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      Changing the course of a war for the survival of the human race doesn’t often come to anyone, but it’s especially rare for eight-year-olds to have the opportunity. Yet when Bingwen saw that it was within his grasp, he didn’t hesitate. He was as respectful of authority as any child could be – but he was also keenly aware when he was right, and those in authority were either wrong or uncertain.


      Uncertainty was what surrounded Bingwen now, in a barracks building of an abandoned military base in southeast China. The men around him were Mobile Operations Police – MOPs – and Bingwen knew that, as an eight-year-old Chinese boy, he was only with them because Mazer Rackham had adopted him.


      How long would they allow him to remain with them, now that Mazer Rackham was gone?


      Gone and probably dead.


      Bingwen had seen plenty of death since the Formics first began spraying the fields of his homeland with a gas that turned all living tissues, plant and animal, into rotting jelly, breaking down into their constituent organic molecules. Turning back into fertile soil. A vast compost heap, ready for whatever the Formics intended to plant in their place.


      The Formics killed indiscriminately. They slew harmless people at their labors, terrified people fleeing from them, and soldiers firing at them, all with the same implacable efficiency. Bingwen had seen so much death he was glutted with it. He was no fool. He knew that just because he needed Mazer Rackham to be alive did not mean that the Formics would not kill him.


      Here’s why he was so certain that Mazer was alive: the team had succeeded in its mission. The plan was good. And if something had gone wrong, Mazer was the kind of resourceful, quick-thinking soldier who would see a way out and lead his men through it. Whether he was the commander or not.


      That was what Bingwen had learned from watching Mazer Rackham. Mazer wasn’t the leader of the MOPs team. But the MOPs soldiers were trained to think for themselves and to listen to good ideas no matter whether they came from leaders, eight-year-old Chinese orphans who happened to be very, very good with computers, or a half-Maori New Zealander who had been rejected for MOPs training on the first go-round but who persisted until he practically forced his way onto the team.


      Mazer Rackham was with the MOPs in China only because he was the kind of man who never, never, never gave up.


      I’m going to be that kind of man, too, thought Bingwen.


      No.


      I am that kind of man. I’m small, young, untrained as a soldier, and as a child I’m someone these men expect to protect but never listen to. But they never expected to listen to Mazer Rackham, either, never expected him to be one of them. I’m going to find him, and if he needs saving I’m going to save him, and then he can go back to taking care of me.


      Bingwen had been watching the monitor with the rest of them, when the lens on the barracks roof showed the impossibly bright flare of the nuclear explosion, followed by the mushroom cloud. They all knew what it meant. The team consisting of Captain Wit O’Toole, Mazer Rackham, and Calinga had succeeded in piloting their Chinese drill sledges under the impenetrable shield that surrounded the lander, and then set off the nuclear device. If they had not reached their objective, they wouldn’t have set off the nuke.


      But did they set it off as planned, with a timer that allowed them time to dive back into the earth on their drill sledges and get clear of the blast zone? Or did they set it off as a suicidal act of desperation, barely managing to do it as the Formics prevented them from getting away?


      That was the uncertainty that filled the barracks now, six hours after the explosion. Should they wait for O’Toole, Calinga, and Rackham to return? Or should they assume they were dead and go forward to try to assess the effectiveness of the attack?


      Bingwen would be useless on such a reconnaissance mission. His radiation suit had been designed for a small adult, which meant it hung on Bingwen’s eight-year-old frame like an oversized sleeping bag. He had scrunched up the arms and legs in order to reach the feet and gloves, but the accordion effect forced him to stand bowlegged and waddle when he walked. When it was time for the MOPs to leave the barracks, Bingwen would be left behind – and they would be right to leave him.


      Meanwhile, though, Bingwen was useful for the only kind of recon that was possible right now – by radio and computer. All the MOPs were trained on all their hardware, and were very good at improvising with whatever was at hand. They had antennas on the roof as soon as the explosion was confirmed, as well as a small sat dish. Already they were getting confirmation from their own sources in faraway places that all Formic activity around the nuked lander had ceased.


      What Bingwen was good for was monitoring the Chinese radio frequencies. As the only native speaker of the southern Chinese dialect and the best speaker of the official Mandarin tongue, Bingwen was the one most likely to make sense of the fragments of language they were picking up.


      And even as he listened, he was using one of the holodesks they had found at this base to scan the available networks to see what was being said among the various Chinese military groups.


      Anything official, any orders from central command, would be encoded. Anything not encoded was likely to be of the ‘What’s happening? Who set off that explosion? Was it nuclear?’ variety – questions to which MOPs already knew the answers.


      But Bingwen was deft at finding his way into computer networks that didn’t want to admit him. The computer he was using was in the office where official communiqués would have been received. The computer had been wiped before being abandoned, but it wasn’t a real wipe, it was just a superficial erasure. They had left in a hurry and who did they expect to come in after them? Formics – and Formics completely ignored human computers and other communications, that was well known. So the computer wipe had been cursory, and it had taken Bingwen only a few minutes to unwipe everything.


      That meant that while Bingwen couldn’t possibly decode anything himself, the decoding software was in place, and after several false starts and reboots he had managed to get in using the password of a junior officer.


      Unfortunately, the junior officer had been so junior that he was only able to decode fairly routine messages, which meant that Bingwen had to labor under the same restrictions. Routine encoded messages were still a huge step up from panicked queries and radio rumors, so while Bingwen continued to listen to the radio chatter that the MOPs operatives were locating for him, he opened message after message as each emerged from the decoding software.


      Finally he found something useful. ‘Deen!’ he called out.


      Deen, an Englishman, was acting CO in O’Toole’s absence. Everyone knew Bingwen would not have called out to him for anything less than definitive information. So it wasn’t just Deen who came, it was everyone who was not actively engaged in an assignment at that moment.


      Naturally, the computer message was in Chinese, so nobody could read over Bingwen’s shoulder. Still, he ran his fingers along the Pinyin text as he interpreted on the fly. ‘Two soldiers in MOPs uniforms,’ said Bingwen. ‘Held at General Sima’s headquarters.’


      ‘So the Chinese are taking them seriously,’ said Lobo. ‘Sima’s the big guy.’


      ‘Sima’s the guy who had absolutely no interest in cooperating with MOPs,’ pointed out Cocktail.


      ‘So they’re alive,’ said Bolshakov, ‘but they’ve been taken to the guy who is most likely to resent their presence here.’


      ‘Two soldiers,’ said Deen. ‘Not three.’


      They all knew that meant that either one of the team had been a casualty during the operation, or three had made it out alive but only two had been taken by the Chinese.


      By now the decoder had spat out two more messages, and one of them was a follow-up that contained names. ‘Prisoners identified as O’Toole and Rackham,’ said Bingwen.


      ‘Have they contacted our people at all?’ asked Deen. ‘Are there negotiations going on for release?’


      Bingwen scanned the message. ‘No. Sima’s people are reporting that they have them, but nothing else. They’re not asking what to do with them, and they’re not reporting what they plan to do.’


      ‘Sima wouldn’t ask anybody, and nobody would have the gall to make suggestions,’ said Bolshakov. ‘Even at the highest levels of the civilian government, they tread lightly when they’re dealing with Sima.’


      Silence for a few moments.


      ‘Extraction would be a bad idea,’ said Deen. ‘But all the other ideas I can think of are worse.’


      ‘Even if we can figure out exactly where Sima’s base is, we won’t know how to get in,’ said ZZ. ‘Or out again.’


      ‘I just love winging it in the middle of foreign military bases,’ said Lobo.


      ‘And when we succeed in getting them out,’ said Deen, ‘we will have alienated one of the most powerful men in the Chinese military, right when we ought to be getting credit for saving millions of Chinese lives.’


      ‘I have an idea,’ said Bingwen.


      He waited for them to dismiss him, to tell him to be quiet, to remind him that he was a child. He expected this because it’s what adults always did. But they were MOPs. They listened to anybody who might have useful intelligence or offer alternative plans.


      Bingwen began to type into a message window. He was writing in Pinyin, because that was his native language, but he translated as he went. ‘MOPs team headed by Captain Wit O’Toole gives all honor and thanks to glorious General Sima for providing MOPs with drilling sledges to carry MOPs nuclear device under Formic defenses.’


      ‘We didn’t get the sledges from Sima,’ said Cocktail.


      ‘We got them in spite of his opposition, didn’t we?’ said Bolshakov.


      ‘Let the kid write in peace,’ said Deen.


      Bingwen was still typing, interpreting into English as he went. ‘All credit to glorious General Sima of People’s Liberation Army for coming up with plan to destroy Formic lander from inside. All thanks to him for allowing MOPs soldiers to have great honor of carrying out his plan using nuclear device General Sima requested. Proud to report complete success of nuclear venture. Surviving MOPs soldiers have returned to General Sima to report complete success of his brilliant and daring plan.’


      ‘What a pack of crap,’ said Bungy.


      ‘Brilliant crap,’ said Deen. ‘Crap that might get the Captain and Rackham out of jail.’


      ‘This little orphan boy is playing international politics better than most grown-ups,’ said Bolshakov. ‘Don’t ask Sima anything, don’t beg, don’t extract. Just give him all the credit and announce to everybody that our men are in his headquarters. He’s not going to deny any of this. We did this without his consent and it worked, but by giving him credit for it we take away all his embarrassment and give him every incentive to treat our guys like heroes.’


      ‘I wrote it in Chinese because I know how to make it sound formal and proper,’ said Bingwen. ‘But now I need somebody with better English to write it so it will sound right in the international version.’


      For the next fifteen minutes, Deen and Bolshakov helped Bingwen make a sentence-by-sentence translation into credible English that sounded as if it might be the original from which Bingwen’s announcement had been translated. Meanwhile, ZZ and Cocktail came up with a recipient list that included high Chinese government offices, MOPs’ own headquarters, and news nets around the world. ‘One more thing,’ said Deen. ‘Sign Captain O’Toole’s name to it.’


      ‘He won’t like that,’ said ZZ.


      ‘He’ll love it, if it gets him away from the Chinese,’ said Deen.


      A few moments later, Deen reached down into the holodisplay and twisted send.


      ‘If this doesn’t work,’ said Cocktail, ‘we can still go in and kill a lot of people and drag our guys out like in an action movie.’


      ‘What Cocktail is saying,’ ZZ translated to Bingwen, ‘is that if this works, you saved a lot of people’s lives and got us out of a jam.’


      What Bingwen was thinking was: Mazer wasn’t killed by the nuke or the Formics, and maybe I just saved him from the Chinese.
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      Victor cut into the Formic ship knowing full well that he would likely never come out again. There were simply too many variables beyond his control, too many unknowns. What was beyond the metal wall in front of him, for example? A squadron of Formics waiting with weapons drawn? An automated security system that would incinerate him the moment he stepped inside?


      He had no way of knowing. The ship was the largest structure he had ever seen, bigger even than most asteroids his family had mined in the Kuiper Belt. And every square meter of it inside was a mystery. How could he possibly find the helm and plant the explosive if he had no idea where the helm was located? There might not even be a helm, for that matter. And even if there was, how could he reach it undetected?


      He pushed such thoughts out of his mind and focused on the wall in front of him, turning his head from left to right so that the beams of light from his helmet could illuminate its surface and show him every detail.


      He had reached a dead end, or more accurately the bottom of the hole he had climbed into, a hole on the side of the ship so deep and dark and narrow that it reminded him of the mine shafts his family had dug into asteroids. Pajitas por las piedras, Father had called them. Straws through the rock.


      Father. The thought of him was still like a knife inside Victor.


      Even now, weeks after learning of Father’s death, Victor still couldn’t fully grasp the idea. Father was gone. The one constant in Victor’s life, the one unshakable foundation Victor had always clung to was gone.


      It was Father who had always been the steady voice of reason during a family crisis. If there was a mechanical breakdown on the ship, for example, if life-support was failing, Father never panicked, he never lost faith, he never doubted for an instant that a solution could be reached, even when Victor saw no possible outcome. Father’s calm, set expression of absolute confidence seemed to say, We can solve this, son. We can fix it.


      And somehow, despite the odds against them, despite having hardly any replaceable parts, Father had always been right. They had fixed it, whatever it was, a busted coupler, a faulty water purifier, a damaged heating coil. Somehow, with a bit of luck and ingenuity and prayers to the saints, Victor and Father had set everything right again. The solution was rarely pretty – a jury-rigged, make-do repair that would only last them long enough to reach the nearest depot or weigh station – but it was always enough.


      And now that pillar of confidence was gone, leaving Victor feeling untethered from the only anchor he had ever known.


      A voice sounded in Victor’s earpiece. ‘Are you sure you want to go through with this, Vico?’


      It was Imala. She was outside in the shuttle, hovering a few hundred meters from the Formic ship. She and Victor had flown the shuttle from Luna, moving at a slow, drifting pace so as not to alert the Formics’ collision-avoidance system. Victor was now sending her a live feed from his helmetcam.


      ‘If you want to pull out now, I won’t think any less of you,’ said Imala.


      ‘You said it yourself, Imala. We can’t sit idly by. If we can do something, we should do it.’


      She knew the risks as well as he did, and yet she had insisted on accompanying him.


      ‘We don’t know what we’re getting into,’ said Imala. ‘I’m not saying we shouldn’t help. I’m saying we should be certain. If you start cutting there, there’s no turning back.’


      ‘This is the only place I can cut, Imala. I can’t cut through the hull outside. It’s covered with those plate-sized apertures, any one of which could open while I’m hovering above it and unleash laserized material directly into my handsome face. Cutting out there would be like cutting into the barrel of a loaded gun.’


      ‘Keep telling yourself your face is handsome and it might come true,’ said Imala.


      Victor smiled. She was making light, breaking up the tension like Alejandra used to do.


      Alejandra, his cousin and dearest friend back on his family’s ship, El Cavador. She and Victor had teased each other like this constantly. She, telling him that he was knobby-kneed or laughing at him for squeaking like a girl whenever she or Mono had jumped out of a hiding place and startled him. And he, mimicking her whenever he caught her humming while she worked. Hers were pleasant little melodies that seemed to sway back and forth like a swing. ‘What are you humming about anyway?’ he had asked her once. ‘What’s so pleasant about doing the laundry?’


      ‘I’m telling myself a story,’ she had said.


      ‘A story? With hums? Stories require words, Janda.’


      ‘The story is in my head, genius. The humming is… like the soundtrack.’


      ‘So you’re telling yourself a story and making up the music while you’re washing other people’s clothing. You’re quite the multitasker, Janda. And these stories, let me guess, they’re about a handsome, teenage mechanic who can fix anything and build anything and smells as sweet as roses.’


      She had looked at him with such a start, with such an expression of surprise on her face, that at first he had thought he had offended her. But the look had vanished an instant later, and Janda had returned to smiling and scrubbing the clothes again, with her hands in the dry gloves box where the sudsy water was contained. ‘Victor Delgado,’ she had said. ‘Don’t you know? If I ever created a story about you, I would make it a true story. You wouldn’t smell like roses, you would smell like farts.’ Then she had flung open the dry gloves box and threw a soaked shirt in his face. And the next moment she was roaring with laughter because in his surprise, in his twisting to avoid the soaked fabric, he had farted. Accidently of course, something he would never do in front of her, but there it was.


      And she was still laughing when he finally got his feet anchored to something and grabbed the shirt and flung it back at her. She had dodged it easily, and a heartbeat later he was flying away up the corridor of the ship, humiliated and yet laughing inside as well.


      She had gotten in trouble for that, he remembered. Water had leaked out of the scrubbing box, and it had taken four women a good twenty minutes to collect it from the air and the crevices in the wall.


      He should have seen it then. He should have known that the friendship they shared was something more than that. Why hadn’t he recognized what those feelings truly were?


      Because he had never experienced them before, he told himself. Because they had come on so gradually all his life that by the time he recognized them for what they were, it was too late to stop them.


      It made little difference now. Janda was gone. Just like Father.


      And here he was talking to Imala the same way. Why? Because it was natural? Because he missed that part of himself, the part that could tease a friend? It wasn’t flirtatious. Or at least he hoped it didn’t seem that way. He was eighteen. Imala was… what? Twenty-two? Twenty-three? He was a child to her. Did she think him flirtatious?


      Imala’s face appeared in Victor’s HUD, snapping him from his reverie. ‘If you’re having doubts, Vico, then let’s rethink this.’


      She had mistaken his hesitation for fear. ‘I’m fine, Imala. I’m just taking a moment to consider how best to do this.’


      He unstrapped the duffel bag from around his back and pulled out the bubble, an inflatable dome designed to form an airtight seal on the side of the ship. With Victor inside the bubble, he could cut a hole into the ship without exposing it to the vacuum of space.


      Victor pulled the ripcord, and the bubble filled with air and assumed its domed shape. He climbed under the dome with his duffel bag of tools and sealed the bubble to the wall. ‘Whatever happens, Imala, don’t stop recording.’


      They had agreed that Imala would record everything Victor captured with his helmetcam. If he didn’t make it back, they needed to share what they had found with whoever would listen. ‘Don’t just give it to Lem,’ Victor had said. ‘Upload it on the nets. Broadcast it to the world. If enough people know what’s inside that ship, maybe someone will see a way to end this war.’


      He unzipped the duffel bag and dug around the tools, looking for the laser cutter. His gloved hand found it and pulled it out. Victor set it to a low setting, pressed it against the wall, and waited for the beam to punch through. Father had taught him this technique years ago. The two of them out in the Kuiper Belt had cut into a dozen derelict ships over the years. Most had been grisly scenes: free miners hit by pirates; ships with mechanical failures that had stranded the crew and starved them out. Whoever they were, they were almost always dead by the time El Cavador arrived.


      Mother had tried to protect Victor from participating, arguing about it with Father one night when they thought Victor was asleep in his hammock. ‘Anyone in the family can do that job,’ Mother had said in a hushed tone. ‘It doesn’t have to be Vico.’


      ‘No one uses these tools as often as he and I do,’ Father had said. ‘I trust him with a cutter more than anyone. I don’t want someone doing this who isn’t experienced with the equipment. Anything could go wrong.’


      ‘Which is why our son shouldn’t be the one to go.’


      ‘He’s a member of this family, Rena. Everyone has their duty.’


      ‘He’s just a boy, mi amor. Un niño.’ A child.


      ‘Cierto,’ Father had said, falling into Spanish alongside her, the way he always did whenever a disagreement escalated. ‘Un niño que hace su parte en esa familia, tal como tí y tal como yo.’ A child who does his part in this family, just like you and just like me.


      In the end, they had compromised. Victor would help cut, but he wouldn’t go inside the ship and assess the damage. ‘Leave that to the men of the crew,’ Mother had said. Father hadn’t argued, and so Victor had been spared the worst of it. But not seeing what was inside the ships was perhaps worse than actually seeing them since Victor’s mind always painted the worst possible picture.


      He wondered then, as he often did, where Mother was now. Lem had said that the women and children on El Cavador had left the ship and boarded a WU-HU vessel, but Lem had no idea where the vessel was or if it had even survived the attack. It had been heading for the Asteroid Belt, so in all likelihood Mother was there now, perhaps at a depot or outpost where other survivors were gathering. She wasn’t dead. Victor refused to even consider it. Losing Father had been grief enough. No, Mother was safe somewhere, tending to the women and children, comforting them, strengthening them, protecting them as she had always done on El Cavador. He had to believe that.


      The laser punched through.


      Victor stopped the beam and checked the readings. ‘The wall’s only four inches thick, Imala. I can cut through this easily.’


      ‘Be careful, Vico.’


      He intensified the laser, set it to the proper depth, and quickly cut out a small hole no bigger than his finger. Then he inserted the snake camera through the hole to see what was on the other side. He couldn’t see much. The space was dark and empty, a crawlspace perhaps, or a shaft of some sort. Whatever it was it was clearly big enough for him to climb into. And more importantly, it was free of Formics.


      He retracted the snake, cut a hole large enough for his body to pass through, pushed the cut piece into the ship, and shone his light inside.


      The shaft was a meter high and four meters wide. It extended to his right and left as far as he could see, sloping downward in either direction, matching the bulbous curvature of the ship. The walls were discolored and unattractive, covered with rust, blemishes, bumps, and imperfections, like scrap metal left to oxidize in a damp place for a few hundred years. It was almost as if the interior of the ship had been built with crude, unrefined ore, creating an ugly canvas of browns and grays and touches of black that felt dingy and ancient and long ignored.


      The air in the shaft was no cleaner. Dust motes and clumps of small, misshapen brown matter floated everywhere. Victor looked at his wrist pad and read the sensors. ‘Air is twenty-four percent oxygen. That’s only slightly higher than Earth, Imala. The rest is nitrogen, argon, and a touch of carbon dioxide. I could breathe this if I wanted to.’


      ‘I wouldn’t,’ said Imala. ‘There could be traces of other elements in the air that we can’t detect but are lethal, even in small doses.’


      ‘I wasn’t planning on taking my helmet off, Imala. Not with all this dung in the air.’


      ‘Dung?’


      He delicately poked a clump of brown matter hovering nearby, pushing it away. ‘I’m guessing that’s not mud.’


      ‘Gross. What is this place? A sewer line?’


      ‘Either that or the Formics don’t have a good waste-disposal system. Maybe the whole ship’s this way.’ He climbed through the hole and into the shaft, pulling his duffel bag in behind him. Then he grabbed the circle of wall he had cut out and pressed it back into place, using magnets to hold it tight. The hole he had cut for the snake camera was still uncovered, so he capped it with a metal patch from his duffel bag. If someone came along and studied the hole, they would see something was amiss, but the walls were so discolored and random that the magnets and patch were fairly camouflaged.


      He stuffed his tools back into his bag and slung the bag back over his shoulder. The lights from his helmet moved around the shaft, taking in his surroundings. ‘There are grooves in the floor, Imala, like tracks. Maybe two inches deep, running the length of the shaft. I count three of them. The Formics must have equipment that runs on them.’


      ‘How do you know which wall is the floor?’


      ‘Educated guess,’ he said. ‘The Formics can walk upright, but they’re tunnel dwellers. They prefer to crawl and don’t require a lot of headroom. So width is more important than height. You could fit four Formics abreast in here. That would allow for several lanes of traffic and tracks for moving equipment.’


      ‘So where do you go now?’


      Victor looked to his right and left. Neither way gave any hint as to where it might lead. ‘There are fewer floaties in the air to the right,’ he said. ‘I take this as a good sign.’


      He rotated his body to the right, placed his feet on opposite walls and pushed off, shooting upward. As the shaft curved, he pushed lightly off the walls to course correct himself, keeping his forward momentum, the wall inches from his face.


      ‘It’s good you’re not claustrophobic,’ said Imala.


      ‘I was born and raised on a mining ship, Imala. I was a mechanic like my father. He used to send me into HVAC ducts and tight spaces when I was four years old to reach things he couldn’t. I’ve spent half my life crammed into places much narrower than —’


      He grabbed the wall and stopped himself; then he blinked out a command and killed his helmet lights.


      ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Imala.


      Victor lowered his voice. ‘Ahead. I saw light.’


      It had appeared for only an instant, a faint green dot of light that had zipped from one side of the tunnel to the other before disappearing. Victor hovered there, squinting into the blackness, looking for it. Had he imagined it? A trick of the eye?


      No, there it was again, a circle of light no bigger than his thumb twenty meters ahead of him. It shot back across the width of the passage and came to rest on the opposite side, glowing softly.


      ‘What is that?’ Imala said. ‘A firefly?’


      Victor zoomed in with his visor and got a better look. The bug was perched on a mud nest built onto the side of the wall, its bulbous belly pulsing with light, filling that section of the shaft with a greenish hue. Its body was small, maybe four centimeters long – yellow and brown flecked with spots of red. Its four legs clung to the nest as it lazily flapped its two sets of wings. The hind wings were transparent and three times as long as its body. They glimmered and shone in the light of its bioluminescence. The forewings were much shorter and shell-like, as if they provided protection to the thorax and abdomen whenever they were pulled in flat across the back.


      ‘I think we just discovered another alien species,’ said Imala.


      ‘Let’s hope it’s not as nasty as the Formics,’ said Victor.


      ‘I don’t see any stingers or pincers.’


      ‘Even so, I’ll give it a wide berth and hope it ignores us.’ He pushed off the wall and continued forward, steering toward the side of the shaft opposite the bug. When he was level with it, a second glow bug appeared to his right, crawling out of another nest Victor hadn’t noticed.


      Victor caught himself on the wall again and froze, hoping it would ignore him.


      The bug, seemingly oblivious to him, launched from the nest and flew directly to a small clump of Formic dung in the air. It seized the dung with its legs, tucked it tight to its body, and flew back to the nest.


      Curious, Victor drifted closer.


      The bug pulsed with light as it fed the dung into a hole in the nest where several larvae lay packed together wiggling.


      ‘It’s coprophagic,’ said Imala.


      ‘Meaning what?’ said Victor.


      ‘Meaning it eats dung. Or at least its infants do.’


      ‘That’s disgusting.’


      ‘They have to get minerals from somewhere, Vico. This is its habitat. I don’t see any other food source.’


      ‘There are minerals in dung?’


      ‘You’ve never heard of fertilizer?’


      ‘For plants maybe. Feeding it to your babies is something else entirely.’


      ‘The nests are probably made of the same material,’ said Imala.


      ‘Poop nests. I’m liking this ship less and less by the minute.’


      ‘That’s ecology, Vico. That’s how species coexist. Every creature making do with what it’s given. Maybe the glow bugs and Formics have a symbiotic relationship. The bugs clear the air and provide light for the tunnels. And the Formics provide them dinner.’


      ‘Must we call it dinner?’


      He pushed off again, continuing upward, the glow from the bugs behind him slowly fading. After another fifty meters, the external mike on his helmet picked up a faint buzzing noise. As he continued, the buzzing grew louder.


      Then he saw the light.


      Ahead in the distance were hundreds of glow bugs concentrated in the shaft. They zipped back and forth between nests on the wall, harvesting matter from the air, buzzing and darting about in a frantic flurry of activity.


      Victor stopped. ‘Looks like a swarm, Imala.’


      ‘You can’t get through there without disturbing them,’ she said. ‘It’s too tight a space.’


      Victor moved closer. ‘Lem said this suit was tough. Even if they attack, they probably won’t penetrate it.’


      Lem had outfitted them with all of their equipment, including new suits developed by Juke Limited that were designed to withstand the rigors of asteroid mining and yet were sensitive enough to measure all their biometrics.


      ‘You can’t be sure of the suit’s durability,’ said Imala. ‘I say we try the other way.’


      ‘We’re just as likely to find them in the other direction, Imala. And we’ve already come this far. If I go slow enough, maybe they won’t bother —’


      A high-pitched scraping sound echoed through the shaft, like an old rusty gate swinging open. The glow bugs all stopped instantly, a hundred dots of light, coming to rest midflight, wings fluttering, listening.


      ‘What was that?’ asked Imala.


      Another scraping sound, louder this time. The glow bugs zipped to their nests and clung to the sides, filling the shaft with light and leaving a wide open space in the middle.


      ‘That sound has them spooked,’ said Imala.


      ‘I’ve got a hole,’ said Victor. ‘I’m going for it.’


      ‘Vico, wait!’


      But he was already moving, shooting forward, trying to take advantage of the opening. He twisted his body as he flew, hoping to squeeze through the space without disturbing the nests.


      But he got it wrong. The suit was bulkier and bigger than what he was used to, and some of the nests extended farther out into the middle of the shaft than he had expected. His left shoulder struck a nest, breaking off a chunk and sending a handful of glow bugs scattering and buzzing with agitation. Victor spun away, trying to avoid the bugs, and hit another nest in the process; then a third and a fourth. He couldn’t avoid them. They were all packed too tightly together.


      He tried spinning to his left to reorient himself, but his forward motion was already carrying him upward, and his twisting only set him farther off course. He reached out with his feet to catch himself and felt the squish of wings and bodies as his boots took out a whole swath of nests below him.


      The other bugs leaped from their nests, rushing to him, fluttering all around him, landing on his arms and legs, buzzing in front of his helmet, blocking his view, filling his ears with the collective roar of their wings. He had been wrong: there were not hundreds, there were thousands.


      Imala was shouting over the radio. ‘Get out of there!’


      He twisted again, getting his bearings, finding the wall with his feet, and pushed off, shooting away. He couldn’t see. His visor was a wall of wings and bioluminescence and tiny, wiggling, frantic legs. The light in his eyes was blinding, like a hundred lit bulbs thrown in his face.


      His body slowed. He pushed off again, crushing more nests. He flew ten more meters. Then twenty. He could feel the pinching and marching of feet all over him, even through the thick layers of his suit. Were they eating their way inside? Were they burning their way through? Would his suit self-seal if they tore a hole? Panic seized him. He shook himself, throwing off his forward momentum. He careened into the wall to his right, crushing glow bugs and nests in the impact. He got his footing, pushed off again, flailing his arms as if they were on fire, knocking glow bugs free and leaving a wake of broken wings and smeared bioluminescence behind him.


      Then his arm brushed a wall and he felt solid metal.


      No nests. He was clear.


      He reached out again and yes, the walls were clean. The nests were behind him. He pushed off again, launching hard. One by one the remaining bugs peeled away, falling from his suit, disappearing from view. He didn’t stop, but pushed off again, inspecting himself as he flew, shaking his legs and arms and brushing the remaining glow bugs away.


      His attention was so focused on clearing his suit that he didn’t see the Formic until it was right in front of him.
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      Lem Jukes sat in the living room of his penthouse apartment on Luna, smiling his way through another interview and pretending not to notice the cameras. The reporter sitting opposite was a young Danish woman named Unna, with short pink hair, big silver loop earrings, and a tight-fitting, low-cut white jumpsuit that exposed as much skin as the networks would allow. The producers had sat her only inches away on the loveseat, her knees nearly touching Lem’s.


      Unna pursed her lips, furrowed her brow, and placed a hand gently atop Lem’s own. ‘You must have been terribly afraid, Lem. What was going through your mind when the Formics poured out of their ship?’


      The battle in the Kuiper Belt. It was all the media wanted to talk about: how Lem and the crew of his asteroid-mining ship had gallantly attacked the Formics out beyond Neptune in an attempt to stop them from reaching Earth. Lem, you must have been so afraid. Lem, where did you find the courage? Lem, how did you muster the strength?


      Lem had told the story and answered those questions in so many interviews in the last few days that he could put his brain on autopilot and regurgitate every detail without giving it any thought. Yet he knew that if he wanted to come off as sincere, if he wanted the vid to get traction on the nets, his words couldn’t come off as rote.


      Lem nodded thoughtfully, as if no one had ever asked that question before. He angled his face slightly to the side, giving one of the cameras a nice profile. ‘I was afraid, Unna. Terrified.’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘I had men down on the surface of that ship who were in danger. I felt helpless. I wouldn’t wish that experience on anyone. Nothing is more painful than to watch your friends die.’


      ‘You call them your friends?’


      ‘A mining ship is very close quarters. I had traveled with these men and women for a year at that point. We knew each other intimately. We were like family.’


      ‘Speaking of families, you started a foundation to support the families of the crewmembers you lost.’


      Lem nodded. ‘I felt the need to honor those men and women, to remember their sacrifice. And I wanted to ensure that the needs of their loved ones would be met. Juke Limited takes care of its own, Unna. Our company feels a responsibility to its people. I’ve always respected my father for his belief in that regard.’


      She was asking all the right questions, giving him a chance to make a plug for the company whenever it seemed natural and unscripted. The PR team, who had arranged this interview, would no doubt be grateful. It had been their idea to conduct the interview here in Lem’s apartment. ‘People want to see where you live, Mr. Jukes, what you eat, where you sleep, the design of your furniture. It’s real, it’s intimate. It will humanize you.’


      Meaning what? Lem had wanted to ask. That I’m not human enough already?


      But he had kept his quips to himself.


      In some respects, Lem found it all exhilarating and familiar. Before leaving for the Kuiper Belt, he had often had a camera shoved in his face, snapping photos and recording vids of him as he stepped out of his skimmer at some red-carpet affair. He was not a celebrity in the traditional sense. He had first gained notoriety as the handsome son of Ukko Jukes, the asteroid-mining tycoon and wealthiest man alive. But later, as Lem had made his own fortune independent of his father, proving he could be just as aggressive an entrepreneur as his father had ever been, Lem’s face had appeared on more reputable, business-oriented sites. Suddenly he was not only known, but also respected.


      And now here he was, reinventing himself yet again. Lem Jukes, war hero.


      Unna’s questions then went to the Battle of the Belt. ‘You and your crew found footage of the battle.’


      ‘That’s correct,’ said Lem. ‘We didn’t participate in the attack. It happened away from our position, but we were able to recover a beacon that recorded the events. We brought that footage back to Luna so that Earth would know what sacrifices had been made to protect us. It was the largest coordinated assault that anyone has made against the Formics to date.’


      ‘Free miners and corporate miners fighting side by side,’ said Unna. ‘Two groups that don’t normally get along, am I right?’


      ‘We’ve had our differences in the past, yes,’ said Lem. ‘Corporations are typically more stringent adherents to the laws of the space trade. We pay tariffs, taxes. We cooperate in all respects with STASA, or the Space Trade and Security Authority. We don’t shy away from federal oversight. Free miners, on the other hand, take a more liberal approach to the economy of space. They see it as a frontier, where families should be able to establish their own rules and operate however they see fit. Naturally, those two disparate economical philosophies are going to collide when they’re forced to occupy the same space. But those days are over. We can no longer act independently. We’re stronger together than we are alone.’


      ‘Would you say the same to the nations of Earth?’ asked Unna. ‘Are we stronger together than we are alone? There have been very few alliances formed since this war began, and not a single significant coalition. China refuses to allow outside military assistance, despite the fact that the Formics are killing millions of their people. What’s your reaction to that?’


      ‘Earth is our nation now,’ said Lem. ‘Earth is our borders. The them, the enemy, is out there now. It’s not Russia or the US or the Middle East. It’s the Formics. And it’s going to take all of us working together and combining all of our talents and resources to incinerate them. Until the world wakes up and recognizes that, until we all agree that we can’t operate independent of each other, defending only our little corner of the globe and nothing else, then we’re going to continue to lose this war. Sadly, that’s a lesson China has learned the hard way. I was elated to hear the news this morning that Chinese troops conducted a joint operation with the Mobile Operations Police and destroyed one of the Formic landers, but China must accept more help than that. I recognize that the Formics landed on Chinese soil, but China is not the only nation threatened here. The entire human race is in danger. We must put national security behind global security. Using MOPs is a step in the right direction, but we’re talking about twenty to thirty men, barely a platoon, hardly enough troops to stop the waves of Formic foot soldiers armed with bioweapons marching across southeast China. The Russians stand ready to help. So do the Americans and Australians and Indians. All China needs to do is open its borders and let its neighbors come to its aid.’


      ‘We’re told Russian troops are crossing the border as we speak,’ said Unna.


      ‘Yes, in isolated places. And at every location, the Chinese are pushing them back, fighting them tooth and nail. The fear is that the Russians are really an invading force, that they won’t leave once the Formics are defeated, and frankly that’s a legitimate concern. Were I China, I’d be nervous as well. But China’s allies can help. NATO can offer assurances. The Americans can broker a pullout of troops. Let’s work together. Let’s unite against a common enemy. Otherwise we don’t stand a chance.’


      ‘One more question, Lem. You stared into the face of a Formic. In the heat of battle, out there in the Kuiper Belt, you looked deep into a Formic’s eyes. What did you see there?’


      ‘Their eyes aren’t like ours, Unna. They aren’t windows to their souls. Or if they are, they have no soul. Because there is nothing there, no compassion, no remorse, no friendship, no desire to understand us. There is only blackness, a deep, empty, vacant blackness.’


      Unna thanked him for his time and the use of his home and wrapped up the interview. The producer stepped in and gave the order to kill the cameras.


      The bright lights dimmed, and the camera operators began packing up their equipment. Simona was at Lem’s side with her holopad an instant later, gently taking his arm and leading him away from the bustle of the crew.


      ‘Well done,’ she said. ‘I liked the part at the end about the eyes. Very spooky. I got goose bumps.’ She looked down at her holopad. ‘You only mentioned the company by name twice, but I’ll tell the PR people to get over it. You can’t be a robot. If you say Juke Limited too often, you’ll sound like you’re shilling.’


      ‘I am shilling.’


      ‘What you’re saying is important, Lem. It’s giving people hope. And right now people need all the hope they can get.’ She typed something on her pad. ‘We’ll have to edit out all that talk about China, though. That can’t air.’


      That annoyed him. ‘Why not? Because we have customers in China?’


      She looked up at him, tired. ‘Do you have any idea how much ore the Chinese government buys from us every year, Lem? They’re not just a customer. They’re our third largest customer. It’s an important relationship to maintain. Angering the Chinese would send the Board into a tailspin.’


      ‘Everything I said is true.’


      She tucked her holopad under her arm and straightened his tie. ‘Be that as it may, these interviews are not podiums for geopoliticking. Focus on your story. That’s what people want to hear. Let the governments of the world focus on China.’


      She was Father’s personal assistant, but she had offered to be on hand for all of Lem’s interviews for ‘moral support.’ Lem knew full well that she was here on assignment from Father to ensure that Lem didn’t screw up, but he enjoyed having her around nonetheless.


      ‘If I go on camera again, Simona, I want it to be with a real news outlet, not with a pink-haired bimbo. Please, for my own dignity.’


      ‘Unna isn’t a bimbo, Lem. She’s huge all over Europe, particularly with eighteen- to thirty-five-year-olds. We’re hitting all demographics here. If we stick with traditional news networks, we’d be speaking only to geriatrics.’ She straightened his suit coat and brushed off his lapel. ‘Now, you’ve got another interview in four hours. This one’s in Finnish, but don’t think that means you can say anything you want. I’ll have every word translated and approved before it airs.’


      Lem smiled. ‘Don’t you think it’s sexy when I speak in Finnish?’


      She rolled her eyes. ‘You also have a message from Dr. Benyawe. She called from your warehouse while you were in the interview. She wants you to call her immediately.’


      Lem started moving for the door. ‘Cancel my next interview.’


      Simona hurried to keep up. ‘He’s a celebrity reporter out of Helsinki, Lem. You’ll be doing it by holo. That’s your home country. You’re a national hero there. We can’t miss this one.’


      ‘Cancel it.’


      She caught his arm, stopping him. ‘Why? What does Benyawe want?’ She studied his face. ‘Is she helping you send a team to the Formic ship? Is that what this is about?’


      He pulled her to the side, out of earshot of the film crew, and lowered his voice. ‘Just cancel the interview. Please.’


      In exchange for information, Lem had told Simona that he was preparing to send a small strike team to the Formic mothership. He hadn’t given her any of the details, but now he wished he hadn’t mentioned it at all.


      Before she could object, he was out the door and making his way down to his skimmer. The warehouse was in a different dome on the other side of Imbrium, so it took Lem over an hour to get there. He parked on the launch pad beside the warehouse and moon-jumped to the entrance. Once inside, he turned on his magnetic greaves and walked across the warehouse floor, weaving his way through the piles of space junk. A few of the piles were as tall as he was, stacked with busted satellite parts and scraps of salvaged mining vessels. Victor and Imala had left it here unused, and it annoyed Lem that someone hadn’t cleaned it up.


      He reached the far end of the warehouse and entered the conference room, surprised to find the overhead lights off. Dr. Benyawe was at the holotable, a half dozen screens floating in front of her, her face illuminated by their bluish glow. She was thin and lithe, even for a Nigerian, and although she was approaching her sixties, the years had been kind. Her hair was gray, but her skin was smooth and youthful. Dr. Dublin was asleep on a cot in the corner, still wearing his company jumpsuit, hair unkempt and mouth half open. He probably hadn’t showered in days. He and Benyawe had been taking shifts ever since Victor and Imala left.


      Lem approached her and kept his voice just above a whisper. ‘Please tell me they’re not dead.’


      She smiled, and in that single expression, all of Lem’s anxiety melted away. ‘I thought you would call first,’ she said.


      ‘I wanted to see for myself.’ He turned to the screens in front of her. The largest showed the Formic ship, a giant red teardrop in geosynchronous orbit, silent and lethal and still. Another screen showed a three-dimensional rendering of Victor’s and Imala’s shuttle, with its current operations and functionality.


      The plan had sounded brilliant when Lem had first heard it. Victor and Imala would camouflage a small shuttle, covering every inch of it with scraps of space junk to make it look like a useless piece of wreckage. Then they would drift toward the Formic ship and hope the Formics dismissed them as debris. If so, Victor and Imala could reach the ship without being vaporized by the Formics’ defenses and then enter the ship and sabotage the helm.


      Lem had financed the whole thing, but now that Victor and Imala were underway and the money was all spent, the entire enterprise seemed ludicrous.


      ‘Their shuttle reached the Formic ship an hour ago,’ Benyawe said. ‘Victor has left the shuttle and flown untethered to the hull. He found a recessed area in the side of the ship where a cannon is normally stored, and he’s going to attempt to cut his way inside.’ She moved her stylus through the holoscreens and brought one forward. It showed a rendering of Victor’s spacesuit. All of the data was at zero.


      ‘Why aren’t we getting his biometrics?’ Lem asked.


      ‘We got some interference when he went into the ship. Imala still has contact with him. She’s recording everything on her end.’


      ‘Can we see his helmetcam?’


      ‘That’s an enormous amount of data to send. We’re keeping our contact with them to a minimum. If the Formics can detect communications, we don’t want to draw attention to the shuttle.’


      ‘What’s Imala’s status?’


      ‘She’s still in the shuttle, holding its position. She’s a better pilot than I thought.’


      ‘They drifted like a hunk of debris, Benyawe. Anyone can fly a shuttle that slowly.’


      ‘Drifting is the easy part. Keeping the shuttle close enough to the Formic ship that Victor can leap to it, and yet not so close that the shuttle threatens to touch the ship and alert the Formics, that’s hard.’


      Lem turned to the screen showing Victor’s suit. ‘Can they hear us?’ he asked. ‘Are we transmitting audio to them?’


      She pocketed her stylus. ‘No. Why?’


      He hesitated. It would be better to discuss this outside, alone. ‘Wake Dublin. Have him relieve you. Then meet me out in the warehouse.’


      He walked out and stood by a pile of circuits and waited.


      The warehouse was quiet and cool and smelled of rust and oil and old scraps of metal. All of the workers were elsewhere – probably making repairs to the structure and getting it back up to code. The warehouse manager had assured Lem when they moved into the building that it was safe to use for the time being, but he recommended they make drastic improvements as soon as possible.


      That had been the first clear sign that Father had screwed Lem with this assignment.


      At first Lem had been flattered by the position. ‘Executive Director of Mining Innovation, Kuiper Belt Division’ was a lengthy title and – more importantly – had a ring of authority to it. It sounded like a hop, skip, and a jump away from a seat at the Board of Directors. And it seemed like a natural fit for Lem, who had just experienced firsthand all the challenges and opportunities of the Kuiper Belt.


      But it had quickly become apparent that the position was worthless. The company had no plans to push into the Kuiper Belt. It took Lem all of twenty minutes to discover that. There were no plans to establish supply routes that far out, no plans to build more mining vessels that could endure those conditions and distances, no plans for establishing an economic infrastructure whatsoever. If anything, there was deep-seated resistance to the idea, especially from the finance division.


      The final nail in the coffin came when Lem received a list of engineers assigned to his team: Benyawe, Dublin, everyone who had accompanied him to the Kuiper Belt, and not a soul more.


      No doubt Father would argue that this was smart management – everyone on the team already knew each other and could therefore get to work immediately.


      But Lem knew the truth of it. Father was clearly isolating him. He was keeping Lem as an employee as the media expected but not allowing Lem to interact with any executives and build any alliances. Even the warehouse Father had given him was isolated, far from the underground tunnels that were the bulk of corporate headquarters.


      Father’s true intentions were made particularly plain when Lem realized how low his security clearance was. Most of the doors in the company’s tunnels would not open when he approached. When he removed the proximity chip from his wristpad that the company had issued him and compared its code with others, he learned that his clearance level was no better than the lowliest of employees.


      Not very subtle, Father. You’re not even trying to conceal your contempt.


      Benyawe came out of the conference room, squinting at the overhead lights. She saw his humorless expression and said, ‘Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like what you have to say?’


      ‘You’re not,’ said Lem. ‘I’ve been withholding something from you, and it’s time I told you. My father is preparing to launch an attack on the Formic ship.’


      She looked surprised. ‘When?’


      ‘In three days.’


      ‘With what, mining ships?’


      ‘With the new Vanguard drones.’


      Benyawe looked taken aback. ‘The drones? Those are still on the assembly line. They haven’t even been field-tested yet.’


      The prospecting drones were Father’s newest industry innovation, a way to evaluate the economic viability of asteroids without the need of an expensive crew. Father had announced them to the world just before learning of the Formics.


      ‘The drones have been rushed through production,’ said Lem. ‘And that’s not the worst of it. My father is arming each of them with a glaser.’


      She stared at him, too shocked to speak. Lem didn’t blame her. The glaser – or gravity laser – made mining asteroids as easy as pulling a trigger. It shaped gravity in much the same way a laser shaped light, ripping apart asteroids using tidal forces.


      ‘My father’s under the impression that if a glaser can vaporize a giant asteroid, why not let it do the same to a giant alien ship.’


      ‘You have to stop him, Lem. The glaser is too unstable, too destructive. He can’t fire one this close to Earth.’


      ‘He’s not firing one, Benyawe. He intends to fire fifty.’


      ‘Fifty?’


      ‘That’s how many drones are scheduled to launch.’


      ‘How long have you known about this?’


      Lem sighed. ‘A few days.’


      ‘And you didn’t tell us immediately?’


      ‘I’m telling you now.’


      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Did you know about this before we sent off Victor and Imala?’


      ‘Yes,’ he said without hesitation. He had decided that he wasn’t going to lie to her. ‘I found out right before they left.’


      Benyawe raised her voice. ‘And you let them go? You sent them on their way knowing your father was going to fire on the vessel? You put them in harm’s way.’


      Lem kept his voice calm. ‘They’re at the Formic ship, Benyawe. They went to harm’s way. They walked into danger. And anyway, before they left Victor assured me that they could leave Luna and get back here in four days’ time. That would have been a full day before my father plans to launch. I thought this was a non-issue. I didn’t expect Victor and Imala to be so far behind schedule.’


      ‘Victor is a kid, Lem. He was giving you a ballpark estimate. You can’t bet his life on that. Of course there would be delays. There always are.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you would endanger them like this. Did you even tell them what your father was planning? Do they know drones might be coming?’


      He hadn’t told them of course. He had worried they might abort. ‘I wasn’t going to burden them with that knowledge. They were already worried enough about the Formics’ defenses.’


      Benyawe waved a dismissive hand. ‘Spare me, Lem. Don’t pretend you kept this from us for any reason other than your own self-interest. This is you and your father playing war games, desperately trying to outdo the other with no regard for the people caught in the middle.’


      ‘You’re forgetting this whole escapade wasn’t my idea, Benyawe. It was Victor’s and Imala’s. I brought it to you, I asked for your opinion, I got you involved.’


      ‘Yes, and you left out that crucial bit of information about a fleet of drones potentially firing on the mothership and ripping Victor and Imala apart.’


      Lem put up his hands, stopping her, his voice even. ‘Are you done vilifying me? I just told you, the drones don’t launch for three days. That gives us plenty of time to remove Victor and Imala from harm.’


      ‘Why didn’t you tell me this earlier, Lem? At the very least, you should have told me about the drones the instant it became apparent that Victor and Imala would arrive behind schedule.’


      ‘I didn’t tell you because I was afraid you would abort the mission and pull them back immediately, before they reached the Formic ship.’


      ‘You’re right. I would have.’


      ‘Then I made the right decision to keep it from you,’ said Lem. ‘We had to know if this tactical approach would work. No one has reached the Formic ship until now. Every military that has approached it has been obliterated. Even nukes can’t get within a thousand klicks of the thing. And if we can’t touch it, we can’t stop it. This entire war hinges on that single objective: Getting in that ship and cracking it wide open. That’s why I kept the drone attack from you. Victor and Imala had to reach the ship. And if they die today, if all we learn from them is that there’s a way to reach that ship, then that’s knowledge worth dying for. Victor and Imala would agree with me.’


      She shook her head and was quiet a long moment, not looking at him. Finally she said, ‘So now what? We pull them out? Tell them to turn back?’


      ‘No, we tell them nothing. They’re at the ship. That’s the first big hurdle. They actually might sabotage it. And if they do, my father will have no need to launch the drones. In the meantime, you will help me convince him to postpone his attack.’


      ‘How?’


      We’ll go to my father and tell him about Victor and Imala, show him they’ve reached the ship, and ask that he postpone.’


      ‘He won’t listen,’ said Benyawe. ‘You know him as well as I do. He’ll see Victor and Imala as unfortunate casualties and he’ll launch anyway.’


      ‘Which is why you and I are going to prove to him that attacking the mothership with glasers is a dangerous idea.’


      ‘That won’t take three days,’ said Benyawe. ‘That’s an easy argument to make. I’ll talk to him myself.’


      Lem shook his head. ‘It’s not that simple. The glaser my father is using with the drones is not like the prototype you and Dublin developed. It’s smaller, more compact. A different team of engineers has been developing it for over a year now based on your and Dublin’s original designs. They started as soon as we sent word from the Kuiper Belt that the glaser was operational.’


      She looked affronted. ‘Why aren’t Dublin and I consulting with these people? We spent six years designing the prototype. We know the tech better than anyone. We could point out flaws, suggest refinements, help them avoid the same mistakes we made.’


      ‘Because when you say “flaws”, or “refinements”, all my father hears is “delays delays delays”. You’re not consulting because you’d muck up his production schedule. You’d slow everything down.’


      ‘Yes, but going to market too soon, hurrying a glaser into production before it’s ready, that’s far more dangerous. This doesn’t make sense, Lem. This isn’t like your father. He’s never reckless.’


      ‘My father is eager to end a war, Benyawe. The glasers are his answer, whether they’re ready or not.’


      ‘They can’t possibly be ready. A year isn’t enough time. How could they have made the necessary modifications that fast without encountering glitches?’


      ‘That’s what you and I must prove.’


      ‘Fine. Take me to them. Dublin can come as well. We’ll inspect them. If there’s anything amiss, we’ll detect it.’


      Lem shook his head. ‘Close, but no. I’m going to inspect the glaser, and you’re going to stay here, watch a live feed from my camera, and tell me what I’m looking at. The glasers are being assembled in a manufacturing plant that isn’t on the company map. High-level clearance. You don’t have access. They’d frog-march you out of there before you got within a hundred meters of the place.’


      ‘You don’t have clearance either.’


      ‘I’m the son of the CEO. Everyone knows my face. They’ll assume I have clearance. And even if they are suspicious, even if they want to approach me and question my presence, they’ll be too afraid of offending Father to say a word. I’ll be fine.’


      ‘How will you get in the doors?’


      Lem pulled a small proximity chip from his pocket. ‘With this.’ He slipped it into his wrist pad. ‘It will open every door in the company.’


      ‘I’m not going to ask where you got that or how much it cost.’


      ‘I bought it from one of Father’s former security officers.’


      ‘Former?’


      ‘He suddenly came into some money and decided to retire.’ Lem rebooted his wrist pad so it would recognize the chip. ‘Watch the feed and walk me through the inspection. I’m going there now.’ He turned and moved toward the exit.


      ‘You should have told me about the drones sooner, Lem.’


      He didn’t answer. He pushed open the door, deactivated his greaves, and leaped to his skimmer.


      He flew out of the dome and headed east, putting the city behind him. Father built the company’s tunnels outside Imbrium in a wide intricate web far from the prying eyes of regulators. The plant where the drones were being prepped was down in the easternmost tunnels, where security was especially tight. Lem had visited it once before when he weaseled his way onto a tour the plant manager was giving Father. What Lem saw had impressed him: dozens of drones being armed with glasers, hundreds of assembly bots welding and cutting and drilling, an army of workers frantically trying to make Father’s deadline. It was a clear testament to how determined Father was in his cause.


      Lem’s guidance system spotted the landing pad, and he brought the skimmer down dead center. The pad sank below the surface and into the docking bay, where the docking bots grabbed the skimmer and slid it into a holding container. A tube encircled the cockpit and allowed Lem to exit.


      His earpiece was synched with his wrist pad, and he listened as it gave him directions from the bay to the foot tunnels. Dozens of employees were in the tunnels, going about their business. Lem walked down the center of the main passageway, head high, being as conspicuous as possible, moving with confidence, as if he had every right to be there.


      Ahead of him was the first automated security gate. Foot traffic moved through it uninterrupted, the scanners silently identifying every proximity chip that passed. Lem wondered what would happen if his chip proved to be a dud. Alarms? Sirens? Armed men suddenly at his side?


      He walked through without incident.


      He continued on, following the wayfinding signs to the manufacturing plant. When he stepped through the entrance, he walked out onto a platform that overlooked the assembly line where the drones were being prepped.


      Only, the drones weren’t there. The plant was empty. All of the worker bots had been pushed up against the side walls, leaving the floor clean and bare. Lem stared, his mind racing. Had Father moved up the schedule? Had they already launched? Should he rush out and warn Victor and Imala?


      He hurried to his right and took the stairs down to the plant floor, desperate to find a computer terminal. There would be tracking records, work orders, launch clearances. He booted up one of the worker bots, plugged in his holopad, and slid on his goggles. Benyawe was waiting for him on his HUD.


      ‘Show me one of the drones,’ she said.


      ‘I can’t. They’re gone.’


      ‘Gone? Where?’


      ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.’


      Lem poked his stylus through the holos in front of him, maneuvering through the operating system, clicking through files, not sure where to find what he was looking for.


      ‘You need the production schedules,’ said Benyawe. ‘You’re digging around in the wrong places. These are system files.’


      ‘I don’t know this OS.’


      ‘Then stop and let me drive.’


      He passed control over to her and watched as the files zipped by. After a moment she pulled up a schematic of the new glaser, spun it around, and dove inside it, flying through its circuitry, pausing every now and then to examine some chip, component, or mechanism.


      Lem said nothing, letting her concentrate, though inside he felt a tightening grip of panic. After two minutes Benyawe said, ‘I need to see the stability readouts and precision reports. They’ve made all sorts of crazy tweaks, some of them brilliant, some of them asinine. If I had to guess, I’d say these smaller models have a faster fire rate, which, considering their diminished size, would make them prone to vibrate and overheat.’


      ‘Can I help you?’ A voice behind Lem startled him.


      Lem spun around and removed his goggles. Benyawe disappeared, and her audio cut from his earpiece. A short stocky man in a static suit was regarding Lem with an air of suspicion. Half a second later, before Lem could even speak, the man’s face brightened. ‘Mr. Jukes. We weren’t expecting you.’


      Lem smiled, nonchalant. ‘Yes, well, my father says you’ve been doing great things here. I came to see the drones, but it appears I’m too late.’


      ‘Cleared them out hours ago. I didn’t think we would make the new deadline, but when your father makes a request, we do our best to meet it.’


      Lem dropped the act, his expression serious. ‘Hours ago? Where are the drones now?’


      The man retreated a step, his smile fading, sensing Lem’s panic. ‘Gone, Mr. Jukes. Launched. On their way to the Formic ship.’


       


      Lem flew west in his skimmer, soaring over the pockmarked surface of Luna, putting the drone plant behind him. He called Father directly, but there was no answer. He called Simona, and the music played for a full minute before he gave up and disconnected. She was either avoiding him or on another holo.


      Who else could he contact? Who else would have answers? The worker at the plant had been useless. ‘How much time do I have before the drones reach the Formic ship?’ Lem had asked. ‘Hours? A day? What’s their speed, what’s their angle of approach?’


      ‘I don’t know, Mr. Jukes. We only prepped them for delivery. They didn’t tell us the intended flight path.’


      ‘What about the pilots who are operating them? Where are they? Here on Luna? Where’s the command center?’


      The man had cowered, backing up into a worker bot. ‘I don’t know, Mr. Jukes. I swear. They don’t tell me those things.’


      ‘Where’s the foreman? You have a foreman, right? Someone in charge? Someone who actually does know something.’


      But the foreman knew nothing. Or at least he claimed to know nothing. And Lem had left at a run.


      He tried Simona again, and this time she answered, her head appearing in the holo above the dash, her face flat and without emotion. Lem didn’t wait for her to speak first. ‘Why didn’t you tell me the drones had launched?’


      She seemed unsurprised by the question and unfazed by his tone. ‘I don’t work for you, Lem. I’m your father’s assistant. My job is to keep him informed.’


      ‘You told me I had three more days.’


      ‘I didn’t lie. When I gave you that information, that was the schedule.’


      ‘You knew I had people heading toward the Formics. I told you that.’


      ‘No, you told me you had a team preparing to go. You didn’t tell me when they were leaving.’


      ‘They’ve already left. They’re at the ship now, Simona. My father has to abort. If the drones fire on the ship, my people are dead.’


      ‘Can’t you contact them?’


      ‘Of course I can.’


      ‘Then call them yourself and have them pull out. The drones won’t reach the ship for another few hours.’


      Lem’s voice rose. ‘They can’t pull out that fast, Simona. If they rush away from the ship, the Formics will detect their movements and blow them away. They have to move slowly, at a drift. And even if they started drifting now, they wouldn’t be far enough away by the time the drones arrived. If the glasers fire on the Formic ship, the subsequent gravity field will expand outward and consume my people and their shuttle. Are you following me here? They die if they run, they die if they drift. There’s no scenario in which they survive if the drones attack. Father has to postpone. My people need days to get clear.’


      ‘They don’t have days, Lem. They have hours.’


      ‘Are you listening to me? Is your mind processing the words I’m forming into sentences? The drones can’t attack.’ The casual way she was regarding him was infuriating, as if she already knew every one of his arguments and simply didn’t care.


      ‘Where is my father?’


      ‘In a very important meeting. He can’t be disturbed.’


      ‘He’s about to be disturbed. Where is he?’


      ‘He’s inaccessible, Lem. I’m sorry.’


      ‘We’re talking about people’s lives, Simona. My father can afford a momentary interruption.’


      ‘No, he can’t. Not in this meeting anyway. I’m sorry, Lem. I wish I could do more. Now you answer a question for me: how did you get inside the drone plant? I just spoke with the foreman. Who let you inside?’


      Lem disconnected, and Simona’s head winked out. She wasn’t going to help.


      He debated calling Benyawe but then decided against it. If she knew about the launch she’d fly into a panic, insisting that they contact Victor and Imala, which would only put them into a panic as well. No, Lem would handle this. He didn’t need Benyawe barking her disapproval. That wouldn’t help his anxiety or the situation.


      He made another holo call, this time to Father’s office. No one answered, which was odd since Father had a team of secretaries on staff around the clock. It meant Simona had gotten to them already and told them to avoid his calls, or she had put a block on his holo signature. Either way, it meant she was sandbagging him. He would have to find Father himself.


      But where? The tunnel system was extensive, stretching for several kilometers in every direction, a labyrinth with secret wings and levels not found on any map. Father could be anywhere. Or he may not be in the tunnels at all. He could be dining with a potential client in Imbrium. Or visiting one of the shipyards, or a hundred other places.


      Who are you meeting with, Father? What could be so important?


      The skimmer Lem was flying was a company vessel, he remembered. It was connected to the company’s data system. It knew all, saw all. It was better than Simona.


      ‘Computer, access today’s meeting schedule for Ukko Jukes.’


      ‘I’m sorry,’ the woman’s voice said. ‘You do not have access privileges.’


      Of course I don’t. Father’s security restrictions on me saw to that.


      ‘Access the meeting schedule for Simona Moratti,’ he said.


      ‘I’m sorry. You do not have access privileges.’


      He exhaled. This wasn’t going to work. The answer was there in front of him; he just couldn’t reach it.


      ‘Computer, check dinner reservations throughout Imbrium in the name of Ukko Jukes.’ He doubted the company’s data system could access every restaurant in the city, but he knew the company had relationships with the finer establishments, the kind of places Father would go. He had seen Simona make reservations with her holopad.


      ‘No matches found,’ said the computer.


      ‘What about reservations in the name of Simona Moratti?’


      ‘No matches found.’


      Again, another strike out. There had to be another way.


      ‘Computer, can you access the security cameras throughout headquarters?’


      ‘Affirmative.’


      ‘Can you identify the location of a specific employee?’


      ‘Only if the employee’s face is currently within view. Otherwise I can only approximate a location based on the last recorded sighting or based on the last use of the employee’s proximity chip.’


      ‘Can you identify the location of my father Ukko Jukes?’


      ‘Affirmative.’


      ‘Where he is?’


      ‘You do not have clearance for that information.’


      Lem swore. ‘Override clearance restriction.’


      ‘Permission denied.’


      Lem was ready to hit the dash when he remembered that he did have clearance. He had purchased it. ‘Computer, how are you identifying me right now?’


      ‘Voice recognition. Lem Jukes. Executive Director of Mining Innovation, Kuiper Belt Division.’


      ‘Cancel voice recognition. Identify me based on my proximity chip only.’


      ‘Done. May I be of further assistance?’


      ‘Give me the current location of Ukko Jukes?’


      ‘Ukko Jukes is in the executive dining room, C Gate access, room 1345.’


      Lem changed course and accelerated toward C Gate. He arrived moments later, parked the skimmer, and took back passages toward the dining room. Knowing Simona, she would have taken every precaution. If she had alerted the secretaries at Father’s office, she had likely sent similar warnings to Father’s security detail. Keep your eyes open for Lem. If he shows up, politely deny him access.


      Or, knowing Simona’s dark mood at the moment, maybe she had ordered them not to be polite. Either way, Lem wasn’t going through the front door.


      The staff entrance was at the back of the kitchen, accessible via a side corridor off the main tunnel. A crowd of chefs in stiff white uniforms looked up from their work when Lem entered. Lem smiled and sidled past them, heading for the double doors that led to the dining room. No one spoke or tried to stop him.


      The company had spared no expense on the dining room, a lavishly decorated space with a vaulted ceiling and chandeliers. There were over a dozen tables, but only one of them was occupied. Father sat across from a woman in conservative business attire. Lem didn’t recognize her, but he knew at once that she was here on business and not as Father’s date. Father would never pursue a woman so close to his own age and with such plain features.


      Lem squared his shoulders, buttoned his suit coat, and approached them, smiling pleasantly. ‘Father, I’m so glad I found you. Could you and I speak in private for a moment regarding a most urgent matter?’


      The surprise on Father’s face was replaced with a forced smile of barely contained fury. ‘Lem. This is very unexpected.’


      Lem turned to the woman. She had a pin of the American flag on the lapel of her jacket. A politician most likely, though Lem had no idea who. A congresswoman, perhaps. Or someone from the current administration. Why was Father meeting with the Americans?


      He extended a hand. ‘Lem Jukes.’


      She took his hand, showing no signs of irritation. ‘Margaret Hopkins. US State Department. And you hardly need introduce yourself to me, Mr. Jukes. I’ve seen several of the interviews you’ve given on the nets. That must have been a harrowing experience to face the Formics in the Kuiper Belt.’


      ‘I don’t recommend it,’ said Lem. ‘A summer cabin with a nice mountain breeze is more to my liking.’ He turned to Father, impatient. ‘A moment, Father?’


      Ukko Jukes dabbed at the corner of his mouth with a napkin and leaned forward in his seat. ‘Ms Hopkins and I were having a private conversation, Lem. Perhaps you and I can talk after.’


      ‘It can’t wait. Would you excuse us, Ms Hopkins?’ Lem gestured to a door across the room that led into a parlor.


      Father considered a moment, forced a polite smile, then stood and followed.


      The parlor was four times the size of the dining room. Rustic leather furniture, Persian rugs, shelves filled with antique paper books. When the doors were closed behind them Father said, ‘You have ten seconds to explain yourself.’


      ‘You launched drones at the Formic mothership. You need to recall them. I have people there now.’


      Father showed no surprise. ‘I know about Victor and Imala, Lem. And I’m not recalling the drones.’


      It took a moment for Lem to find words. ‘You know about them? And you’re going to let them die?’


      ‘They died the moment they launched, son. They’re taking on an alien ship with tech far greater than anything the human mind has ever conceived. Victor is eighteen years old, practically a child. Imala’s an auditor. These aren’t soldiers, Lem.’


      ‘Victor is intelligent, Father. He’s resourceful.’


      ‘Simona is resourceful. A three-legged dog is resourceful. That doesn’t mean we should launch them into space and expect them to defeat an army. Victor has a personal vendetta against us. Imala Bootstamp is no better. She threw away her career to go to war against me. And you want to protect these people?’


      ‘Does it matter who they are if they defeat the Formics?’


      Father laughed. ‘Do you honestly think that’s even possible? They’re fools if they think they can take out that ship, and you’re a bigger fool for believing them.’


      ‘At least let them try. What have we got to lose?’


      Father looked incredulous. ‘Do you watch the news, Lem? Are you even aware of what’s going on in the world? People are dying by the millions. Old, young, women, children. They’re hit with the Formic gases, and their flesh melts off their bones. Guangzhou, Foshan, all along southeast China. How long do you want me to wait exactly? Because every second I do, for every minute I keep those drones waiting, more people are going to die. Scientists, doctors, engineers, people a hell of a lot more resourceful than Victor Delgado. Is that what you’re proposing to me? That I sit back and let that happen, let thousands and maybe tens of thousands of people on Earth die so I can give more time to two people who have no chance of getting out of that Formic ship alive anyway? Is that what you’re suggesting? Am I reading your logic right? Because if so, than I wasted a hell of a lot of money on your education, because that’s bad math. Two people are not greater than thousands.’


      Lem said nothing.


      Ukko exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. ‘I’m proud of you for taking the initiative, son. You had good intentions. But this problem is bigger than you think.’


      ‘I know how big the problem is, Father. And saving Victor and Imala isn’t the only reason why I’m here. The glaser is unstable. You can’t fire it this close to Earth.’


      Father rolled his eyes. ‘This again.’


      ‘Benyawe has seen the schematics. The design is flawed. Blowing up Earth won’t exactly save us from the Formics.’


      Father was suddenly angry. ‘Do you take me for a fool, Lem? Do you have such a low impression of my intelligence that you think I would not take precautions? If one of the glasers were to misfire, we would terminate the drone from our position here on Luna. They’re not on preprogrammed flights. We control them here.’


      ‘The misfires aren’t the real problem,’ said Lem. ‘It’s the well-aimed firings I’m worried about. We have no idea what will happen if we hit the Formic ship. It has mass. The resultant gravity field will expand outward exponentially, consuming everything in its path. I saw it happen. We blasted an asteroid in the Kuiper Belt much smaller than the Formic ship, and the subsequent gravity field grew so fast and so large that it nearly consumed our ship and killed us all. The Formic ship will likely react the same way. If you hit it with fifty glasers, it could create a gravity field that reaches Earth and rips the planet apart.’


      ‘You’re describing highly unlikely probabilities, Lem. You’re pulling at straws.’


      ‘Talk to Dr. Benyawe if you don’t believe me. Or to Dublin. Get their opinion, if you don’t want mine.’


      Father was quiet a moment. ‘Are you finished? Because I have a meeting to return to.’


      He wasn’t going to abort, Lem realized. He was going to do what he always did: ignore anyone who disagreed with him.


      ‘And let me give you some unsolicited advice, Lem. Don’t send a message to Victor and Imala. Don’t warn them. That would be cruel. You’d essentially be telling them they have a few hours to live.’


      ‘Not telling them is cruel as well.’


      ‘Dying is what’s cruel, son. Protecting someone from the knowledge of their own death is a mercy. Stay silent. For their sake. You may think that monstrous, but it’s a kindness.’


      Ukko turned and walked out.


      Lem stood there, considering, alone. He pulled his holopad from his pocket and prepared to call Benyawe, imagining how the conversation would go. Then he pocketed the pad and looked for another exit. Father was right. He couldn’t save Victor and Imala. Silence was the only kindness he had left to give.
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