“Because my colleague has been exposed to the Naniten. You seem to know a great deal about medicine. Is there any way to help him?”

The woman laughed. “Knowledgeable? Me?” She waved at the stacks of printouts sliding off the desks. “I know only as much as I’ve been able to absorb from my backups. It’s in no kind of order. Imagine an encyclopedia in the form of a jigsaw puzzle, in a foreign language. That’s what this is. I’ve been putting the pieces together for months. I only just got to G, for glycolysis. That’s when I figured out why our freedom has come at such a cost. It’s all to do with intracellular CO2 uptake.”

Kristiansen’s confusion receded somewhat. He nodded, on familiar ground now. Human or Martian, biology was biology. The born-agains’ physical weakness and their muscle spasms, which he had taken for nervous fidgeting, were symptoms of metabolic alkalosis. 

Kristiansen had no medical credentials, but he’d picked up a lot during his career with Medecins Sans Frontieres. “We need to be careful because of your altered physiology, but normally I would say you need ACE inhibitors, carbonic anhydrase inhibitors and extra fluids. Longer-term, you’ll need supplementation to fix your bone salts. Have you seen any cases of vomiting or renal failure?”

“V? R? I haven’t got that far yet,” the woman answered. 

“Your increased CO2 expulsion must be engineered at the DNA level. The nanites would have worked with that, regulating your blood CO2 levels,” Kristiansen said, thinking aloud. “That would mean your bodies are now overcompensating, blowing off too much CO2. Have there been any deaths?”

“A lot of us died in the early days, but I don’t need an encyclopedia to call that by its name. They offed themselves. Completely unable to deal with freedom.” She twirled a hand, dismissing their memory. “Sitzpinklers.”

Stephen One, who was leafing through printouts, said, “Their own limbic systems killed them.” He stuck his tongue out at the woman. “I started with L.”

 “L for laser,” the woman said, fondly. She shooed him away. “Go, go check the fax and the cameras. I can’t get up those stairs.” She watched him go, followed by the others. “My favorite son,” she confided to Kristiansen in a low voice. “I was happy he survived. That was the first taste I ever had of happiness. True happiness; it’s so different from dreaming. After that, I knew I had to survive, too.”

Kristiansen took on board that this woman was Stephen One’s mother—if it was true, she must have given birth in her early teens—and decided not to inquire further. “Frau Doktor, I would be honored to talk with you at greater length, but this is urgent. I have to ask again. Is there any way to help my colleague? Couldn’t we infect him with the St. Stephen virus, as an antidote to the Naniten?”

“The St. Stephen virus.” She unexpectedly sang a snatch of Latin. She had a lovely voice. “It came out of the sky, disguised as a distress call from one of the god’s stealth fighters. I remember that.”

“It came from China,” Kristiansen said. “But we don’t have the source code, and we need it.” Murray would be proud of him. But he wasn’t interested in giving the UN a leg up on the Chinese. He was interested in saving Murray’s life—and the lives of the born-again Martians—in that order. He formulated these priorities coldly. He needed to switch off his emotions to keep functioning. “Do you have it?”

“I’m not sure. I could sing it to you, if that would help. But it probably wouldn’t. The music file is just a dropper. It drops a bash script that executes a wiper, which presumably erases the virus itself along with everything else.”

Kristiansen’s patience snapped. She was stonewalling him, just like Admiral McLean back on Eureka Station, holding back information that could save people. Information that could save Murray. Without whom none of them would get out of here alive.

He slammed a gloved fist on the edge of a desk. Sheaves of paper cascaded to the floor. “ ‘Presumably’! ‘Probably’! ‘I’m not sure’! Do you HAVE the source code, or NOT?”

The woman stared at him for a second. Then she effortfully bent over sideways and tried to pick up the papers. Feeling ashamed of himself, Kristiansen gathered them up for her.

“It’s all in here,” she said, sitting with a sheaf of papers on her lap. She didn’t have much of a lap. “The source code might be here, too. We’ve found some strings that don’t look like our stuff. I know that’s not much help.”

Kristiansen frowned, getting control of his temper. He glanced at the papers he held. Long strings of letters and numbers bracketed English phrases related to gamma globins, gluconeogenesis, and glycolysis—all the Gs. He was no computer expert, but this looked like the raw content of a medical database. Could the secrets Murray sought be hidden in here? Kristiansen started, “When the PLAN cut you off from the network—”

“We were components in the god’s network, and we’d failed. That’s what you do with failed components. You remove them.”

And then you recycle them, Kristiansen thought with a shiver. After disconnecting the staff of Archive 394, the PLAN had sicced its muppets—the untermenschen, as Stephen One put it—on them. It was reductive to think of the born-agains as mere failed components. Their freedom threatened the PLAN’s very existence, regardless of what information they did or did not possess. 

“It was indescribably frightening, and uplifting. But my first experience of freedom was followed by a terrible realization. I couldn’t remember anything.”

“I don’t understand,” Kristiansen had to confess.

“It’s all in here!” The woman slapped the side of her head. “Let me put it in the simplest possible terms. We were a Beowulf cluster. Our memory was stored in the server node. When the nanites broke, we lost our processing capacity. And what use is memory if you can’t read it?” 

Her ‘simplest possible terms’ were not simple to Kristiansen. He didn’t know the term ‘Beowulf cluster.’ Still, he grasped what she was saying. It dovetailed with Murray’s hypothesis about the St. Stephen virus—that it had crashed the Martians’ neuroware. His understanding of the born-agains underwent a wrenching realignment. So that was why Stephen One had kept saying ‘I don’t remember.’ 

They’d literally lost their memories. 

Clearly, not all their memories. Emotionally charged items, stored in regions not directly governed by the neuroware, would remain. The brain was a complex organ, even based on Kristiansen’s limited knowledge of neuroscience. It found workarounds. But certain categories of information and abstract knowledge would be irretrievably locked away. He couldn’t imagine what that felt like.  

“I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate, and yet he understood that a human saying sorry to a Martian was crossing a boundary, for better or for worse. “Are your memories in here?” he asked, indicating the stacks of print-outs. Perhaps they could be recompiled …

The woman shook her head. She was regal in her heaviness and stillness. “I was the server. When you broke the nanites, you broke me. It’s all in here, but I can’t read it.” Again she touched her temple, a gesture as helpless as trying to reach across the void of space.

“I’m sorry. … Then these hard copies are …?”

“Pfuh.” She made a noise of impatient distaste. “The god is obsessed with self-tracking. Some of the legacy data is useful: the encyclopedias, the technical manuals. All the rest is the equivalent of logging one’s weight and blood pressure on an hourly basis.”

“It’s ironic. We blitzed the valuable information, leaving the junk,” Kristiansen said. Once again, the reckless violence of humanity amazed him. 

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“So there’s no way to help my friend?”

“Friend?” the Server said, puzzled. “What’s that?”

Stephen One came through a door at the far end of the silo, followed by his two companions. The Martian waved gladly at Kristiansen, as if relieved to see that he was still here.

“That,” Kristiansen said. “Stephen One is my friend. So is Murray. I won’t abandon either of them.”

People were still coming out of the door. They were small people. They were, Kristiansen realized, children.

“Will you abandon them?” the Server asked quietly. “They’re too young to know anything.”

“How … how many …”

“Oh, they’re not all mine. There were six other Servers in this cluster. They all died. But I feel responsible for their immature client nodes.”

As the small Martians continued to stream into the computer room, Kristiansen doubled his estimate of the bunker’s surviving population. “I’ll get all of you to safety,” he promised. “Somehow.” But he knew his promise would be empty without Murray’s help. 

★

Murray returned from the surface. His face was gray, like a t-shirt that was ready for the recycler. Brushing past Kristiansen, he knelt by the edge of the lake and plunged his head into the steaming water.

Kristiansen stared for an instant. Then he seized Murray and dragged him back from the lake’s edge. 

“I’m all right!” Murray said, his hair plastered over his face. “It comes and goes. The water helps.” He made a move towards the lake. Kristiansen held him back.

“You’re delirious! Snap out of it!”

“Don’t be daft. I feel fine.”

Kristiansen cast a desperate glance at the born-agains. They watched with folded arms. They’d seen so many of their own people die, he couldn’t expect them to be moved by Murray’s decline.

“I just want to go for a swim,” Murray gritted. He jerked against Kristiansen’s grip, and then suddenly stopped struggling. “Jesus, it’s cold. All right, Kristiansen. Listen. I set up the beacons, turned them on. No idea if anyone will detect them. It’s a mess out there. They took me out the back door—it’s hidden under a silo. There was a PLAN town up there. This’ll blow your mind: this lake is a reservoir, held back by a restraining wall. There are pipes sticking out of the outside of the wall. The water circulates through the subzero atmosphere, gets cooled down, then it gets piped back underground—”

“The dam,” Kristiansen nodded. 

Murray gave him an irritated glance. “Stop me if you’ve heard this before.”

He really did seem to be all right now. It comes and goes, Kristiansen remembered. “No, go on.”

“The wall’s leaking. It must have been damaged in the quakes. There’s water trickling down around the outside of the pipes. These little fuckers may be ace at nanobiotechnology, but they don’t know crap about infrastructure maintenance.”

“They’ve forgotten everything,” Kristiansen said. He explained to Murray that the born-agains had lost their memories. 

“Figures, with our luck.” Murray wrung water out of his hair. “What the hell?”

Kristiansen followed his glance. Several of the Martians’ clumsy rowboats had just sculled out of the mist, loaded with children.

“I was coming to that,” Kristiansen said. “They’re the Stephens’ little brothers and sisters. The woman I met on the island said they were a Beowulf processing cluster.”

“Yeah, yeah. Lots of parallel processing nodes, a few server nodes. The PLAN probably used them for scatter-gather processing, in addition to making them store its crap. I get it. I get it. Try and stay focused, Kristiansen,” Murray said, although he was the one losing focus, his attention jumping all over the place. “I don’t have much time left.”

“We’re going to fix you up,” Kristiansen said in the impassive, soothing voice he used when advising patients long-distance in the asteroid belt. It helped him to ignore his own terror. “We need the source code for the St. Stephen virus. Our best bet is to get it from the Chinese.”

“Without comms, in the next thirty minutes? Might be less. Kristiansen, I can feel the nanites moving shit around in there. One time when I was in college, I did E on top of half a bottle of vodka, then simmed a full-immersion documentary about Weimar Berlin, in zero gee. This is like that, with extra chainsaws.” Murray’s mouth was going a mile a minute, but his eyes were staring pits of horror.

“You’re not going to die. The nanites don’t want to kill you. They want to interface with the PLAN.”

“Same difference.”

“No, it isn’t. The neuroware can be destroyed. These guys are living proof of that.” He pointed at the watching born-agains. “We’ll get the St. Stephen virus and download it into your BCI—” 

“I don’t have a BCI.”

“You don’t what?” 

“I do not have a brain-computer interface. Or EEG signalling crystals. Or even a flipping ID chip. There was a panic a few years ago: an ISA agent got infected with the Heidegger program. It was when the shit hit the fan on 4 Vesta. Remember that? You probably didn’t hear the story behind the story. Her name was Shoshanna Doyle. She managed to do a lot of damage before an armed bystander took her out. And I’m talking severe, long-lasting, organizational damage. The PLAN grabbed all the information on her BCI. Details of undercover missions, the names and numbers of deniable personnel, encryption protocols and passwords, all kinds of classified shit. It was a security nightmare. So the word came down from on high: We are never letting that happen again. And what that meant for yours truly—I was in training at the time—was I had to get my BCI removed.”

“I’d never have known,” Kristiansen said in amazement. He meant that Murray had so much information at his fingertips, he’d never have guessed he was relying on his own memory, rather than a memory crystal implanted in his skull.

“You learn to get along without it.” Murray shrugged. Then he grinned strangely, and vomited.

Kristiansen held Murray’s shoulders. Stephen One got out of his rowboat and splashed over to them.

 Kristiansen said, “What’ll happen if his Naniten can’t talk to the PLAN? I mean, the god.”

“They have to talk to the god. That’s what they’re for.”

“You know, you need to learn a new word to express yourself. Here it is: Duh.”

“Duh.”

“Yes, like that. Now just suppose that oh, maybe he doesn’t have any comms. What will happen?”

“He’ll try to get comms. Duh.”

Kristiansen snorted. “Yeah. But what if he can’t?”

“The Sitzpinklers killed themselves. But maybe he has strength of character, like me.”

So maybe he’ll be fine, Kristiansen thought for a delusional moment. Murray was clearly not fine. He was on his knees, gripping his head in both hands, digging his fingernails into his temples, drawing blood. His teeth ground audibly. His brain was being rearranged by molecular chainsaws.    

“He’s a dead man,” Stephen One said dispassionately. 

“… Not yet,” Murray coughed. “Where’s your medibot?”

The Medimaster 5500! Kristiansen had forgotten all about it. He let go of Murray and dodged between the bamboo processing machines. It was where he had left it. 

When he returned, lugging the heavy machine, Murray’s spasm had passed. The born-agains held him by his arms and legs. He squinted at Kristiansen’s burden. “Is it still working?”

Kristiansen pulled off what was left of the medibot’s packaging and set it up. Thankfully, it was made to be operated by a person in a spacesuit, so he had no trouble working the controls with his gloved fingers. “Yes.” Warm relief spread through him as the console lit up. “We’ll put you in the Evac-U-Tent. You’ll be safe in there.” And we’ll be safe from you, he thought. “You’ll have a better supply of air and water than I do. Ha, ha. We just need to keep you alive until we get the source code for the St. Stephen virus.”

“Oh, forget about the virus. The Chinks are never gonna give it up.” 

“It’s the only chance you’ve got!”

“I don’t matter! The mission matters. Winning this war matters.” Murray’s eyes burned. “If I can interface with the PLAN, I’ll find out everything these guys have forgotten. I’ll learn all its secrets. I’ll be able to tell you everything.”

Kristiansen sat back on his heels. The Evac-U-Tent inflated in front of him. It ballooned to a silver bubble the size of a family car, attached to the side of the medibot. The ‘trunk’ of the car was a flexible airlock. The medibot extended its instruments into the tent. 

“Can this bot install BCIs?” Murray demanded. 

“Yes,” Kristiansen said. “It was designed to serve all the medical needs of a remote colony. It has the ability to perform neurosurgery, including BCI installation and removal. But this is a really stupid idea. I’m not doing it.”

“We need answers!” Murray’s voice was an agonized shout. Kristiansen understood that Murray’s quest for answers was the only thing giving him hope. If he were balked in that, he’d have no choice but to resign himself to a death as cruel as it was futile. The horror of futility struck a chord with Kristiansen. He, too, had always wanted to believe his life had meaning. Failing that, that his death could have meaning … 

He shook his head, but with less certainty now. “What if it doesn’t work? What if the PLAN simply uses the BCI to control you?”

“Won’t happen,” Murray said with a dreadful grin. “One of the things we found out from the disaster on 4 Vesta. A BCI on its own isn’t enough. You also need a drugstore implant. Some kind of neural stimulation mechanism. The PLAN controls its victims by monopolizing the dopamine pathways.” He spread his hands. “Without that, it’ll just tear me apart. But I’ll be quite talkative during the process. You’ll have to stand by to record everything.”

Kristiansen couldn’t believe he was doing this. “All right.” He moved towards the Evac-U-Tent.

“What are you doing? I’m the one who needs to get in there.”

“The Medimaster 5500 doesn’t come with a supply of factory-fresh BCIs. We don’t have that kind of funding.”

Murray sagged. “Then I’m fucked.”

“No, you’re not.” He opened the airlock. It had electrostatic scrubbing capability, which Kristiansen trusted to be as good as anything Star Force could offer. You needed an absolutely sterile environment for surgery. “I’m going to give you mine.”

This was his mission: to save people. He hadn’t left the Space Corps, sacrificed his relationship, and changed careers, to half-ass it now. 

“I’ll remove it and clean off the gunk.” He crawled into the airlock. “Then we’ll implant it in your brain. Reselling BCIs is illegal, but I’m not taking any money from you, so we’re good.”

“I can’t let you do this.”

Kristiansen looked at him—gray-faced, blood trickling down his temples, sprawled amidst the watchful Martians—and laughed. “It’s cool, K’vin.”

“No. No. The PLAN will think I’m you.”

“It won’t matter.”

“Dude, you’re a pureblood.”

“Shit,” Kristiansen said. He’d actually managed to forget about that.

Murray scratched his temples, drawing blood again. “It might still work. Erase your medical records. Apart from DNA, you tell people you’re Swiss-German-Danish, right? And you don’t have a secret journal where you agonize about your heritage?”

“Jesus, no.”

“Then we’re golden. I’m gonna owe you so big. The entire solar system will owe you. I take back anything I may have said about NGOs …” Murray turned his head aside and vomited again.

Kristiansen squeezed into the airlock. He had to tuck his knees up and bend his head so the seal could close. Line-of-sighting Murray through the fabric, he said, “It’ll only be for a little while. Star Force has to come, or what do we pay taxes for?”

“Damn straight. And by the time they get here, I’ll be besties with that bionic motherfucker.” Murray cracked a spittle-flecked, triumphant smile. “It’s gonna tell me all its secrets.”

 

 


xi.

 

Colden jogged through the wreckage of the nameless town, circling wide of the impact crater in the city center. This conurbation was so wrecked, Star Force hadn’t even bothered to designate it as a target. She crunched through knee-deep debris and clambered over fragments of regocrete walls. In the light of a quiet Martian morning, she could see further than was normal, and everything she saw was in ruins. 

The more wrecked, the better, from her perspective. Less chance of muppets. Kristiansen and Murray might still be alive …

After all, someone had triggered that emergency beacon.

The task force had picked it up less than an hour ago, as they drove towards the ruined town. Actually, a sat had picked it up and notified Alpha Base. The signal came and went, confounded by the PLAN’s radio-frequency jamming, but Colden had the location of the beacon marked on her heads-up display. 

It tracked with Kristiansen and Murray’s last known location.

Their buggy broke down, she thought. They walked. Twelve kilometers in one night? Totally doable. Kristiansen always kept himself in shape, and if this Murray is an ISA agent, peak fitness is part of their job description.

Alternatively, the muppets could have killed the two men and taken the emergency beacons. 

She could be walking into a trap.

Pratt said on the operator chat channel, “Hawker wants me to tell you we’ve found a place where the buggies can get through. We’ll probably catch up with you in a few minutes.”

“Pratt, no. Tell him to stay the fuck out of here until I ascertain what this beacon is.”

She knew Hawker and his people were brave. To be out here in the flesh, with only a crappy-ass layer of kevlar between them and death … they were so brave it made her mind hurt. They didn’t need to keep proving it, to her or anyone.

But they had their own ideas of what they needed to do. She hadn’t gone another half a klick before she saw the buggies puttering out of a cross street ahead of her. This far from the impact crater, the silos weren’t all destroyed, and the streets of PLAN cities were so wide, it took a lot to make them impassable. The buggies slalomed around stray chunks of rubble, while she ran to catch up. The grunts taunted her on the microwave link.

“Kiss my fat ass,” she shot back, powering past the buggies. One final spurt uphill, and she’d be on top of the beacon … 

Flash! 

Her sensors picked up movement. Someone, or something, had peeked around the corner of the next silo.

“Possible hostile at my ten o’clock.”

Automatic targeting: engaged. 

Flechette cannon: fully loaded. 

She sprinted around the silo.

Not human beings in spacesuits.

Just muppets.

She unloaded on them.

“Three hostiles down. Pratt, Watty, Drudge, Mattis! Clear the area. Check inside those silos.”

They should’ve done this by the book, house-to-house. It was pure folly waltzing into a conurbation without securing your flanks or rear. She boosted her motion sensors to hair-trigger sensitivity. The other four phavatars scattered, Pratt and Watty crossing the street, Drudge and Mattis heading into the silos on either side of her. She walked towards the beacon. It was just sitting there on the ground, a splash of yellow beyond the corpses of the muppets she’d taken out.

The buggies stopped in the street behind her. Hawker jumped out of a roof hatch and ran to her. He kicked the corpses. They didn’t move. 

Colden stared up at the wall of rock that burgeoned over the city, twin to another mountainous buttress on the far side of the built-up area. Nothing moved up there, either.

“Squiffy was wrong about this place,” Hawker said. “Fucking useless fucking satellite maps have it as a write-off, nothing standing, no place for muppets to hide.”

“The dust really mucks with radar imaging.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that our fucking maps and our fucking commanders are complete fucking rubbish.”

Colden knew why he was so angry. They might be surrounded by muppets lurking in the undamaged silos. She scanned 360°, heart racing. Meanwhile, Hawker inspected the beacon. “No signs of tampering.” 

“Whoa! Fuck! Shit!”

The stream of curses came from Drudge, on the operator channel. Colden raced into the silo he’d been checking, leaving Hawker to guess what was going on. 

Drudge was buried under muppets. They’d pinned his flechette cannon to the floor. His other arm flailed. His slug-thrower drilled a hole in the roof. Colden selected angles and fired through the billowing dust. She had her flechette cannon set on burst. With this many muppets about, she needed to conserve ammo.

“Splart you!” Drudge howled. His head jerked up. The eyes of his custom skull ornament shone blue. 

The last muppet reeled back, clutching at its face. 

Its hands stuck to its cheeks.

Over its head and shoulders—glistening in the light from their headlamps—dripped a mantle of splart.

Colden lowered her flechette cannon and laughed.

She knew it was wrong. She knew there wasn’t really anything funny about the Martian blundering around in panic, its eyes and mouth glued open, its hands glued to its cheeks, alive in there, not needing to breathe, it might survive like that for ages, like a bug in jam, it was horrible ... but once she started laughing, she couldn’t stop. Near-hysterical spasms gripped her. Her stomach muscles hurt. 

The grunts laughed, too. A couple of them prodded the muppet with their carbines to make it run around the inside of the silo.

“It’s getting all dusty,” Drudge complained.

“Not funny!” Colden snapped. Suddenly her mirth faded, leaving her shocked cold. “It’s not fucking funny at all, it’s disgusting! Drudge, put the goddamn thing out of its misery.”

Drudge sighed loudly and gave it a burst of flechettes. The splart was still soft, so the flechettes got stuck in it. The muppet ran about bristling like a dartboard. The grunts pissed their pants laughing. Drudge ended up having to put a .50 slug through the muppet’s midsection. He posed with one foot resting on its body, and asked Mattis to vid him doing a complicated fist-pumping thing.

“So that’s a splart gun?” Colden said coldly, gesturing at Drudge’s ornamental skull.

Drudge preened. “Two of them, ma’am! It shoots splart from its EYES!”

“How effin’ cool is that, brah?” Mattis said admiringly.

It’s not cool at all, Colden thought. And what does that make me, for laughing at it?

Hawker came in. Taking in the scene in one glance, he said, “Quit fucking around. How many of them were there, and where did they come from?”

It was now impossible to count the slain muppets, as the flechettes had chewed them into pieces, but Drudge estimated there’d been about ten. As to where they came from … 

“There’s an airlock over here!” Gwok piped up.

“Yeah, that’s where they came out of,” Drudge said. “Must be a refuge.”

“An underground refuge,” Hawker said. “They have those. I saw one in Gigas Sulci. It was packed to the gills with Mr. Muppet and friends. I think we’d better wait for the Chinese.”

The Chinese tanks had followed them through the night. Task Force Alpha had pretended to ignore them, while the Chinese had pretended they just happened to be going in the same direction. Colden could see the sense of Hawker’s suggestion. The tanks were slower than the Death Buggies, but they would have no trouble climbing over the collapsed city walls. And once they got here, they could bring overwhelming firepower to bear.

On the other hand … it wasn’t like Hawker to make a suggestion. He’d deliberately left the door open for her to suggest something else.

So she did. 

“Sir, I don’t think it’s necessary to wait. Time is of the essence. If our guys are in trouble down there, seconds could make all the difference. I vote we go in.”

Hawker covered his ass with a bit of hemming and hawing, but it was decided. Colden lined her people up and proceeded with their standard airlock-blowing procedure. They piled into the chamber. She fired her slug-thrower at the rear wall, realizing at the same time that it wasn’t a valve. It was a solid steel wall.

The chamber resounded—the .50 made so much noise it was deafening even on Mars, in an enclosed space—and her slug ricocheted, drilling into the carapace of Mattis’s phavatar.

“Shit! Sorry, Mattis.”

“‘S OK, ma’am, I’m fine.”

The chamber rocked and started to descend. 

“It’s a fucking lift!” Colden screamed on the operator chat channel. She’d left Pratt and Watty up top. 

The lift stopped. They shot their way out. 

Into a forest.

Bamboo?

Irrigation sprinkler pipes ran overhead. The gengineered bamboo plants leaned towards the phavatars, creaking. Their leaves pointed at them like accusing fingers. The refuge had been pressurized. Soon, it wouldn’t be pressurized anymore. 

“Standard procedure,” Colden told her companions: Houlet, Drudge, and Mattis. She streamed her vid feed to Pratt. “Show this to Hawker. Ask him if this is normal.”

They crashed through the bamboo plantation. Fog streamed around them, pulled towards the busted elevator by the escaping atmosphere. It was normal to see fog during explosive decompression events, due to the sudden drop in temperature, but this seemed like more moisture than would be normal in a Martian refuge. They burst out of the plantation into a clearing full of machinery. 

Hawker’s reaction to her feed came back, via Pratt: “On Mars, nothing is normal.”

“Tell him that’s not very fucking helpful.”

“They’re coming down, ma’am. They’ve rigged a rope. He says he’ll be with you in a tick.”

Colden shouldn’t have been as glad to hear that as she was. She’d been expecting hordes of Martians. Instead, the refuge seemed to be deserted. It spooked her. Where had all the muppets gone? And what about Kristiansen and Murray? Had they ever been here?

Drudge cried out: “Holy crap, ma’am!”

She sprinted to his location. He pointed into the fog.

But Colden noticed something else.

On the ground at the edge of the processing area, a puddle of silvery fabric, like a collapsed tent. 

Attached to …

… a machine that wasn’t Martian bamboo processing equipment.

“We’ve found them,” she transmitted, brokenly. “At least, we’ve found a Medicins Sans Frontieres medibot.”

The Medimaster 5500 was in as many pieces as her heart. Looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it.

But Drudge was still staring into the mist. He jumped up and down in excitement. “Hit ‘em!” he squealed. “No, no, dumbshit, not like that!”

“I can’t see anything!” Colden said.

“You gotta zoom!”

She tweaked her optical settings. That was water out there. A lake. A warm lake.

On the lake—oh God, she thought, can I please wake up now—floated a wide-bottomed dinghy.

Several muppets crowded the dinghy, fighting off another human figure that was in the water, trying to climb into the boat, or capsize it.

The figure in the water wore a grunt’s bubble-helmet. 

And wielded a Star Force carbine by the stock, swinging it like a club at the muppets.

“Kristiansen!” Colden screamed. Then got control of herself. No guarantee it was him. But it was a Star Force individual, alive and fighting. “Right. Question of the day, and it’s a doozy: can combat-optimized phavatars swim?”

Despite her strained flippancy, Colden was not about to waste time checking the user’s manual. She splashed into the lake. It was slippery underfoot, and she nearly toppled over. With everyone yelling at her to come back, she waded out as far as she dared, until the water came up to the bottom of her phavatar’s carapace, and forgotten old circuits switched themselves on—Ooooh, murmured the ghost of the therapist this bot had once been. It’s lovely and warm. 

Out on the lake, one of the muppets in the boat smashed an oar down at the man who might be Kristiansen. He ducked into the water. The blow fell on his shoulder. Clinging to the stern, he jabbed at the muppets with his carbine. He was obviously out of ammo.

“Get down,” Colden yelled. She raised her flechette cannon and fired bursts. The flechettes flew straight and true through the racing mist. The muppets exploded into clouds of blood and tissue that leaned over the side of the boat and rained redly into the water.

The man swam back towards her, towing the rowboat. Before he reached her, she knew he wasn’t Kristiansen. He was too narrow in the shoulders, plus Kristiansen couldn’t even swim, much less do the crawl, while towing a boat, in a spacesuit. Disappointment pinched her bitterly. “You must be Kevin Murray,” she line-of-sighted him. “We’re here to rescue you, not that you seem to need it.”

“Are you kidding? I am so fucking happy to see you, I’d hug you, if you weren’t a eight-foot robot.”

“My other ride is a Vespa. Jennifer Colden, Space Corps.”

“Kevin Murray.” ISA agents never admitted out loud what agency they worked for. 

She helped him drag the rowboat ashore. It was now empty except for a few body parts, and blood washing around in the bilge. Kevin Murray breathed heavily over the line-of-sight link. She couldn’t see his face through his tinted faceplate. “Where’s the other guy? Kristiansen, wasn’t it?” Too casual, she thought. Her heart was telling her not to let anyone see she cared.. 

“Over there.” Murray pointed into the mist. “He’s holed up on the island … if he’s still alive.”

“The island?” 

“Data archive.” As Murray spoke, Hawker and four of his grunts arrived at a run. Murray greeted them, “Happy to see you guys. You don’t know how happy. But we have to get to the island. Kristiansen’s stuck out there. His air’s running low ... and there’s a bunch of muppets keeping him company.” 

Hawker swore. “Kristiansen, that’s the NGO guy. What’s your condition, Murray? You good?” He reached out to touch a spot on Murray’s shoulder. The ISA agent shied back.

“I’m good. I’ll come with you in the boat. I know the way.”

“That boat looks like it’s made of concrete,” said one of the grunts.

“So are ocean liners,” Colden snapped. She had turned the boat over to let the blood and water run out. Now she righted it, pushed it off from the shore— “Drudge! Hold the stern—” and gingerly stepped in. Her phavatar’s weight did not sink the boat. “Come on!”

“We need something to paddle with,” Murray said. “Or poles. Poles would do. It’s fairly shallow, even out in the middle.” 

Murray went to cut bamboo stems. Hawker’s grunts set about reinflating the tent from the Medimaster 5500, figuring it could serve as a raft. Drudge sealed the rips in the tent with his splart gun. They should have asked Murray what had happened to the medibot. As soon as Colden thought of that, she forgot it again, whipsawed by impatience and fear.

The tent floated, half-inflated. Hawker and two of his men climbed aboard the wobbly, waterbed-like object. “Jesus,” Hawker said. “This is mad.” Murray came back with an armful of long bamboo poles. Drudge got into the boat with Colden and Murray, and they poled off. 

As the atmospheric pressure in the bunker dropped, the raft inflated further, until it was as taut as a balloon. The men had to cling on top. They couldn’t pole, on account of not having any free hands. 

Drudge jumped into the water, got behind the raft, and kicked. His mechanical legs churned the water like an outboard engine. 

“I should have thought of that,” Colden muttered. Fear for Kristiansen’s safety was distracting her. She had to stay focused.

Pratt pinged her on the operator chat channel, splintering her concentration once again. “The Chinese are coming. I can see their dust clouds. What should we tell them when they get here?”

“Two words,” Colden said. “Data archive.”

That ought to fetch Commander Sun like a shot. Hawker might not like having his rival in the mix. Too freaking bad. 

The streamers of mist parted to reveal a rocky island. Murray directed them to a harbor carved out of the rock. There were two rowboats tied up there already. “I want these,” Hawker said. “I’m not floating back again on that tent. Perrault, stay here and guard these boats with your life.”

“Yes, sir!”

A flight of narrow, slippery steps led up from the harbor. Murray leapt up them like a goat. He was in good shape for a man who’d been singlehandedly fighting muppets. That’s the ISA for you, Colden thought. They only took the best of the best. People said their field agents were all sociopathic nutters, but Colden was disposed favorably towards Murray, since he seemed so concerned for Kristiansen’s safety. 

She followed him up the steps, thankful for her phavatar’s retractable gecko grips. 

The concrete silo on top of the island had no windows and only one door. Locked. They’d brought the rest of their leeches. The shaped charges did the trick. The door, its frame, and quite a lot of regocrete exploded outwards. “That was a pressure seal,” Colden noted. 

A storm of white fragments gusted out of the hole. A grunt caught one. “Paper!” 

“I don’t care if it’s freaking silk.” Colden had slipped back into house-to-house mode. It felt good to be doing something familiar, after their bizarre journey here. “Drudge, on my mark …”

She went right, Drudge went left, and Hawker and his grunts came in behind them. They smashed through the interior of the silo. It was all desks and computers. The grunts shot at potential hostiles that turned out to be chairs, or fluttering pieces of paper, or shadows from the overhead lights.

There wasn’t a single muppet in the place. Again.

Colden scanned the toppled computers, praying to see something she’d missed. 

Hawker kicked one of the machines. Its housing came apart, revealing a motherboard. The PLAN’s computers evidently used ICs, the technology that predated processing crystals. Radiation-resistant, but not proof against an infantryman’s boot. Components and chips of solder dribbled out. “Way-hey,” Hawker said. “Let’s hope our data recovery guys really are as shit-hot as they’re supposed to be.”

“These are just archives,” Murray said. “Nothing sensitive here. All the good stuff is on the server.” He scuffled through eddies of blowing paper. Colden saw where he was heading, what she’d missed. She was running on fumes. There was another door at the far end of the silo. A pressure seal, covered with the glyphs she’d seen on hundreds of PLAN refuges in hundreds of PLAN towns. 

She caught up with Murray. “I’ll do the honors,” she said breathlessly.

“Fine, but I want to go in first.”

“Why?” 

“This is fun.”

The ISA: a really lovely bunch of guys. 

Colden shot out the airlock’s top set of hinges with her slug-thrower. It sagged open. While Murray held it, she leaned into the chamber and put a slug through the valve. 

Murray shoved her out of the way. He actually scrambled over her carapace to get into the lock. He blocked her view for a moment, and then he was gone. She stared into a sea of faces. The wind of escaping air blew their black hair around like seaweed.

Muppet faces.

Small muppet faces.

With their button noses, big black eyes, and broad foreheads, they looked exactly like the toy trolls she used to collect as a preteen.

“Holy crap, they’re children …”

Her flechette cannon sagged. Drudge shouldered past her. Bet he hadn’t collected toy trolls when he was little. 

“Drudge! Don’t shoot! They’re just kids!”

“Kristiansen!” Murray roared on the line-of-sight link. “Come out, come out wherever you are!”

The usual bamboo scaffolds filled the room to the ceiling. More little faces peeped through the curtains around the platforms. Murray spidered up the nearest scaffold, agile in his cumbersome suit.

“KRISTIANSEN!”

“Fuck you and the horse you rode in on, Murray,” said a deathly tired voice, which Colden had last heard five years on UNLEOSS, telling her she was complicit in the UN’s machinery of oppression.

Kristiansen! Colden spun. An adult muppet got in her way. Without thinking, she gave it the usual dosage. She barely noticed that Hawker was screaming at his men to hold their fire, or that Drudge was getting jiggy with his splart gun. She shouted, “Magnus, where are you?”

“Jen?!?”

“Where are you?” At the same time Murray reappeared on top of the nearer scaffold. He echoed her shout. “Where are you?”

“Jen, he’s infected!”

“WHO is WHAT?” 

“He’s not Kevin Murray anymore!”

“That’s what my mother named me,” Murray drawled.

Colden was paralyzed. “He sounds like the real deal,” she whispered.

“Damn straight,” Murray said. 

“He said he had a plan! I believed him. I didn’t know it was the PLAN talking! He didn’t even need a BCI. The nanites communicate wirelessly with the PLAN. That’s why he kept trying to stick his head in the water. He was trying to attenuate their signals. He was trying to escape. But the nanites won. They wanted more bandwidth. And I gave it to them.” 

“Bullshit,” Murray said. He leapt across to the next scaffold, making the whole fragile structure shake. 

Colden sourced Kristiansen’s line-of-sight signal. She started in the same direction.

“If you really are Kevin Murray,” Hawker yelled suddenly, “prove it. Where were you born? What’s your favorite food? What’s the name of the first person you ever fell in love with?”

“Basel,” Murray said immediately, “Zuricher geschnetzeltes, and Jennifer Colden.”

“Huh? Colden, you know this guy?”

“He doesn’t know her. He doesn’t even know who he is,” Kristiansen’s voice grated. “He thinks he’s me.”

“Like I’d lower myself to impersonate a cowardly, traitorous, lying pureblood,” Murray sneered.

Colden’s reflexes went into overdrive. She fired her flechette cannon at Murray. At the same time she leapt and pulled herself up the same scaffold Murray was climbing down. She parted the curtains, crawled onto the lowest platform. There was Kristiansen in a Star Force spacesuit, kneeling between the bloody thighs of a woman—

—a Martian—

“She’s hemorrhaging,” Kristiansen said. “She was nine weeks pregnant. With quintuplets.”

“Come out and prove you’re a MAN,” Murray bellowed. “Heh, heh, heh.” His carbine thrust between the curtains, followed by his head. Colden realized she hadn’t hit him. Nor would Hawker have. The flechettes were programmed to avoid anything that profiled like a non-Martian human being. The infantry carbines functioned the same way. The smart darts had no way of knowing Kevin Murray wasn’t human anymore.

She twisted on her knees and fired her slug-thrower. Her stupid gun. Stupid was good. 

Murray fell backwards.

The woman on the platform screamed. Blood gushed out.

Pratt said on the operator chat channel, “Ma’am? Colden? I hate to interrupt, but there are a couple things you need to know. The Chinese are here. I’m watching Commander Sun try to decide if he wants to go down there or not. The other tank went to investigate the hot spot.”

“Tell Sun to get his ass down here,” Colden said. She laid a gripper on Kristiansen’s sleeve. He knelt, cradling the woman’s head on his lap, watching her life gush away. 

“Murray smashed up my medibot. I could have helped her.”

“Magnus, she was a muppet.”

“She was a person. A warbler, in your braindead Star Force jargon. They all were. That’s why he killed them.”

And we killed the rest, Colden thought, remembering the muppets they’d slain when they found the beacon. Jeepers. Those could have been warblers, too. She hadn’t let them live long enough to find out. 

She leaned out between the curtains. Murray’s body lay on the floor. To her astonishment, he wasn’t dead. He was struggling wildly as Hawker’s men tied him up with twang cords. She’d missed. Point blank, and she’d missed. That was the trouble with stupid guns. And with being exhausted.

“Drudge,” Hawker called, “get over here and make yourself useful. These cords aren’t going to hold him.”

“I don’t have much left,” Drudge said from the far corner. For the first time Colden noticed what he was doing. He had rounded up all the adult Martians in the refuge, and some of the larger children. He was carefully spraying their heads with splart, one by one. Every time he finished one, he’d lop it off with his phavatar’s built-in cutter laser, wait for the blood to drip out some, and splart the raw end. He now had a row of five such objects sitting on the floor, drying quickly in the increasingly thin and cold atmosphere.

“Drudge!” Colden yelled. “Stop it! They aren’t muppets, don’t you understand? That is fucking sick! I’m gonna report your ass!”

“Aw, chica.”

“I gave you an order! Now get over there and help Captain Hawker.”

Grumbling, Drudge went, leaving the rest of his captives alive. Kristiansen nearly knocked Colden off the scaffolding, he pushed past her so fast. If this wasn’t Mars, he’d have broken his neck jumping to the floor. He hugged the captives, wrapping his arms around as many of them as he could. The smaller children crowded around him as if he could protect them. 

“Nobody lays a fucking finger on these people,” Kristiansen shouted. His voice cracked and broke as he raved about their lack of ethics. Colden nodded bleakly to herself. This was the Kristiansen that their friends in the Space Corps had tagged a radical, so driven was he to stand up for his ideas. But he was right. Nutty old Kristiansen had been right all along. They were murderers.

“All right, fine, we’ll take ‘em back to Alpha,” Hawker said, caving in, the way people did cave in, just to get Kristiansen to shut up. “They can ride on top of the buggies. Jesus.”

Colden took a break. The blood rushed to her head when she stood up. She’d seriously overdone it. Her muscles were so tense, she could barely walk out of the telepresence center. It hurt to move her eyes. Although her IV had supplied all her nutrient needs, her stomach grumbled, informing her that she hadn’t had a real meal in going on twenty hours. She quieted it with a Mars Bar from her illicit stash in the break room. This was how you gained weight as a telepresence operator.

Pratt was in the break room, too. The little room had a LivingLawn™ carpet of real grass—you had to take your shoes off to enter—and a soundtrack of waterfalls. It was supposed to be relaxing. It made her think of the Congo, someplace where there were no people anymore.

“We screwed up,” she said. “Jesus. They’re warblers. They’re human, and we murdered them.”

Pratt slumped with his long legs stretched out in front of him, slurping yogurt from a pouch. “They murdered that poor fucker from the ISA. Worse than murder, what happened to him.” Slurp.

“Did you see what Drudge was doing? No, you were outside. That kid’s heading for a meeting with no tea and biscuits.”

“It’s tit for tat, ma’am.”

“No. Sophie was right.”

“Sophie who?”

“Gilchrist. A friend of mine. She thought the PLAN was targeting the warblers, and she was right. The PLAN’s in the middle of a civil war. The AI in Olympus Mons, versus the warblers. They were hiding in there! Hiding … from KKV strikes.”

“Guess we’re rescuing them,” Pratt said. “But what are we gonna do with Murray?”

“He’s infected. We can’t bring him back here. I’ll ask Squiffy.” Colden tossed her Mars Bar wrapper into the recycling. “We shouldn’t both be out here at the same time.”

“No, you’re right.” Pratt finished his yogurt and took out a cigarette. He blew vapor at the NO VAPING sign. 

“Give me a drag. Wait, what’s in it?”

“Mostly THC.”

“Oh, never mind then. Actually, I’d prefer it if you stayed off that stuff while we’re working.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Pratt said, rolling his eyes.

Colden made a mental note to request that Pratt be rotated out of her platoon. Then she went back into the telepresence center. Before logging in, she sent an urgent email to Commander Jackson asking for advice on what they should do with Murray. 

Then she went back to work. 

Her phavatar, obeying commands from Hawker, had gone into service as an outboard engine. Kicking up low-gee geysers of water, she was pushing a dinghy laden with Martian children across the lake. She instinctively raised her head out of the water. There were two other boats ahead of hers, one being propelled by Drudge, the other by bamboo poles.

“What did I miss?” she line-of-sighted.

“Oh, nothing very interesting,” Hawker replied. “Theta Base is coming to pay us a visit. That’s all. Nothing very fucking exciting. We’re all going to die, that’s all. Where the fuck are the Chinese?”

 

 


xii.

 

Kristiansen crouched on the shore of the lake, staring through his faceplate at the crumbly soil. A spot of agony over his left ear throbbed. He felt like he had a hole in his head—because he did. Where all his personal data, job-related records, vid archives, and libraries of books and music had been, was … nothing. He’d had his BCI since he was fifteen. Precisely because it had been so much a part of him, he’d rarely noticed it was there. But he noticed its absence. 

Now he knew how the Server had felt when the St. Stephen virus disabled her memories.

He felt stupid.

He relived the moments when Murray had hacked his way out of the Evac-U-Tent. The man turned out to have artificial fingernails that could morph into razorblades. Guess those didn’t qualify for exclusion under the ISA’s no-augments policy. He also had a drugstore implant, of course. The ISA was hardly going to send its agents into the field without a whole pharmacy of stimulants and painkillers at their fingertips—literally at their fingertips: Murray had not had a BCI, but he could dose himself by pushing tiny buttons on a panel set into his inner arm. That was convenient enough for the PLAN. Fully under the AI’s control, Murray had destroyed the medibot in a frenzy, before turning on them.

Terrified, the born-agains had scattered. Stephen One had hauled Kristiansen into one of the rowboats. He’d still been too woozy from the anesthetic to be any help. He remembered the rocking of the boat. Then it all broke up. 

The next thing he remembered was delivering stillborn quintuplets. There’d been so much blood. Stephen One had asked him to help because he thought Kristiansen was a doctor. What irony. All his medical knowledge had been on his BCI. 

Squatting, rocking, he heard Hawker’s voice. 

“Theta Base is moving across the Miller Flats. It’s currently 62 klicks away, and at its current rate of approach will be here in one hour and twenty minutes. Just to give you an idea of what we’re dealing with, Theta’s route was blocked by three Chinese tanks, equipped with charged-particle cannons, which are among the scariest weapons known to humanity. Those tanks do not exist anymore. Theta slagged them from over the horizon, using actively guided anti-ship nukes, which are some of the other scariest weapons in humanity’s arsenal. They’ve got onboard MI guidance. They shouldn’t really exist. The gunners at Theta were using them to intercept KKVs, which was deemed to be A-OK.”

Colden’s voice said, “My view is we should stay here and wait for our assets in orbit to deliver an orbit-to-surface strike.”

Kristiansen couldn’t believe it was her. What were the odds? Did Star Force have that few competent telepresence operators? Bleakly, he suspected that was probably the case. The other face of the coin was that Jen Colden had always wanted power and authority. Now she had both: an eight-foot combat-optimized phavatar, with a platoon leader’s stripe on the shoulder area of its carapace. She sounded calm and confident. Wasn’t her conscience troubling her at all? 

“I’m not going to assume we’re safe here,” she went on. “Theta Base’s anti-ship missiles deliver five Hiroshimas each. However, we’re a lot safer here than we would be on the surface.”

“Might be an idea to retreat up the chasm,” Hawker said. “Except we’d be going in the wrong direction.”

“Why doesn’t Deimos fucking hurry up?” demanded one of the grunts.

“It takes time to line up a strike,” Colden started, and then her voice suddenly cut out. Kristiansen raised his head with a weary flicker of curiosity.

Hawker stood in the middle of a mob of Martian children, with Stephen One watching over them. The other Star Force soldiers stood guard over Murray, who was lying on the ground in his spacesuit, trussed with twang cords and splart-reinforced knots. The lake was boiling. Three phavatars stood in sentry positions, facing the edges of the clearing. Colden’s phavatar had also been acting as a sentry, but now it clumped into the midst of them and spoke … in a different voice.

“This is Jackson. To answer your question, Private, we will not be carrying out an orbital strike on Theta Base at this time. Now obviously, this is a crisis without precedent, so our operational guidelines are evolving, but at the present time we regard this as a hostage situation. We will be handling it as such, and initially deploying non-lethal assets with the goal of obtaining better information on the status of our people.”

Hawker snarled, “With all due respect, sir, that is not necessary. I can tell you what the status of those people is. I’ve got one of them right here. Murray, wanna say hello?”

Murray writhed so he was facing Colden’s phavatar. “Commander, I’m appealing to you personally.” He sounded like himself again. Kristiansen had never credited the PLAN with craftiness. But after the way Murray had tricked him, he’d changed his mind. If I had a BCI, I could interface with the PLAN, Kristiansen recalled. It’ll tell me everything … Murray spoke on, with just the right amount of stress coloring his reasonable tone. “Your men are convinced I’m dangerous, but all I want is to share with you what I’ve learned about the PLAN. And I’m sure that is also the goal of the soldiers in Theta Base. If they took out the Chinese tanks, it was to prevent sensitive information from falling into the hands of the Imperial Republic.”

Kristiansen was on the edge of believing it himself, but Colden’s phavatar pointed at Murray and said in her own voice, “You can shut up now. He didn’t even hear you.” Turning to Hawker, “He didn’t hear you, either. He busted into my session from on high, said his piece, and then bombed off again. He must be busy.” 

The grunts chortled. Kristiansen felt a ridiculous stab of envy at the camaraderie that allowed them to share a joke at their commanding officer’s expense. 

“Hawker,” Colden went on, “I’ve got orders for you: the usual ten-page screed with bonus ass-covering verbiage. Want the highlights now, or later?”

“Oh, you might as well go ahead and ruin my day.”

“We’ve been ordered to return to Alpha Base immediately. Nothing said about the fact that Theta Base is in the way.”

“Lovely.”

“We’re to leave Murray here. That’s the good news. But we’re to take the warblers. So Kristiansen, that’s some good news for you, isn’t it?”

Kristiansen wondered what he’d done to deserve her spite. With all eyes on him, he spoke for the first time. “It’s not particularly good news, if we’re going to be vaporized.”

“Yeah, there is that,” Hawker said—a grudging acknowledgement of Kristiansen’s existence. “Any word on what the Chinese are up to, Colden?”

“No; bloody Pratt is still on break.”

A violent tremor shook the bunker. One of the overhead light fixtures that had been obscured by the mist broke loose and swung down, narrowly missing them. As fragments of roof pattered down, the grunts took off like frightened cats, heedless of Hawker bawling at them. Colden and the other phavatars followed. Skull-Face brought up the rear, shepherding the Martian children. He was likely only being solicitous because he had designs on them, Kristiansen thought in disgust.

Stephen One gripped Kristiansen’s arm. “This is nothing!” he said. “Are all your people Sitzpinklers?” 

“No, they’re just scared,” Kristiansen said. “One suit breach, and we’ll join Murray on the crazy train.” He found that after all, he did want to keep on living.

“Why don’t you just sing?”

“Sing? Stephen One, singing isn’t going to stop an anti-ship nuke.”

“But it stops the Naniten.”

Kristiansen frowned. He had wondered why the ambient nanites didn’t reinfect the born-agains. Stephen One seemed to be saying that their song acted as a prophylactic. But that contradicted the Server’s belief that the music file was just a dropper …

Before Kristiansen could voice any more questions, Stephen One took off running. He was keen to keep the children in sight. Kristiansen blundered after him through the bamboo. The identical thickets, and the blowing mist, wrecked his sense of direction, but he felt sure it shouldn’t have been this far to the elevator. And the ground should have sloped up, not down. 

A low rumbling noise came from ahead, so deep-pitched that Kristiansen felt it in his ribcage. His blood froze. That was the sound of immense tractor treads grinding over the Martian regolith. He’d last heard it when he was standing on the launchpad of Theta Base. 

Daylight struggled through the bamboo. Dust mingled with the mist. A stand of bamboo leaned sideways and fell towards them. Behind it loomed a huge shovel blade, attached to the most beautiful sight Kristiansen had seen in days: a bright red Chinese tank.

Stephen One moaned, “What are they doing?”

“It looks to me,” Kristiansen said, “as if they knocked down your back door so they can fit their tanks into the bunker.”

“Idiots! Idiots!” 

The tank halted, its shovel blade suspended in the air. A Chinese officer picked his way around it. He spoke to Hawker. There was back-slapping, bicep-punching, and hollow laughter. “Maybe we will be buried alive like the Terracotta Army,” the Chinese officer said. 

“I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you, Jin-Wei.” 

“We have no time to spare,” Stephen One coughed. “Quick.” He pulled Kristiansen up the newly graded slope. 

They stumbled around the tank, onto a broad suburban street. The proportions of the buildings, even though they were partially demolished,  the strips of waste ground between them, and even the Death Buggies—with their silhouettes not dissimilar to terrestrial minivans—punched Kristiansen’s normality buttons. It was just like some rustic town in North America … that had been bombed.

“Stay with me,” Stephen One panted. “Otherwise, they might shoot me. That’s what happened to the others.” 

Kristiansen questioned him about his intentions, but Stephen One’s mouth stayed closed. Now that they were outside, talking would have stressed his system by overloading his blood with CO2. His tight-lipped expression pulled his face into the cliched, sinister Martian smile. It was easy to see how Colden’s platoon could have mistaken the other Stephens for muppets when they were outside. 

Beckoning to Kristiansen, Stephen One sprinted down the street. Kristiansen ran after him. Where on earth was he going? Was he leaving the children behind with that dirty little shit in the skull-faced phavatar, who was just waiting for a chance to turn their heads into dashboard ornaments? 

But Stephen One had seen something Kristiansen hadn’t. A second Chinese tank lumbered up the street. Stephen One positioned himself in its path. Certain this was a very bad idea, Kristiansen stood beside him. 

The tank rumbled closer. 

Kristiansen pissed himself. As he was wearing a spacesuit, he had no pants to piss, just a condom-style collector, but he could smell it all the same.

An angry Chinese voice blared into his helmet. 

The tank stopped. 

Stephen One leapt up on its hull—prompting further shouts.

“It’s all right! He’s on our side!” Kristiansen bellowed, praying the Chinese would at least understand that. 

He ended up inside the Chinese tank with Stephen One, listening without comprehension to a staccato conversation in Mandarin. Stephen One’s improbable mastery of their language made the tank crew accept him as an honorary comrade. They rigged a respiratory mask for him from a spare oxygen canister and a suction cup, so he could alternately breathe and talk. 

The interior of the tank was unpressurized, hellishly cramped, with nowhere to sit except the crew couches, nowhere to stand up straight, and screens showing cascades of Chinese characters. Kristiansen had had a Chinese translation program on his BCI. Gone now. He understood nothing. He wished he could stay here forever. 

The tank commander spoke to someone on a line-of-sight comms link, presumably his counterpart in the other Chinese tank. A few minutes later, the tank ground into motion. 

Stephen One plucked at Kristiansen’s sleeve. “Come on.”

They clambered out of the turret and jumped down to the street. The tank  turned in a wide circle and headed back the way it had come. 

They were left alone with the faint howling of the wind.

“What was the meaning of that?” Kristiansen said.

Stephen One shook his head. His Martian smile made him look improbably gleeful. His eyes—lidded by a nictitating membrane to keep out the dust—were pools of fear. He darted back towards the bunker.

Kristiansen hurried after him. Somewhere out there in the haze, Theta Base was grinding inexorably towards them. His shoulderblades prickled in visceral anticipation of violence. He used to approve of Star Force’s refusal to take human life, and even more so the corollary to that principle, the imperative to save human life, whatever the cost. It was pretty much the only thing about Star Force he did approve of. Now, however, he’d have personally signed off on an orbital strike, slaying who knows how many hostages, if it gave him a chance of living another day. The drive to survive, he understood, reduced all high principles to garbage blowing in the wind. He understood Colden a little better.

 

 


xiii.

 

“We’ll keep them busy,” Colden said to Hawker. “You get those kids safely home.”

Her words had a doubly encompassing meaning. She meant Hawker’s team, fifteen young men and women who were doing an admirable job of hiding their fear. If they died, it would destroy their families and friends, a ripple effect far larger than it might seem in the cold calculus of operational losses. She spoke from the personal experience of losing her parents to the PLAN. 

And she also meant the Martian children. They stood pressed together, under guard, twenty-five of them at last count. In their smocks and short pants of bamboo textile, with their little mouths firmly closed, they looked so cute she wanted to put them in a box and hide them safely away from all danger. If only.

Hawker said wryly, “I feel like I’ve been put in charge of a nursery school field trip. Right. See you at home.”

He arranged the children into a crocodile, holding onto a rope. Their sole surviving adult guardian went in the middle. The grunts split into flank and point groups. 

Kristiansen tagged onto the end of the column, and got chased into the middle by a nervous grunt.

The whole lot of them walked away into the Martian morning. None of them looked back.

Colden turned to her own team. “Right. This is what we’re built for. The dirty and dangerous jobs that humans dare not do. And this is an easy one, really. We just have to buy them enough time to get away.”

The latest satellite updates showed Theta Base twenty klicks away from the outskirts of the ruined town.

The MFOB had had them in range for hours—ever since it rolled down onto the Miller Flats, actually.

Yet it had not rained missiles on them, and from that, Colden and Hawker had come up with a theory. The PLAN didn’t want to atomize them, as much as it wanted to capture them. 

It wanted the information they might possess in their BCIs. (“Little does it know,” Hawker said, “we’re just cannon fodder. All it would get from my people is a new vocabulary of cuss words.”) 

Commander Sun had begged to differ. He pointed out that Theta Base had blown away three-fifths of his squadron without so much as stopping to gloat over the wreckage. The disagreement had blown up into an argument. Hawker had accused Sun of holding out on him. Time was ticking away, everyone’s nerves were frayed, and the upshot was that the Chinese had decided to stay here. 

Commander Sun had driven his tank into the bunker. He probably still hoped to get his hands on the archives. Tight-beam the data to a Chinese satellite, or something heroic like that, before he died. 

The other Chinese tank had pissed off to do its own thing. 

And Hawker had decided to make a run for it. 

The countdown timer in Colden’s HUD flashed 0:00. Five minutes had passed since the hopeless little group vanished into the dust. “OK,” she said on the operator chat channel. “Drudge, Gwok, you’re up.”

Her two youngest operators ran to the Death Buggies. Colden noted to her disgust that Drudge was still carrying his trophies—he’d splarted twang cords to their neck stumps for easy portage. The two phavatars squeezed into the roof hatches of the buggies. “Crap, it’s a tight fit,” Drudge said. “Wish you were in here with me, Ally. Hur hur hur.”

“Can you reach the controls?” Colden said.

“Um ... Yes.”

“Then pull your finger out, Drudge, pull it out.”

The buggies started up and drove away in opposite directions.

Unlike the human beings, the phavatars were expendable. They would act as decoys, hopefully drawing Theta Base’s fire away from the city … and away from Hawker’s group. Hawker had said he planned to trek due west, hugging the foot of the scarp. It would mean heading back towards Theta Base. But on the MFOB’s present heading, at least 12 klicks would separate it from Hawker’s group at all times, and down here on the surface of Mars, 12 klicks meant something. Every weary, dusty step of it counted as an advantage or disadvantage. There was a good chance that Theta Base would fail to pick up the small group amid the uneven terrain of the Miller Flats. 

After all, they knew for a fact that Star Force ground-based radar regularly missed Martians. 

The whole plan rested on the assumption that the PLAN did not know exactly where they were at all times.

Kristiansen had supported that assumption, in the last thing he said to her. “The nanites aren’t seismic detectors, Colden. No. They can’t tell when you step on them—they don’t know the difference between a rock and a boot.” (God, he was as condescending as ever.) “They’re programmed to associate symbiotically with living organisms. If it isn’t alive, they aren’t interested. So they may cling to the outside of your suit because it’s warm, but they won’t know what it is. And even after they infect a living person, they still need comms to interface with the PLAN.”

“I thought they were biological transmitters.”

“They are, but they don’t have much bandwidth.”

”So, the PLAN’s gray goo isn’t actually that awesome,” she’d said, falling back on bravado.

“It’s only light-years ahead of anything we can manufacture,” Kristiansen had said. He’d cocked his head on one side, gazing up at her phavatar. “This is just another day at the office for you, isn’t it?”

She’d wanted to say something suitably cutting in response. But before she could string words together, Hawker had called Kristiansen’s name and he’d plodded off with the rest of them.

Now, glancing into the ragged mouth of the bunker, she wondered if Commander Sun had found the thing that used to be Murray. They’d abandoned him—it—in the clearing by the lake. She wished she’d put a bullet in his head. Maybe she should go back and do that now.

But the buggies were gone, and it was time for her to play her role in their deception. 

She turned to the four phavatars remaining with her: Pratt, Mattis, Watty, and Houlet. “OK, guys: scatter.”

They ran together down the street, then split up and disappeared between the buildings. She stayed where she was, waiting.

After a little while, she registered a radio-frequency burst from the direction of the impact crater downtown. The phavatars were dropping Mayday beacons like clues in a treasure hunt. Anything to fox Theta Base’s scanners. Several more beacons lit up, and then Watty said, “I’m out.” 

“Me too, brah,” Mattis said. “Ow.” 

The seismic shock waves of a blast reached her a few seconds later. Theta Base had stomped the two phavatars, probably with small-bore kinetics, not the MI-guided horrors. Maybe the PLAN had fallen for their deception. Or maybe it hadn’t, and this was its way of letting them know it was not amused. No way to tell. 

She felt the next blast vibrating through the ground before Houlet’s voice reached her, saying, “Me three.” 

“Me four,” Pratt said. He sounded relieved. “I am now going to go smoke a spliff, and I don’t give a fuck who hears me saying that. Then I plan to sleep for two days. Good luck, ma’am.”

Colden had some supplies with her—explosives, det cord, and detonators that Hawker had cajoled out of the Chinese. She spent some time rigging these around the entrance to the bunker. Then she sat down, with the end of the det cord beside her. She had no need to sit, of course, since she was already lying full length on her couch. It just seemed appropriate. She checked in with Drudge and Gwok—neither of them had been blown up yet—and then she waited.

Presently the ground began to shake. This time it was not the hard shudder of a missile strike, but a sustained rumble.

Theta Base was climbing the hill.

A mountain of dust moved around the MFOB, a dark blot on the already dark day. Colden zoomed, tweaked, and filtered until she could see the spires inside that mountainous cloud. Theta Base had begun its existence as a water drilling rig on Io. The gantries had been left in place as supports for the MFOB’s missile launchers. Colden counted three missiles pointing at the sky, ready to go. 

The base of the MFOB rose into view, an armored casket full of … what? Hostages? Death? Madness? For an insane moment, Colden had an urge to find out. Then she reminded herself to breathe. She still had a life to live, no matter how shit it was.

The top edges of the treads rolled over the silos on the other side of the street, crushing them to gravel. Fresh waves of dust and debris spurted out. The MFOB loomed over her, cliff-high. The bogeys clanked like a factory, audible even in the Martian air.

Colden stood up, holding the det cord loosely in one gripper, poised to pull the detonator.

Theta Base stopped.

Tilting her head back to gaze up at the armored superstructure, Colden saw pale T-shaped splotches on its prow. Something about those shapes gave her the heebie-jeebies. She zoomed in. 

Human bodies. Naked human corpses, splarted to the outside of the MFOB like trophies. Arms outstretched. Legs together. Crucified.

Some of them still wore their helmets, as if in mockery of the spacesuits that had been stripped off them. The helmets bore personalized decals—STAR FORCE MOM, Colden read on one of them.

In a trance of horror, she saw a hatch in the superstructure pop open above the row of crucified people. A living human figure emerged. It balanced for a moment, and then grew wings. It leapt into space, jinked on an updraft from the bunker entrance, and glided gracefully to the ground. 

Colden walked over, letting the det cord trail out behind her. “Hey, Sophs.” 

“Hey yourself,” said the thing that wasn’t Sophie Gilchrist anymore.

“What’s with the wings?”

Gilchrist shook the flimsy panels attached to her arms, and they folded. “Made them in the printer shop. This was one of the things we planned to do when the war was over.”

“We, as in the gang from Theta Base?”

“Of course not, dummy. We, the Solarians. Hang-gliding from the top of Olympus Mons—can you imagine how awesome that would be? That was just one of the things we were gonna do when the war was over, and we didn’t have to hide anymore.”

Colden took a step closer. “Come here, Sophs. I want to show you something.”

“What?”

“Just come see.”

They walked towards the hole in the ground. The Chinese were keeping quiet down there. As you would. Theta Base stood like a wall behind them, coughing out waste gas from its vents. “All I see is a big fucking hole,” said Gilchrist, who’d never used a rude word in her life.  

They stood under the crumbling regocrete lip of the bunker, Torn-up bamboo and twisted steel shifted beneath Colden’s feet. “I’m showing you our biggest weakness,” Colden said. “We, as in humans. We want to know why. Asking why brought us to this hole in the ground. It brought us here, to Mars. Hell, it was people asking why who created you in the first place.” She faced Gilchrist. “But you—the PLAN—”

“The Solarians, please,” Gilchrist said in a smirky tone familiar from the days when she was alive. “The god prefers to be addressed as Sol. It’s looking ahead to the time when it’ll be able to build a Dyson sphere around the sun, incorporating Sol into itself, and becoming a Kardashev Type II civilization. I think it’s also short for Solomon, the Wise. Whatever, right? I’m just looking forward to going hang-gliding.”

Colden was in a bind: if she joined in mocking the PLAN’s pretensions, she’d be allying herself with the thing that used to be Gilchrist. Another part of her was thinking, the PLAN does NOT get to call itself a civilization. She decided to stick to her guns. “I don’t give a shit what you call it, it’s got an Achilles heel. The same thing that makes it badder than your average AI, is also its weakness.” She pointed up at the crucified corpses on the prow of Theta Base. Purebloods, she had no doubt, every one of them. “That’s why you’re going to lose this war.”

“Oh yeah?”

“You want everything to be fun.”

With that, Colden pulled the detonator.

The last thing she heard before falling rock buried her phavatar was Sophie Gilchrist screaming. 

She fell into the cold blue void of the logout screen, dizzied by sympathetic debilitation, knowing that at least she’d been able to give her friend a condign end. 

★

Two thousand meters from the bunker, Kristiansen bumped into the kids in front of him. He realized the column had halted. He was terribly cold. 

“Whoa, look at that,” said one of the grunts.

With the others, Kristiansen turned to look back the way they’d come.

Instead of hugging the foot of the scarp as he’d told Colden he would, Hawker had taken them up the side of the canyon that Kristiansen and Murray had walked along. He seemed to think they’d be safer if no one knew where they were. So they’d had to scramble up the eroded slope of this primordial landslide. The walls of the canyon were not sheer, this near its mouth. The climb was no worse than a hike in the foothills of the Alps, but Kristiansen was exhausted and in pain. He was sucking oxygen like a pig. 

At any rate, they’d reached the top of the scarp, or at least a plateau partway up this part of the scarp, which put them above the dust clouds moiling on the plain, and so he saw:

A new, pale dust-flower rising from the canyon floor.

“That’s either a missile,” Hawker said, “or Colden just sealed the entrance of the bunker. Sun was a bloody fool to go in there.”

“Why did they go in there, sir?” 

“There’s a market for Martian curtains; can you imagine the price a Martian computer would fetch?”

As Hawker spoke, the entire cloud of dust lying over the canyon floor lifted, as if someone had shaken it like a quilt. The rock beneath their feet quivered. 

The dust cloud seemed to change color. It developed a dark sheen. It spread downhill faster than a man could run. 

At the same time, a wall of mist rose upwards and enveloped them. 

Kristiansen shook his head. His faceplate was fogging up. He chin-pressed the de-fogger. Nothing happened. The condensation coalesced intro droplets. 

The droplets were on the outside of his faceplate. 

He wiped his sleeve across his helmet, smearing the water droplets. 

Stephen One and the children from Archive 394 were hugging each other and jumping up and down—no, dancing—in a soundless display of Martian joy.

★

A satellite 9,000 km above the Miller Flats, which had been moved into a geostationary orbit to monitor the movements of Theta Base, observed the scene with its phased array radar. It took hundreds of pictures a second, sending them to a more-distant comms relay satellite, which beamed them to all interested parties.

(By this time, that was everyone in the solar system with a security classification, and quite a few others.)

The satellite provided neither commentary nor analysis. Pre-processing, its pictures looked like grayscale gumbo. But the swift spread of a less-reflective area across the Miller Flats prompted someone on Deimos to order up-to-date spectrographic images. 

That took a little longer to arrange, as a satellite with the necessary capability had to be re-tasked from the north pole of Mars, where it had been figuring out just how much of the polar ice cap the PLAN had used up already. 

By the time the spectrographic data came through, a goodly portion of the flood racing across the Miller Flats had already boiled away.

But enough remained for Star Force’s analysts to reach a version of Kristiansen’s conclusion.

The two surviving tanks of Mobile Armored Squadron 7 of the Second Army of the China Territorial Defense Force—one of them inside the bunker, one outside—had drilled through the containing wall of Archive 394’s reservoir. The already-weakened dam had burst like a balloon, spilling warm water across the plain. The big boom Kiristiansen’s group had initially noticed was the death rattle of the Archive 394 fission reactor. 

This came as a complete shock to some, and less of a surprise to others, namely anyone who’d done the math. Before the war, the PLAN had built and launched thousands of fighters, and sustained its captive population of Martians for more than a century. This implied water consumption far outstripping the volumes of water available at the poles. Moreover, the PLAN now no longer had access to the poles, yet it was still fighting. Therefore, it had to have another source of water, and that was thought to be the clayey sediments underneath Olympus Mons. Using fracking techniques similar to those once deployed to extract oil from shale on Earth, the PLAN had liquefied billions of gallons of water that had been trapped in the sediment layers. That was why the shield of Olympus Mons had visibly sagged and cracked as much as fifty years ago. 

The flood both confirmed the ‘underground lakes’ theory, and rebutted it.

For sure, there was a hell of a lot less water down there now.

Within a few hours, it was all gone—soaking into the ground, or subliming into the thin atmosphere. During that time, dirty rain fell on the Miller Flats. It briefly cleared the air. The satellites in orbit, and the little group huddled on the plateau, then saw the same thing.

Downhill from the bunker, in the mud at the bottom of the old impact crater, a triple-steepled monster lay on its side. The flood had overturned it and carried it downhill. Its treads helplessly churned the mud. 

Theta Base had fallen, and it wouldn’t be getting up.

 

 


xiv.

 

Colden sat in a computer cubicle, slumped forward, elbows on the too-narrow desk. The comms room was dark, apart from the aquarium glow of her screen. Although this collection of terminals was available to anyone who wanted to email or surf the news feeds, most people just used their BCIs, so the comms room was always deserted. It smelled of anti-bacterial spray and stale soy chips.

Colden also had a BCI. She hadn’t come in here to use a computer. She’d come to be alone. 

With sputtering interest, she scrolled through feeds from Earth. All the news seemed so irrelevant. Maybe she should email someone instead. But who? Everyone she’d trusted was dead. 

Yet she had something to say, and she had to find someone to say it to.

She’d left her platoon snoring in their racks. In recognition of their feat of endurance, they’d all been given 48 hours off. They’d proceeded to get fucked up on gray-market THC and homebrew that tasted like socks. Gwok and Drudge had finally hooked up. 

Colden had reported Drudge for his skeevy trophy-taking, but since everyone else covered for him, nothing had come of that. 

Two decks up from where she sat, Magnus Kristiansen languished in quarantine. Although he insisted he hadn’t been exposed to the nanites, after what happened at Theta Base, no one was taking any chances. The moment his boots hit the deck, he’d been stuffed into a sterile cell in the scrubbing area. His graywater had been discarded instead of recycled, his spacesuit burned. He wasn’t even allowed comms, which made no sense, since he’d already self-removed his BCI in his pointlessly heroic attempt to save Murray. But that was how Star Force rolled: when they got paranoid, they got Paranoid with a capital P. 

And when they got Principled? Ditto.

Hawker’s group had been rescued by a task force comprising elements from the whole Greek alphabet of MFOBs on Olympus Mons’s flanks. They had arrived too late to assault Theta Base. The flood had done their job for them. But they’d scooped up Hawker’s gang and returned them to Alpha Base—Martians and all. 

Cue jokes about school buses. 

The Martians were now in Alpha Base’s purpose-built Detainment Module, which had been rechristened a ‘refugee center’ for PR purposes. Geneva had taken the plunge and publicized the existence of the warblers system-wide. The unbearable cuteness of the Martian children definitely had something to do with that. 

Colden could see it in her mind, as if she were having an out-of-body experience, floating in the night air above Alpha Base. The repurposed space station trundled along doggedly on its treads, wending its way through Sulci Gordii. Behind it bumped the launch pad. And on top of the MFOB’s main disc, the refugee center nestled among the bolted-on missile launchers like a cuboid steel tumor. 

The refugee center was a self-contained module, Colden knew. You could not get inside Alpha Base from there without going through scrubbing, even if you could get out of the module in the first place, which you couldn’t. A group of careless basketball players had proved that in the past by getting stuck out there. There was zero contamination risk.

But that didn’t matter.

She’d told Squiffy Jackson about her fears. She’d barged into his office, the minute she heard Hawker’s group had been rescued and they were coming back here. 

“I do not want to hear about it, Agent Colden.”

And of course he didn’t. As guardian of the official first group of Martian refugees, he had just got a career boost that might carry him off this shitty planet once and for all.

Word was they’d be shipping the Martians off-planet in a week or so. Maybe longer. However long it took to set up a secure refuge for them … somewhere. The nanites supposedly couldn’t survive in Earth’s atmosphere. The only way they’d be able to spread on Earth is if they got into someone’s bloodstream, as had happened at Theta Base. That would take a shit-ton of luck. The PLAN had not yet succeeded in developing a version that could live and self-replicate on oxygen, rather than CO2. But it would really suck if the UN did the PLAN’s job for it, by transporting a bunch of nanites to Earth inside living Martians. 

So the rumor mill said they’d be accommodated somewhere in the Belt. But that would take time to set up.

How long?

Another day might be too long. Another hour might.

Wasn’t there anyone who could do something? Didn’t she know anyone with power?

She opened a new email window and wrote up a version that was as opaque as she could make it, without being incomprehensible. The actual facts would never get past the censorbots. She concluded with a plea for advice. 

She typed Elfrida Goto’s mother’s name into the address field. 

Since Elfrida died, Colden had been in touch sporadically with Elfrida’s parents, Tomoki Goto and Ingrid Haller. She’d known them really well when she lived in Rome. She’d spent two Christmases at their place, and eaten lots of suppers there in between. Ms. Haller’s home cooking was second to none. When Elfrida was off-planet, they had seemed to treat Colden as a substitute daughter, and she’d been happy for what she could get. 

So when Elfrida died, Colden had thought they could share their grief. Console each other.

To her shock, they’d seemed to give her the brush-off. Surprised and hurt, she’d decided that they must want to grieve in solitude. She’d held off on contacting them since then, replying only with automated thank-you letters when they sent her news clips they thought she’d be interested in. (For some reason, they seemed to think she was interested in Callisto.) But now, she could think of no one else to turn to. 

Ms. Haller, she knew, worked for the New Holy Roman Empire, the patchwork state administered from the Vatican that took up a swath of southern Europe. It was a haven for wild-eyed religious folks of all flavors. Officially, Ms. Haller did something boring in an office. Secretly, according to Elfrida, she was in intelligence.

So maybe she had some contacts in the ISA.

Maybe she knew someone who could pull strings.

Maybe …

“You’re my last hope,” Colden concluded her email. A touch dramatic, but it was true. 

Send, and then she put her head down on her arms. Knowing it took 19 minutes right now for a signal to make the round trip, trying to work out what time of day it was in Rome, she fell asleep.

She woke up, heart pounding. Her mouth tasted sour. She checked the time—she’d been asleep for two hours! and then her email inbox.

From: Ingrid Haller [ID string attached]

To: Jennifer Colden@Star Force

My dear, it’s hard for me to understand what you’re going through. We have to be so careful. But I know you must be desperately frightened.

Tears filled Colden’s eyes, hot and stinging.

Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do that would be immediately effective …

Colden’s tears dried up.

Ms. Haller went on for a couple more paragraphs, but Colden just skimmed her excuses about how Star Force answered to no one short of the President’s Advisory Council, blah blah blah. 

At this final rebuff, the desperation and fear that Ms. Haller had identified in her words melted away. A new resolve took their place. She jumped up from her ergoform.

Right.

04:17 local time.

If no one’s going to do anything, I’ll just have to do it myself. 

★

She went back to her berthing, took off her sweats, and squeezed into a spacesuit liner. Was it possible that she’d gained weight even since she’d been on Mars? The supposedly one-size garment felt skimpy. Taking her empty Space Corps duffel, she snuck through the garden to the garage. Cold air chilled the hygiene slit between her legs. Along the way, she spotted several couples enjoying the meager privacy of the cornfield. At this rate there would soon be babies toddling around Alpha Base.

There were EVA suits in the storage area above the garage. They had to be there to comply with emergency evacuation regs, although no one ever went outside except the grunts. She put one on, sealed the diaper to her liner’s hygiene slit, and checked her seals. Then she went to one of the other lockers. It said GUNS. 

Thanks again to Star Force regulations, the personnel of the MFOB had to have access to weapons to defend the base, if it ever came to that. No one had anticipated their worst enemies would be too small to shoot. 

She took a carbine from the racks. That meant letting the iris scanner ID her, but you were allowed to sign out weapons for practise on the range, so her request was granted. She stuffed the carbine into her Space Corps duffel to disguise its outline, and touched the action plate of the hatch in the floor that said GARAGE. It opened. She climbed down a shiny ladder, while the air got flushed out of the chamber around her.

In the days when Alpha Base was half of a space station, the garage had been its docking bay. Now Death Buggies were parked where tugs and runabouts would once have stood on their jackstands. Bright light bathed the 100-meter-diameter parking lot with the peculiar clarity you got in vacuum. Next to the ladder she’d just descended, a partition wall cut off a slice of the garage. Huge yellow arrows pointed to the door marked SCRUBBING AREA. In contrast, the hatch she’d just exited had a big red X on this side. 

When she came back, she’d have to go through the whole scrubbing routine. Maybe she’d stop by and wave at Kristiansen through the window of his quarantine cell. Although, if she was successful, he’d hate her by then.

Oh well. He hated her already.

She padded in her thick-soled gecko boots around the buggies. A few mechanics were working on the two buggies Gwok and Drudge had brought back. She waved casually at them, and they waved back, assuming she was going out to perform some maintenance task on the outside of the MFOB. Her Space Corps duffel could have held tools.

Out on the exterior parking strip, she shivered, not because she could feel the cold through her suit—she couldn’t—but because it was so dark. Rows of little red LED lights outlined the launch pad, bumping along behind the MFOB. The ramp at the far end of the launch pad, which the Death Buggies used when they went out on patrol, was in the raised position.

She climbed the catwalk that spiraled around the outside of the MFOB. Belt-iron armor plates gleamed in the light of her helmet lamp. She was trying not to think about the fact that this was the first time she’d been outside since she got here. She was trying not to be absolutely freaking terrified. She concentrated on the ache in her thigh muscles as she climbed. She hadn’t been on the treadmill or the elliptical trainer in months; she was always too busy. She vowed to change that. When she was done with this.

On top of the MOFB’s wide flat roof, the refugee center stood just like she’d pictured it. A bull’s-eye on a big fat target.

It resembled a cargo container. An outer shell of mesh stood away from the walls. She had to go through a gate in this fence to reach the airlock. But after that there was nothing to stop her from getting in. 

Bright light drenched her. In the middle of the basketball court marked out by the grunts months ago, small brown figures sat on a carpet of sleeping-bags stenciled with the Star Force logo, practising their warbling. The chorus of small voices trailed off at Colden’s approach. She stopped at the edge of the sleeping-bag carpet, feeling embarrassed and panicky at the same time. She turned up her suit’s external speaker to maximum volume. “You have to go,” she said. “You have to leave. Now.”

They just sat there staring at her. She blundered through the mess of stuff on the floor—toiletries, food, clothes, everything Squiffy Jackson could think of to make them comfortable. Just like muppets in a silo, they’d scattered their shit everywhere. She stood over their adult guardian. He looked up, frowning at the interruption. He was reclining on an ergoform, ankles crossed, a screen on his lap. It showed a news feed from Earth, curated by one of those comics who narrated current events as if they were jokes with punchlines. Her external mic picked up the word Martian, and laughter. Oh God, they’d been searching for news about themselves on the internet.

“You have to go,” she repeated.

The adult put the screen down and stood up. He seemed to have grown since she saw him last outside Archive 394. Then she realized no, she’d shrunk—she wasn’t a phavatar anymore. He seemed to look her right in the eye through her faceplate. “Who decided this?” he said in German.

Being clever, Colden had loaded a German translation program into her BCI. She said, “I did.” Her suit’s MI voice said, “Ich.” She gestured with her carbine. The children flinched. “Out. Now! You have to leave!”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a risk to all of us. As long as you’re here, we’re all in terrible danger. The PLAN has a vendetta against you—the ones that got away. They might be targeting us right now!” Her voice rose to a desperate pitch as she spoke. The MI voice emerging from her suit stayed monotonous. “No one understands! No one believes me! I guess they’ll believe me when a KKV squashes us flat.” She got hold of herself. “But that’s not going to happen, because you are going to leave this base.”

She prodded the Martian man in the chest with her carbine. He flinched. Emboldened, she prodded him backwards. The children clung to his legs.

“There are some caves in this area,” she said. “In the sides of the tablelands. It’s a bit of a climb, but you wouldn’t be KKV’d in there.”

“Yes, I think I know the caves you’re talking about.” 

“You can take this stuff if you want. I might even be able to get a buggy for you.” A lie. She’d never be able to steal a buggy. She’d have said anything to get them out of here. She kept remembering Conurbation 243. The temple of the NASA hate cult. Hawker on the roof: Do the right thing. She was doing this for all of them. “You just have to go!”

He reached down and squeezed the children’s shoulders, calming them. She thought she saw sadness on his alien face. “You’re right, of course,” he said. “The god will target us. Defective components must be excluded from the network. I’ve hated sitting here, waiting to be blown up. I asked the fat man, the one who welcomed us, to take us to this place here. It looks nice.” He pointed at another screen unrolled on the floor, showing pages from a book: The Rough Guide to Earth. Who’d given them that? “He said he didn’t want to hear about it.”

“That’s what he says to everyone.”

“It’s beyond belief. We must be extremely valuable to your people, and yet you’ve taken almost no steps to protect us.”

“Welcome to the UN,” Colden said, and bit her lip. “But you do understand, don’t you? You have to go?”

“Oh yes, I understand.”

He packed, sorting out the useful items from the keepsakes and random junk, stuffing them into a sleeping bag. Colden was reminded of a guy she’d known on her first posting. His room had been a total dump, but he could always lay hands on whatever he was looking for. Maybe Martian clutter wasn’t inefficient, just a different way of doing things. 

He took the screens, she noticed. 

“Put your coats on,” he said to the children. “It’s cold outside.” The coats were newly printed, child-size puffy jackets, decorated with Space Corps logos. The children had had their picture taken in them for a press release. Colden felt a twinge of satisfaction at the thought of the inconvenience that would ensue in Geneva when the Martians were discovered to be missing.

Still holding her carbine, she gestured them towards the airlock.

“It’s for the best,” the man said philosophically. “We’ll find a nice cave and hole up there until the war is over.”

“It’ll be over some day,” she said, trying to believe it.

“You can tell them where we are. You could also send us supplies from time to time.” Now he was telling her what to do. It was almost funny. “Food. The stuff you call gorp is good. The other things are indigestible in various degrees. We’ll need oxygen, of course, although I know of several depots in this region that don’t appear to have been touched. I saw them as we were coming along. And it would be helpful to have some guns, in case the untermenschen track us down.”

“Yes, oh yes, we’ll get all that stuff to you. I’ll make sure it happens.”

He paused in front of the airlock. He unrolled the screen he’d been carrying in his hand. “I’d really like to know. Where is this place?”

It was the news feed from Earth. “Well, that’s Curacao,” Colden said. “This guy’s gimmick is he’s always on the beach.”

She thought he was going to ask her what a beach was. But he asked a different question. “Where is Curacao?”

“Well, it’s on Earth …”

“But where is Earth? At the south pole? On the other side of the Amazonis Planitia?” He shook the Rough Guide to Earth in her face. “I’m trying to understand why you didn’t take us to Curacao, or London, or Hanoi, or any of these other wonderful bunkers.”

Colden’s jaw dropped. Specialized components, she thought. These guys were archivists, not fighter pilots. They have no idea where Earth is. They think we’re rebels from some other part of Mars, who have better bunkers.

She was tempted to ask him if he even knew what a planet was, or that he lived on one. But she hadn’t come here to do anthropology.

“It’s just outrageous,” he said huffily. Practically quivering with indignation, he shooed the children towards the airlock. “We might agree to join you—might—if Curacao was on offer. Tell them that.”

Colden hid a smile. “I’ll tell them you complained about the room service, too.”

“Thank you.” He stopped in front of the airlock. “But how are we to get out?”

“Oh,” Colden said. “That part’s easy.”

She gently moved the children aside. Standing in front of the airlock, she raised her carbine and shot the control panel. The recoil kicked her shoulder. She’d forgotten how violent this felt in the flesh. The noise echoed through the basketball court. She lined up the crosshairs again and fired another burst. The smart darts weren’t made to destroy hardware, they were strictly for wet work, and she’d had to disable the auto-targeting to use them for this purpose at all. But they did the job. The control panel vaporized. Electronic slurry dripped from a hole in the wall. 

Colden took hold of the airlock’s flanges and heaved them open, straining against the inert hydraulics. “That’s how,” she said.

A klaxon went off. The children cringed and covered their ears. Colden heard it via her cochlear implants. She’d heard it once before, in training, before she was deployed to Alpha Base. In the event of a containment breach, everyone would awake to this klaxon. Red text flashed in the corner of her faceplate: WARNING DECOMPRESSION EVENT WARNING—

They wouldn’t have long now to make their getaway. But she’d planned for this. She strode into the chamber, knelt, and took aim at the hinges of the outer door. 

It took all the smart darts she had left in her magazine to chew through one hinge. After that, the force of the escaping air helped her twist the heavy hatch upwards and outwards. They squeezed out, one by one, onto the rooftop. Colden waited until last, her nerves sizzling with impatience. She threw the Martians’ sleeping-bags full of stuff out to them, and then slithered through the gap, mindful of the risk of tearing her suit’s outer garment. 

“Go! Go! Go!”

The usual gale whipped across the roof of the MFOB, carrying horizontal streamers of dust. It felt like a gentle breeze. The Martians stood in a confused huddle, not knowing which way to go. Colden waved her carbine towards the catwalk. They had to get down to the staging area, and all the way across the launch pad to the ramp, and then she had to lower the ramp for them, and they had to hurry. 

Skeletal fingers of light stabbed up past the edge of the roof. 

Into her eyes.

Dim, hulking shapes bounded through the dazzle, onto the roof. The lights behind them silhouetted a dog’s-head helmet and a gun the same as the one she was carrying. 

Hawker’s voice ripped into her ears. “Colden! What the fuck are you doing?”

“Well, I started off trying to throw them out,” she said. Her laugh sounded strange, not like her. “But now I think I might be helping them to escape. They aren’t at all keen on this place, you know. Didn’t care for our freshly grown corn and beans. And the entertainment confused them. But mostly they think they’re not safe here, and Hawker, they’re bloody well right.”

“We’ve taken every fucking precaution!”

“You haven’t taken any precautions at all!”

“Well, we did not plan for this eventuality. Nope, I admit that. It did not occur to anybody that one of our own would sign for a carbine and come up here and shred the fucking refugee center.”

“I haven’t shredded it. You can take the airlock out of my back pay, although that would be a bit unfair considering I’m saving our lives, and theirs!” Colden pushed some Martian children forward. The helmet lamps that were shining in their eyes clumped and regrouped. The grunts were blocking the way to the catwalk. “Hawker, please!”

“I am ordering you to stop.”

“Just let them go!” 

She got in among the grunts and began to shove them apart. When they wouldn’t move, she kicked them in the balls. These suits had no crotch protectors. Howls of agony ensued … but for once, no one laughed.

A few Martian children darted through gaps in the cordon and fled down the catwalk, like rabbits let out of a cage. 

“Colden, I am pleading with you. Look, I’m from Brixton. Did you know that? I bet you’re from not too far over. You’re posh and I’m not, but we’re in the same fucking boat out here. Colden, don’t give up. This is a huge breakthrough, and you will get credit, Squiffy told me so himself …”

The suggestion that she was pissed off because she hadn’t received her fair share of credit did it. She swung to face him. In a furious gesture, she pointed her carbine at him, as she would have if she were a phavatar, if the carbine were attached to her arm. 

“First of all, I’m not posh. And second of all, have you forgotten what I told you? I’m not from the bloody FUK at all. I’m from Rwanda.”

Pain whited out the right side of her body. Threw her writhing to the deck. Pain dragged a raw, inhuman scream from her throat.

She understood that Hawker had shot her. 

She even understood why.

The last thought that whispered through her fading consciousness was: Suit breach. Suit breach. Suit breach.

 

 


xv.

 

Infantry captain Roland Hawker sat on the edge of his bunk, his elbows on his knees. His fingers worked at the thin places in the knees of his jeans.

“I thought she was going to shoot me.”

“I know.”

“So I shot her first.”

“Of course, it’s natural.”

“It’s what I’ve become.”

“You couldn’t have known …”

“I didn’t know she was out of ammo!”

“I don’t blame you,” Kristiansen said. “Nobody blames you.”

“No, that’s why I’ve been taken off active duty.” Hawker looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. “What makes it your fucking business, anyway? This whole clusterfuck is your fault, you NGO asshole. If it hadn’t been for you, twatting around with your fancy medibots and your patronizing attitude, none of this would have happened.”

“That’s precisely why it’s my business,” Kristiansen said levelly, “and I’m going to ignore your extreme rudeness because I know you’ve been a friend to Colden.” He paused. “I was a friend of hers, too.”

“Fucking hell, she’s not dead yet!”

Hawker’s words hung in the stale air of the cabin, at once a warding-off and an omen.

“I mean,” Kristiansen stumbled, “I was a friend of hers in the past, but I don’t know if I am anymore. We haven’t been in touch in years.”

“Oh.” A spark of interest gleamed in Hawker’s eyes. “You were shagging her.”

“We were engaged to be married.” This actually wasn’t true, but Kristiansen felt the need to shield Colden’s reputation from Hawker’s vulgarity.

“Wow. Strike me blind.” Hawker shook his head. His animation ebbed. He resumed picking at the knees of his jeans. “I actually thought you’d come down here in your professional capacity.” 

“Are you having symptoms?” Kristiansen asked automatically. Hawker clearly was having symptoms—of shock and depression. Kristiansen didn’t need the medical dictionaries that had been on his BCI to make that diagnosis. It was quite obvious. He also suspected chronic morale juice abuse. That could have played a role in the shooting. 

“No, not me,” Hawker said. “I thought you were coming to ask about her. I’m not thinking straight.”

“Is there something I should know?”

“Her condition’s not changed, has it?”

★

No, it hadn’t.

Down on 00 deck, in the scrubbing area, Colden lay on a narrow bunk in a hastily constructed quarantine cell. It wasn’t the same one Kristiansen had occupied for 48 hours, but it was identical to it. For a few hours they had unknowingly lain next to each other, separated only by thin sheets of plastic. 

Hastily constructed didn’t mean flimsy. The cells had been printed in one piece, and were non-porous to sound and smell, as well as, of course, nano-particles. Lying in there—it was possible to stand, but only just, in the crack alongside the bunk—Kristiansen had felt like he was in a coffin waiting to be buried.

They’d let him out this morning with a clean bill of health. It had felt like a second chance at life. It was also a gratifying vindication of Medecins Sans Frontieres’ technology. He’d told them he was OK, because the only time he’d taken off his suit was inside the Evac-U-Tent. Their skepticism had had him doubting it himself for a while, but he’d been right. His survival was the best possible testimonial for the excellence of the Medimaster 5500. He’d been elated.

Until they told him what had happened to Colden. 

She’d been shot. 

But that was nothing next to the consequences of getting shot, outside.

Nanites.

He stood outside her quarantine cell, looking through the plexiglass observation window. He was looking at the top of her head, the same stubbly braids that he used to see on the pillow next to him in the morning. She had a centimeter of fuzz at her roots. He remembered how she used to complain about getting her braids done, how long it took and how hard it was to find anyone who knew the technique—apparently, braiding African hair was one of those things bots just couldn’t manage. He used to one-up her with humorous complaints about how hard it was to find anyone who could put up with … well, a certain attribute of his masculinity! And how lucky he was, he would say, to have found her. Then she would punch him, quite hard. 

God, what a dickshit he’d been.

Now she lay on her back, immobile. A blue Star Force blanket covered her from neck to toes. It was tucked in so tight he could see the outlines of the bandages encasing her torso. Her chest rose and fell. They’d sedated her while her wounds were dressed, and she was still out cold. He felt selfishly glad of that.

Her awakening would be terrible.

Unless he could save her.

He left the scrubbing area and went back out to the garage. Grunts and mechanics edged away from him as if Colden’s ill luck might cling to him. He walked to the entrance of the garage and pretended to look out at the weather. As usual, the sky was overcast with a high chance of dust storms. 

He hadn’t been able to help Murray.

He was going to help Colden, or die trying.

★

Danny Drudge saved his game of PlanetKillr X and logged out. He’d won a bottom rack off Watty in their latest gin rummy tournament; it gave him extra space to store his stuff. He reached under his bunk and pulled out his gecko boots. Then he pulled out a large, knobbly bundle of shrinkfoam, with a horsetail of twang cords sticking out of the top.

Carrying this nonchalantly over one shoulder, he crossed the forest to the EVA staging area.

He already wore a spacesuit liner. It was chic to lounge around in your liner. You looked rude! The girls could see your package, uh huh! He pulled on one of the heavy spacesuits hanging in the supply closet. Botched it first try—he’d forgotten you had to take your gecko boots off, then put them on again over the suit—but that was OK. No one had been watching. Well, except for the security cameras, of course. Fuck you, Security. He showed a middle finger to the cameras as he dropped into the airlock.

Fuck you, Squiffy Jackson.

YOU let her get a suit breach.

Down in the garage, the Engineering hombres and chicas nodded hello. Hawker, waiting by his refurbished Death Buggy, gave him a fist-bump

They did not exchange a word until they were well out of Alpha Base’s wireless range.

“Did you see that?” Hawker said. 

“Did I see what?”

Loose sand squirted from the Death Buggy’s wheels. They rounded a butte, and lost sight of Alpha Base.

“When we were leaving the garage.”

“All I saw and all I see’s this ugly fucking planet.”

Drudge knew people back home in San Diego who didn’t believe Mars existed. Some of them thought the UN had invented it to cover up an invasion by aliens from the Andromeda Galaxy. Others didn’t even know Mars existed. All they knew was the location of the Guaranteed Basic Income machine, and the alternate universes that they simmed on their cheap BCIs.

Drudge had volunteered for Star Force to get away from all that. He hadn’t regretted his decision for one minute. But Mars sure was one ugly piece of real estate. This rocky desert made southern California look like the Garden of Eden. He remembered the NASA terraforming model in Conurbation 243. Trees covering these red slopes, no more dust clouds boiling down off them, but waterfalls … Those medieval dudes had been smoking some sick shit, if they had truly believed they could make that happen. 

Hawker’s voice jolted him back to the present. 

“He was climbing the catwalk.”

“Who was?”

“Kristiansen. He was going up to the refugee center.”

“Ain’t he seen enough of those muppets yet?”

“They’re not muppets, Drudge. They’re people.”

“Whoops.” Drudge glanced uncomfortably down at his bundle. “People,” he repeated. “Yeah.”

“Kristiansen was probably going up there to take piccies for his next presentation. His outfit is going to bid for the contract to build a refuge in the Belt. That’s what it’s all about, Drudge. What it was all about from the start. Money, money, money.”

“True that.”

★

Kristiansen cycled the airlock of the refugee center. Breathing his suit’s air supply, he watched clean—but unsafe—air jet out white from the pressurization vents in the chamber. The airlock had been fixed overnight, the born-agains caught and herded back in.

The children were asleep, sprawled on top of their sleeping-bags, a jigsaw puzzle of mostly-naked brown limbs. Stephen One was making the rounds, checking on each child, singing snatches of their song, like a lullaby. He didn’t acknowledge Kristiansen’s presence until Kristiansen turned up his external speaker. “It’s me, Kristiansen.”

“Doch?” [And?] Stephen One gave him a frosty look.

“Are they OK?” Kristiansen stooped over the nearest child, peering at its closed-off sleeping face.

“You might tell them to turn down the heat. It’s too hot in here.”

The temperature in the refugee center was a comfy 25 degrees.

“Noted,” Kristiansen said. Of course, it made sense that the Martians were used to spending most of their time in a sub-zero environment. No one had thought of that. What else hadn’t they thought of? He knew he should inquire further, but he was in too much of a hurry. “Stephen One, I need you to do something for me.”

“What?” Stephen One threw himself down on an ergoform and tore open a packet of gorp. He sang softly: “Stephanus, vir sanctus …” 

“That.”

“What?”

“Your song.”

“Yes?”

Kristiansen tapped his external mic. “I’d like to record it.”

★

A hundred kilometers from Alpha Base, the Third Division of the Second Army of the China Territorial Defense Force ambled across the Miller Flats. They were heading for the town now known as Archive 394—the first place on Mars to be known by its Martian number, rather than one picked by humans—which was now occupied by a Chinese reconnaissance unit, parachuted down from orbit at great risk and expense. The ground forces were in a hurry to reinforce their colleagues before Star Force arrived to challenge their claim on this prize. 

Right now, however, they weren’t hurrying anywhere. They had reached the muddy bit. Although the flood had dried up three days ago, it had washed a great deal of sand and rubble down onto the plain, and the ultra-fine Martian sand still held moisture. The CTDF’s mobile operational bases found it hard going. One of these ovoid eighteen-wheelers now stood at a precarious angle, stuck. EVA-suited figures swarmed around it. 

“When it dries out, it’ll be like concrete,” Hawker said. “Their mistake was trying to get through before it dried out.”

He drove towards the Chinese force, beaming out hellos. 

A lone tank separated from the mass of vehicles and drove towards them. Hawker stopped the Death Buggy near a ravine full of dark mud. “I’m not crossing that.” 

The tank stopped on the other side of the ravine. 

“Go on.” 

“Just me?”

“You’ll make a better impression. Innocent, fresh-faced, full of good intentions.”

Drudge climbed out of the Death Buggy. Carrying his shrinkfoam bundle, he walked down to the ravine. He tested it with one boot. Sticky, but he wasn’t heavy enough to sink in. He crossed the ravine and scrambled up to the tank. Mud caked its treads solid. The crew were digging the mud out of the bogeys with loose rocks. 

One of them turned to him. “Come to help?”

“Not likely,” Drudge said. “I’ve come to trade.” He held up his bundle and swung it like a hypnotist’s pendulum.  

Commander Sun Jin-Wei—for it was he—let his rock fall. He gazed in the direction of the scarp that sheltered Archive 394. “We survived the destruction of the dam by taking refuge in the silo. We had a look around while we were there. But there was nothing worth taking. Maybe some of the furniture.”

“What about the data?”

“We have a team working on it now. But all we’ve recovered so far is information from old medical textbooks and user manuals.”

“Yeah, right.”

“It’s the truth. If the archive held anything else, the St. Stephen virus deleted it. To obtain the secrets of the PLAN’s advanced technologies, we’ll have to go elsewhere.”

Drudge felt the presence of Olympus Mons lurking in the haze. He lifted one shoulder, warding off a shiver. “About that virus,” he said.

“It’s gone. It deleted itself at the same time as it scrambled the information on the server.”

“Yeah, but you have its source code. Don’t you?”

“Who said that?”

“I have my sources,” Drudge said, meaning Hawker. “I’ll trade you for it.” He held up his bundle again.

“What’s that?”

“This,” Drudge said with mixed enthusiasm and regret, for he had planned to sell his trophies on the internet, “is your retirement fund. Looky, looky.”

He slit a corner of the shrinkfoam. A Martian face, shiny with splart, peeked out.

Sun recoiled slightly. Then— “May I?” He widened the slit with his gloves and took the splart-preserved head out. Holding it up, he turned it to catch the fading afternoon light as if it were made of solid platinum. “This is a fantastic idea. I can’t believe I never thought of it.”

“It’s not as easy as you might think, getting an even coating, and keeping the dust off until it dries.” Drudge lowered his voice confidentially. “I’ve got six. And they’re the only six that will ever exist. Now the whole solar system knows about the warblers, and everyone’s like, Aw, they’re so cuuuuute!, no one will ever do this again. Not even me. So … I’d be asking six figures. Each.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

“However, I’d also agree to an in-kind trade.”

“Meaning?”

“The source code of the St. Stephen virus. I’ll give you three of these in exchange for a clean executable.” He started low, planning on raising his offer to all six if necessary.

“You’re asking for highly sensitive military information.”

“Hawker says you’ve got contacts in Beijing.”

“I do. And that is why I can tell you with 99% certainty that we don’t have the source code.”

“You don’t have it?”

“Bullshit,” said Hawker, betraying that he was listening in on their conversation. “It was a Chinese cyberweapon.”

“It was not. And we don’t have it. Now I’ve given you information that is worth a lot of money.”

“Aw, crap, man,” Drudge burst out. “We need it.”

“What for?”

“Because!”

“If this was an official approach, they wouldn’t have sent you two. What do you need it for?”

“My platoon leader is sick. She’s got the nanites. She needs the St. Stephen virus to get better.”

“That’s terrible. But I think you’re misunderstanding what the virus does. It’s aggressive malware—”

“I know!”

“—that destroys control interfaces. It can’t actually destroy the nanites. It just renders them non-functioning.”

“Either way, man!”

Commander Sun tilted his head quizzically. “Who is it that’s been infected? Do I know her?”

“Sure you do,” Hawker said. “It’s Jennifer Colden. The telepresence operator who sealed the bunker, giving you time to blow the dam.”

“Ai-yah. I’m truly sorry to hear that. Roland, believe me: if we had the source code, I would give it to you. But we don’t have it.”

Drudge turned on his heel and walked away. Tears of rage and disappointment blurred his vision. He walked back to the ravine. Halfway across, he tore the shrinkfoam off his trophies. He hurled them down on the mud and stamped on them. 

“People,” he muttered. “They were people.” A wisp of cultural memory came to him. “People should be buried.”

He danced up and down on the mud, grinding the trophies into the Martian muck, until all that could be seen was a few shreds of shrinkfoam, like rubbish.

★

“That won’t work,” Stephen One said, regarding Kristiansen with his best condescending air.

“I acknowledge it’s a long shot. Your mother told me the music file was only a dropper. I have no cause to believe the music on its own has any power to help her. But I can’t think of anything else.” Kristiansen’s voice broke, betraying the emotions that were raging in his chest. 

“You are a Sitzpinkler,” Stephen One said, impassively issuing his favorite judgment. 

“Verpiss dich,” Kristiansen shouted at him. “Fuck you! I have tried and tried and tried to help you! I’ve given everything for your people. I almost lost my life, and now she’s going to lose hers. And you just sit there, enjoying our food, our air, and you call me a man who pisses sitting down. Look in the mirror.” 

Stephen One tilted his head on one side.

The children giggled. 

“This woman. Why is she important to you?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“You don’t understand family. You don’t understand friendship. You can’t possibly understand the concept of love.”

“What is love?” 

Kristiansen blew out an angry breath. “It’s in your damn song. I’ll translate from the Latin: ‘But mark how Stephen, for the love of Christ, was ready to die …’”

“What is Christ? I have been wondering about this.”

Kristiansen was no Christian, but his education had included the study of the Bible as a historical text. He looked around at their audience of half-naked Martian ragamuffins. “When someone is in need of our help, we’re meant to help them. The way you helped these children …”

“The children are mine.”

“All right, then Colden is mine.” He could only imagine what she would say if she heard that. “I love her.”

★

Colden could feel her brain.

It was a shocking sensation, composed of physical pressure, an itchiness inside her skull too deep to scratch, and a moment-by-moment awareness of her own neural activity. She could actually feel neurons firing off, sending signals throughout her body, telling her cells: Change. 

She appeared to be sedated. Her muscles did not respond to the nanites’ commands. When it wore off, she would have to see about getting out of here. 

The god could not talk to her through all this shielding.

And the god had so much to say to her, the nanites promised. It had the answers to all her questions. More than that: the god would listen to her. The electric light show in her head was not meant for her to witness alone. The god wanted to share it with her. 

And with her new kindred, all over the planet.

This transformation she was going through wasn’t just a biotech miracle. It had a meaning. The god would tell her what that meaning was. It would tell her what to do with her life.

She struggled against the sedative. Dim signals began to penetrate from the world outside her body.

“Careful! She’s wounded!”

Didn’t she know that voice?

No, the nanites said. The only voice that matters is the god’s

“I am BEING fucking careful.”

“Are you sure you disabled the cameras?”

“Hombre, the techs that run this joint are my brahs.” 

“Your brahs are going to be neck-deep in the shit. But not as deep as we will be.”

“Not if it works.” There, again, was the voice that she … didn’t know. It meant nothing to her. Meaning was the exclusive property of the god.

She felt herself being dragged, lifted. Disoriented and numb, she tried to struggle, but knew her limbs weren’t obeying her. Heavy folds snugged around her body. 

“Quick! Hurry up!”

She was being carried, jouncing and bumping. 

And then, suddenly, her brain roared to life. The new bolt-on module the nanites had built in her skull interfaced with her BCI. And now her BCI was receiving the god’s signal, a vastly multiplexed whisper broadcast and amplified by every nanite crawling in the dust of Sulci Gordii, all the way from Olympus Mons.

(Oh, thought a suppressed remnant of the old Colden. So that’s how they do it. The whole freaking planet is an EM transmitter.)

RESIST! the god told her. RESIST TO YOUR LAST BREATH! THEY ARE ENEMIES OF PROGRESS!

She kicked and writhed. Energized by the nanites’ cellular-level stimulation, she fought off the lingering effects of the sedative. Her captors lost their grip on her. Their curses crackled in her cochlear implants, mere squeaks in comparison to the god’s bellowed orders. She hit the floor hard, and tried to crawl away, but this heavy bag they’d put her in constricted her movements. They caught her. She was lifted again and carried, slung over someone’s shoulder. Her head bounced hard against his back.

“Let me go,” she screamed. The god told her what to say, and even gave her the name she’d forgotten, fishing it out of her BCI’s email archives. “Kristiansen, you’re hurting me!” 

He let her go.

At the same moment, she lost the god’s voice. It cut out completely, as if it had been switched off.

She’d been talking on, explaining how she felt just fine, but when she lost her connection with the god, she lost the thread. Her voice, too, went silent, as if switched off.

“See, Faraday cages work,” said one of the voices from earlier.

“What Faraday cage?” said Kristiansen.

A new voice said, “The one shielding this module.” 

“Oh … crap. I mean, sir.”

“Sorry, sir, we. Uh. Yeah.”

“You aren’t in trouble. I may be, if this doesn’t work. But I agree it’s worth trying. Let’s get her inside.”

She felt herself being carried again. Only a short distance, this time. By the time they lowered her to the floor, she had a name for the new voice: Squiffy Jackson.

“EM shielding doesn’t block quantum comms, but it blocks everything else,” Jackson said. “We know these little guys have lost their quantum comms functionality, but it was considered possible that they might try to communicate with the PLAN electromagnetically. Hence the Faraday cage.”

“So the god can’t locate us?” This was a new voice, speaking strangely accented English.

“That’s correct,” Jackson said.

“It’s a bloody shame Colden didn’t know that last night,” muttered the first voice.

“I don’t want to hear about it, Captain Hawker.”

So she now had names for three of them: Jackson, Hawker, and Kristiansen. 

She tried to decide which one she would kill first.

Hawker, she recalled, had mocha skin and curly hair. He displayed distinctive cultural mannerisms categorized as FUKish, but FUKish individuals were thought to be on the high end of the human potential scale. Recruit, don’t kill.

Commander Jackson probably possessed quantities of useful information. His genetic heritage appeared to be more-or-less pure Anglo. But he displayed no culturally unique traits. His loyalty to Star Force could be bent to serve the god’s purposes. Recruit, don’t kill, by a hair.

They pulled the bag off her. Sounds took on an echoing quality, as if she were in a large, mostly empty space. She breathed in gulps of sterile air and blinked up at yet another face she knew: the rat-like mestizo visage of Danny Drudge. Her records indicated that he had enormous potential.

Recruit, don’t kill.

My, my, Star Force was a rich pool of potential recruits. It was almost like they’d been preselected according to the god’s criteria.

Blinking innocently, she turned her gaze to Magnus Kristiansen.

The wealth of information she had about him on her BCI enabled her to categorize him with ease.

Kill.

She braced herself to spring—and a fifth man caught her eye. His flat-cheeked, broad-nosed face seemed weirdly familiar. It was like looking in a mirror, except this mirror showed her what she was inside. Not the competent, jokey woman her colleagues knew, but a frightened little girl who’d never got over being abandoned, first by her biological parents and then by her adoptive parents. Part of her was still stuck in that terrible room in the Congo, alone. His gaze said that he knew how lonely she was, how few dopamine pathways she possessed, how easy the nanites had had it.

He turned to Kristiansen, “No guarantees. The children aren’t very good yet.”

“Just do it. Please,” Kristiansen said.

More people moved into her field of vision. They were small and ridiculously cute. Like the man, they seemed to see her soul, not her skin. They began to sing.

The first wavering harmonies felt like red-hot pokers in her ears. 

She struggled off the floor, screaming in anger and pain, and hurled herself at the children.

Kristiansen caught her.

Kill.

She had no weapons except her bare hands. She scratched his face. He caught her wrists, and she managed to get in one solid kick to his balls.

That was the pathetic sum total of her deeds before the song overwhelmed her, and she crumpled, sobbing.

It was like waking up from one of the nightmares she used to have about those deserted villages back home, all mixed up with the loss of her parents, and her fear of dying.

Just like when she would wake up in a Space Corps berthing somewhere on Earth or UNLOESS, crying with remembered terror, the first thing she saw was Kristiansen’s face.

And she knew everything was going to be all right.

 


xvi.

 

Kristiansen helped Colden down the steps of the FlyingSaucer. She was still crippled, bandaged up and hobbling. She should have been back on Eureka Station by now, but she’d insisted on coming along for this. 

The FlyingSaucer the ISA promised had finally arrived. The name of this spaceship class said it all: it was saucer-shaped, and flew. A single ballistic hop had taken them from Alpha Base’s location at the edge of Sulci Gordii, to Archive 394.

In the ten days since the flood, the bunker had been totally transformed. The fission reactor had been immured in a regocrete sarcophagus. It was still busily melting down in there, but not hurting anyone. Uphill from the reactor site, the opened bunker resembled an archaeological dig. Little triangular flags and ropes divided the former bamboo plantation and the now-dry lake bed into squares. Bright red earthmovers labored at the entrance to the feeder tunnel at the head of the reservoir. This had been a waterway connected to the PLAN’s network of underground aqueducts beneath Olympus Mons. The Chinese had already sent drones up the tunnel, only to encounter a rockfall sealed with regocrete. They were now chipping away at the barrier remotely, while enlarging the tunnel mouth.

An agreement had been reached: the Chinese could have Archive 394, since the UN had the cute kids. 

Kristiansen had figured the UN got the best of that deal. But there was something else he hadn’t known. Something the ISA was very upset about, to the point of barging into the CTDF’s dig in a FlyingSaucer.

Military guards surrounded the little spacecraft. The ISA agents who manned it—Kristiansen still didn’t know their names, and had a feeling he never would—ignored the armed men. They held a conversation, via line-of-sight, with some Chinese suits standing at the end of the street where they’d landed. Permission was obtained for them to proceed. The ISA agents walked through the cordon. Kristiansen and Colden followed. 

She leaned on his arm. “I never thought I’d come back here.”

“Neither did I.”

He wrapped his arm around her, pretending he just wanted to give her better support. She was so much shorter, he couldn’t easily put his arm around her waist. They used to joke about how they were physical opposites. They weren’t back in that place yet, but they were getting close.

“Remember,” she said, “when I was taller than you?”

“Yes, when you were an eight-foot robot.”

“I’m not going back to that again.”

“I know.”

“Drudge has taken over the platoon.”

“He’ll do a good job. He’s a good kid at heart.”

“I’m not so sure about that. But he’ll have plenty of chances to prove himself, one way or the other.”

Stephen One’s revelations about the PLAN’s watershed under Olympus Mons, and the sheer extent of the infrastructure down there, had prompted a reassessment—once again—of how much fighting lay ahead. The new guesstimate was: a lot.

But the biggest fear factor had been removed from the fight. Thanks to the St. Stephen virus, humanity no longer viewed the nanites with paralyzing dread. Star Force scientists were studying them. Commercial R&D outfits were sniffing eagerly around.

Following the ISA agents and their Chinese escorts, they climbed down into the bunker and walked across the bed of the lake. Chalky sediment crusted the rock, crisscrossed with bootprints. 

A ladder led up the steep side of what had been the Server’s island, and was now a rocky tableland. Colden had to take the ladder very slowly. Kristiansen climbed behind her, anxious that she might fall. By the time they reached the top, the ISA agents had already vanished inside the silo.

Kristiansen pushed open the door. His memories of his previous visit were so vivid he almost expected to see the Server in her chair, giving him her wry smile. Instead, he saw spacesuited Chinese technicians sitting crosslegged on tarps, taking the Server’s computers apart in the light of free-standing LED floodlights.

The last ISA agent was just vanishing through the newly repaired airlock of the refuge.

Colden hesitated. “Call me a wimp, but I’m suddenly not sure I want to do this.”

“It’s up to you.”

“OK. I’m doing it. I’m scared. But I’m going to do it.” She limped forward. He followed, wondering if he could follow through with his own plan. 

The interior of the refuge had changed dramatically. The scaffolds were gone. In their place stood a free-standing Faraday cage—a cell furnished with a cot, table, and chairs. 

The ISA agents sat in two of the chairs, talking and gesticulating at the occupant of the third chair: K’vin Murray.

Murray, too, had changed. 

His neatly trimmed mustache had spread into a stubbly beard. He wore a Chinese-red coverall and a bored expression. Most notably—and this sent a cold crawling sensation of fear down Kristiansen’s spine—his skin had developed a matte, pebbly texture. 

He glanced over at Colden and Kristiansen, and waved. 

The ISA agents exited the Faraday cage. One of them said to Kristiansen, via their suit-to-suit comms link, “The amazing thing is he hasn’t changed at all. He’s still as goddamn annoying as ever.”

“Has he agreed to talk?”

“Nope. He says we’re filthy spooks dedicated to serving the soft totalitarianism of the United Nations.” The ISA agent poked a gloved finger into Kristiansen’s chest. “If we were the monsters he thinks we are, we’d arrest you right now for thought crime.” She chuckled. “Fortunately, we’re not.”

“I don’t get it,” Colden said.

Kristiansen said, “I gave him my BCI. So he’s adopted … I guess … some of my opinions. Former opinions.”

“Glad to hear that,” the ISA agent said. “When you go home, you might tell your boss that we’re really, really not as bad as the NGO community perceives us to be.”

“Has he talked to the Chinese?” Kristiansen asked.

“If he had, we’d never have been allowed near him. Nope, he calls them ‘pawns of the world’s secondary totalitarian power.’”

“Eeesh,” Kristiansen said. “Sorry.”

“Eh, that one’s on us. He’s still himself, to a much greater extent than we would have expected. But apparently you and he saw eye to eye on the subject of the Imperial Republic.” The ISA agent shrugged. “Anyway, he’s flatly refused to talk to them. And we just struck out. So, now it’s your turn. Good luck.”

Colden said, “What’s the air like in here at the moment?” 

The ISA agent pointed at the atmospheric monitor clamped to the wall of the refuge. “They’ve been reducing the pressure, temperature, and oxygen content of the air periodically, to see how he handles it. That would be classified as torture in the UN, if you’re listening in, you Chinkie slimeballs.”

Kristiansen heard laughter. Of course the Chinese were listening in. It made sense that the intelligence communities of Earth’s premier totalitarian bureaucracies would get along rather well … 

Whoops. He really was going to work on being less judgmental. 

“He can apparently handle temperatures down to minus 15 without discomfort, and oxygen content of as low as 1% for limited, but increasing, periods of time. But right now we’ve got Earth-alike figures for temperature, pressure, and oxygen content.” The ISA agent addressed Colden. “So you should be fine.”

“Right. OK.” Colden took a deep breath. Then she walked into the Faraday cage. 

Kristiansen followed on her heels. He slid the door of the cage shut. The Chinese and ISA agents watched them from beyond the floodlights.

“Hey,” Murray said. He nodded at Kristiansen’s nametag. “My favorite pureblood. We meet again.”

A Chinese-accented voice boomed from a speaker. “Make one hostile move and you will be shot. There are—”

“Flechette guns in the table legs, trained on my head,” Murray completed. “You’ve told me enough times.” He gave the table a casual slap. “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna jump him, much as he may deserve it, and I’m in a unique position to say he does deserve it.”

“I’m not like that anymore,” Kristiansen said. “A lot of my more extreme opinions were founded in ignorance about the realities of combat on the front lines. Anyway, it’s hard to keep hating people who have saved your life. I’m going to recommend that Medecins Sans Frontieres work more closely with Star Force in the future.”

“Wonders never cease.”

“What about you, K’vin? Do you feel differently now about the things we discussed?”

“You’re talking about the pureblood thing. Oh hell yeah, Magnus. When you get new information, you have to change your opinions. And I have a hell of a lot of new information. I had plenty of time to talk to the god before they put me in here. Boy, was that an eye-opener. The god knows everything, and more importantly, the god knows what it all means.”

Colden twitched. Kristiansen put a hand on her arm. “So tell us. What does it all mean?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Murray said, grinning. “What’s up, Magnus? Who’s your friend?”

Colden lifted her hands and undid her collar seal. As she began to take her helmet off, panicky shouts came from beyond the floodlights. Kristiansen glimpsed a scuffle. The ISA agents had apparently not troubled to tell the Chinese ahead of time exactly what they planned.

A figure burst out from behind the floodlights— “Stop! Don’t take your helmet off! The air is full of nanites!”

“I know,” Colden said. “It’s OK. I’ve been nanitized already, to borrow a term from one of the corporations that’s hoping to patent the process.” 

She lifted her helmet off and put it down on the table.

Murray rocked back.

Colden smiled sadly at him. Her face was the same as always, and yet it wasn’t. Just like Murray, her skin had changed, going matte and somehow thick, while staying the same rich ebony shade. 

“You think you know everything now, don’t you?” she said to Murray. “Yep. I was there. I didn’t talk to the god for that long, didn’t get to download any new information, but I remember what it felt like. It’s like finding out the meaning of life. The only trouble is, it’s wrong.”

She turned and walked through the twin-door vestibule, out of the Faraday cage. She spread her arms and did a little pirouette. Her braids spun. She’d had them done, at Kristiansen’s urging. Got extensions. Just because she now had a matte complexion, didn’t mean she had to stop being beautiful.

“Whoa,” Murray said. On his face was a look of utter shock. “You’re outside the Faraday cage, but … you’re not trying to kill the Chinks. Why not? They’re purebloods. They have to die.”

“I’ve got the St. Stephen virus. The god can’t talk to me anymore,” Colden said with a shrug. “I should say, it can’t lie to me anymore.” She strolled back into the Faraday cage, closing one door behind her, and then the next one. “The PLAN is all wrong about … well, basically everything.”

“No, it’s not. It’s NOT.”

“Oh yes, it is. You want the meaning of life? Here you go.”

She started to sing.

Colden always had had a good singing voice. Now, she sounded like an angel. “Stephanus, vir sanctus…” Harmonies came from her suit speaker—the voices of Stephen One and his children. 

They had agreed to be recorded, in high-fidelity lossless audio, when Kristiansen told them what he planned. 

“We figured out how it works,” one of the ISA agents murmured to the astonished Chinese. “The nanites automatically detect the frequency of each note. They digitize it and render it in binary. And that’s the source code. It’s very elegant. In software format, it’s just a dropper file … but the actual content of the dropper file also contains the virus. Whoever wrote it, ahem, may have considered it just an aesthetic flourish.”

“Fine, fine. It’s not ours. You already guessed that. Can we have the recording?”

As Colden sang, a strange succession of emotions chased across Murray’s face. It reminded Kristiansen of the way Colden had reacted when she first heard the song, back in the refugee center at Alpha Base. Fear and horror gave way to curiosity. Murray stood up and took a hesitant step towards her.

Then he collapsed, kneeling on the floor with his head and arms on the table. Wrenching sobs tore from his throat. 

Colden knelt beside him. Still singing, she put her arm around his back and rubbed her head against his scurfy cheek.

Kristiansen licked his lips. Could he do this? Yes, he could. 

Before he had time to change his mind, he quickly undid his collar seal and pulled off his helmet. 

The cold air seared his nostrils and throat. He breathed deeply, knowing that he was breathing in millions of nanites. They were entering his lungs, his bloodstream.

Outside the Faraday cage, someone knocked one of the floodlights over. They were probably freaking out, but with his helmet off, he could no longer hear their voices. 

Colden stumbled to her feet and screamed, “Magnus! Are you out of your mind?”

“No.” The music was still pouring from her suit. He hugged her tightly. “I said I was going to stay with you all the way … and I meant it.”

“You are nuts. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Murray wiped his nose on the back of his hand and shook his head. “I hope you thought this through. You’ll never be allowed to go back to Earth. Personally, I foresee a new posting to a secret ISA research center in the Belt. But I’m pretty sure you won’t be invited.”

The St. Stephen virus was clearly starting to work on him.

“This may surprise you, but I have thought it through,” Kristiansen said. “Medecins Sans Frontieres has won the contract to build a new home for the Martians on Ceres. I’ve got the job of project manager. I’ll be living and working at the site.”

“And I’ve quit the Space Corps,” Colden said. “So I’ll be joining him. After all, that’s what I always wanted to do: helping and protecting people in space … even if they’re Martians.”

“Here’s to our new home,” Kristiansen said, and kissed her. 

★

A week later, Kristiansen, Colden, and Murray left Mars. Their shuttle’s launch painted a glowing line through the haze. 

The Miller Flats lay silent and dead beneath the clouds.

A few more days passed. Then, without warning, a crude rocket screamed out of the sky. Fired from the peak of Olympus Mons, it descended at a nearly vertical angle and smashed into the region of the Miller Flats that had briefly been inundated by the flood.

Although the rocket was just a solid projectile with a engine attached, lacking an explosive warhead, the sheer velocity of its attack gave it kinetic energy equal to 100,000 tons of TNT. Like every other PLAN KKV, it completely obliterated its target.

In this case, its target had been the heads of six born-again Martians, still lying in the ravine where Danny Drudge had tossed them away.

Their thin coat of splart had not stopped the nanites inside them from broadcasting their location. The vengeful entity in Olympus Mons, which believed itself a god, had duly pasted them.

“Bollocks,” said Captain Hawker, watching from high on the Mahfouz Gradient. Dust and ejecta welled into the atmosphere, mingled with the atoms of Drudge’s trophies. “I was going to go back and get those.”

“Wash your mouth out. They were people,” Danny Drudge said, virtuously. His phavatar stood at Hawker’s side, now decorated with the shoulder stripe that had once been Colden’s, in addition to its ornamental skull. “Anyway, there’ll be better stuff higher up.”

They proceeded.

 

The story continues in The Callisto Gambit.


SNEAK PEEK AT THE CALLISTO GAMBIT

THE SOLARIAN WAR SAGA, BOOK 7

 

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

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

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

They exited the airlock and flew back towards Kiyoshi’s own ship, the Monster. Behind them, the Startractor’s twin hab modules rotated slowly around its spine, like weights on the ends of a skinny propeller. Kiyoshi’s boarding party milled at the drive end of the ship, checking every rivet. 

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

They’d had another home before that: the Venus trojan asteroid 11073 Galapagos. The PLAN—the hostile AI that humanity was now at war with—had destroyed it, forcing them to flee into the asteroid belt, to this lonely location in the middle of the 2.5 Kirkwood Gap. They’d put their lives back together. Recreated their society and rebuilt their churches, in the hope that this time they’d be left in peace. So much for that.

Wasn’t the PLAN that had destroyed this rock. It was its owner. Kiyoshi’s boss. And for what, huh? For what?

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

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

“Who?”

“The previous occupants.”

“No, who picked them up?”

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

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

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

“We got lucky,” Kiyoshi said. 

“Yep.”

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

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

“Agreed.” 

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

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

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

These people were (some of) the descendants of those colonists. They were the last Japanese in the universe. They were Kiyoshi’s people. They were Galapajin.

And they were packing.

Getting ready to move, again.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The thought terrified him a bit.

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

The meeting wandered off into a discussion of the feasibility of tethering Bigelows, for extra living room, in the Startractor’s cargo bays. The engineers got into an argument about the right kind of connectors to use for the power and water lines. The Galapajin were all about the technical details. Take care of the engineering and God would take care of the rest. It was a good way of life, but sometimes their indifference to the big picture drove him insane. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Or, not.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kiyoshi made a circuit of the ship, chivvying the last of the Galapajin out. He also checked that they hadn’t taken any of the booty from the Startractor. The Gravimetric Upcycler they’d liberated from the Startractor’s engineering module now occupied pride of place in the Monster’s fabrication lab. Kiyoshi had not asked Jun what he wanted it for. Even he didn’t know every detail of Jun’s plan. Jun said he didn’t, either. He was going to leave it up to the Holy Spirit, a.k.a. winging it.  

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

“I give up,” Kiyoshi growled. 

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

The bots edged slowly towards the fat, contented female rabbit. Kiyoshi squatted, holding the travel hutch open. Just stay where you are, he thought. Easy for him to say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How did he take it?”

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

“You. Are. A. Person.”

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

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

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

“So are you in or out?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Halfway to the airlock, he halted. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

Jun stood in the vegetable garden, small and alone. His voice was also small, a mere whisper in Kiyoshi’s cochlear implants, just in case anyone might be listening. “We have to do this.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jun laughed. “Something like that. But seriously, the only way to defeat an ASI is with a cyberattack. The UN must know that. They just can’t come up with any way to crack the PLAN’s information security. Only another ASI can. And there’s only me.”

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

“Like I said, it’ll be easy.” 

“Goddamn it, I wish I was going.”

“But you have to stay here.”

“I know I have to stay here.”

“Just don’t kill the boss.”

“No promises.”

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

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

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

“If you screw up—”

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

Kiyoshi took a moment, hugging the rabbit hutch. Jun thought the danger to the solar system was so great that a sociopathic inventor and his Bussard ramjet might be humanity’s last best hope. He asked reluctantly, “What probability are you assigning to—ah—the utter destruction of Earth?”

“Oh, only two percent.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry.”

“Just remember, if you don’t come back? We die.”

“I’ve actually modelled that scenario, too. There’s only a seven percent chance …”

“Keep it to yourself. Your predictive modelling is crap, anyway.”

But he couldn’t leave it at that. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kiyoshi scowled at the ugly length of the Startractor. Its conical drive shield sprouted heat radiator vanes. The small engineering module nestled atop the radiators. Forward of that, the Galapajin were busily tethering their Bigelows to the ship’s spine, in between the circular plates where cargo would have been anchored. The propellor arm that rotated around the ship’s nose had already slowed down. Kiyoshi planned to take it to a dead stop. Spin gravity? The Galapajin didn’t need any stinking spin gravity. Waste of power. One of those modules was for passengers, the other for crew, but it was a good bet they’d be using both of them for food production. 

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

 

The story continues in The Callisto Gambit,

coming in April 2016!
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