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BOOK I


CRIMINAL ENTERPRISE


S. D. PERRY











This book is for hunka hunka burning husband.











PROLOGUE


The end of a long, cold sleep, and Thomas Chase is twelve years old. He lies on the top bunk in his room, hugging a tired flannel blanket to his narrow boy chest, listening to his little brother crying. Every morning since Mom died, since Dad started drinking heavily, Tommy wakes up to the lonely, pitiful sound. His own tears come at night, when his brother is sleeping, when Dad is passed out or on his way to it, but Pete always cries in the morning. He says it’s because he dreams that things are like they used to be, and when he wakes up and realizes how things really are, he gets sad.


For a time, Tommy would crawl down and sit with Pete, sometimes put an arm around him, sometimes just talk to him about other stuff, video games or movies, until he stopped crying. Peter was only eight, after all, and as hard as the past couple of months have been on Tommy, he thinks that maybe Pete has it worse. Him and Mom, they’d still been really close. Still, though, after the first few weeks were past, Tommy mostly just ignored it. Pete didn’t cry as long, if he just ignored it.


Today, though, Tommy can’t stand it, he just can’t. He woke up in the middle of the night to pee and started thinking about things, about Mom, and didn’t get back to sleep until he heard the first birds calling, saw the black at the window turn to a deep blue with the dawn’s thin winter light and now he’s exhausted and heartsick and his little brother is bawling like he’s the only one in the world with problems.


“Shut up,” Tommy snaps, and maybe Pete doesn’t hear him because he keeps crying. Tommy feels a flash of something like terror, like he’s diving into a black hole—and then an incredible rush of anger, of fury, that his whining baby of a brother won’t listen to him, not even for a fucking second.


“Shut up, why can’t you just shut up!” he hisses, and even in his spasm of rage, he can hear the venom in his voice, hears it and is afraid, and is then ever angrier for feeling fear. Angry at himself, maybe, but right now there’s Pete.


A gasp of silence, a sniffle, a hitching breath—and the wail Pete lets out is infinitely louder than before, more than loud enough to wake up Pop, and no way will Pop be sober this early.


“Pete,” Tommy says, as loud as he dares, and it doesn’t make a dent in the plaintive sound, doesn’t approach it. Their father has never hit them, not yet, but the way he screams when he’s drunk, the way he’s been escalating, Tommy’s afraid it’s only a matter of time. Frantic, Tommy drops flat, grabs the rail, and looks down and under the bunk, searching the line of shadow for his sobbing brother—


And there’s no one there. And there’s no sound but the song of a few starving birds outside in the cold, one of them chirping a strange and mechanical sound, and the line of shadows beneath the bunk lengthens suddenly, snapping out across the empty bedclothes, engulfing young Tommy.
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TUESDAY


Tommy Chase woke up tired and aching, at first only knowing that he’d been in cryo and that the machine had kicked into wakeup. It took a full minute before he remembered the rest of it—who and what and where he was—as the wheezing vents trickled tepid air over his mostly naked skin, as his eyes opened to dim light through tinted plasticene. A bright, annoying beep sounded near his left ear, as it would every fifteen seconds until he got up. He thought he’d dreamed something about that sound . . . Something about birds? And—


Pete, he thought, and closed his eyes again, remembering where he was, where they were. A familiar mix of anger and sorrow and frustration settled across his chest like a soft, suffocating weight. His little brother had apologized about a thousand times already, but both of them knew it wasn’t enough. Like it ever was. Talk was extremely fucking cheap, and Pete’s sporadic promises to do anything with his life besides piss it away had proven to be pretty much worthless.


And I still hope, anyway, Tommy thought. More fool I.


Another chirpy beep, and Tommy opened his eyes again—just in time to see a fist coming at his face, bam-bam, a double knock on the smudgy cryo cover. It was Lee, and he was fully dressed. Tommy saw that small, apparently ever-present smile on Lee’s scarred face before he turned away, disappearing into the shadowy lighting. The other one, Moby, was undoubtedly up, too. So much for waking up the pilot first, although he should have expected as much. The minor jolt of adrenaline from the surprise knock and the renewed awareness of his situation got Tommy moving.


“Open,” he muttered, his throat slick and sticky from sleeper lube—and nothing happened. He tapped at the control panel set into the side of the unit, near his right hand—and again, nothing.


He felt a curl of uneasiness in his gut. “Open,” he said again. Cleared his throat, repeating it as he reached up with his trembling arms—eleven weeks was a long time, plenty long enough to need stim options past the standard electrical pulse feed, but this ship didn’t have ’em, not even the old wireless kind—to shove at the manual bar. Which didn’t move.


I’m the pilot, he thought, working to reassure himself, pushing the bar again, then again, harder. It had to be a mechanical thing, and if it wasn’t, they needed him, he was the fucking pilot—




The cryo cover raised, cold air rushing in. Tommy sat up quickly, blinking at the brighter light, automatically looking toward his little brother’s sleeper. Still closed. Moby was standing at the main bank controls, not far from where Lee leaned against a dark and battered bulkhead, arms folded, watching Tommy with that creepy little smile.


“Sleep good, pilot?” Moby asked, his tone mocking, his accent lower-class British. From what little Tommy had seen of the two men before the big sleep, he’d gathered that Moby was the “funny” one. Lee was just scary.


It was cold. Tommy grabbed clothes off the shelf by the cryo unit, struggled into them. “Are they all locked?” He asked, looking at Lee, already knowing the answer . . . Which was just as well, since Lee didn’t respond.


Jesus. What if there’d been a malfunction? What if something had happened to Moby or Lee? They were on an unregistered industrial drop ship hiding in the belly of an unlicensed, automated freight runner, and the sleepers weren’t equipped for any real time; more than six months, and Tommy and the others would have been locked into their coffins.


And so what? Msomi would scratch off two of his goons and a delivery of supply, then send out another ship.


Cheery thought, and it reminded him that the what-if game wasn’t going to offer a whole lot, not out here. Tommy pulled on his boots, worked to wake himself up. Around him, the other occupied cryo units hissed open, one at a time, as Moby tapped at the controls. Peter sat up from the unit next to Tommy’s, rubbing tousled blond hair, shivering, his eyes sleepy and unfocused. He looked like a little kid. Hell, he was a kid. He sure as shit acted like one . . . But Tommy was relieved to see him, regardless. Even if it was Pete’s fault that they were here.


“Pilot, come up front with me,” Moby said. “Rest of you lot, get dressed and head to AD. We drop in ten.”


Ten minutes? Tommy stood up, took a step closer to Moby, having to consciously force his legs not to wobble. “I need a half hour, at least,” he said. “Even if you’ve already run the system checks, I still don’t know anything about where we’re going—gees, atmospheric conditions—”


Moby grinned. “Cold and dark, innit. Less grav than at home, but not so’s you’d notice—they planted some kinda core rods, supports a partial AG. Enough air that you likely won’t suffocate, but I wouldn’t try to run anywhere. Like you’d want to, anyway, right? Good enough?”


He turned toward the room’s corridor opening, obviously expecting Tommy to follow. Tommy glanced over at Lee, who watched the exchange impassively.


“What about the landing site?” Tommy tried again. “Are the coordinates already laid in? Have you already been in contact with the, ah—” He couldn’t bring himself to use its stupid nickname, “station that we’ll be—”


“Shut it, pilot,” Moby said amiably, taking another step toward the cold, barely lit corridor. “You do as you’re told, right?”


Tommy still didn’t move, aware that the waking passengers were probably all watching by now. He kept his tone low and reasonable in spite of his growing agitation. “I’m not trying to make trouble. I only want to make sure we all get down in one piece, and ten minutes isn’t enough time to be sure. That’s all.”


Before Moby could respond, Lee stepped forward, two long strides and he was in Tommy’s face, his seemingly relaxed posture belying his flat, sociopathic gaze, the edge in his soft voice.


“You got nine, now,” he said. “Might want to shut the fuck up and do your job.”


Tommy shot a glance at Pete—he looked worn and worried and still too young, hunched over on his sleeper, helpless against a pair like these two, which he was, they both were—and then followed Moby, carefully sidestepping Lee. He had to stay focused. A full day, day and a half, tops, and they’d be asleep again, on their way home, on their way out of this nightmare. As long as they played ball, anyway, and Tommy meant to do exactly that. And he’d see to it that Pete did, too. The situation was bad enough without one of them deciding to man up over a little drug runner posturing.


Behind him, he heard a couple of the ride-alongs laugh. It reminded Tommy of how alone they were, how much they didn’t belong. For as tough as Pete liked to play, he was out of his league here; these men and women were the real thing. And while Tommy had busted a few windows in his less-than-exemplary youth, taken a few joy rides, he’d spent the last decade being a solid citizen, a tax-paying worker with an apartment and a dog and the occasional live-in girlfriend for company. He wasn’t a coward but he wasn’t an idiot, either; these people could eat him alive.


As they started down a dark hall, Tommy had a fleeting urge to ask Moby if the XTs were going to be as badass as the company they’d be keeping, and stamped down on it just as quickly. No who’s-got-the-biggest-pair contests, and no being a smartass, either; neither would serve them well over the next few days.


Goddamn Pete, anyway; if he wasn’t his little brother, Tommy would have left him behind a long, long time ago.


* * *


Lee’s voice was soft, but everyone heard it, heard him telling Tommy to shut the fuck up. Pete watched, tense and miserable, afraid of Tommy’s temper, afraid that Lee was going to hurt him—and Tommy looked past Lee at him, his expression deadpan. Pete wanted to do a half-dozen things at once—stand up for his bro, say just the right thing so everyone would shrug it off, hit Lee in the back of the head with something heavy and lethal—but he did nothing. The way he saw it, “nothing” kind of encompassed all his options at that particular moment.


There was the briefest of hesitations—and Tommy dropped his strangely blank gaze from Pete and stepped away, following Moby out into the corridor without even looking at Lee again. In the sleeper next to Pete’s, a bulky young man that had introduced himself as M-Cat—in the few hours they’d had to get acquainted before going to sleep—spoke under his breath.


“Laid that fucker out.”


A couple of the watching passengers laughed at that. One was a thin, unpleasant-looking guy with a wandering eye, Pete didn’t remember his name. There was also a man called Yen, a bruiser with a multiply broken nose and ritualistic scars covering much of his upper half. Pete had heard that Yen was going to Fantasia to avoid a long stretch for aggravated rape. Tommy didn’t look back at either of them and Pete kept his mouth shut, wishing to God he’d stayed away from Msomi, wondering if Tommy would ever forgive him.


Maybe not, he thought. But I’ll be out from under after this, and this time I’ll stay out. He’d sworn it to Tommy and now reiterated it to himself, his internal voice firm to the point of anger. I will.


Not that this was all his fault. Shit just happened to him, he was like some kind of magnet for it, ever since he’d been a kid. Psycho girlfriends, crap-luck timing in delicate—and occasionally illegal—situations, buddies who turned out to be not so loyal when things got a little rough. When you maybe fucked up a little bit. He wasn’t like Tommy, he wasn’t cut out to be a citizen, and he’d made some bad choices. He still tried, though, he always got back up again, did what he could to get his shit together. And he’d started seeing this girl a few years back who’d introduced him to a couple of really cool guys. Guys with plans, who’d been looking for a partner. The girl hadn’t stuck around, but he hadn’t cared, at the time; after a lifetime of struggling, two-bit fraud scenarios and triple-digit net-scams, he’d finally gotten in on some real money—redirecting shipments of legal chemicals to people who were barred from buying them. He’d been an entrepreneur, for fuck’s sake. Living high, more “friends” than he’d ever had, buying any amenity that struck his whims . . . That had been something.




Looking back, he could see how he’d ended up here—a highjack, surrounded by real criminals, working for criminals, on his way to the dark, whispered rumor that was Fantasia, Adrian Msomi’s unauthorized shake-and-bake. At the time, though, he sure as hell hadn’t seen this coming. Events had just kind of unfolded; a couple of bad business deals, to begin with, a run of sour luck, one thing after another—and then his partners had bailed out when a load of liquid plethium had failed to make its way to Msomi’s people, and he’d been left holding the bag.


“Is there time to eat?”


Ri, the only woman traveling to Fantasia, was asking Lee as she tabbed the front of her shirt. Lee shook his head, apparently uninterested in what she was covering up, though Pete and the others all watched, Pete momentarily distracted from his unhappy musings. She was a professional, no question, young Eurasian face, tight body, impossibly perfect curves. Probably had an MX7 habit to support. She’d do well on Fantasia, if any of the workers had eyes.


“Shit, and I’m starving,” Yen said, licking his lips, watching Ri.


Ri grinned at him, slipped one hand over her right breast and rubbed in a slow circle. “You got a line?” she asked, confirming Pete’s theory.


“I’ll get one,” he answered, taking a step closer to her, but her face shut down, the smile disappearing instantly.


“I’m good for it,” he protested, but she seemed to have stopped listening. She turned away, picked up her shoes, and sat on an open bench to slip them on. Pete studied her more closely, saw the clench of her jaw, the purplish tint to her fingernail beds as she finished dressing. She wasn’t shaking or puking, but that was coming. She was undoubtedly feeling the lack.


Yen looked like he was thinking about pressing the issue—with his hands, maybe—but Lee spoke up, addressing all of them. Besides Pete, there were five others in the room—M-Cat, a guy named Simon, Yen, Ri, and that other one, with the fucked up eye . . . Allen, that was his name. M-Cat and Simon were Msomi’s boys, probably headed to Fantasia to cycle out a couple of the workers. Yen was a pay-to-hide, and Ri was a prostitute . . . Allen was anybody’s guess. He was a skinny guy, not much to look at, but he seemed dangerous to Pete. He had that shine to his eyes that suggested madness, or at least some kind of disconnect from common humanity . . . And he seemed smart, which in Pete’s estimation, made him extremely unsafe.


“We’re gonna drop in a few,” Lee said. “Harness up in AcelDecel or don’t, but do it now.”


Lee turned and walked for the corridor. The rest of them followed, Pete trying to hang back as much as possible, to keep away from Lee. Lee and Moby worked directly under Msomi; Pete had met them when he’d still been a player, before the good luck had dried up. He’d heard that at least one of them was always on board the Fantasia runs, to keep an eye on things. Moby was crazy, a joker, but if you got on his good side, he wasn’t so bad; he was definitely an asshole, but kind of a fun asshole. Lee, though . . . there were stories about Lee. About how he liked to personally feed Msomi’s enemies to the XTs that swarmed Fantasia.


Pete’s throat went dry at the thought of Msomi’s “pets.” They were alleged to be big and black and spidery and deadly. Back in better days, Pete had once met a guy who’d spent time on Fantasia. White collar sci-type, short little guy, name of Wick; he’d had a big 7 habit and a heavytech background in chemical engineering, just the type Msomi liked to exploit. Wick hadn’t said too much about being there—no one ever did—except to say that Msomi had found the best guard dogs in the universe and that there was no way Fantasia could be taken from him . . . Unless the XTs did it.


Just not today, okay? Pete asked, to no god in particular. Not while Tommy and me are down there.


Tommy. God, Tommy. He owed his older brother so much, too fucking much, but he’d make it up to him. Tommy wouldn’t be sorry for bailing him out, not this time.


If they could just make it through the next day or so, they were golden. Pete took a deep breath and followed the others. He kept his head down.


* * *


Deirdre Allison Weber was flying through clouds of soft feathers. She was light and free, her arms outstretched, sailing through an endless white sea that supported and embraced her.


“Didi. Wake up, baby. Time to get that sweet ass outta bed.”


She rolled away from the voice, started to fall back into the safe, warm place, feathers . . .


“Didi. Wake the fuck up, please.”


She opened one bleary eye, then closed it again. Fucking Trace on the com.




“Fuck off,” she mumbled, then turned her head toward the far wall and repeated herself, louder, just in case he hadn’t caught it.


Trace sounded delighted. “That’s my girl. Today’s our special day, baby. Come on, I want you with me when we meet our new friends.”


Didi didn’t answer. Fuck.


“You go back to sleep, babe?”


“I’m up,” she said. She sat, automatically reaching for the drawer at her side of the bed. She placed her thumb in the print lock. Don’t think don’t—think don’t THINK—


“Good. Moby just tapped in, he says they’ll be here in a few. Meet me at the lock in . . . ten minutes? That’ll give you time to get ready, won’t it?”


Like you give a shit. “Not really,” she said. The drawer slid open, and she grabbed up the carved wooden box that Trace had given her, back when they’d been . . . not in love. Never that. Just more hopeful, maybe. She had been, anyway, when she’d first come to this fucking place.


“You’ll be beautiful,” he said, his voice lowering slightly, going husky. God, she fucking hated drop days.


She pulled a jumptab out of the box, peeled the backing, and lay back on the rumpled bed. She pressed the small, lightly abrasive circle into the fold between her thigh and groin, as close to the femoral as she could get it, holding it there until she could feel her pulse through the thin patch, until it was warm. You could patch anywhere, but she liked thinking that she was getting it as fast, as strong as she could.


“Wear something nice, okay?”


“Yeah, okay,” she said, anything to make him shut the fuck up, closing her eyes as the 7 coursed into her, bringing color into the world, bringing a sense of confidence and clarity. The relief was the best thing, the feeling that everything was going to work out. It was the most important thing, more important than boys and their idiot games, more important than her work—although that was important, too, vital, creating beauty was life—more important than anything.


Being happy, she thought. Being who you are.


“Wear the dark red thing,” Trace added, his gruff voice caressing her through the com. “It makes your tits look really hot.”


Tits. “Don’t be crass, Tracy,” she murmured, still riding the initial wave. Thinking about things she’d done, things she still had to do.


“Sorry, baby,” he said. He didn’t sound particularly sorry, but she didn’t really mind, not lately.


She thought about that for a second or an hour, her relationship to Trace, all relationships, really, the complexities and shifting roles. Lovers, siblings, parents, and offspring, the intricacies of interaction, the dynamics of power and how it corrupted some, made martyrs of others—


“So, are you coming?”


Trace. She thought she hated him . . . though perhaps hate was too limiting to what she felt. Too simplistic. She spent far too much time thinking about him, that was the greater issue, that was the problem . . . but that would change soon enough, soon enough beginning today, maybe, and she’d be free to—


“Babe?”


Didi sat up again. She wanted to move, and needed to get ready. “Yeah, I’m coming,” she said.


Trace chuckled. “Save that for later,” he said, and the com clicked out, leaving her alone.


She stared into blankness, letting the essence of Trace vibrate her skull a moment longer. Drop day. What he wanted, what he always wanted. The strange animal rawness of his inevitable desires, and what that meant to her. For the barest of seconds she felt sick, really sick—but it was distant and cerebral, too, easily set aside in even less time.


It will be different now, she thought. She’d thought it before and it comforted her, now as then, and with that inkling of comfort, she let it go.


She rose, stretched, felt her muscles flex and relax, the tickle of her skin as it slid over flesh and bones. Her bladder was full; that tickled, too. She padded to the ’fresher, sat, urinated, reflecting on the integrated systems that made up her body, thinking that she would wear her burgundy dress to meet the fish, he liked that one and it didn’t really matter to her. Clothes didn’t define her.


She looked in the mirror a moment, saw through wide, dilated eyes the beauty of the flesh that housed her soul, turning away before she had to look for too long. She told herself that her physical form was a distraction from reality, and felt centered.


She had to get going. It was drop day, but perhaps the last in which Trace would make her perform. She walked back to the bed, lifted out the patch box. It was good to be happy, to make strong choices, to understand. To know it was all going to work out. That was the most important thing.
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Tommy sat in the chill, stale cockpit, cold but sweating, trying to readjust his body to being in motion, his mind to intelligent thought. He checked the drop ship’s status again, still wishing he’d been given more time, trying not to think about it because it was a waste of what little he had—about a minute left, by Moby’s last count. According to the computer, they were ready to go—sealed and pressurized, drive online and standing by, navigation programmed and locked—but nothing felt right, and he didn’t know if it was a gut instinct he should follow or if he was just feeling bad about a bad situation. Either way, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot he could do about it.


Moby sat a few meters behind him at communications, his only company—there was no co-pilot, no one on computer or drive or electronics. It was all on Tommy, getting the nameless ship down and docked, and while he was usually pretty slick in the sticky—he was a pilot, after all—this was an entirely new experience for him. Not just going it alone, but alone and totally unprepared. He’d been trained for emergencies, sure, but it had been a long time since flight school. That the autopilot would be handling the entire operation wasn’t much of a relief. Some other guy had programmed it, and he didn’t know this “other guy,” didn’t know if he had fifty years dropping in and out of orbit under his belt or if he was just reading out of a manual. Granted, it didn’t make a lot of sense for Msomi to go cheap on the ware—he could sure as shit afford the best—but Tommy didn’t like the idea of betting his life on a kingpin’s whims.


“Time’s up,” Moby said. He sounded bored. In the midst of his text-only crash course on Msomi’s ship, Tommy had been vaguely aware that Moby had been pecking at a keyboard, presumably sending scrambled word to the Fantasians that they were on their way. It seemed he’d finished.


“Just a minute,” Tommy said. He tapped at the nav screen once more, calling up what little there was on the world to which they’d be dropping. He wasn’t sure if Fantasia was the name of the planet or the installation or both, and he got no help from the computer—according to the drop ship’s system, they were about to land at “unspecified,” and the stats were bare minimum. It was smallish, maybe half Earth’s size, with an artificially supported gravity that belied what its atmosphere and surface area would indicate. No remarkable bodies of water, no apparent agri past terraform algae, some lichen . . . a topo map that told of endless low hills riddled with underground tunnel systems, a sharp crevasse here and there to break up the monotony. Minimum light at about four hours a day, boosted by a satellite panel reflect, but even at Fantasia’s “brightest,” radiant flux would be low—a murky twilight at most. Average temp was minus 8 C, give or take, oxy concentration just over a third of Earth’s around sea level—not bad, considering. If you ended up outside without a suit, you’d be real cold and hypoxic in a matter of minutes, but you wouldn’t freeze to death and you wouldn’t suffocate. Not right away, at least. There was a thin capture of ozone, that was something . . . But radon levels from decaying uranium in the bedrock averaged seven picocuries per liter, and mREMs were . . . He couldn’t wrap his mind around the math. Way too high. Moby had been right about not wanting to go outside, even without the XT threat. Cold, dark, and deadly.


Like the aliens. Tommy felt a chill, mostly dread—Pete said these things were supposed to be like big black bugs or something, roaming free over the whole planet—but there was a spark of excitement in there, too. Sentient alien life forms, even nasty ones . . . He was going to see something that very few people even knew existed. And there were surely some heavy duty safety measures in place, or it wouldn’t be worth the risk to keep a bunch of lethal XTs around—Msomi’s secret shake-and-bake was worth far too much. Tommy scanned through the backup files, looking for any reference to the XTs. Nothing, nothing . . .


“How ’bout now?” Moby asked. “Come on, pilot. It’s all laid in, I told you. Just button pushing, innit? Coupla ’justments?”




Then why don’t you do it? Tommy thought, but only nodded, still reading, looking for anything that might prove useful if something went wrong. Once they were away from the others, Moby had offered a semi-conciliatory explanation as to the great hurry—with the navigation preprogrammed, they needed to drop from the freighter in a specific time window, one they were dangerously close to overshooting. Miss the window, they’d need Tommy to program new navigation.


“And then we’d have to kill you,” Moby had grinned, and Tommy had grinned back, wanting very much for it to be a joke. When Tommy had asked why they hadn’t just woken everyone up sooner, Moby’s grin had gone ever wider.


“Only two of us, right? Don’t want you lot to have time to get ideas.”


Ideas for what? A mutiny? The notion seemed impossible, a short run drop ship in the middle of vast Fuckall, but Tommy supposed that the cargo might be worth the peril to some. In any case, this wasn’t Tommy’s show. He’d shut up and gone to work, doing his best to be prepared for anything that might come up. That was the real reason he was here, he knew; Moby was right, anyone could push a few buttons when the auto was on . . . but that was assuming that there would be no variables, nothing unexpected, and that was a dangerous way to think. When you were the pilot, it was downright negligent.


“Give us a countdown, flyboy,” Moby said.


Tommy nodded again, skimming through lines of numbers and levels, particulate counts, dioxy, nitrogen, trace methane—




“Now,” Moby said, and the jokey tone was gone.


“Yeah, okay,” Tommy said. He exhaled heavily, ran his hands through his hair, looked for the shipwide com panel. “I need to let them know . . .”


“Got it. Just get us moving, right?”


Tommy looked over the controls again, took a deep breath, nodded. “Right. Ah . . . thirty seconds.”


“‘Bout fuckin’ time,” Moby mumbled, and punched a button. “Half a minute, criminals. Belt in or drop dead.”


Tommy nodded again, tapped through the protocol—Moby or Lee had already booted up and entered an intricate series of pass codes, presumably before waking Tommy up—and ran the program to communicate with the freighter, opening its hold. He slipped his headset on, tightened his harness. An instant later, a bone-deep, throbbing vibration worried the ship—and then there was no more AG borrowed from the freighter, and Tommy felt his gut lurch as the tiny ship fell into the black and silent cold.


He carefully watched numbers and codes flashing across his eyepiece as bursts of compressed air gently maneuvered the drop ship around and away from the enormous automaton that had carried them so far from home. He imagined that he could feel them falling away from the floating giant, imagined that he could hear the freighter’s massive hold door sliding closed—and then the real countdown began. The ship’s drive would kick on in . . . fourteen seconds, the very instant it could safely verify that their heading was exact. The initial surge-burn would be fast and hot, would punch them cleanly through Fantasia’s scant atmosphere and put them actually quite close to the installation. Two minutes fly-time and they’d be looking to dock. Thirteen. Twelve.


“In ten,” Tommy said, settling back in his seat, calmly monitoring multiple windows on the board’s too-small screen, still reading the count off the eyepiece. Now that he couldn’t afford the anxiety, his nerves were still and his consciousness focused, alert. His hands were poised lightly over the controls, ready to correct.


Moby tapped a key. “Ten, kiddies, tighten up.” Another tap.


“Hey, anyone ever tell you what happened to the last pilot we had, Mullin?” he asked brightly.


Tommy kept his gaze on the screen, felt the power building, imagined that the small craft was swelling with it, near bursting, ready to explode toward the planet’s surface. “No.” Three. Two.


“He thought he’d—”


The drive surged and the ship jumped, blasting Tommy back and up, the harness suddenly heavy against his shoulders and chest. Moby wasn’t wearing his headset, so whatever hilarious or horrifying anecdote he meant to relate was lost to the drive’s roar. Tommy watched the screen, his body yearning to be free of the chair as the drop ship did what it was made for. The ever-efficient auto-pilot took care of each minor amendment before Tommy even had time to register the number drift, the pulse of the drive humming through his bones.


Fantasia spun up to greet them, or so the screen told him, and the ship slowed, slowed, letting the planet’s gravity take hold. The heat came, brief and searing and safely diverted, and a few seconds later, the front shield panel slid away, giving Tommy his first glimpse of dark sky. Another impossibly long second of falling, falling—


—and the drop ship shot forward, angling sharply down, another system of drive burners taking over, pushing him back in his seat. A deep purplish twilight made way for them, screes of condensation too thin to be clouds whipping over the front shield.


Moby still wasn’t talking. Tommy looked back, saw that the scary wiseass drug runner had his eyes closed tightly, and almost smiled. Almost. The tricky part was still coming up.


Tommy tapped up the docking specs as the ship shot through Fantasia’s murk—dawn’s early light, if the chrono was accurate. The autopilot was working perfectly, but it was a complicated set-down, he wanted to have an idea of what was coming. The dock was inside a hollow cone with a retractable cover—one that, presumably, was being opened even now—and there would be very little room in which to maneuver. Straight drop down, heavy on the retros. Lot of heat.


“Almost there, then?” Moby’s voice was in his ear. It seemed he’d finally remembered his headset.


“Affirmative,” Tommy said. “Ninety seconds, give or take.”


Moby chuckled. “This is the best part. Opt on the down screen.”


“I should keep on the specs—” Tommy started.


“Just a peek, then, pilot. Trust me.”


The mysterious alien-bugs. Tommy punched in the command, changing the front view to one of the ground that sped past below—and sucked in a breath, forgetting the landing, forgetting himself at the sight.


Dozens—no, hundreds of dark, skittering bodies were pouring out of the ground, from the shadows of caves he couldn’t see, loping after the drop ship on too-thin limbs, metallic black and shining beneath the dull light. They had long, bullet-like heads and serrated tails that snapped and lashed behind them as they ran, and they were fast, faster than anything he’d ever seen, staying in sight far longer than they should have with as fast as the drop ship was traveling. Viewed from this far above, he couldn’t tell how tall they were—but each was taller than a man, definitely, maybe three meters. Maybe more.


“That’s what happened to our last pilot,” Moby said, and Tommy could hear the grin in his voice, and he didn’t ask, didn’t want to know, was too taken by the vision to form words, anyway. There seemed to be thousands of the impossibly skeletal creatures, and they chased the ship like starving animals might chase the promise of food, however slight.


People live here, he thought, in a kind of hypnotized awe, wondering at what kind of crazy you had to be to want to stay on a world overrun by these things, whatever the safeguards—the thought followed promptly by the awareness that he was voluntarily dropping to the same planet, to save his little brother’s stupid ass from being stomped to death. Shit happened, and sometimes you ended up in places you never thought you’d be.


Maybe it’s the same for all of us, he thought, the notion numb and random, lost as he was in the ocean of turbulent black, the sliding movement beneath them, the multitude running, stumbling, flashing over Fantasia’s dull stone surface in pursuit of the lone ship. Jesus.


Tommy dragged his attention away from the frenetic nightmare and back to the ship’s system screen, determined to do his part . . . and part one was seeing to it that they got down safely. Past that, he’d have to keep his fingers crossed.


* * *


Now.


Ray Turner had been waked from a drugged and dreamless sleep by his personal com, gently intoning in its soft, feminine murmur that he’d gotten his message, the message. A single word, and he was wide awake.


Turner had been up and moving instantly; a taste of pure lRic to fire his synapses, a kill on the cell channel to keep his contact safe, and he was out into the main cabin. Three grizzled faces, bleary eyed and slack looked up at him from the console lining the front wall—two of his shooters, Wilson and Duffy, and Vin, always Vinnie—and then his boys were online, too, revived by his expression of triumph. Six days they’d waited, hidden in the perpetual dark of a jagged cliff’s shadow and the best reflective camo paneling money could buy, trying not to listen to those—those things out there, trumpeting and clattering and hissing, and it was almost over. Twenty-four hours from now, give or take, and there was gonna be one hell of a payoff.


Vin immediately took his place as Turner’s right hand, settling in to run the tracking sensors after sending the other two off to sleep, telling them to get Ian up on their way—Ian was their tech on the EMP. According to Vin they didn’t need him for the incoming, but Turner wanted him present, just in case. This had to go flawlessly; there wouldn’t be another shot.


Turner’s ship had a crew of seven in all, his best boys. It was probably overkill—according to his info there would only be a handful of Msomi’s people on the drop ship, coming and going—but after listening to the XTs scrabbling around them for more than a week, he was glad he’d overpacked. They had marine armor and shucked assault tasers, plus good ol’ carbine firepower. It would still be dangerous, extremely fucking so, but he thought they could handle it. Everyone onboard had been in battle at one time or another—not with aliens, true, but considering that their exposure to Msomi’s pets would be limited, Turner was optimistic. His guys were tough, smart, and prepared. And the aliens would keep Trace’s people from coming to the rescue, something Msomi probably hadn’t considered in his eagerness to start his own petting zoo.


Turner grinned, felt the quality lRic spiking into his pleasure centers. Trace Berdella was about to eat a massive shit sandwich, and Turner’s only regret is that he wouldn’t get to see that arrogant asshole take the first big swallow. His only swallow, once Msomi got word that Fantasia’s quarterly output had been hijacked by Ray’s outfit. Ray had dropped some misleading clues before leaving Earth, a whispered word here and there, words that would make it to people Msomi trusted. The drug lord should already be wondering if Trace had set something up, and the tap would seal the deal. Berdella would never know who had sold him out. In some ways that was the one drawback, considering . . .


Ian Carson stepped out of the bunk room, running a shaky hand over a rumpled face as he sat—sprawled—in one of the open console chairs. His eyes were ringed, his nose red. He looked like shit.


“You look like shit,” Turner said, still grinning. Ian had a little bit of a skritch habit. Not a heavy one, or Turner wouldn’t have brought him along, but enough to make him a definite pain in the ass.


Ian nodded. “They’re coming in?”


Vin answered, watching a scrawl of numbers. “Just broke atmosphere.”


Ian peered at the screen. “Okay. And you want me to what, watch? Sing? Do an interpretive dance?”


“Yeah, with your tits out and your thumb up your ass,” Vin said.


“What the fuck, Vin?” Ian snapped. “The pulse is already calibrated to the ship’s nav. When they leave, we push the button, they go down. Anything in front of the fucking pulse goes down. Now, can I go back to bed, or did you want me to say all that again, in case you missed anything? Because I really don’t—”


“Shut the fuck up, Ian, or I’ll feed you to the fucking bugs!” Turner roared, thinking it would be funny, but the power surge that ran through his zapping brain at the sound of his own shout was like . . . well, like a drug, and as he watched Ian flinch, he decided it was just as well. To the best, actually; he’d been lax, letting his people fuck off while they were waiting, but the job was nigh, and it never hurt to remind them who held the reins.




He grinned again, threw some evil into it. “We’re not going to fuck this up, boys. We pull this off, we’ve got supply and capital, plus a demand that’s gonna turn to us. To me. We blow it, we’re fucked, all of us—but I’ll make goddamn sure that whoever missed their cue is the first to feel the pain. You got that?”


Ian nodded, fast. Vin’s wasn’t as deferential—he was higher up the chain—but Turner took both as his due, pleased by the order of things, by his performance as their leader. It was why he’d come, why he’d risked his own life and his own ship, when he could have sent others to take the risk. He wasn’t a total idiot, he’d let the others play defense when it was time to transfer the product, but his decision to oversee the job himself—this felt fucking right, being the instigator and director of his own destiny, hands on. Making the break from being a minor cog in Msomi’s operation had been difficult, but he’d made it, and prospered; he had his own crew now, his own contacts, and it was time for the next step. Just being here as everything was locking into place, becoming inevitable . . . It was the experience of a lifetime.


Outside, a series of trumpeting shrieks rose up—and then the XTs were moving, fast, enough of them to shake the ground ever so slightly, a heavier vibration each time one of them glanced off the ship or scrabbled over it. The private ship—it didn’t have a name, though Turner’s last girlfriend had dubbed it the Avarice and it had stuck in his head, that pedantic bitch—would look just like part of the rock to them, as long as the paneling did what it was supposed to do . . . but Turner’s permagrin still faltered, just a little.




“What are they doing?” He asked. He wasn’t particularly worried, his ship was outfitted to withstand all kinds of shit, visual, sensory, even a limited tactile scrutiny, but the aliens continued to be something of an X factor, just in general. Any information about their behavior might come in handy when it came time to tap the drop ship.


Vin brought up one of the outside cams, the screen blinking on like a small window over the console. The picture glowed green, then reconfigured, changing the blurred darkness of the cliff’s shadow to a perfectly clear image. Powerful limbs flashed by, glittering blurs of shining black bone set against the metal of dripping teeth, waves of sleekly curving skull pulsing past, rising and falling like an ocean. It was amazing.


“They’re going after the drop ship,” Vin said.


“Not too bright, are they?” Ian said, but his smile looked a little sick. The ship vibrated again and again, the XTs crawling and leaping over and around them. “I mean, they can’t fly, right?”


Vin only watched the screen, and Turner didn’t answer, either, thinking that Msomi had hit on a fairly brilliant solution to getting ripped off or burnt out or busted. Probably a thousand of those fucking things out there, and maybe they weren’t especially clever—near as he could tell from his brief observations, they acted like insects, ants or something—but they also appeared to be absolutely dedicated to ripping apart anything other than themselves, and that made them a fairly formidable X factor. An X factor with teeth, one might say.




But then, so am I, he thought, and started to grin again, unable to help it. Msomi and Trace were about to find out just how hard he could bite.


* * *


When Msomi’s freighter finally opened its doors, ejecting the drop ship over a small planet that appeared to have been illegally terraformed, John Kaye had been asleep and dreaming of Jack. He’d woken confused and aching for his son, for memories of his family; the simple words, “they dropped” in the reluctant call from Ops changed that. In less than ten minutes an alert Kaye was walking onto the bridge, pumped on self-righteous purpose, asking for a status report. The rest of the resolution team had already assembled, were listening as Susan Borkez broke down the essentials.


They were about fourteen hours behind the automated freighter. Aaronson had just established a connection with the planet’s satellite, and was hacking away to dull its sensors, loop in an adjusted spin to cover their approach and orbit. If all went well, they’d be established within seventeen hours, ready to hit as soon as circumstances were optimum. Simmons was pulling in sensor reads on the planet itself, and running a background check—it seemed that “Fantasia” had been a plain old radioactive rock only eight years prior, charted with a number by a DS probe. How Msomi had gotten the information, why he had chosen this particular rock, where he’d gotten his hands on the equipment to give it real gravity and an atmosphere, such that it was, let alone build a drug-manufacturing operation out here—they might never know. But then, answering questions wasn’t a resolution team’s job.


Kaye felt a grim satisfaction at the thought. Shutting it down, that was their assignment. He had no illusions about the outcome, no vague hope that it would deaden his grief to wipe one of Adrian Msomi’s death factories off the charts—nor did he believe that by taking out the installation he’d be striking some massive blow against the drug trade, crippling an industry that would surely thrive for as long as humans had weaknesses.


But I might save one, he thought, listening to Borkez go over the scant information that the Grant Corporation had collected on Fantasia. Maybe one kid won’t get a chance to try the drug that will eventually kill him.


It was a nearly altruistic thought, and only a small part of the real truth, which was both simpler and yet infinitely more complex—the thrust of it being that burning out a drug manufacturer would feel good, that he dreamed about it when he wasn’t dreaming of his lost son.


“Which leads us to the XTs,” Borkez said, drawing his attention. She nodded in his direction. “Sergeant Kaye will observe the defenses once we establish our orbit, and advise us on strategy for drop and approach.”


Technically he wasn’t a sergeant anymore, though he’d worn the rank twice—marines and police—but he didn’t protest the title, still quite aware that most of the team hadn’t wanted him along, presumably still didn’t. There was nothing to be gained by asking to be called “mister.” The six men and two women he gazed back at now were the best that Grant’s Neo-Pharm could buy, which meant that they were very likely the best, period; and while he hadn’t done much mingling with the four who’d shared his six-week wake time—past the bare minimum necessary for civil discourse, anyway—he’d seen enough to know that they were a dangerous crew. He knew that those four, at least, including Susan Borkez, were clean-cut, bright, as physically and mentally disciplined as any good soldier, and entirely sociopathic. Suffered from antisocial personality disorder, to be exact. It was usually a prerequisite for working resolution at this level.


It seemed that Borkez was finished, or that she and the others were waiting for him to say something; the brief silence stretched, and Kaye cleared his throat, reminding himself that they needed him, whether they knew it or not. He must have trained a thousand men and women in hand to hand and small arms, but his specialty had been SOF close chaotic combat, or C-Cube, in the marines and after, with the police—mob situations, riots, small groups against big numbers. These people were corporate trained, and while they might be aces at shutting down independent drug operations, outwitting weapon-toting thugs, and covering their tracks, they had to get to the operation first.


“The most conservative estimate on the XT population is in the upper hundreds,” he said. “From the descriptions, we’ll be looking at an uncoordinated mass attack by hive animals, so obviously, economy of force is going to be essential. We’ll be in deflect suits and full service face masks, we’ve got Semtex slap packs, frangible ammo, and enough bangs to give anything pause—but as I’m sure you all know, equipment isn’t what wins a fight.”




He paused, considered what else to say; until he saw the situation firsthand, discussing strategy was an exercise in futility. But he wanted to make sure they understood who was going to be C2 on the ground, and looking at the barely disguised disinterest on their strong young faces was motivating.


“I’m sure you’re all fantastic at what you do,” he said. “So am I. That’s why they hired me. I trained the teams that went up against the Rahama in ’22, and the people who handled the Chicago insurrection three years ago; you want to know more, read my profile. Be impressed. Once we get to the compound, I’ll stand down, let you call the shots—” He nodded toward Shaw Puente, the team’s captain. “—but until then, I’m command and control—that’s God, for those of you who don’t speak cop—and I’m leading the insertion. If you don’t listen to me, you’ll fuck over your comrades and wind up dinner. Any questions?”


Their expressions stayed blank, but he saw glimmers of attention, at least, even a couple of slight nods. Good. For now, the short speech was all he had for them.


Another small silence and then Borkez calmly picked up again, reciting atmospheric conditions off of Simmons’s screen. Kaye listened with half an ear—he’d be reading through all of the data again before they achieved orbit, multiple times—and wondered if this would be his last mission, if he’d die on this rock at the ass end of nowhere, eaten by a drug dealer’s pet monsters or taken out by some creeping addict. He’d kept tight, still sim-ran ten ks a day, didn’t go anywhere without a C-Cube train program, a chance to practice daily; he was in top physical form—but there was no getting around that the reflexes slowed a bit when forty was a distant dream, or that shit happened no matter how well you prepared. It wouldn’t be the worst way to go. Not dying for Neo-Pharm—that was bullshit, that was about greed, burning out the competition. But buying it in an attempt to take out some bad people . . . That, he could live with.


So to speak.


He did his best to put his mind back to the task at hand, not so easy when his dead boy’s face still danced in his head, a leftover barb from his waking dream. Not so easy, but he managed. It was all he could do.











3


Trace Berdella waited at the docklock, listening to Trog D. and Jessa tell dirty jokes, watching the door for Didi. She was late. The ship was docking. Trog and Jessa had to raise their voices to be heard over the rumble of the outer hatch, the gray “entry” hall vibrated by the heavy machinery just past the blast-doors. The walls were allegedly soundproof, but they could all hear the powerful thrum of the ship’s retros as it set itself down. Trace imagined he could hear a chorus of frustrated alien shrieks as the hatch sealed after the ship, as they tried to clamber up the dock’s slick-sided surface outside . . . But of course, that was just wishful thinking.


“. . . and the guy goes, ‘Here it is! James, James, you’s a vagina!’” Jessa finished, grinning broadly, and Trog wheezed laughter, a raw, dry cawing of sound. Trog was a heavy smoker of multiple substances.


“Vagina!” Trog croaked, and he and Jessa both cut up, laughing in each other’s faces. Trace ignored them. He’d heard the joke before, and where the fuck was Didi, anyway? She’d patched in first thing, he’d heard it on her during the wakeup call, and since that was pretty much her entire morning regimen these days, she should be here by now. On the other side of the airlock door, heavy metal rattled, air cyclers hissed and pumped.


Soundproof, my sac, Trace thought irritably, and then the door back to the compound slid open, and there she was. As always, even after all this time, he felt his cock stir at the sight of her, felt his heart go tight in his chest. She wore the low-cut, dark red slip-dress thing with the tiny straps, like he’d asked, her thick, dark hair piled in a loose knot atop her head. Tendrils of it ran down the back of her long, porcelain neck like black water. Her wide-set eyes were dilated, like always, like she’d just been fucked, and she turned them to Trace now, her expression calm and collected and 7-heavy.


Jessa and Trog both quieted down, still grinning.


“Hey, Didi. You here to help pick your new playmate?” Jessa said, her tone overly innocent, and Trog cackled again. “Or are you just going to watch this time?”


“Shut the fuck up, whore,” Trace snapped. “Like you’re not going to spread it for the first living thing that steps out of the lock. Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?”


Trog cackled again, and Jessa rolled her eyes, permanently etched with heavy liner.


“Ooh, her shining knight. Honey, fucking is my business,” she said, but then shut her trap. As she should, as was right and good. She was the oldest of Fantasia’s resident prostitutes, and looked it; she had no right, harassing Didi. Didi was an artist and a goddess. Jessa was bug chow.


Trace stepped closer to Didi, ran the back of one hand over her perfect right breast, watched the nipple harden through the thin material. She inhaled sharply, looking away. As though she were shy.


“I want you to pick,” he said gently, softly in the cup of her ear. Even thinking about it was exciting, made his dick stir anew. God, he loved drop days. Didi didn’t care for them much, but she always participated . . . And the distance in her eyes when she was being taken by a stranger, the vague, faraway look to her as she distanced herself from whoever, trying to get away while her body performed, responding in spite of what she wanted—yeah. That was good.


Didi didn’t respond, only kept her gaze averted, but that was okay. She was his girl. She’d do what he asked.


A grinding clash of metal on the other side of the lock signaled that the crew had arrived and were coming through. Trace reluctantly stepped back from Didi, turned to watch the shielded door after nodding at Trog and Jessa, who both raised their weapons.


With a squeal and a soft blast of icy, greasy air, the door slid aside. Moby was the first one off, grinning widely at the sight of Trace and Didi. He ignored the pieces pointed in his general direction.


“Ah, the management,” he said, sauntering out. “Trace. Deirdre, how are you, love?”


She smiled. “Hello, Richard,” she said.




Moby seemed to redden slightly, but still he stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek. Didi liked to keep people off balance in her own subtle ways. It was one of the things that Trace admired most about her. He had chosen Moby for her a year or so back, and the pillow talk afterward had yielded up his real name, Richard Wale—Dick Wale, so of course, Moby, a reference lost on most of the Fantasians—but as far as Trace knew, no one else called him Richard.


Moby turned his attention to Trace. “So, how’s the illegal drug business these days?”


Trace flashed a look at Trog and Jessa, who both lowered their weapons. Everything was online.


“Profitable,” Trace answered, and Moby nodded, tapped his collar transmitter.


“Let ’em loose,” he said.


“Lee?” Trace asked, and Moby nodded.


“Anyone else I should know about?” Trace asked.


Moby shrugged. “Nice looking 7er wanting a position, if you get the gist. Name’s Ri. Oh, and Frank Cole can go home, if you’re done with him.”


Trace nodded. Good. Cole had issues; the last ten months had been an exercise in keeping him under control. “Did the rapist come up?” He asked.


“Yeah. Yen. Big and ugly, can’t miss ’im. Oop, speak of the devil.”


The man who stepped out of the lock fit Moby’s simple description to a tee. Lot of scarification and ink, face like a dump truck grill, big enough to step on Trog. He looked around, shouldering a beaten down duffel bag, his piggish gaze passing over the men, going straight to Jessa . . . Then Didi, where it stopped. The way he studied her—


Moby was saying something about the new pilot, a highjack, but Trace wasn’t listening.


“Yen,” he called, clearly and without hesitation.


The big man hesitated, then walked toward them. He was a monster. Trace stepped slightly in front of Didi, his body language doing the talking.


But just to be sure . . .


He kept his voice low, directed at Yen alone. The others could hear, of course, but that was okay. Trace had run the compound for going on three years, after the first short-lived manager died in a slight alien incident. He knew the tack to take.


“Welcome to Fantasia,” he said. “I heard you were coming. My name’s Trace, I run this outfit. Here’s the deal. You’ll get a job here, you’ll earn credit or product, you’ll learn the rules and stick to them. We’re a lenient bunch up here, got no problem with a man doing what he wants to do. I wanted to tell you, though, that we had a guy here, like two years ago?”


He looked at Moby, who nodded.


“Two years back,” Trace continued. Yen was frowning in concentration, watching Trace’s lips move. Moby hadn’t mentioned “dumb” along with big and ugly, but stupidity definitely stood out as a strong possibility.


“This guy, he sometimes took things without asking. You know what I mean? Some people say theft, some people say picking up what was lying around, but what it comes down to, he came up here—to our home—and tried to take something without getting permission. You understand?”


Yen nodded, slowly. Behind him, more of the drop ship’s passengers filed out, but Trace didn’t look away from Yen.


“So he found himself outside, and the aliens took him,” he said. “They took him and glued him to a wall and stuck a baby alien inside of him—that’s how they breed, see? They stick their babies inside other animals. And when it was born, it blew his guts out. He was already dead by then, though. Not enough air, the cold . . . He died slow, surrounded by monsters, with a giant parasite in his belly, eating him from the inside out. Bad way to die, man.”


Yen nodded again, even slower, but the message had clearly been received. Whether or not it would stick remained to be seen. Trace clapped him on the back.


“Good to have you,” he said. He turned his attention to the others as they piled into the entry, looking around with sleep-slack faces. A high-end prostitute, sculpted and shaky—Ri, Moby had said. Nice. She was looking to patch quick. A couple of low-levels, street guys sent up to cycle out two of the established workers. A handful of assorted cons. Most of them carried bags or shoulder packs. Lee was last out, his nod to Trace making it spiel time. He raised his voice, addressed the group with practiced ease.


“I’m Trace Berdella,” he said. “I manage this place. As I was just telling Mr. Yen here, there are a few simple rules that I expect you all to follow for the duration of your stay. Listen up, and pay attention.


“One—you kill anyone, you steal anything, you’re bug chow. Two—you compromise the station in any way, you’re bug chow. And three, my own personal favorite—you do what I tell you to do, or you’re bug chow. Anyone need me to repeat those?”


The faces stayed mostly blank, though he could see flickers of things, even through their careful masks—anger, fear, dread, more anger. A soft, sly smile from the thin man with the wandering eye. Had to be Wes Allen, the new chemist. All the chemists who ended up out here were psychos, he wasn’t sure why. Not like kill-everyone nuts, more of a want-to-see-my-collection-of-biopsy-slides crazy. At least they kept to themselves.


Enough of a second had passed. “Good,” Trace said, and grinned in welcome. “Let’s get you settled in. Pardon the whip, but I wanted to make sure we got the essentials established right away. No need to be all militaristic, though, right? We’ll take the short tour on the way. Didi?”


He turned, offered his arm to Didi, who took it with her own bare, willowy limb, her head high. Trog and Jessa shuffled ahead of them into the big corridor that switchbacked the length of the compound, Jessa already stealing glances back at the men as the group spread out a bit. Whore. Next to Didi, she was barely female.


He leaned in to Didi, marveling at the pale, soft shelf of her jaw in profile. “The woman, Didi. Her name is Ri.”


Didi nodded once.


“I said you could pick,” he whispered. “Do you want her? Do you want Ri?”


Didi nodded again, her expression unreadable.


Trace felt his heart beat faster, pulsing every part of him. “Go get her patched and wait for me.”


Didi released his arm and fell away, dropping back to walk with the others. A moment later, he saw the two women take the first offshoot in the badly lit corridor, one that snaked around to the private rooms by way of the gardens.


Trace smiled. That was going to be good. Far better than watching the newcomers see the ant farm for the first time, though that was always a high point on drop days, too . . . a few more steps, round the corner—


In front of him, a half-dozen live-feed panels on the corridor’s north wall showed a deep cleft in the rock, ten meters deep and barely two high at the highest point, illuminated by a handful of red lights. The passage was active, the bugs excited by the drop ship’s arrival, and as the group gathered around him, a half dozen loped past, a few more creeping by, their shiny black limbs dully reflecting the red light. They looked close enough to reach out and touch, though the wall beneath the panels was a meter-plus thick. Muted hissing came from the speakers, the skitter of claw on rock.


“Christ,” someone muttered, and Trace felt a strange pride, looking out at the creatures, looking back at the shocked solemn faces of the people around him. Hardened lags, most of ’em, the sight of the bugs turning them into awed children.


One of the creepers edged closer to the panels, giving them all a close-up view of slime-dripping teeth and long, eyeless skull, the bug crouched and hulking. It was easily a half meter taller than Yen, and as they watched, it let out a cry, the shrill, trumpeting sound that they made, often seemingly at random. As a group, the new people jumped. Trog and Jessa both laughed. Moby made a show of amused boredom as another alien answered in a piercing shriek, filling the section of corridor with strident and chilling sound.


Trace smiled, pleased, letting them all take a nice, long look. Seeing the bugs up close was one hell of an incentive to keep in line, much more so than the drugs or credit he doled out. He decided he’d send a team out to “feed” them later today, for the benefit of the newcomers. It had only been a couple of weeks since the bugs’ last allotment, but he thought that Yen, at least, could use a visual to go with the story he’d told. There were a number of strategically placed cameras on Fantasia’s surface, the better to watch the bugs at their industry—which was pretty much breeding and being entirely intimidating, not necessarily in that order.


“Come along, children,” he said, when enough time had passed, and they hurried to comply, as they should, as was right and good. Fantasia was Msomi’s world, but Trace ran it, kept its workers safe and happy, kept the bug population under control, and most important, kept the product going out on schedule. He was respected and liked at a job he did well. Anyone try to fuck that up? Bug chow.


* * *


Pete stayed close to Tommy as they moved away from the XT viewing hall, his heart racing. Jesus. The aliens were worse than the rumors, much, much worse, not like spiders or insects at all. They looked like giant black skeletons, deformed and mutated, humanoid only in that they had arms and legs, appeared to walk upright—but they had long, serrated tails that snapped and thrashed hard enough to divot the rock, clawed hands and feet, skulls shaped like, like he didn’t know what. Torpedoes, maybe, but organic, asymmetrical, and dominated by giant metallic teeth that hung down in the front. Strange spines like black bone jutted from their angular bodies, and the sound they made, that shriek—


They were fucking horrible, and Pete felt a strong urge to apologize to Tommy again, but Tommy wasn’t looking at him. He stared straight ahead, walked no slower, no faster than anyone else. Pete followed suit, unable to breathe deeply until they got out of sight of the aliens, hoping that things would get better somehow.


Right. If he were here alone, he’d be okay; he could be charming without trying too hard, and he made friends easily . . . keeping them, that was a different issue, but the ship wouldn’t be staying that long. But with Tommy here? Being responsible for Tommy’s participation in this fucked-up fiasco, having to worry about him and live up to his expectations, knowing that every time his big brother looked at him, he was judged and found wanting—that made everything seem infinitely harder.


The manager and his workers led them through an open blast-door, into another section of dim hallway. Trace Berdella—Pete had never met him, but knew he’d run Msomi’s distributing operation for the Pacific Rim before winding up at Fantasia. Supposed to be educated, strange sense of humor, not afraid to get violent; he was high up on the ladder. Not a user, though his now-absent girlfriend—Pete assumed she was, and too bad, she was stunning—had been as high as the moon. Pete had known a lot of people on 7, the look was unmistakable. How she stood and moved, that expression of pure contentment. It was an amazing drug—all the pep of a good meth, the bliss of a high-grade psychedelic, the physical relaxation of an opiate, and no real negatives . . . Except the ever-rising price and the inevitable habit, which came on fast and was practically impossible to kick. The withdrawal was extreme, took weeks to get through—physically, anyway. The alterations in brain chemistry made it so that ex-patchers were generally a clinically depressed bunch, even taking the best psychotropics on the legitimate market. Suicides weren’t uncommon, nor was going back on 7. Only really rich people—or, presumably, drug dealers and those who slept with them—could afford to make it a lifelong addiction, and some did just that. Pete had tried it, once, and might have picked up a habit of his own except that he’d known a few of those suicides. Plus, you never knew when your connections might dry up, burn out or get busted, and then you were screwed. It was some heavy shit.


“What’s your name, handsome? I’m Jessa.”


Pete blinked, smiled at the woman who’d fallen in step with him, one of the workers. She held her weapon, some kind of assault rifle, low on one nicely rounded hip. At first look, she could pass for mid to late twenties, around his age, honey-colored hair, good body. The corridor was poorly lit, but as close as she was, he could see how rough her skin was, that coarse texture that came from too many cheap peels over surgically enhanced features. That, and the eye makeup, tattooed in a style a decade-plus out of fashion . . . She was likely in her mid fourties, at least. Not that it particularly mattered—the stuff the toxdocs could do these days, keeping certain muscles tight . . .


“Pete,” he said. “Now, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this, Jessa?”


Jessa laughed, a throaty giggle. “Waiting for you.”


He smiled again, leaned in close. “Not me, sweetheart. I’m only here two days, and I’m low on resources. But if I get lonely, I’ll sure keep you in mind.”


She placed her free hand on his arm, caressed it lightly. “See that you do, Pete. I cure loneliness.”


She gave him a sexy twist of a smile and dropped back. A moment later, he heard her repeating her pitch to M-Cat. He smiled to himself but noticed that Tommy was glaring at him, and went back to staring straight ahead. Granted, his older brother had good reason—great reason—to be angry with him, but Tommy also needed to lighten up a little, in general. Just because these people weren’t Joe Citizens didn’t mean they were evil, or that they didn’t have feelings. Tommy acted like anyone in the sub-trades was the antichrist or something.


Trace led them to another sliding blast-door—not including the airlock, they’d gone through three already. He stopped, turned to look at them, his strong, wolfish features the very essence of pleasant tour guide. Definitely an unusual guy.


“We’re about to enter the main compound. It can be a little confusing at first, getting around—there are a lot of dead-end corridors, a lot of off-shoots that only go to one or two rooms. This place was built inside an existing cave system, to take advantage of the insulation, defensibility, whole buncha reasons. Anyway. The dead ends are marked. Tap into the mainframe if you want to download a map, but you’re a pussy if you do. The hall we’re in now cuts back and forth through the compound, all the way to the bunks at the far east end. Get lost, look for the hall with the green paint.”


He gestured at the wall. Squinting, Pete could make out splashes of army green. It looked like it had been randomly flung.


“While you’re here, you’ll work,” Trace said. “Might be hauling chemicals or packaging, might be working in the kitchen or the lab, might be something else. We rotate a lot of the boring shit, cleaning, laundry . . . It has to be done, though, and if you don’t show for a shift or get it covered, you’ll be docked—wages, privileges, drugs, whatever it takes to keep you an active worker in our little community.


“But like I said before, we’re not military or corporation—there’s a lot of good stuff up here, too. Fully stocked rec room, exercise equipment, hologames, like that. Basic soypro fare, but we get fresh fruit and greens from the ‘ponic garden—that runs along the south side of the compound through a couple of rooms.”


He grinned charmingly. “You’ll have easy access to booze, stick, assorted light stuff—you want anything else, you’ll have to set up your own deal. Trog D. he’s your man.”


The short crazy-looking gun holder grinned, gave a wave.


“No weapons at Fantasia,” Trace continued, raising his voice over the sudden low rumble of protest. “Not unless you’re on a feed team or are holding one on my say-so. I know the bugs are scary, but they’re outside; inside, we got a lot of folks who’ve proved to be less than law-abiding, and I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings. In the totally impossible event of a perimeter breach, get to the standoff area, far northeast corner of the compound. We do drills every couple of weeks, you’ll know what to do and where to go. Until then, just follow the green paint; this corridor dead ends at standoff.”


Trace smiled again. “Is there good porn, you ask—yes, we have a top-notch movie and download library, erotic and otherwise. There are also several nice young men and ladies here willing to participate in whatever floats your boat.” Trace nodded toward the back of the group. Jessa made a melodramatic shocked sound, loud enough to raise a couple of chuckles.


“The bunk rooms are private but small; you want to have a sleepover, bigger rooms are available for sign up,” Trace continued. “I’m sure I don’t need to mention that you will act respectfully toward our sex workers, or you’ll answer for it, I shit you not. Don’t get me wrong, we’re not some big happy family up here, but anarchy is a bullshit route to survival and if one of us gets crapped on, we all end up stinking.”


His glowing smile reemerged. “Pardon the metaphor. Sometimes I try too hard to be dramatic. And on that self-effacing note, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Trog here, who’ll conduct the rest of the tour. I’ve got business to which I must attend. Any questions, please direct them to Mr. D.”




A final agreeable nod, and he tapped the door panel, the thick hatch sliding up. Pete decided that Trace was either a great guy or a manic-depressive narcissistic on an upswing . . . And “‘great guy”’ didn’t really fit the job description. He liked him, though. He seemed bright.


The manager murmured a few directions to Trog and then stepped into the next section of hall, hooking a right into one of its multiple openings.


Trog grinned, exposing teeth lined in gold. Whatever effect he was going for, it was disturbing, like he was smiling through a mouthful of corn pudding. “To celebrate your coming up, the management has scheduled a feed-’n-breed for later today. You’ll get to see the bugs in action . . . and since boss-man always springs for drinks on pen runs, it’s gonna be a party.


“Now, lessee . . . over to the north here is storage, where we keep the unprocessed, uh, like base chemicals and stuff, and where the product ends up. Closest to the dock, see? We do mostly 7, but there are some smaller batches of other stuff—scritch, meth, stick-wrap. There are two big rooms here and a smaller one on the other side of the lab, but they mostly only use that one for, like, packaging materials . . .”


Pete and Tommy walked along with the others, listened to Trog’s raspy stoner drone as he pointed out the compound’s main features, strung out along the winding, green-spattered corridor. Processing and labs, gym and showers, kitchen and cafeteria. Everything seemed tired and worn, and, in spite of a vague disinfectant scent, the dominant smell was unwashed bodies and stick smoke. On the other hand, the setup was better than Pete had expected. There were some high grade amenities—holo equipment with sensory hookups in the rec room, a full gym, private showers. The hall cut back and forth, twice shrinking in diameter, and there were any number of offshoots, some of them marked with Xs of red tape or heaps of empty boxes—the dead ends, he assumed—most of them no different from the tunnel they were traveling. Trog seemed to point at them randomly, assigning designations that didn’t make sense.


“. . . And that one leads back around to the lab. The one next to it veers toward the gardens but you’ll end up walking farther than if you just take the one we already passed, back by the main compound door?”


Pete nodded along with the others, feeling hopelessly lost. How big could this place be? He thought there were only like twenty, twenty-five people living up here at any given time—though they’d only run across two Fantasians so far, a couple of scary-looking guys slouched over coffee in the cafeteria.


“So where is everybody?” Simon, M-Cat’s friend asked, like he’d caught Pete’s thought. Jessa was on Simon’s arm, a satisfied smile on her face.


“Sleeping, man,” Trog answered. “It’s still early . . . hell, Jessa an’ me, we’re up late. Trace, too. Boss-man hardly ever sleeps, do he, Jess?”


Jessa laughed. “He’s got better things to do. Especially on drop days.”


Most of the guys chuckled. The innuendo was impossible to miss—and it firmed up Pete’s theory on where Ri and Didi had disappeared to, Trace excusing himself shortly thereafter. Must be nice.




Pete glanced at Tommy, saw the disapproval on his face, and sighed inwardly. His brother, Mr. Killjoy. Getting him through this trip unscathed was going to be tricky, he was so, so . . . rigid, that was it, and this was not the place for it. No one liked to feel judged, and those who thought they deserved it could get especially defensive. If Tommy couldn’t adapt, someone was going to knock him down.


Praying yet again to a god he didn’t really believe in, Pete asked for at least a little bit of luck to shine in their direction as Trog marched them toward their rooms. He was unaware of any irony.


* * *


Getting an addict to go with you was easy, if you had their drug of choice on tap. All Didi had to say was, “Patch?” Ri had no questions, no concerns about the price. Didi would have been surprised if she had.


Didi led the woman away from the group and through the small, cool corridor that ran past the garden rooms. When they’d passed the first, Ri finally spoke.


“Is it far?”


Didi stopped to take a look at her, the corridor better lit here by the reflected light from the garden rooms. She was starting to shake, her gaze flickering to the neat rows of green plants through the hall window, back to Didi, to the empty hall ahead. It was sad and poignant.


“No,” Didi said. “You’ll be patched in three.”


Ri nodded quickly. “Okay, good.”


Another long corridor, another wall of window looking over another room of plants. No one was inside, this early. Didi stayed out of the gardens, mostly, as did anyone else with a 7 habit. The bright artificial light bothered her eyes.


The west-east offshoot they were walking veered north, attached to the bunk rooms at the far end. Trace’s rooms were farthest south, so they reached them first, Didi unlocked the door with a thumbprint. As station manager, Trace had commandeered the one “luxury” suite, big enough to have its own bathroom and furniture that wasn’t entirely utilitarian. A couch and a small table in the living space, a few chairs.


Didi led them through the relatively opulent front room, into the bedroom. The bed was massive, of course. Didi went to her nightstand, nodded for Ri to sit on the bed. The girl sat down immediately.


Didi drew out a patch, handed it to Ri, who took it eagerly, fumbling to pull the backing. It took her a moment, her expression so intent that Didi could actually see the desperation coming from her, waves of dull, aching red radiating from her body. Didi watched her slap the patch to her inner forearm, the quick breath, the closed eyes . . .


Do I look like that? Perhaps, but it was a useless thought. If she did, so what? Trace didn’t care, and no one else ever saw her patch. It meant nothing.


Ri started to smile, a slow, dreamy smile. She opened her eyes, looking to Didi with an oddly calculating gratitude.


Didi handed her a half dozen patches. “You’ll get your own line once someone makes up the new schedule. Two days, tops. This will hold you until then.”


Ri accepted the gift, sliding the patches into a tight hip pocket. She reached for Didi then, touched her arm, her fingers light and well-trained. She smiled, showing small, even teeth, and licked one corner of her perma-glossed mouth.


Didi pulled her arm away. “Not me,” she said. “Trace. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”


Ri nodded, the smile disappearing. She looked around the room, saw the discreet camera equipment, the darkened holomirror panels, and nodded again. “Long-term?”


Didi leaned back on the silky sheets. Usually, their special guests knew the score before they came up, but every now and then, someone made it to Trace’s bed without having heard.


“Not for you,” she said. “One time only.”


“You watch or play?” Ri asked. Even riding the first wave, she was a professional.


“He calls it.”


“Anything risky? Fluids, anal, like that?”


“Sometimes, but there’s never any . . . damage,” Didi said, wishing that the girl would stop talking about it. They had nothing in common. Within the week, she’d be another whispering, smirking face in the hall. Didi had stopped trying to make friends a long time ago.


“Fetishes?”


Didi closed her eyes, wondering how to answer. Yes, she thought. Oh, yes. Watching me, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud. Ri would figure it out soon enough.


Ri lay back on the sheets next to her, moaning softly in her throat, rubbing her hands over the silk. “Nice. This is nice.”


Didi rolled away from her, thinking that maybe she should patch again before Trace showed up. She didn’t need to, and Trace wouldn’t approve—he wanted her aware, she knew that—but if she was high enough, it would all be like some dream, some distant, sweaty dream, one that only her body had to suffer.


The door to the front room slid open, and Didi felt a vague unhappiness, realizing it was already too late. She felt Ri sit up behind her and curled tighter, glad that at least it was a woman this time. Less to clean up, later.


No damage, she told herself.
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