
  
    [image: Assemblers of Infinity]
  


  
    
      
        
          Praise for Kevin J. Anderson and Doug Beason

        

      

    

    
      Nebula Award nominee!

      
        
        
        The authors have a fine grasp of character and a slick writing style.

        Science Fiction Review

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Anderson and Beason are the heavyweight tag-team of hard science fiction!

        Allen Steele, author of Labyrinth of Night

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Wonderfully vivid, Terrifying, and worse yet … realistic!

        David Brin, author of Startide Rising

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Book Description

        

      

    

    
      An alien invasion … or nanotechnology run amok?

      The crew of Moonbase Columbus makes an amazing discovery on the far side of the Moon—a massive alien structure is erecting itself, built up atom by atom by living machines, microscopically small, intelligent, and unstoppable, consuming everything they touch. The mysterious structure begins to expand and take shape, and its creators begin to multiply.

      Is this the first strike in an alien invasion from the stars? Is it an attempt at first contact? Or has human nanotechnology experimentation gone awry, triggering an unexpected infestation?

      As riots rage across a panicked Earth, scientists scramble to learn the truth before humanity’s home is engulfed by the voracious machines.

      Nebula Award Nominee.

    

  


  
    
      Assemblers of Infinity

    

    
      
        Kevin J. Anderson

        Doug Beason

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WordFire Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Assemblers of Infinity

        Copyright © 1993 WordFire, Inc. & Doug Beason

        Originally Published by Bantam Spectra, 1993

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously.

      The ebook edition of this book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. The ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share the ebook edition with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      
        
        EBook ISBN: 978-0-96735-482-8

        Trade Paperback ISBN: 978-1-61475-069-7

        Hardcover ISBN: 978-1-68057-080-9

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover design by Janet McDonald

        Cover artwork images by Adobe Stock

        Kevin J. Anderson, Art Director

        Published by

        WordFire Press, LLC

        PO Box 1840

        Monument CO 80132

        Kevin J. Anderson & Rebecca Moesta, Publishers

        WordFire Press eBook Edition 2020

        WordFire Press Trade Paperback Edition 2020

        WordFire Press Hardcover Edition 2020

        Printed in the USA

        Join our WordFire Press Readers Group for

        sneak previews, updates, new projects, and giveaways.

        Sign up at wordfirepress.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Dedication

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For CINDY BEASON, for being there and supporting my dreams

        throughout the years.

        (Doug Beason)

      

      

      

      
        
        For REBECCA MOESTA ANDERSON, with her sharp eyes,

        sharp pencil, and loving heart.

        (Kevin J. Anderson)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Dramatis Personae

        

      

    

    
      Columbus Base

      
        
        Trevor “Can’t Wait” Waite—Maintenance specialist

        Siegfried Lasserman—Telemetry specialist and hopper pilot

        Becky Snow—Electronics engineer

        Jason Dvorak—Commander of Columbus Base

        Margaret Dvorak—His wife, back on Earth

        Lacy Dvorak—His daughter, back on Earth

        Lawrence Dvorak—His son, back on Earth

        Dr. Cyndi Salito—Mining engineer

        Lon “Big Daddy” Newellen—Communications expert

      

      

      Collins L-1 Waystation

      
        
        Bryan “Zed” Zimmerman—L-l to Moon shuttle pilot

        Dr. Bernard Chu—Director, L-l Station

      

      

      Washington, DC

      
        
        Celeste McConnell—Director of United Space Agency

        Major General Simon Pritchard, USAF—Special assistant to McConnell

        Albert Fukumitsu—Duty manager, United Space Agency Mission Control

        Lt. Col. Eileen Dannon—Bernard Chu’s predecessor on the Collins

      

      

      Antarctica

      
        
        Kent Woodward—Astronaut

        Gunther Mosby—Astronaut

        Dr. Erika Trace—Nanotechnology researcher

        Dr. Jordan Parvu—Nanotechnology pioneer

        Sinda Parvu—His wife, an anthropologist

        Timothy Parvu—His son

        Dr. Bingham Grace—Astronaut and commander, Simulated Mars Mission

      

      

      Alpha Base, Wendover AFB, Utah

      
        
        Major Jardine Felowmate, USAF—Alpha Base commanding officer

        Francine Helschmidt—Liaison, International Verification Initiative

      

      

      Other Locations

      
        
        Dr. Maia Compton-Reasor—Stanford nanotechnologist

        Dr. Maurice Taylor—MIT nanotechnologist, Erika’s PhD adviser

        Rico Portola—Astronaut on the ill-fated Grissom

        Dr. Piter Sommerveld—Belgian nanotech researcher

        Julia Falbring—News reporter

        Clark McConnell—Celeste McConnell’s husband, killed on the ill-fated Grissom

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Daedalus Array: Lunar Farside

      For all practical purposes, Daedalus Crater was the most remote spot in the solar system. Centered 180 degrees away from Earth and only 4 degrees below the lunar equator, Daedalus never saw or heard Earth, never received stray radio waves that might diffract over the lunar horizon and ruin delicate astronomical measurements.

      Here in the orbital shadow, Daedalus Crater was the perfect spot to station a VLF—Very Low Frequency—array to study portions of the radio spectrum that on Earth were drowned out. Massive dipole antennas sprawled kilometers across the flat floor of the crater in a Y-shaped array encircled by the crater walls, making the site look like a giant Mercedes-Benz emblem.

      Because of its remoteness, the VLF site had to function autonomously. All instruments had been designed to run by themselves, to fix themselves with modular replacement parts, to be inspected by telepresence repair drones. With the unchanging nature of the Moon, the VLF should have operated for decades without human intervention.

      Until absolutely everything went wrong.

      Trevor “Can’t Wait” Waite drew a stale breath from the cramped cabin of the lunar hopper as they approached the site. The hopper had been launched from Moonbase Columbus on an investigation and repair mission, and Waite fidgeted until he could go outside and have a look for himself. The scientists Earthside were screaming about their interrupted VLF data, and “Can’t Wait” Waite could troubleshoot faster than anyone else on the base.

      Unfortunately, even with ninety-five percent of the hopper’s systems automated, outdated safety regs still demanded a full crew of three, with one person to remain inside the vehicle and two required on every extravehicular activity. Waite figured he could have taken care of the problem himself in an hour or so; he was convinced that Sig Lasserman’s caution and Becky Snow’s neophyte bumbling would triple the time required.

      The hopper approached the lunar surface on the upper rim of Daedalus Crater. It was difficult to see in the lunar night. “I am taking her down slowly,” Siegfried Lasserman said. He spoke in a clipped German accent as he worked at the lander controls.

      “Of course you are,” Waite mumbled. He checked over his suit, anxious to be outside and tinkering with the malfunctioning antennas. Let’s get the show on the road!

      He hated to waste time sending a human to do a robot’s job, but all the automatic sensors on the VLF had gone screwy, all the maintenance routines had failed, and no one could figure out just which branch in the endless fault-tree had been responsible for the breakdown. Two of the array’s dipole antennas had blipped out within an hour of each other; a third quit less than a day later. The three defective units stood in a row, possibly signifying that the malfunction was spreading sequentially. And even worse, the repair drones would not respond.

      Moonbase Columbus couldn’t even get a visual of the Daedalus site. Waite wondered if something as major as a meteor strike could have wrecked a portion of the array—but all the seismic sensors had been silent as fossils.

      “Why is he setting us down up here?” Becky Snow asked, interrupting Waite’s thoughts. “This wasn’t briefed in the preflight.” Her black eyes were wider than they should have been; perspiration glistened on her ebony cheeks and forehead.

      Lasserman’s attention didn’t waver from the controls. “To protect the array from any dust the hopper will kick up. The upper rim of the crater has an access road down to the floor. We’ll be close enough up here.”

      “You’ll see the array even in the darkness once we’re down the access road,” Waite said. Becky Snow had never been to the Farside before and had been on the Moon itself only five weeks. He hated being somebody’s on-the-job training instructor.

      Lasserman set the hopper down on the landing area blasted flat behind the crater rim. He switched to a different set of controls, powering down the methane engines, as Waite and Snow twiddled their thumbs until their own work could begin. They wore their EVA suits, though the hopper cabin was fully pressurized. Waite felt claustrophobic in the hopper, even with his face mask flipped up. He wanted to be outside.

      Lasserman crouched by the hopper’s instrument panel; his suit was linked to computers that projected data on a heads-up holographic display shimmering in front of him. “I am still getting anomalous readings from the EM sounder. It shows something large and artificial out there, more than just the VLF. And the infrared response makes no sense. Much too high. It’s been dark for ten days now—everything should be very cold.”

      “Maybe our dust is scattering the signal.” Waite clicked down his faceplate and switched on the suit radio, impatient to solve the problem. Why talk about it anymore when they had come all this way to do a hands-on?

      Lasserman hesitated. “Dust should have settled by now,” came his voice over the radio. “That cannot be the explanation.”

      Waite finished checking his suit and moved toward the hatch. “Well, as soon as Becky’s ready, we can go outside and have a look for ourselves. If nothing was screwy, we wouldn’t have come all the way out here anyway.” If you weren’t willing to take any risks, why did you come to the Moon in the first place?

      Startled, Becky fumbled with her own suit. Out of the corner of his eye, Waite watched to make sure she went through the proper checks.

      Lasserman nodded in response to his controls, adjusting his throat mike. “I am informing Mr. Dvorak that we have arrived and are still receiving anomalous signals. I will rig it so that they can observe the mission in real-time.”

      “Right,” Waite said. As if the moonbase commander didn’t have anything else to do. Or maybe he didn’t. Jason Dvorak had been in command of Columbus for only a few weeks, and his promotion had surprised himself as much as everyone else, especially Bernard Chu, the former commander. Maybe Dvorak did want to watch the repair activities.

      “Ready,” Becky said.

      “Rog. We’re going out now. Deploy the rover.” Waite sealed the airlock and squinted at the blocky buttons on the control panel. A green ready light blinked at him. Pushing his spacesuited thumb against the panel, he immediately felt his suit stiffen as the air bled out of the lock. A rush of warm air diffused through his suit as the heaters kicked on. Beside him in the cramped chamber, Becky Snow stood completely still.

      “We’ll get this straightened out in no time,” he said for the benefit of the moonbase audience who would be watching the transmissions, and no doubt the hackers on Earth who loved to tap into boring moonbase jabber. The special-interest comm-channel, United Space Agency Select, had long ago stopped broadcasting news about routine mission activities.

      When the hopper’s outer door unsealed itself, Waite climbed out of the airlock. He held out a hand to steady Becky as she climbed down the ladder, but she kept her own balance.

      Turning, Waite paused to assess the distance to the VLF. The rover would kick up some dust, but that little bit shouldn’t cause too much of a problem for the dipole antennas. Even in the darkness, through a breach in the crater wall, he could see the wide and crumbled access road left behind by the construction vehicles that had installed the array five years before. It would be a quick drive down.

      “Don’t spend too much time gawking at the scenery,” Waite said to Becky. He turned to see that she had already begun disengaging the rover vehicle from the hopper chassis. Lasserman had deployed the package while they were still in the airlock. The lunar rover bounced once on the moon dirt, or regolith, and began to unfold.

      “All right,” she answered and waited for him to get into the rover.

      “We’re heading out, Sig,” Waite said.

      “Roger that. I am reading everything from your suit cameras. You are relaying directly from the rover up to L-2.”

      “Isn’t real-time great?” He just hoped that the moonbase people wouldn’t muck around with his job out here. He was the one on Farside, and he would make the decisions himself.

      Lasserman would have preferred to sit wringing his hands until Dvorak or somebody else told him what to do, or maybe even until Celeste McConnell made a decision back on Earth. If he had to wait for them, Can’t Wait would die of old age before they got around to choosing the “most judicious course of action.”

      Waite paused while the rover’s steering wheel popped out, then seated himself on the vehicle’s framework. The light banks came on, spilling out across the path ahead of them.

      The Moon at night was full of shadows, but starlight undimmed by any atmosphere glimmered down like ice-cold points. As soon as they passed over the lip of the crater, bouncing along the access road on the rover’s wide tires, Waite saw immediately why the VLF array had ceased functioning. “There’s something very wrong here,” he transmitted, keeping his voice steady.

      “I can see that. Unbelievable!” Lasserman’s voice came into his ears. “I’ve already checked in with Columbus. Somebody is going out to get Mr. Dvorak right away.”

      That seemed unimportant to Waite. He stared down the sloping crater wall to the floor of Daedalus. Behind them a line of their own fresh tire tracks serpentined back toward the hopper.

      Beside him, Becky leaned forward. “None of the archival photos looked like this.”

      “That’s because the archival photos were two years old. You go ahead and gawk all you want.”

      In the starlight, he could see that two arms of the Y remained intact, but the third looked as if it had been bitten off. Directly next to the crater wall, a pit like a gigantic mine shaft plunged downward, a kilometer in diameter if it was an inch. It yawned like a giant mouth swallowing the floor, the VLF array, and every sign of human presence. Waite could not see the bottom.

      Spreading out in translucent strands, a wispy structure extended up from the pit—ghostly arches of fishline, support frameworks, silvery lines like a faded but complicated architectural drawing that had been mostly erased.

      Becky Snow whispered, “It looks like the lair of one of those tunnel spiders. You know, with the spider waiting in the hole, and the web stretching out in all directions.”

      The sensors in his suit flashed warning lights to display his suddenly increased blood pressure and breathing rate. Scrubbers worked double-time to deal with the rush of sweat that had just burst from his body. Waite bumped on his chin mike, surprised to hear how steady his voice remained.

      “Sig, can you see this?”

      “Only from your transmitter. I cannot see it from the hopper.”

      “That’s because you’re too far up, on the other side of the crater wall. You’d better make sure my transmission is getting to Columbus.”

      “Roger. Your stereochip is still broadcasting to L-2. This is—”

      Waite cut him off. “I’m going to follow the access road for a while, go around the side to get a different perspective,”

      “Be very cautious,” Lasserman said.

      “You can bet on it,” Becky answered for Waite.

      Waite eased the rover forward down the slope, which took him farther away from both the hopper and the structure. He wet his lips and looked down again to survey the hole. It was uncanny. He knew there hadn’t been anything like this on the satellite recon photos, last taken years ago with the lunar orbiters. The Moon was geologically dead—there wasn’t supposed to be any need to keep mapping the surface.

      “How could you excavate a hole like that without making the seismographs yammer for days?” Becky asked.

      “No way. You can’t do it. The geologists should have been able to pinpoint the source to within a few meters. They’re a pain in the butt, but they’re not that incompetent.” After he had spoken, he realized he was “hot mike,” transmitting everything back to the moonbase. Oh, well.

      As the rover continued its descent, Waite turned his attention to the other portions of the array, erected there by humans a few years before. The “spiderwebs” extended to the fourth dipole antenna on the array, draping the dipole.

      Lasserman’s voice burst into his ears again. “Columbus advises that you do not go too close to the pit.”

      Waite was aggressive, but he wasn’t stupid. “No problem.”

      He steered past truck-sized boulders and tried to keep out of the deepest shadows. With all the strange stuff going on, no telling what might jump out at him. The headlights shone ahead of him, calling too much attention to the rover. He felt like an intruder in a very dangerous place.

      “I am beginning to lose you on IR,” Lasserman said. “The background of that whole area is warm, quite a bit above normal.”

      How the hell can it be warm? Waite muttered to himself. Night on the Moon was so cold that it had taken years for spacesuit designers to come up with any systems that could cope with it. Before a long-term colony could be contemplated, NASA, ESA, and later the United Space Agency had to find new designs to tolerate the cold.

      But the low temperature of the nighttime had nothing to do with the shivers running down Waite’s spine.

      Waite stared across the crater at the enormous pit. It reminded him of a strip mine that had appeared overnight, with no construction tracks, no seismic traces, and no debris. Still trying to convince himself it must be some kind of impact scar, he searched for ejecta, fissures, the swelling of a lip. But the hole was deep and black with an edge as sharp as a knife. It was simply … there. But who had dug it? And in only two years, max?

      Extending from as far down inside the hole as Waite could see, the diamondlike threads rose into the lunar vacuum in symmetric arches around the orifice. Two of the nine arches met in the middle, a good kilometer above the surface, like the petals of a gargantuan glass flower. A thin film of wispy material seemed to be filling the gaps between the lines. The rest of the arches still seemed to be under construction.

      “Trevor,” a new voice came over his suit radio from the moonbase, “this is Lon Newellen. I’m trying to track down Dvorak right now. You’d better not get any closer to that thing.”

      “Fine with us, Big Daddy,” Waite said. “You think this is going to be on Agency Select? I’m wearing my good spacesuit.” It was a joke to fend off his growing uneasiness. Nobody watched newsnet stories about moonbase daily routines anymore.

      The attempt at humor sailed past Newellen. “What’s your distance?”

      Waite looked around and guessed. “About half a kilometer from the edge of the thing.”

      “Okay, let me figure this out. If I can’t find Jason, I need to check Earthside. Director McConnell should know about this. Let her make the final decision. For now, why don’t you go back to the hopper. Don’t take any more chances.”

      Waite didn’t argue, other than to grumble about who should be making his decisions for him. He found a wide spot on the access road, backing and filling until he managed to turn the rover around. Becky Snow kept her faceplate to the structure below.

      Waite pushed the rover’s maximum speed, rolling on the balloon tires toward Lasserman and the waiting hopper, now five kilometers away. The access road was steep and winding, but getting farther from the crater floor and closer to the hopper made him feel safe. As they rose over the lip of the crater ten minutes later, the sight of the hopper eased his tension.

      “Ah, Trevor? Columbus?” Lasserman said. “I am getting some trouble readings here … a lot of them. My—my sensors are going wild!”

      “What kind of—”

      “Oh, my God! I’ve got microleaks all over the place! Where are they coming from?”

      Waite increased the speed of the rover, as if that would do anything. Newellen at the moonbase transmitted again, asking for Lasserman to confirm his readings. Stupid!

      “My cabin pressure is dropping!” Lasserman’s voice jittered with panic. “Hull integrity is—this whole thing is—disintegrating! I don’t have my helmet on!”

      “Sig!” Waite shouted into his suit mike just as Lasserman screamed.

      In front of their eyes, Waite and Becky watched as the hopper’s body split open, gushing white frost as the ship’s atmosphere exploded outward. Rocking from the force of the blast, the hopper teetered on its spindly legs. The hull crumbled, as if the metal had somehow turned into powder. The main body sagged and collapsed.

      Becky was yelling. Waite shouted over the commotion. “Columbus! Big Daddy, did you get that!” In the back of his mind—the part not deadened with shock—he kept thinking, How are we going to get back? We’re stranded out here on the Farside of the Moon. How long will it take them to send another hopper over? How much air do we have?

      He shook as he checked the rover’s communications dish. The laser communications telescope still pointed to the L-2 relay satellite keeping vigil overhead. “Columbus. Columbus Base. Mayday, Mayday!”

      Becky kept shouting, but it was not mindless terror. “Trevor, I’ve got a puncture somewhere. My suit’s leaking! I’m losing pressure—” She slapped at her suit.

      He could see the red telltales on the outside control pack. Every one of her suit systems was malfunctioning. She was standing up in the rover, flailing her arms, pawing the chest control pack with her thickly gloved hands. “Trevor! My God, help me!”

      He couldn’t react quickly enough. How could everything go wrong at once? Then he noticed the metallic surface of her suit seething, boiling. He stopped himself from reaching out to touch her.

      She made a choking noise over the radio, then suddenly a splash of blood splattered her faceplate. Explosive decompression killed her as vacuum breached her suit, dropping the pressure enough to make her head pop. Lifeless, sagging, she slumped over the side of the rover.

      “Becky?” Waite’s voice cracked. The horror froze his guts. He had to make a conscious effort to blink his eyes, to keep breathing. My God, he thought. This couldn’t be happening. Everything around him looked perfectly quiet and still.

      All he could hear was the sound of his panicked breathing; somewhere in the back of his mind someone was yelling at him over the radio. The hopper was gone. Lasserman was gone. Becky was gone. Some impossible structure had appeared in Daedalus Crater with no hint as to its origin. Becky had compared it to a spider waiting in its lair.

      Then five telltale red lights winked on in his heads-up display, bathing his face in a glow like blood. Bitchin’ Betsy, the voice-programmed chip, screamed, “Warning—your outer seal has been breached. Your suit is leaking at a rate of—” He stared down at his sleeves, watching the silvery coating foam as if someone had poured acid on it. Microleaks by the thousands sprang up through the suit, growing larger. His inner sealant systems made a valiant effort, but his entire suit seemed to be falling apart. Someone was screaming over the radio.…

      Air rushed past his ears, and in an instant his eardrums burst. His chest pounded as his breath exploded into the vacuum, collapsing his lungs. Waite opened his mouth and a sheet of thin ice and spatters of blood covered the inside of his helmet. He tried to scream but then his visor dissolved.

      He didn’t even see himself falling to the lunar surface.
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      Moonbase Columbus

      The helium-3 processing plant looked like a lunar rover thrown together by a committee of abstract artists.

      Standing two hundred meters away, Jason Dvorak recognized the large wheels and the heavily-shielded nuclear power unit. Huge triangular heat radiators jutted up and out at an angle, giving the impression of a stegosaurus lumbering across the crater floor. The front of the He-3 processor opened up in a cylinder of diamond-tipped teeth used for scooping and grinding the top layer of regolith; at the opposite end, a jumble of hot debris was deposited like excrement.

      As the leviathan crawled along the surface, swallowing regolith, Jason felt pressure on his spacesuited arm. He turned and, in a habit he could not seem to shake, looked at the reflectorized spacesuit visor of his companion before glancing down to the name patch. Never look at the face to recognize someone outside, he kept telling himself. After a year, you’d think he’d be used to it.

      Cyndi Salito’s contralto voice came over his speaker. “You haven’t moved for minutes, Jase.”

      “Can’t help it.” Jason turned back to the mobile processor. “I can’t believe it’s finally working. You beat your deadline by a week. This’ll really look good for us. Especially for me—two weeks in command and already I have a major milestone to show off.” And it’s a miracle the base hasn’t fallen apart, he added to himself. He still couldn’t figure out why the Space Agency director, Celeste McConnell, had named him—an architect, of all people—commander. He was still getting used to the title.

      “If it’s working,” corrected Cyndi. “The ten metric tons of dirt it’s processing should yield a hundred milligrams of He-3. If the wizards back dirtside keep their part of the bargain, we could have a working fusion plant by early next year. We’re also due to receive another proton transmission from the Nevada Test Site next month.”

      “I’ll turn this place into a resort yet.” Jason laughed.

      “That’s why you’re up here, Jase,” Salito said. Jason hated to be called by the nickname, but he never bothered to correct people. She nudged him back to their rover. “Come on, demonstration’s over. If I was ten years younger, I’d take you out to dinner.”

      “You’re just trying to make points with the boss,” he said.

      Salito made a sound like static on the suit radio. “Won’t need to after next month.”

      “Columbus won’t be the same without the fifteen of you,” he said. “I’m going to miss you and the other old-timers.”

      Salito snorted. “Old-timers! We haven’t been up here much longer than you have.”

      Jason stepped over a rock as he climbed onto the rover’s passenger seat, trying not to grip anything. Even at 4.5 psi suit pressure, the gloves still bit into his flesh. It was a common complaint. Fifty years of spaceflight and you’d think they could solve a simple problem of constant-volume suits, he thought. For months he’d put up with rubbing his hands raw each time he pulled off his gloves.

      Salito started the rover and turned for Moonbase Columbus. “Don’t you look forward to getting back to your wife and twins when it’s your turn to be rotated home?”

      “Of course,” he said. That’s what Salito expected him to say. But Jason’s wife Margaret had filed for separation a month ago, before he had even been gone a year. Some devotion! Talk about twisting in a knife from 240,000 miles away. And his children Lacy and Lawrence hadn’t seen him except on video transmissions since they were three years old. He was not looking forward to returning home. Being so far away put a little distance on the pain.

      He tried to sound upbeat, for Salito’s sake. “Hey, someone’s got to put in that second level of habitation modules and make this base livable, not a crummy boot camp. Can’t trust a bunch of physicists and astronomers to get their hands dirty, digging tunnels and piling regolith. I watched how much trouble Bernard Chu had getting you all to put together the Sim-Mars base!”

      Salito grunted over the radio; Jason had the frightening feeling that she saw right through his small talk.

      Four groups made up the sixty-person base, and everyone worked and socialized within their own group. Every six months a group rotated off the Moon, and a new one came on. After a six-month apprenticeship under Bernard Chu, who had transferred up to the Collins station at L-l, Jason had suddenly found himself the new commander of Moonbase Columbus. The change in assignment had surprised him as much as it had Chu.…

      As the rover continued, Mare Smythii unfolded to reveal Columbus Base. The Earth hung low over the crater wall, like a big blue drop teeming with life. The tip of the base’s sixteen-meter telescope was barely visible behind the embankments of the buried living modules. From this vantage point, Jason couldn’t see the optical interferometer, the gamma-ray telescope, and other astronomical equipment.

      One of his first troubles as commander had been to placate the Earthbound astronomical community by assuring them that the seismic vibrations from the wandering He-3 processing plants would not disturb any of the sensitive astronomical devices. It wasn’t as if someone using a Disney telepresence link would be driving these monstrosities; the Disney Corporation used only miniature robotic rovers in a compound hundreds of kilometers away.

      Jason had done that himself once, before he’d told anybody his dream to come up here. He remembered sitting behind the controls after waiting five hours in line at Disneyland, marveling at how he could be sitting on Earth and driving a real rover on the Moon, just for the fun of it. He smiled as Cyndi Salito continued to drive to the moonbase.

      As if a switch had been thrown, radio chatter filled Jason’s helmet as they came into line-of-sight. “—not sure what happened. We lost contact with the hopper just before Waite’s signal ended.”

      “Get a hold of Dvorak yet?”

      “Still trying! L-l can’t raise him—”

      Salito turned toward him, but Jason was already using his chin mike to break into the discussions. “Columbus, this is Dvorak. Big Daddy, what’s going on?”

      “Jason, am I glad to hear you! We were just going to send someone out to find you —”

      Jason cut Lon Newellen off. “Okay, I’m back. What’s going on?” He barely noticed Salito increasing speed.

      “Trevor Waite’s hopper—we haven’t been able to raise it.”

      “Did the communications link fail?”

      “No, that’s not it. They … they were broadcasting from the VLF. Waite had gone with Becky Snow down into Daedalus Crater and Lasserman was relaying the information from the hopper—” Newellen fell into an uncomfortable silence. Jason was about to press him when Newellen spoke again.

      “There’s something more. You’d better get in here and see the visuals yourself.”
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      Two meters in diameter, the transparent holotank took up the center of the hemispherical control center. Jason placed a hand on the shimmering image and let out his breath. “Whoa. What in the hell is that?”

      A faint shimmer could be seen between translucent spindly arms growing up from an impossibly deep hole. The rest of the object seemed to be under construction.

      The enormity of the scale made Jason take a step back when he caught a glimpse of the hopper landing zone outside the crater. The hopper itself was destroyed. Trevor Waite, Becky Snow, and Siegfried Lasserman were dead. The first deaths on the Moon in years. And they were his responsibility.

      But the mystery of the artifact kept grabbing his attention. The thing was huge—and no one had even suspected its presence.

      “Flash up the most recent orbiter picture of that site.” A cube dilated in the holotank and rotated. It showed the identical scene—without the hole and ghostly infrastructure. “When was this picture made?”

      “That’s from LO-3. That orbiter went down two years ago. Those pictures were taken just after the VLF went operational.”

      Jason stepped close and squinted at the images Waite had transmitted, but the tank’s resolution got no better. “I can’t make out any vehicle marks, except for Waite’s rover.”

      “There weren’t any.”

      Newellen brushed off his powder-blue jumpsuit and moved with balletlike grace in the low gravity toward the holotank. The heavyset man seemed out of place in the lunar environment, but Newellen’s beefy frame was held up by some of the largest bones Jason had ever seen. People didn’t appreciate the nickname of “Big Daddy” until they met the man up-close.

      Newellen jabbed a chubby finger into the shimmering 3-D image. “Way over here you can see plenty of rover tracks—here, here, and even here. These are all from when the VLF array was built years ago. You can even tell where some of the folks went off joyriding. But except for this isolated spot by the … the thing”—he outlined the volume with a chubby finger—“the regolith is undisturbed. See.” He punched at the holotank and the entire view collapsed to the spot he had outlined some seconds before.

      Cyndi Salito pushed closer to the image, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Jason and Newellen. “How come we didn’t detect any of this before? What could have built that thing in the past two years without leaving any footprints? Has the regolith around the hole been swept back to cover tracks?”

      “No way.” Newellen magnified the image even more, and the ground took on a jumbled appearance. “We already ran a Mandelbrodt simulation—we got the same distribution as what you’re seeing here. The ground is essentially undisturbed.”

      No one spoke as he pulled the view back to encompass the entire structure. Jason kept staring at the image. “So what you’re saying is that something the size of a football stadium just appeared out there, without any sign of construction, no by-products? That doesn’t explain a damned thing!”

      Newellen just shrugged. “Abracadabra.”

      “And Hopper-1—no idea of what happened? Or that last transmission from Trevor Waite?” Jason scowled and ran a hand through his dark curly hair. “Come on, dammit! Skyscrapers don’t just start growing on the lunar surface!”

      When nobody spoke for several moments, Newellen reran Lasserman’s video transmission, relayed from Waite’s stereochip. He stopped at the close-ups of the gossamer structure rising up from the pit.

      Cyndi Salito finally broke the silence. “I’m not going to be the first to say the ‘A’ word.”

      Newellen rolled his eyes. “Right. Alien construction Corps. invades Moon. That’ll rank right up with that statue of Elvis we’re supposed to find on Mars.”

      Jason looked around to the other people in the control center and narrowed his eyes. “I’m not going to be a laughingstock. But three people are dead, and we’ll damn well find out why. Put me through to Director McConnell on Earth.”
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      United Space Agency—Washington, DC

      The general was in his element. Celeste McConnell could tell by his animated gestures, the emotion on his face as he strode in front of the sprawling holographic tank. He focused Celeste’s attention on images of the asteroid as it tumbled toward Earth, an unstoppable island of rock nearly a mile across.

      “Icarus is on an intercept course,” said Major General Simon Pritchard. “It hasn’t come this close to Earth orbit since 1968. These views are from the wide-field-of-view cameras on the orbiting Leansats.” The window showed a potato-shaped Icarus rotating as it approached. It grew larger as the frames changed.

      A picture of Earth filled another window as the general moved his fingers over the computer’s controls. A moving bull’s-eye scanned the Earth as the asteroid approached. Right then, the point of impact was crossing Brazil.

      “If we use the SpaceGuard orbiting defense system—” Just at the edge of the screen, Celeste could see a missile, streamlined and coasting outward, with the insignia of the United Space Agency perhaps too bright and prominent on its nuclear tip. The proposed SpaceGuard missiles were intended to be directed against spaceborne threats.

      Celeste smoothed her business suit. She still found it uncomfortable, even after all these years. But Washington, DC, demanded a strict dress code. People wore ties and three-piece suits while relaxing in front of a fire. She had never gotten used to it. She preferred the comfortable zero-G jumpsuits she had worn as an astronaut, seven years ago now, while on the Grissom.

      Pritchard didn’t look up as he reviewed the simulation. Two stars were prominent on each of his shoulders. She wondered what he would have been like as a college professor, like most of the other PhDs she knew. Celeste suspected he had groomed himself specifically for her visit. He had set up the meeting weeks in advance.

      Pritchard remained focused in total concentration. On the primary screen, Celeste watched a crater the size of a shopping mall appear over the asteroid’s terminator as Icarus tumbled on its axis. The SpaceGuard missiles streaked toward the craggy rock.

      The situation here seemed surrealistic to her, a two-star general and the director of the United Space Agency alone in this control room. Pritchard had chased the techs and his aide away. He wanted to run the simulation himself; he had spent enough time training on the system.

      “Missiles are incoming.” Pritchard nodded at the image of Icarus. She could see the rock moving, changing, tugged by the steep gravity well of Earth. The nose of one of the SpaceGuard missiles tilted, and a targeting cross appeared on the surface of the asteroid. On the third viewing window, Earth rotated, placidly unaware of the approaching threat.

      “Course correction.” Propulsion systems kicked in with a blast of silver-white vapor.

      Pritchard’s eyes were wide, enraptured by the events. Celeste tore her attention away from the screens to look at him, maintaining a professional expression on her own face. His medium brown hair was tousled, a thin film of sweat holding it to his forehead. Wiry and sharp, Simon Pritchard did not look like a “Blood ‘n’ Guts” general.

      “Ready, ready … impact.”

      Brilliant orange and yellow flared up on the screen showing Icarus as the missiles detonated. “Now, either the yield will be small enough to deflect the asteroid’s orbit—” On another screen an orbital diagram appeared, showing the old orbit in red, intersecting Earth’s position with an ominous X; then a new path in blue projected a more elongated ellipse that carried Icarus safely out of the bounds of Earth.

      “—or it will fragment the asteroid into smaller pieces. And that’s the problem. A lot of tiny chunks could hurt us more than the whole asteroid. The trick is to have the missiles diagnose the asteroid while in flight, then change their yield so that the asteroid is only deflected.”

      Celeste put her hands on her hips. She stood several inches shorter than the major general. “If you can convince anyone to be worried about the threat in the first place. Seems to me you’re just busy doing make-work.”

      “The probability of an impact is actually quite high,” Pritchard said. “Right now, a kiloton of rock hits the atmosphere each year—and that’s just a lot of small stuff. Icarus is on its way, after all. Watch.”

      The screen refreshed, showing an unaltered view of Icarus, still hurtling toward Earth. Celeste watched as the computer-generated views showed the asteroid tumbling end over end. It flared into brilliance like the Sun as it plowed into Earth’s atmosphere, boiling steam from the air so that she couldn’t see even the vaguest outlines of continents. It vanished into blood red and orange as the model tried to show the impact.

      “A couple of gigatons,” said Pritchard. “Just like what hit the dinosaurs. We’d all be extinct, wiped out from the shock, from the earthquakes and tidal waves, or at the very least smothered over the long term by massive climatic disruption.” His gaze seemed to bore into her. Celeste felt uncomfortable, but she paid attention. Something about Pritchard’s technique might be useful when she needed to convince members of Congress to support a pet project of her own.

      Celeste folded her hands. She appreciated seeing this in a simulation room instead of enduring some boring lecture that had to be tailored to wide audiences and endless interruptions by aides and pagers.

      With a jerk of her narrow chin, Celeste indicated the holography. All of the pictures had gone blank except for one, showing the globe smothered in gray clouds beneath which orange glows could be seen. “Is this a useful simulation, General?”

      He raised his eyebrows, thought for a moment, then chose his answer. “Icarus swings close to us every nineteen years. The error bars of its 2025 orbit are almost overlapping our path. An impact will happen—if not Icarus, then another one. We’ve squeaked by over and over again. I guess it just depends on how lucky six billion people feel. Are we prepared if it does happen? Most emphatically no.”

      Then Pritchard used a tactic she did not resent, though most other people would have been too frightened to bring it up. He said softly, “You of all people, Director McConnell, should not be comforted by the supposedly insignificant odds.”

      Celeste fixed him with a cold stare. She caught the slightest quiver in one eyelid. If she pushed, he would probably back down and apologize. But Celeste didn’t want to do that.

      The Grissom station had been wiped out by one such unexpected impact, by “space debris.” Two people had died, one of them her husband Clark. Celeste herself and five others had been saved only through her quick thinking and what everyone else had called plain dumb luck. The incident had ruined her life, made her an international heroine, and, propelled her rise through the bureaucracy, and eventually led to her appointment as director of the United Space Agency. Few people were willing to mention that part of her past.

      “I admire what you’re doing, General. I really do. And in me, you have a sympathetic ear. I especially appreciate your candor. I have to put up with enough bull in twelve committee meetings a week.

      “But now I must be honest with you. Regardless of the Icarus threat, whether perceived or real, your SpaceGuard defense system is not something I can sell to Congress. Nobody wants to hear about space-deployed missiles. Nobody wants to even think about them—even if we need to.”

      The general set his mouth. “I didn’t calculate the probabilities that we’d be hit, Ms. McConnell. It was your people that approached us for a solution.”

      Celeste reached across the table, palms up. “I realize that. But in the current political climate, even if the Icarus impact were an undisputed fact, it still wouldn’t do any good. Nobody wants to hear about a threat from space. No matter how bad it is.”

      She beamed a smile at him. “Forget about Icarus, General. According to mythology, Icarus was a fool who lost his wings and crashed into the sea. Daedalus, though, was the interesting one who created dazzling new technologies. Come with me—let me show you exactly how interesting Daedalus has become.”

      Celeste took Pritchard past the two stone-faced guards into the Agency’s Mission Control. The two guards, a young Japanese man and woman, scrutinized Celeste’s badge, though they had seen her a thousand times before. But recent terrorist threats by an EARTH FIRST! group had forced increased security. Before either guard could object about the general’s presence, Celeste raised her hand. “It’s all right. I’ll vouch for him.”

      Pritchard started looking around before the reflectorized booth door closed behind him. Celeste saw his eyes widen. Mission Control was drastically reduced from those in the days of the Shuttle missions. Because of advances in neural networks, distributed processing, and sheer computing power, the United Space Agency did not need a room the size of an auditorium staffed by a small army of personnel to run the various missions; a handful of people in a large meeting room sufficed.

      While Pritchard gawked, Albert Fukumitsu, the duty manager, waved her over. “Director McConnell, we’ve been trying to track you down!” He wiped sweat off his forehead. He had shaggy black hair tucked behind a headband. “Jason Dvorak keeps calling from Moonbase Columbus.”

      “I had my pager shut off,” Celeste said. She had enjoyed her few moments of peace enough to make the headaches of being out of touch worthwhile. “Jason needs to stop panicking and handle a little more himself.”

      Fukumitsu looked at her with a wry, skeptical expression. “This is a somewhat unusual circumstance.”

      “Agreed. Did he launch the telepresence probe on schedule?”

      “Yes, an hour ago.” He waved his hand toward the screens on the wall. One of the technicians, eavesdropping, called up a file that showed the hopper rising up in a puff of methane. “ETA at the Daedalus site in about ten minutes.”

      “Long enough to get Jason online.” Celeste pulled up one of the chairs vacated by an off-duty tech and sat down beside Fukumitsu. “He’s probably fidgeting like a new father in the hospital waiting room.”

      She still smiled at how unlikely being in charge must seem to Dvorak, and she certainly couldn’t explain to him the reasons behind her unexpected decision to place him in command.

      Dvorak was an award-winning, innovative architect; he had grown bored with the mundane on Earth after having designed the impossible a dozen times over. Then he had used his connections to get himself an audience with the director of the United Space Agency. When he’d sat down across the desk from her, Celeste had had no idea at all why he wanted to see her. But when he began to spill his idea about revamping the entire moonbase, getting it ready for the explosion of inhabitants that would arrive as soon as the Mars mission was a success, Dvorak had won her over. “They are our pioneers,” he had said. “Right now they’re living in flimsy tents. Let me give them log cabins at least.”

      She had approved his training and his assignment, and after nearly a year on the moonbase, scoping possibilities, reconfiguring some of the living quarters, Jason Dvorak had already made his mark on daily life up there. Without giving him any preparation time, she had rotated the former moonbase commander, Bernard Chu, up to the Collins waystation at L-l, while sending Collins’s former commander, Eileen Dannon, back Earthside, where her frequent disagreements with Celeste could be covered up much more easily.

      At first, Dvorak had reveled in his dream-come-true assignment, but at times like this he was proving to be too much of a nice guy to make tough decisions under stress. Maybe Bernard Chu would be better off back down on the Moon … ever since the Grissom disaster seven years before, he had supported her in everything she’d asked.

      But no, Jason Dvorak had only been in full command for two weeks now. He deserved more of a chance.

      “Let me see Waite’s pictures,” she said. Fukumitsu nodded to one of the techs, who worked on pulling up the images.

      General Pritchard came up beside her, relaxed in his Air Force uniform. “Daedalus—that’s where some of your astronomy equipment is stationed on the lunar Farside.”

      “That’s right.”

      The image of the crater as seen from Trevor Waite’s viewpoint appeared. “Zoom in,” Fukumitsu said.

      The images of the Daedalus anomaly resolved themselves on a large window that blossomed in the center of the wall. Unlike the general’s computer-generated graphics, though, these images were real. She felt her skin crawl with an eerie foretaste of what would be in store for the world as soon as they understood what was really happening on the Moon. She had had nightmares about this.

      “We’re still analyzing the situation,” Celeste said to Pritchard, “but I hope we know something new in a few minutes.”

      On the screens, they saw close-ups of Daedalus, its flat crater floor dominated by pieces of the VLF array and the smooth-walled pit covered with a translucent framework. The general seemed to comprehend that this was something bizarre. “What is this? Where did it come from?”

      At that moment, the main portion of the holowall was supplanted by a too-close image of Jason Dvorak. His brown eyes were glassy with fatigue, his dark curly hair mussed, but his lips had a persistent upturn that always made him look about to break into a grin. He stepped back into better focus.

      “Director McConnell, I was beginning to wonder if you’d be here to witness the probe.”

      Celeste smoothed her trim business suit and stood into prime focus. She was petite, but carried a powerful presence. Her eyes were dark enough to look like black lacquer. Newsnet profiles insisted on calling her the Ice Lady. She spoke softly, letting her voice carry a chiding tone, but not enough to jeopardize her working relationship with Dvorak.

      “Jason, I agreed to be here, but I didn’t promise to be early.” After a half beat of silence, she continued, “This is Major General Simon Pritchard. He’s here to add his thoughts. Perhaps together we can figure this thing out.”

      Pritchard nodded with surprise, but he recovered quickly. The transmission lag meant that holding a conversation from the Earth to the Moon was a bit like a drunkard’s walk: two steps forward, then a pause to catch bearings, another two steps forward again.

      Dvorak looked offscreen. He nodded, then said, “Switching to the cameras on the hopper.” The view expanded to take in a group of people clustered around him.

      A large man next to Dvorak called up a holographic control panel that hung in the air in front of his hands. Other technicians in the cramped control center called out numbers and sent readings down to Earth. The window showing Dvorak’s image receded to the upper left corner, while new windows opened to display telemetry, a CAD animation showing the attitude of the hopper, and a rotating globe of the Moon displaying trajectories with a targeting cross over Daedalus Crater on the nightside. The largest window on the viewing wall opened up to show the probe’s view of Daedalus. Already they could make out the mysterious gossamer structure of the anomaly.

      As the hopper flew over, Dvorak refrained from commenting, which Celeste appreciated. Nobody knew what was going on here anyway.

      Pritchard drew in a breath as the hopper’s medium-resolution camera showed the arcs rising from the dust, the framework of a huge bowl, impossible lacy girders that seemed to have no support whatsoever. It looked as if some gigantic being had played cat’s cradle in the middle of a crater.

      “Okay, getting some readings now,” Dvorak said. “X-ray backscatter shows the materials are extremely hard and light, not very dense. Like an aerogel, except made out of diamond fibers. Maybe it’s like the diamond foam they’re trying to fabricate in the orbiting labs.”

      Celeste nodded. Dvorak’s voice took on a trace of alarm. “I’m detecting no sign of my crew. Nothing. Where the hell are they?”

      “What is he talking about?” Pritchard asked. Speaking in a rushed whisper out of the corner of her mouth, Celeste filled him in.

      “But how did it get there?” Pritchard said without taking his eyes from the display. “Look at that pit—to excavate that would have required a few megatons of energy!”

      Celeste had forgotten about Pritchard’s background as a scientist. “I know. But we detected nothing. I can show you all the traces. The Moon is a million times less active than Earth, and we should have at least seen something. But there’s been no seismic activity near Daedalus.”

      The hopper flew over the wide pit. Was this some surreptitious lunar mining operation? Ore pirates? The thought was so ridiculous Celeste was glad she had not said anything aloud. Even under the dim nightside illumination, the depths of the pit looked as black as tar. If anybody was still working down there, they used no lights.

      “Could they—” the general paused. He had balked at the word “they” as if afraid to suggest what he might be thinking; Celeste had already begun arguing with herself about the same thing. “I mean, could your seismic network have been scrambled somehow? The traces erased?”

      “Either that,” she said, “or they found some way to excavate that pit and erect those frameworks without causing a jitter.”

      “Impossible, isn’t it?”

      “General, the entire thing is impossible!”

      Dvorak interrupted. The CAD viewing window showed the hopper flying away from the pit. They had opted to use all of the vehicle’s fuel to survey the site completely, forgoing a return flight. “Maneuvering fuel is getting low. That’s about all the overhead reconnaissance we can manage if we want to guarantee a safe landing.”

      “Set the hopper down,” Celeste said.

      “Go to one of those tower structures,” Pritchard suggested.

      As the hopper settled down on a flat tract of regolith, Celeste could see the sharp-edged tread marks of one of the lunar construction rovers that had erected the VLF array three years before. The base of a ghostly tower rose seamlessly out of the soil, cutting in half the footprint some worker had left behind. Dust from the hopper’s landing clouded the black sky.

      Spotlights shone up into the weblike arches. In the upper left corner of the viewing wall, Lon Newellen played with the telepresence panel. The probe deployed its instruments.

      “I’m getting no motion anywhere. Not a tremor, not a heartbeat, just a few jitters left over from landing. This place is as still as a fossil.”

      Somehow the image reminded Celeste of the great Egyptian pyramids, or the sphinx, or some long-abandoned temple erected at the dawn of time. But this was not old. She kept reminding herself of that.

      Data from electromagnetic sounders, mapping spectrometers, and five other types of sensors scrolled along the bottom of the viewing wall as Dvorak interpreted them. “Not seeing any radiation, no detectable energy surges, but the area temperature is about seven degrees hotter than we can account for. I keep getting ultra-transient blips on the UV detectors. Too brief to contain any information. I would try to explain them away as glitches, but they’re confined to a very discrete energy range. That doesn’t make sense.”

      The image on the screen jerked with a blast of static, then refocused. The static returned, worse this time, and the picture did not wholly recover. The image skewed, with video distortion and graininess. Then the camera swung sideways, as if someone had bumped the entire probe.

      “I’m not doing that!” Newellen said, holding his hands up as if to display his innocence.

      Several of the probe instruments blared error messages. Two went blank.

      “Turn the camera to look at the ground,” Celeste said.

      Newellen’s own answer overlapped hers in the transmission lag. “Something’s screwing with the electronics. Failures are showing up everywhere.” The image jerked, as if some piece had just snapped off the supports. But Newellen managed to swivel the camera around, zooming in on the spiderlike leg of the probe.

      The gleaming gold surface showed grainy pitting. As she watched, Celeste saw it fizzing like foam.

      “The whole thing is disintegrating!” Dvorak said.

      The hopper canted, then toppled over on its side. The image swung wildly to display the silent, gossamer towers stretching toward the stars. Then all the windows on the viewing wall filled with a thunderstorm of static before Fukumitsu closed them, bringing Dvorak’s image back into the primary position.

      “I don’t know what else we can do,” Dvorak said. “No radiation bursts, no energy surges. I didn’t detect anything that could have caused this!”

      “All right.” Celeste tried to sound soothing. “I want you to try again. If it’s radiating in the infrared, I want an IR flyover. Put a new sensor package into those javelin probes you’ve been deploying to take remote core samples for the geologists. This time, arrange for a sample-return mission.”

      “We need a closer look,” the general said.

      “I’m not going to send a person out there. I’ve already lost three people, and now this probe,” said Jason.

      She paused to ponder her options. “No, we can do it remotely. Something in the area itself seems to be disintegrating our machines. We’ve got to grab a chunk of that regolith, then return. But I don’t want to risk contaminating Columbus if it’s something in the dirt. You can set up an isolated laboratory in the Sim-Mars module—that should be far enough away to keep you safe.”

      Dvorak spoke again, sounding formal now, “I don’t think I have the facilities here to do much, Director McConnell. We aren’t a full-fledged research station, you know.”

      She sighed. “I’m going to gather a team of experts to help you out. We’ll even send them up if need be, but we need to know more before I can choose.”

      Dvorak nodded, still looking overwhelmed, but a bit more relieved. “All right, but I think it’s time we go public with this. Waite, Lasserman, and Snow deserve that at least.”

      “I agree. I have no intention of keeping this a secret,” Celeste said. “No intention at all.”

      After Dvorak had signed off, General Pritchard remained grim-faced. Celeste placed a hand on his shoulder, which startled him. His uniform felt crisp and uncomfortable beneath her palm. “Well, General, how is that for an outside threat? I don’t think you need to continue your Icarus scenarios. Do you think we can stir up a little interest now?”
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      Antarctica

      The fat tires of the Mars Exploration Rover lurched over the jagged rock outcropping. The thin-walled vehicle bounced as it righted itself, straining against the wind.

      Inside the pressurized compartment, Kent Woodward gripped the steering controls with one hand. “Vroom! Vroom!” he chuckled. “I wish this thing went faster than thirty klicks. Maybe the headwind is slowing us down.”

      Beside him, Gunther Mosby muttered an expression of alarm in German, grabbed his spacesuit helmet, and pulled it back on. “What if this were the true Martian environment out there? You could get us both killed!”

      Kent looked out the sturdy pane of the viewport. The vast, white landscape was scoured by snow and wind. A high haze in the sky masked most of the blue, leaving it indistinct from the Antarctic plain. Sharp lumps of brown rock dotted the monotony.

      Kent tried to envision it as Mars, the lifeless nothingness of ochre dust, impossibly cold temperatures, and not enough air to breathe. But the illusion didn’t work. He saw only Earthbound terrain. “You’re going to infect yourself with a healthy neurosis, Gunny, if you keep dodging reality.”

      Gunther blinked, as if running the words through his mind again. “Excuse me, Kent. I do not understand a ‘healthy neurosis.’ What is healthy about a neurosis? Is this an imagined problem about being too healthy?”

      Kent shook his head and kept driving.

      Gunther tried hard to control his sharp accent, which made him speak with such slow precision that it maddened Kent. He had quickly been able to turn Gunther’s preoccupation with speaking perfect English into a few jokes of his own.

      The Mars practice mission had kept the six-person crew in low-Earth orbit for three months, simulating travel time in zero gravity. Then they had landed in Antarctica—the closest thing to Mars’s primal cold and desolation—for a six-hundred-day stay. They had set up the same inflatable habitation modules they would use on Mars, extracting water and methane fuel by breaking down atmospheric carbon dioxide with catalytic converters.

      Even their communications via optical uplink to the main control centers was artificially delayed by ten to forty minutes, depending on the current distance of Mars from Earth. They were on a real training mission—they might as well have been on another planet. All six of them had been living under austere conditions for nearly a year now, and Kent looked for any break in the monotony he could find.

      “You know, Gunny, if we’re successful with this practice mission, the only thing we have to look forward to is doing it all over again—only then for real.”

      Gunther blinked at him. “Naturally.”

      Kent sent the exploration rover crawling up a slope. Behind him he left wide tracks, like the first marks on a pristine landscape. He got a thrill out of that. It reminded him of the family vacation when he was ten years old, traveling from British Columbia across the western US. The most memorable part had been the Great Salt Desert in Utah, a vast expanse of featureless white alkali. All along the Interstate other people had lined up rocks to make arrows, circles, and their initials. Kent and his sister had spent half an hour gathering rocks to write their names on the blank slate of the desert. Seeing KENT W. spelled out like that gave him a feeling he had never been able to match, but it was cheapened by the fact that hundreds—thousands—of other people had done the same thing before.

      Kent wanted to make his mark on the world in a way no one else had. He wanted to go where no man had gone before, as the cliché said.

      Antarctica was the closest thing he had found yet. Mars would be the ultimate. He wanted to spell out his name in the red Martian sand for everybody to see. Then he would be fulfilled.

      He guided the rover across the unbroken landscape, using the Doppler radar to lock in on where exactly he was going. With his background in exploration and expertise in geology, Kent had been the natural choice for exploring with one of the base camp’s two rovers. Gunther, with his combined specialty in medicine and aeronomy, was completely at a loss about what they were doing. Kent had once made the comment that his buddy couldn’t find north if he were standing on the South Pole.

      “If you please, Kent,” Gunther said, taking off his helmet again. “Could you tell me what our mission is today? You have been so secretive. I saw nothing interesting on the schedule.”

      Kent cocked a smile. “Why, Gunny, we’re out cruising for girls! I thought you knew—didn’t you dress up?”

      Gunther maintained his serious expression. “Does it have something to do with that flyover and package drop from this morning?”

      Kent blinked in shock. Indeed, he had received a priority transmission to go meet a rapid-transport helicopter from McMurdo Sound. “Gunther! I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Gunther nodded to the interseat compartment. “Then what is in that canister?”

      “What canister?” The sealed black container was roughly cylindrical, contained no markings whatsoever, and bore an encrypted interlock keypad. “Oh, that’s just a thermos of coffee.”

      “Coffee?” Gunther said, playing along. “May I please have some?”

      “No. It’s bad for your nerves. Just relax—Commander Grace sanctioned this.”

      Gunther fell silent. Kent flashed a glance at him. The German’s pale skin had flushed in anger. “I am weary of not knowing what my partner is doing.”

      Ah, so he was trying the guilt-trip ploy. Kent knew how to divert that. “Still need to work on your vernacular, Gunny. Nobody says the word ‘weary.’ It’s like something out of a Jane Austen novel. Old stuff. You should say, uh, horny. Yes! When you’re very tired, just say ‘I’m horny,’ and then people will get the point.”

      Gunther nodded. He kept his voice low. Kent could barely hear his partner’s words over the rumble of the wide wheels and the hum of the methane engine. “Not knowing what is going on makes me very horny, Kent.”

      When they reached the top of the rise, they looked down into a rocky depression. The wind howled outside, jetting snow across the opening. Tall crags shielded the area from three of the four sides. They could see the crushed snow path from the other direction. Kent had purposely gone around to the back to deceive Gunther as to their true destination. Now he circled the big outcroppings to reach the path.

      In the center of the depression, surrounded by boulders like pillars from Stonehenge, stood three optical satellite telescopes. Glinting in the sun sat the dome and adjacent housing unit of the Nanotechnology Isolation Laboratory. The dome shone with metal and glass, looking completely out of place in the desolation.

      Kent waited for his partner’s reaction. Gunther stood half out of the seat, his expression twisted with alarm and dismay. His skin flushed a deeper red. “We are not supposed to be going to that place. Mission profile states that it is off-limits except under extreme circumstances.”

      “I’m just doing a little sightseeing.”

      “You could jeopardize the Mars mission!”

      Kent sighed with a you-caught-me expression. “Special orders. Straight from Director McConnell.” He tapped the black canister beside them. Gunther suddenly seemed to realize what the encrypted-lock cylinder must contain and writhed away from it as if it had suddenly changed into a cobra.

      “Still feel like having some coffee, Gunny?” Kent asked.

      “Do not joke!”

      “The rest of this is classified, too. The wind is too high for the Navy helicopters to make the delivery. We’re the escorts.”

      Gunther looked defeated and sighed. He bested his fear. “I wish I had not offered to come along. I do not like that place.”

      Kent wiggled his dark eyebrows. “What’s the matter? Erika Trace is in there, and she’s the most available woman on this whole continent.”

      Gunther Mosby seemed not to hear as he sealed his helmet, for whatever protection that would afford him against the canister samples. “At least they have showers,” he said.
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      Low-angled sunlight pooled through the passive solar heating plates of the Nanotechnology Isolation Laboratory. Dr. Jordan Parvu smiled to himself as he stared at the images of his four grandchildren. They rubbed their eyes and waved to him. Parvu had forgotten that it would be the middle of the night when he called his son, but Timothy had rushed to wake up the children. As busy as he was with his work and with the perpetual daylight here in Antarctica, Parvu sometimes forgot the natural daily rhythms of other people.

      The NIL’s optical uplinks and the big viewing screen were supposedly used for teleconferencing, data transfer, and occasional telepresence experiments from other nanotechnology researchers across the globe. But no one would begrudge him an occasional personal call. His only assistant, Erika Trace, rarely used her own allotment.

      Timothy seemed at a loss for words and didn’t know how to keep the conversation going. Parvu himself didn’t need to say much—just looking at his family made him feel warm inside.
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