
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Jack Commer, Supreme Commander - The Complete Series

        

        
        
          Michael D. Smith

        

        
          Published by Sortmind Press, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      JACK COMMER, SUPREME COMMANDER - THE COMPLETE SERIES

    

    
      First edition. April 13, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Michael D. Smith.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230275169

    

    
    
      Written by Michael D. Smith.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my wife Nancy

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Martian Marauders

Book One



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE

Survey

Thursday, June 8, 2034, 1000 hours

––––––––
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The five-hundred-mile-wide crater had been thoroughly radar-mapped, though nobody had ever seen it. They all knew the ground was still burning eight months later. Copilot Joe Commer looked away. All he could picture was the red-orange lava beneath all that soot.

“You know, I still can’t believe it,” he muttered. “Those were the Himalayas.”

His older brother Jack shrugged from the command seat to his left. “Are the sensors deployed?”

Joe took a breath. “Yep, they’re out. All five up and running. No problems.” Far to starboard hung the icy white fragments of the moon, beginning its eons-long spread into a complete ring. Joe listened to the whirring of the ventilation fans and the beeps of the electronics. The Control Room of the Typhoon I was brilliantly lit, and the reflections of its interior curved through the cockpit window, obscuring the line of twilight on the ruined planet below.

It was the first run where they hadn’t come to pick up a passenger shell. Nothing to do but drop off a few sensor satellites. Nobody else to rescue, nobody who wanted to be rescued. They were really saying goodbye.

Joe shuddered at the charcoal blanketing most of the planet. He could all but smell the death below. How could he ever have lived there?

The United System had declared June 5th the final day for mandatory evacuation, and three days ago the USS Celeste had picked up four hundred refugees, all against their will. There were only handfuls of human beings left down there anyway, all doomed, but they’d made their choice. What good did it do anymore to send USSF troops into the refugee camps, taking casualties fighting the diehards, just so they could haul a few survivors back?

Captain Jack Commer punched an orange square on his console. “Jim, prepare standard navigation program for the ride home.”

“Up and running,” came the crisp voice of Jim, the third Commer brother, from his workroom down the fuselage. “Tell me when you’re ready and I’ll lock ’er in.”

“Stand by,” Jack said, his face solid and square, his deep-set brown eyes intent on the readout panels. “First let’s download some sample readings from New Orbiter 1. John?”

“Got it, Jack!” came John Commer’s high voice. “This is an amazing interface! The satellite’s actually talking to us! That’s incredible! And the software was so easy to set up! All I had to do was flip a switch!”

Jack sighed. “Fine, John. Go ahead and patch it through so we can all hear it.”

“Okay, Jack! Fine, just fine! It’s so easy! All you have to do is activate it, and the default settings are perfect!”

Joe watched Jack struggle whether to reprimand or indulge the fourth and youngest Commer. Jack finally shook his head with a half-smile. “Just patch it through. If there’s a problem, talk to Ken.”

“No problem,” came the voice of communications officer Ken Garrison. “Downloading to all crew now.”

“Wait! I was programming the voice!” John cried.

“Forget the voice! Just patch the damn thing through!” Jack snapped. Joe caught his disgusted glance. How many times had they had the John discussion, alone here in the Control Room?

“General Summary, Planet Analysis Report One,” New Orbiter 1 spoke to each of the eight Typhoon men in their compartments. “Atmosphere poisonous for human beings. Cloud cover has destroyed most plant life. Radioactivity levels in major urban areas and in Central Asia fatal to human beings. Planet still experiencing magnitude four earthquakes at all locations. Entire planetary surface deadly to humans. 40,500 humans estimated left on Earth, all expected to die within two months. Specific data totaling 1,200 petabytes feeding into crystal storage.”

“A couple months,” came Harri McNarri’s voice over the intercom’s ship-wide circuit. “Wow. There were six hundred thousand in March.”

“Guess next time we’re back those last people will be gone,” Joe sighed. “If we ever come back. What’s the point?”

“We aren’t gonna try to convince ’em to evacuate?” McNarri said.

“The computer automatically radioed messages to the various refugee camps,” Jack said. “No replies. They were serious when they said they’d die on Earth. The Evacuation is officially over, and I’m going to respect their wishes.”

Joe scanned the garbage below. “Well, sometimes I wonder.”

“About why anyone would stay?” Jack said.

“About why anyone ever stayed. What the hell did we think we were doing down there for five thousand years? Just crashing around through one war after another?”

“You mean millions of years, don’t you?” McNarri put in. “Millions of years of human evolution led to this.”

“Well, I was talking about recorded history. Seems to me that once we started recording it all, we should’ve grown up somehow. Was all that crap down there just a training ground for space? For getting us off the stupid planet?”

That silenced the crew.

No, nobody was supposed to say that. You were supposed to say how sad it all was and how grief-stricken you were. Hell, Joe wasn’t grief-stricken. He’d been kicked out of the damn nest and now he had a new life in space. Sure, it had been a painful kick, but he guessed it needed to be.

“Well, people just want to forget,” McNarri finally said. “Can’t say I blame ’em. Won’t make much sense coming back here until a couple thousand years or so. And even then, this place will still be a godawful mess.”

Joe shook his head. The ship’s engineer still didn’t get it. He thought somebody would really want to come back. In a thousand years people would’ve put this disaster way behind them. Earth would be a polluted curiosity, a place where daredevils in rad suits might climb Mt. Everest for kicks. Well, not Mt. Everest, that one was gone, maybe some other slag heap.

“Well, there’s still the concept of planetary engineering,” Jack said, evidently deciding to let the discussion flow on ship-wide intercom. “That’s why we’re deploying these upgraded sensors. The USSF wants current data for research purposes.”

“C’mon, Jack, you don’t really believe that stuff, do you?” Harri said. “Planetary engineering? In our lifetimes? It’s just too immense a task.”

“Look, Harri, if we can start terraforming Mars, who’s to say that in a few decades we might not terraform the earth as well?”

“Sheesh, you sound like that Frankston quack.”

“He can’t be a total quack. He designed some of the Mars projects, after all.”

“Can’t be done, Jack. At least not in our lifetimes. Maybe in a couple thousand years. We don’t have the technology or the means. This whole planetary engineering crap is just nonsense the media shoves down our throats. And anyway, we can never replace the moon. Why would anyone want to come back here if there isn’t a moon?”

“C’mon, Harri, you’re an engineer, you know there’ll be advances in the field.”

“Forget it, Jack. I just hate quackery. That Frankston guy is one of the worst. Or was. He decided to stay behind and die down there, after all.”

Jack shrugged. “All I’m saying is he may have had some good ideas.”

“If you say so, Captain. I need to check the reactor. We can continue our debate later.”

Jack sighed. Joe grinned back. Debating the argumentative Major McNarri was always difficult, mostly because Harri was always right. Joe had no idea where Harri had picked up his vast expertise. In a way he was the most important man on the ship, because he knew how to repair every system on board. In addition, he was an M.D., their ship’s doctor. He would be irreplaceable if he ever resigned. Not that any man aboard the Typhoon would, of course.

Communications Officer Garrison came over the intercom. “We have a communication from General Scott, Jack.”

“Thanks, Ken,” Jack said. “What’s the clearance?”

“Standard.”

Jack leaned back. “Well, if it’s not Secret or Urgent, let’s let everyone hear it. We need a little entertainment here today anyway.”

Joe nodded. A communiqué from Mars, even one that took twenty-one minutes to get here across the current 232-million-mile distance, was a living contact from home. The five sensor satellites they’d deployed were just ghosts talking about the ghosts below.

“Patching it through,” Ken said.

“Jack,” came William C. Scott’s clipped baritone, “when you’re through with your deployment I’ve got another little assignment for you. Since the Typhoon’s due for a two-week inspection, you and your crew will have plenty of time to attend to it.”

Jack grinned. The two-week inspection was news to Joe as well. They hadn’t had one of those in a couple years. Maybe the Typhoon was due, but McNarri surely would’ve been the one to suggest it. More likely it gave Scott the opportunity to send them on another demented special ops mission. The last had involved coordinating the rescue of two hundred tourists stranded in the Vallis Marineris a few weeks ago.

“The matter is this,” the General went on. “Something’s—I don’t really know how to say this, but something’s come up at this end.”

Joe caught Jack’s puzzled glance.

“And unfortunately, it’s dovetailing with all these stupid rumors over the past few months. The entire population riled up, and over nothing. But I say this is really an opportunity to put all this talk of native Martians to rest once and for all.”

“Oh, no!” Joe groaned. “Not the native Martians again.”

“Quiet, Joe,” Jack said.

“—reports of noises at night, vibrations in buildings, strange footprints, all these little bits of so-called evidence. And this idiotic talk of Martian spirits. Like that video of that dark shape prowling around the Armstrong Center, with AresNet blowing the whole thing out of proportion. Interviewing housewives living behind the Center, as if they’re experts! Turned out to be a dog somebody strapped an EnviroField on. And riffraff like Huey Vespertine say there must be some ancient Martian culture we’re trampling on! I don’t have to tell you that all of Marsport’s getting edgy. Of course, it’s got to be that we’re seeing some long-term effects of relocating our people to Mars. Some people are spooked and their ears and eyes are playing tricks on ’em, that’s all.”

“Sheesh,” Joe said. “What people will—”

“That is, until now.” General Scott’s voice got heavier. “I thought it was all in people’s imaginations, until now. Boys, I need you back here immediately. There’s been—I really don’t know how to say this—”

“What?” crackled the voices of several crewmembers simultaneously.

“—been a discovery. In—in the Kilpatrick Desert.”

“What?” Jack cried.

“—still can’t believe it. But I’ve seen the footage, men. On AresNet, right after you left for Earth this morning. We’re all dumbfounded here at HQ. Dammit, it can’t be possible! And in the Desert! The Kilpatrick Desert!”

“Right where he crashed!” John broke in. “In Hellas Basin!”

“Quiet, John! We know where he crashed!” Jack snapped.

“Where Colonel Kilpatrick died! No wonder the General’s upset!”

“John, let’s listen for God’s sake!” Joe said.

“All I’m trying to say—”

“Cut it, John!” Jack cried. “We want to hear—”

“Nobody listens to me!”

“—of the ruins. It’s unbelievable,” Scott went on. “We have no idea how far underground some of these—these temples, I guess you could call them, may go. And they’re covered with things like hieroglyphs, for want of a better term. We’re flying out more teams of specialists, but so far we haven’t cracked this—this language, if that’s what it truly is.”

“Damn,” Jim Commer put in. “Can this be real?”

“I know, I know,” Jack said in shock. “Ruins? Martian ruins?”

“So as soon as you’re done, get back here at full speed,” Scott said. “I’ll fill you in more when you return. Out.”

“Wow ...” Joe said.

“God, he’s right,” Jack said. “All those crazies who think there are native spirits prowling around are going to go into high gear.”

“Yeah, the same idiots who’ve been accusing us of covering up data about life on Mars,” came the voice of turret gunner Mickey Michaels.

“Yeah, so we could evacuate to Mars without worrying about what stupid bacteria we might be doing a genocide number on,” complained Craig Reynolds, the other turret gunner.

“Scott’s probably already feeling the pressure,” Jack agreed. “He and Kilpatrick spent five months in Hellas. Never came up with anything.”

Joe nodded, mind racing at the thought of ancient ruins. It was a measure of how upset Scott was that he hadn’t thought to send along any downloads from AresNet. For the next four and a half hours the Typhoon was cut off, unless someone at the USSF got his act together and sent more data. “Well, the old man will make it through.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jack said. “Still, I can’t wait to get back and find out what this stuff’s all about. He’s obviously going to send us to the Kilpatrick Desert for a couple weeks.”

“You think so? Yeah, you’re probably right.”

A light blinked on Joe’s console for the Navigation Room. Jim Commer was on the line.

“Yes, Jim, what is it?” Jack said.

“When I was loading our course, I got a flag. NAV4 says there’s an asteroid-sized object near our flight path. We don’t have it in our databanks. All I can think is that John’s sensors must’ve picked something up on the way over and just stored it in memory, but on the way back we’re close enough to trigger the alert.”

“Huh,” Jack said. “It’s getting damn rare to find new asteroids these days. Hey, John, check with Jim on this object. Let’s compare data and see what’s there. We might have a little time to go after the thing on the way home.” Joe knew they were all eager to get back to Mars and the news from the Kilpatrick Desert. Still, they were under standing order to check out every new asteroid.

“I’ve got it, Jack!” John called. “Jim was right. It wasn’t close enough on the way over to abort the nav program, but it’ll come within two million miles on our way back. I’ll bet it’s a new asteroid! The computer doesn’t have anything on it. I’d say it’s not too large, maybe a chunk a couple hundred feet wide.”

“Fine,” Jack said. “Jim, I’m taking us out of orbit now. Plot me an intersection course with that thing as well as its orbit. We’ll name us a new asteroid and we can get back to Mars in a hurry after that.”

“Roger,” said Jim.

“Joe, prepare to increase to maximum thrust. You take her this time.”

“I’ve got ’er,” Joe replied. “Inertial dampers on.”

As Jim’s new course fed into the computer, maneuvering jets turned the Typhoon in the proper direction. Joe hit the throttle and the inertial compensators cut in, keeping the interior gravity at 1G under any acceleration. Within a minute Joe had the Typhoon at top end, 49.8 million miles per hour.

“We’ll intercept in five minutes,” Jim said.

“Fine,” Jack said. “How far will this take us off our course to Mars?”

“Not too far. Won’t slow us up for more than a few minutes.”

“Jack! Jack! I—I can’t believe it!” John shouted, voice breaking into distortion over the intercom. “The—the thing—I thought it was moving in an elliptical orbit, but—”

“What’s the problem, John?” Jack snapped, his irritation evident to everyone.

“Well, I don’t know how to say this, but—”

“But what?”

“Well, the thing’s changed course! It’s moving towards us!”

CHAPTER TWO

Saucer

––––––––
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Joe gripped the console joystick, adrenaline surging. The Typhoon was supposed to have all records of USSF, scientific, and commercial craft throughout the solar system. He scanned his console for a plot of the object, but John had neglected to feed it to the Control Room.

“Jack, it’s a ship! It has to be a ship!” John cried.

“I know that!” Jack yelled back. “What else can it be? Get me precise measurements on that thing! The pilot needs information, John, information! You know that! You’ve had pilot training!” He turned to Joe. “Joe, you keep piloting command. I need time to think.”

“Sure,” Joe said. “Jack, do you think this thing could be AC?”

“Well, who can—hell! John! Configuration on that object! Does it match Alpha Centaurian?”

“Well, I don’t know,” John muttered. “How’m I supposed to know?”

“John, get on top of this! Is that an AC ship or not?”

“Uh—sorry, Jack, I guess I got carried away. It’s just that I’ve never seen—”

“Measurements!”

“Uh, sorry, uh, let’s see ... length is 205 feet, width is, uh, looks like its width is also 205. Wow, it’s perfectly circular! Man, like a classic flying saucer!”

“Hmm,” Jack said. “Joe, what do you think?”

“Not one of ours, that’s what I think.”

“Not any AC design I know of. Their ships are thousands of feet long with all sorts of crap stacked on ’em.”

“But we can’t rule it out on those grounds. And for all we know, John’s misread the sensors.”

“Don’t get me started,” Jack sighed, then spoke into the intercom: “John! Double-check configuration and please send detailed plot to command and copilot consoles.”

“I didn’t misread the sensors!” John shot back. “The thing is circular! Why does Joe always assume—”

“John! Double-check it anyway! That could be an AC ship invading our solar system! We don’t have any time to waste!”

“Okay, okay, I’m doing it, I’m doing it! Calibrate zonal sensor A ... long range scanner override ... c’mon, scanner, override ... okay, press F3 to override ... dee dee dee ...”

“Jeez ...”

“While he’s doing that, I’ve downloaded you the plots,” Jim broke in.

“Thanks, Jim,” Jack said as a 3D plot of the alien object’s trajectory appeared on Joe’s console.

“Jack, Jim grabbed my sensor output for his NAV4 Cluster again!” John complained.

“Look, it’s okay this time,” Jack said. “We know you’re busy, and we’re having a little emergency here.”

“But I always have to recalibrate the matrices if NAV4 intervenes!”

“I don’t care, John! We’ll recalibrate them later! And go for visual as soon as you can! Dump it on our screens in the Control Room!”

“Man, the goddamn ACs can’t be in our solar system, can they?” Joe said. “They aren’t supposed to be able to get here. Their ships are too unreliable.”

“We just don’t know,” Jack said. “This could be it, Joe. This really could be it.”

“Dammit, after all we’ve been through,” Joe muttered, ashamed of himself for succumbing to one second of whining. Still, after the end of Earth, after the Evacuation, after the solar system had chopped itself in half, weren’t they entitled to a break?

Jack jabbed a blue square on his command pad. “Weapon turrets.”

“We’re here, Jack,” spoke Mickey Michaels, commander of the turrets.

“What’s with that thing?” asked Craig Reynolds, the second turret operator.

“We’ve got an unidentified spaceship heading our way. Pick up the heading from John and set blasters to maximum power. If and when I tell you to, destroy it.”

“Wow ...” said Michaels. “I mean, roger. We can hit it.”

The two turrets, mounted on the back of the Typhoon I, each contained a swiveling PlanetBlaster capable of hitting any object within 10,000 miles of the ship. Michaels liked to say that these guns could hit a dime at 7,000 miles and remove one letter from it, or slowly melt the entire surface of a planet, but they’d never tried either experiment.

“Okay, I guess it’s standard procedure for your first officer to remind you that there’s no reason to suppose that ship is actually hostile,” Joe said.

“Forget it,” Jack said. “We don’t know that. I’m not taking any chances. That thing changed course and it’s heading right at us. I want you to aim the Typhoon at top end straight down that thing’s nose. If it has one.”

Joe grinned. “You got it. I was just reminding you of USSF First Contact Policy One.”

“Piss on USSF First Contact Policy One. This could be the start of the AC invasion. They’re crazy, they hate our guts, and they’d give absolutely no warning.” He punched another square on his console. “Garrison, any contact?” Jack called to the communications officer.

“None, sir,” came the reply. “I’m sending out standard messages.”

“Turrets, when we’re within firing range we’re going to veer sharply to starboard. Be prepared to shoot to port when I tell you.” He jabbed his pad again. “John, is that thing still on a collision course?”

“Well, I don’t know if I’d say collision, Jack, but—”

“John! Does it show any sign of getting out of our path?”

“Uh, no, Jack. It’s like it’s heading directly for us at 10.6 million miles per hour. Distance: 2.148 million miles. Time to intersection: 2.13 minutes.”

Joe tensed his right hand tight around the joystick as the seconds passed.

“Is it showing any signs of slowing down or changing course?” Jack called.

“No,” came John’s reply. “Time to intersection: 1.89 minutes.”

“Systems checks, everyone. Battle status. Turrets ready. McNarri, come forward and man the Xon bomb command station.”

As the crewmembers checked off their systems over the intercom, Harri McNarri entered the Control Room and took a third seat behind the Commers. He swiveled to face a small console at the rear of the cabin.

“Well, Harri, how’s the reactor holding up?” Jack said.

“Running perfectly,” McNarri said over his shoulder. “Jack, are you really sure we’ll need an Xon?”

“We just may. I’m not sure what that thing’s capabilities are. Maybe it’s not at top end, maybe it’ll take evasive action. If we can’t get within ten thousand miles and have to have the Xon bomb radiation take it out, so be it.”

“Right.” Harri went through the Xon arming sequence. Joe could tell Harri was shocked. The last time they’d armed an Xon was eight months ago.

“Turrets, are you ready?” Jack called.

“Ready,” said Michaels. “We have maximum on both blasters. Our computers are locked onto the object.”

“Jack, are you sure we should fire at that ship without making contact?” Joe said. “If it turns out to be one of ours, with some weird computer error causing it to do this—”

“I won’t blast it if it tells me it’s one of ours. Garrison? Any contact?”

“Still none, Jack.”

“John!” Jack said. “Do we still not have any identifiable configuration on that thing?”

“Uh, no, nothing,” came John’s reply. “Um, time to intersection, uh, twenty-five seconds.”

“Tell me at ten.”

“Jack, my reflexes don’t mean anything at this closing speed,” Joe said. “The computer will have to take the evasive.”

“I know that,” Jack said. “Get the backup autopilot online too. Set it to auto-evasive at eight seconds if main doesn’t confirm at ten.”

“Got it,” Joe said, punching in commands. “You know, it’d be great if we could disable this thing and capture the crew.”

“Forget it. No time. I’m not taking chances.”

“Okay, just giving options,” Joe grunted, tensing on the control stick.

“Ten seconds!” John cried.

“Blasters, fire!” Jack shouted. Joe felt the slightest computer-aided quiver in the stick as a massive white streak flashed by in the sun’s glare. From the rear of the ship came the tremors of the dual PlanetBlasters.

“We are blasting!” cried Michaels. But thousands of tiny lights blossomed everywhere.

“Bombs, missiles—something!” John babbled. “We—”

The cockpit canopy showed nothing but white. Without waiting for orders Joe shot the ship further right and down, so fast that the inertial compensators had trouble keeping up. He could feel the computer aiding his movements, which were probably wildly exaggerated compared to what the system thought necessary to avoid whatever was exploding out there.

“Tiny little missiles ...” John said dreamily. “Thousands of ’em, none over a foot long. Who ever heard of that?”

“Turrets—results!” Jack yelled.

“We—got it, Jack,” Michaels said, voice drained. “Both PlanetBlasters caught it before the evasive. It’s gone.”

“John, give me a view from the rear. Patch it to everyone’s console.”

Joe’s console showed a jagged glowing red cloud of debris fading behind them. “Wow ...” he whispered. How quickly they’d gotten into combat, how quickly it was over. He exhaled, heart racing, feeling relief and disgust at the results, along with an uneasy mix of pride and shame in his own reactions.

To his surprise Jack was on his feet, pacing. “Yeah, wow. Hard to believe, isn’t it?” He turned to McNarri. “Harri—ship’s status. Any damage from the missiles?”

“None, sir,” McNarri replied. “That copilot of yours has good reflexes. We avoided ’em all.”

Jack grinned at Joe. “We’ll keep him on for now. Harri, let me know if you find anything to the contrary. We’ll give the ship a thorough going-over once we get to Mars. Scott wants a two-week inspection anyway.”

McNarri whistled. “We’re not due for any inspection!”

Jack laughed. “I knew it! We’ll discuss that later. Joe, turn us around. We’ll sift through the debris, see what we can find. John!” he called back to the sensor officer’s workroom. “Feed Joe’s console the coordinates of the debris field. Jim, plot us a course back to Mars from there.”

“Roger, I’m on it now,” Jim said as Joe slowed the ship to twenty million miles per hour and swung it in a wide circle.

“Listen, Jack ... that was real great, what you did back there,” came John’s voice.

“John, are you feeding Joe the location of that debris field?”

“Well ... okay ... let me try ... grid zone Alpha, standard pulse ... dee dee dee ...”

“Harri,” Jack said, “stand down the Xon and let’s do a diagnostic on the solar rechargers. That was a fast acceleration to top end and we probably used up enough drive to slow us down a bit on the way home.”

“I’m on it,” Harri said. “They’re at 89%. Not bad. Got ’em recharging now.”

“Anyway, what I wanted to say is, I’m sorry I wasn’t a little faster back there,” John said. “I guess it all happened a little fast.”

Jack exhaled. “It’s okay, John. You did okay.” He walked back to the command console and looked out the front window of the Typhoon. The glowing debris field came into view. “Let’s just cruise right up to it so we can take some samples.”

“Got it,” Joe said, slowing the Typhoon to a few thousand miles per hour over the unknown ship’s last known velocity and activating the sample tubes under the nose. Anything they got would be sealed in lead and stored in the compartment under their feet. Meanwhile the debris field, the remnants of a ship that had been traveling 10.6 million miles per hour, spread further and further apart.

“Garrison, was there ever any communication from that ship?” Jack said.

“None, sir.”

“John, did you get photos and detailed scans of that thing?”

“Well, Jack, to tell you the truth, in all the excitement I guess I forgot to set the main analysis program in gear.”

Jack pursed his lips. “Hell, John.”

“Sorry, Jack. I guess I just ... messed up. But I do have the long-range scans. They still show a lot of detail. I’ll send them through now.”

Seconds later a radar image of the other ship showed on both Jack and Joe’s computer screens.

“It sure doesn’t look like any AC ship design I’ve seen,” Joe said. “Look at that thing. Who the hell would build a military flying saucer?”

“Well, there are those stupid little circular civilian ships.”

“You think this was an oversized Mercedes PleasureCraft?” Joe hooted. God, what if some billionaire really did commission some oversized space yacht? How many innocent people would they have just blasted? And for nothing? For some communications glitch?

“No, nobody’d use that design for military work,” McNarri put in, getting up from the Xon bomb console. “Too inefficient if you need to cruise in a planetary atmosphere. Unless they have one heck of a power source.”

As McNarri opened the Control Room hatch to move down the ladder into the fuselage, Joe became aware of the chatter from the open doors of the various workrooms on the catwalk behind them:

“—got to be Centaurian! How else did it avoid our databanks?”

“Hell, there could be all sorts of rogue ships we don’t know about.”

“But I do have this radar image of one of the missiles launched at us,” John said over the intercom. It came to Joe’s screen, a foot-long cylinder with rounded ends.

“Not exactly fascinating,” Jack said. “We’ll let headquarters examine all this data. We ought to be able to get something out of the debris as well. John, please scan ahead and identify interesting pieces we might want to take back.”

“Uh, roger,” John said. “Let me shift to that module. I’ll have to figure out how it links up to the sample tube interface.”

Jack sighed and, still on his feet, punched a square on his console for ship-wide contact. “Men. You did great. We certainly didn’t expect this attack, but you all did extremely well. I know we’re all curious about the source of that craft, but it’ll have to wait for USSF analysis back on Mars. Our next task is to pick up as many samples as we can from the debris field. As we do so, and on the trip back home, everyone will stay on alert for any other intrusions. Thanks. Out.”

Joe noted the tone in his older brother’s voice when he spoke of the trip back. Home. Mars was home now. This short meaningless battle reinforced that. Whether they’d just blasted some foolish rogue ship that had no idea what it was taking on, or an Alpha Centaurian battleship invading the solar system, the crew had further bonded. They’d survived, they had a home to return to, a home to defend.

“Sorry this is taking so long to set up the sample tube interface,” John said. Joe noted that John had decided to broadcast this to everyone on board. “But whenever Jim patches in his NAV4 Cluster to my sensor array I have to recalibrate the whole thing.”

“John, we’re in a combat situation here,” Jack said, also choosing to reply to the entire crew. “Harri can look into that glitch when we get back. All we need is a simple pickup of twenty or thirty pieces of debris off that ship. If you can find anything organic, so much the better. You don’t need to recalibrate your entire sensor array now.”

No reply from John.

Jack switched to John’s workroom only. “John, answer me! We’re in the debris field now. You’re the one who should be telling me that! I need you to zone in on likely debris candidates! Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Jack ...” came a tiny voice. “I’ll get right on it ... I’m so sorry ...”

“Patching ship’s controls to Sample Collection Mode,” Joe said. John’s sensors would now aim the ship toward promising pieces of debris.

“Yes, Joe ...” came John’s petulant whimper. “I’m really sorry ...”

“Dammit,” Jack muttered as he shut the intercom off. “You know, this just can’t go on, Joe. We’ve got to do something about John. Despite what I just said about the entire crew doing an excellent job, John could have gotten us all killed.”

“Look,” Joe said. “I agree. I mean, I know we have to talk about it sometime.”

“He just doesn’t belong on the Typhoon. Why can’t we all just admit that?”

Joe turned back to his console, shocked. Had the battle upset Jack so badly? Could he really think of splitting up the Commer brothers?

“Look, Jim’s a damn navigational genius. We couldn’t possibly function without him. But John? I mean, they just about cancel each other out!”

Joe winced. In all the John discussions, Jack had never gone quite that far.

“I don’t care what Dad thinks!” Jack fumed. “We nearly lost the Typhoon due to John!”

“Look, Jack, why don’t we discuss it with General Scott when we get back? Maybe he’ll have some insight. I mean, everyone’s edgy right now. We can’t think properly. This is the first time any of us have seen ship-to-ship combat, after all.”

Jack exhaled. “I know. I know.”

“Meanwhile, maybe everyone ought to try and relax. We just had a scrape. But maybe if we just spend some time picking up debris, we can all relax again. Might take anywhere from a few minutes to a couple hours to get what we need. Then we can head for home. Fill in on all the news. Find out about those ruins and all.”

“Home ...” Jack sighed, pulling himself back into the command seat. “Yeah, Joe, let’s get on home.”

CHAPTER THREE

Standdown

Thursday, June 8, 2034, 1700 hours

––––––––
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The automated bus came off the Upheaval Freeway and onto Jupiter Boulevard. Jack tried to will the tension out of his neck, his forearms, and his back. He checked his watch. Twelve hours since they’d lifted off this morning for Earth. The other seven crewmembers were sprawled in their seats. Michaels, Reynolds, and McNarri were asleep.

Jack supposed they should all be excused that sloppy Typhoon standdown. They must’ve spent all of ten minutes closing down the ship after putting her in the hanger. Jack had informed Facilities of the load of debris to send to Investigation, then he’d run a Quick Mode AutoDiagnostic and walked out. He hadn’t even asked the other seven if they’d shut down properly. He probably should mention that when they got to the hotel.

Two 4.67-hour journeys. Although at 49.8 million miles per hour it no longer mattered where planets were in the solar system, and they no longer had to calculate orbits and conserve fuel, Jack knew his entire crew vastly preferred the runs where Mars was within forty or fifty million miles. Nobody wanted to sit still for over four and a half hours, twice in one day. They’d left at 0500, arrived at Earth 0940, spent an hour deploying the five satellites, then fought that ship. And surveyed the debris field to noon.

Jack had ordered himself not to even think about the attack until some analysis of the debris was complete. He wished he could pretend this was all a pleasant normal work day. Wasn’t it time to grab a few beers and relax with the boys?

Mars’ one-third gravity lessened the fatigue. His back already felt a little looser. Beside him Joe yawned. Ahead Jim studied the high glass boxes of downtown Marsport connected by thin skyways, some architect’s idea of an homage to the classic science fiction stories of Mars from the previous century. The pink sky was failing, but the lighted boxes of the city glowed yellow in the coming sunset.

All built by robots within a few months. Most of those skyscrapers were still going up. In the lower Martian gravity, they’d be much taller than on Earth. The city also incorporated two lovely pedestrian pathways circling downtown. The outer ring, Earth, was raised, resembling the Great Wall of China, and you could see the entirety of downtown from all angles as you went around. The inner ring, Venus, was a sunken pit filled with geologic specimens from around the solar system, and thousands of different kinds of Earth trees kept alive in their own EnviroFields. Jack loved to explore both rings.

The bus rolled to Canal Street, passing the United System Building, two hundred stories tall and headquarters of the USSF. Jack noted the silent gratitude of the entire crew that he hadn’t programmed a stop at HQ but instead allowed them to ride a couple more blocks to their hotel. Nobody wanted to be debriefed; nobody wanted to think of the journey, or the attack. Everyone was anxious to be home. There was so much going on here, like the Kilpatrick Desert discovery. He was so tired, and hoped Scott would never send them back to Earth again. Who wanted to visit a dead planet? Then again, Easterling, Deputy USSF Commander, was so gung-ho for missions back to collect artifacts from libraries and museums. There was a big political push for that, but couldn’t they send some slower, nonmilitary ships for that stuff?

Jack could also feel the men’s relief at riding a civilian bus back from the spaceport. They often avoided taking a USSF jeep to their hotel. The bus was charmingly slow, removed from any military duty of even returning some ensign or airman’s salute, and it also gave a great view of Marsport as they came down the Upheaval.

Up on the right was the tall black tetrahedron of the Marsport Hotel. The officers’ quarters at the spaceport weren’t due to be completed for a few months, so the Typhoon crew had their own rooms at the hotel. Here again they enjoyed the respite from military life, and all eight men would be sorry to be assigned their new quarters, even though they’d be getting single rooms.

“Wake up, Harri, we’re here! Mickey and Craig, you too,” Jack said. “How can you guys sleep through the attractions of Canal Street?”

“Aw, jeez,” Harri said, stretching. “I was trying to demonstrate how.”

“Marsport Hotel!” came the automated voice from the front of the bus. “Warning! Depressurization at stop! Sensors show all passenger EnviroFields set to activate. If for some reason you think yours is not ready, please press the HELP button on the seat in front of you. Thank you. Depressurization now.”

Jack felt his own EnviroField click on as the bus sucked all but a fraction of the air out of the bus and stored it in canisters atop the vehicle. In a moment the front door opened to the outer Martian environment.

“Those are the Commers!” came a child’s whisper through a suit radio as the eight men of the Typhoon made their way down the center aisle and out.

They strode across a plaza filled with sculptures carved from pink rock. In the center of the plaza workmen were constructing one of those new giant information screens. They seemed silly to Jack, who was accustomed to processing his information through his personal USSF Comm, but he understood the emotional need for people to congregate at information sites and read the day’s news in letters a foot high. Or input their own news into AresNet if they desired.

So far the only information available on the ten-by-twenty-foot slab was a sign that said “Information Kiosk Under Construction” in numerous languages. Jack’s goal was to learn Chinese. English and Chinese were the two big languages on Mars, although Jack supposed a lot of those ideograms were languages other than Chinese. Still, so many USSF personnel were Chinese that a working knowledge of the language would come in handy, despite the ongoing refinement of translation software.

Jack felt himself slipping into his command role even in the act of walking across the plaza with his crewmates. He noted which ones seemed most tired or edgy, and guessed which ones would be most receptive to discussing the sloppy ship standdown, and which ones might have the worst problems dealing with the spaceship attack. Which, again, he wasn’t going to think about right now.

And here he was herding seven grown men through the hotel airlock, across the lobby and to the elevators. When two elevators came, the four Commers took one and the other four took the second. That was unusual, as the four Commers liked to make sure the groups mixed, that the Commer brothers didn’t become some upper hierarchy.

“Tired,” was all Jim said as the four brothers avoided looking at themselves in the mirrored elevator.

“Me, too. Man, what a day,” Joe said. Jack knew the saucer was on everyone’s minds. The Kilpatrick Desert curiosity had been pushed to the back of their fried brains.

“We’ll need to look at that NAV4 cluster glitch first thing in the morning!” John said. “Do you think it could be a central server problem? Maybe the new sensor alignment package wasn’t compatible with—”

“Later, John,” Jack said. “We can deal with it later. And our two-week inspection ought to include some overall computer upgrades.”

“Still, you’ll never know when we’ll fight another saucer like the one we ran into today!” John said. “Do you think maybe the ACs could be jamming our sensor modules, and that it’s only apparently a NAV4 cluster glitch?”

“Look, we don’t know it’s Alpha Centaurian,” Joe cut in wearily. “And that NAV4 glitch has been with us for a couple months now.”

“Let’s just drop it for a while, shall we?” Jack said. “Everyone’s tired, John, let’s just relax and think about this tomorrow.”

“Okay, okay, I was just trying to be of assistance here.”

Jack shook his head. With the four of them in the elevator, he was again reminded of that crack about “the Commers decreasing in size.” Every Commer wound up two inches shorter than the last. Jack was the tallest at 6’1”, although Joe, who worked out a lot, was the most physical of all of them at 5’11”, with huge biceps and pectorals straining out of his tight red tunic.

Crew-cut Jim at 5’9” was of medium build, but his body was a highly efficient tool. There was nothing spare on him, and he looked ready to attack any problem instantly. He had sharp features, a pointed chin, intense blue eyes and a confident, direct voice. Jack had always wondered why Jim had never expressed interest in ship’s command. There was a slightly dark complexion to his face, somewhat like Joe’s, in comparison to John’s milky one. Jack supposed his own complexion was midway between Joe’s and Jim’s.

At 5’7”, John got by on his high-energy charisma. At least, he was charismatic up to the point where he crossed the line into irritating. More than once Jack had heard John described as “the small cute one.” His thin blond hair brushed the tops of his eyebrows. His blue eyes were somehow brighter, bigger, and airier than Jim’s. Jack and Joe shared the brown eyes in the family, Jim and John the blue.

Speaking of cute, John had a lovely girlfriend, Laurie, red-haired, petite, an airman first class at the USSF Spaceport. No one could explain how John had snared her, except to consider that the youngest Commer could be charming when he wished. Joe had cynically said that he himself would act charming if it would get him into Laurie’s tiny pants. That had earned him a rare rebuke from Jack: “For God’s sake, respect his girlfriend! This is probably the first one he’s ever had.”

They came up to their rooms, 1001 through 1004 at the end of a sunlit hall. As Jack unlocked 1001 and watched Joe sail through the open door to flop onto his bed, he berated himself for paying too much attention to these trivial concerns. Why had he pulled rank on his own brother and told him to mind his own business about John’s girlfriend? Who cared? Why was Jack involving himself in such nonsense? This wasn’t a game. Jack Commer had more important duties, such as being responsible for the USSF’s most powerful spaceship.

Jim and Harri, Mickey and Craig, Ken and John were getting into their rooms, groaning and sighing. “Let’s call up for some margaritas,” Craig said.

“Later, lemme sleep,” Mickey responded. “We’ll hit the bar later, man.”

Before their door closed Jack could hear John eagerly biting into the NAV4 problems with Ken Garrison, who was already asleep or faking it. Jack wondered if now might not be the best time to chat with John about his performance during the saucer attack. Sure, he was exhausted, but maybe it was best to get this unpleasantness out of the way now.

He was distracted by a USSF corporal exiting the elevator.

“Oh, there you are, sir,” said this corporal, saluting. “General Scott noted that your USSF Comm was off.”

“What? Really?” Jack said, returning the salute and then pulling his comm from his pocket. “Well, I’ll be. I’ve had it off the entire mission.” He knew what was coming next. No wonder they’d remained unmolested during their bus ride back.

“General Scott wishes to see you and Commander Joe Commer immediately,” the corporal said.

“I see,” Jack said with a sigh. “I should have figured he’d still be in his office, what with all the Kilpatrick Desert news. Well, then, dismissed.” The corporal saluted and left. Jack turned to the other men who’d managed to get off their beds and hang in the doorways. “The rest of you are off the hook. For now at least. Come on, Joe.”

*
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Jack checked his watch as the express elevator shot to the USSF Command Suite on the 130th floor, developing 1.5G as it did so.

“Worried about time?” Joe said, steadying himself under the acceleration. “We could’ve had that corporal take us back in his jeep. I saw him duck down Neptune to the parking garage as we were coming up.”

“Nah, I needed the walk. Unkink my legs,” Jack said. “I was just surprised it’s still so early. 1730 hours. Feels like it’s about 2200 or so.”

As the elevator decelerated there was a brief moment where Jack’s feet almost left the floor. Then they returned to one-third gravity and the elevator doors slid aside to reveal the red, white and blue-tinted glass of the sprawling USSF Headquarters lobby.

Lieutenant Larsen of USSF Security was on duty at his command station. “Just you two here today, sir?” Larsen said, saluting.

“That’s right,” Jack said as he and Joe passed through the DNA scanner. “You know Scott doesn’t like crowds. I can’t remember the last time we had the whole crew in his office.”

“We heard about that ship that attacked you,” Larsen said. “Great work taking it out.”

“Thanks. Couldn’t take chances. Can’t wait to see the debris results.”

“Would you two get your butts in here?” General William C. Scott rasped over the intercom. “Wasting the entire damn night out there! And I can’t believe the security officer on duty is babbling United System secrets to anyone who walks up.”

“Well, uh, sir!” Larsen said, coming to attention even though Scott was nowhere in sight. “Uh, really, sir, I saw it was the Commers, you know!”

Jack grinned at Larsen, put a finger to his lips, and mouthed: “He’s kidding.” He pushed open the heavy oak door to Scott’s office.

“That’s better,” Scott snarled from behind a titanium desk that seemed as large as Typhoon I’s wing. “Larsen, secure the door and initiate a full-scale security sweep of this entire floor. We can’t chance any slip-ups.”

“Oh, yes! Yes, sir!” Larsen said, throwing Scott a salute that almost took his own forehead off. “I’ll get on it right away, sir! Security Sweep Bravo underway, sir!”

“Sheesh,” Scott said. “The man has no sense of humor. But the security sweep should keep him busy for a while. Well, sit down, boys.” Scott gestured from behind piles of paper at two large blue chairs. Jack had always wondered about the old man’s affinity for paper reports. Jack had all that stuff accessible, and better organized, on his USSF Comm.

“First of all, General, I’m sorry about my comm being off,” Jack said. “I had some problems with the battery last night and I guess I forgot to turn it back on.”

“No problem,” Scott said, picking up a long heavy wedge at the front of his desk that spelled out SCOTT - SUPREME COMMANDER USSF (SCUSSF). “The man who has this thing on his desk can certainly take the time to order a corporal to drive over to the spaceport to find you, and then chase you all the way back to your hotel room when he doesn’t find you there. We only wasted an hour or so. No problem.”

Jack swallowed. “I—I—”

“You could’ve always called me on my comm,” Joe pointed out.

Scott swiveled his small powerful torso in his adjustable gravity chair and fixed Joe with a long silent stare out of his black eyes. His face was a weathered Martian boulder catching the dying sunset from the thirty-foot-long floor-to-ceiling window. He let the silence go on long enough for a few Martian dust storms to etch new lines into the rock. “Commander Commer,” he finally spoke, “I believe my primary contact on the Typhoon would be its captain, not you.”

“Uh ... sorry, sir,” Joe gulped.

“What he meant, sir, I’m sure,” Jack said, “was as backup, in case of—”

“You boys are as bad as Larsen!” Scott laughed, shaking his name plate at Jack. “No sense of humor! Commer, I ought to lay this piece of crap on your desk when I retire! Pass over a few hundred eager generals and admirals and make you the damn SCUSSF! You could see what it’s like to be surrounded by people with no sense of humor.”

There was a long silence as Jack and Joe avoided Scott’s eerie laugh. Jack focused on the view of Marsport and the sunsetting desert from 130 stories up, wondering once again if General Scott wasn’t quite unhinged at the bottom of it all.

Jack had always wondered if the Evacuation didn’t snap the old man. How had he hauled two billion people to Mars? What about his order to drop the Xon? Wouldn’t that snap anyone?

Or maybe it was the Triumph disaster. To be the second man to step on Mars and have your inertial dampers fail on the launch for home. Watching your best friend Kilpatrick get killed. Crash-landing in Hellas and living in the wreckage for two months. What had that done to his mind? Scott’s back was so crippled that all he could do was sit in that adjustable-gravity chair all day and run the damn bureaucracy.

“Well, to be frank, sir, sometimes it’s hard to tell whether you’re joking or not,” Jack finally spoke.

Those obsidian eyes set deep in the Martian boulder fixed Jack again. “That’s how you get to be SCUSSF, you know. Keep ’em guessing.”

Jack nodded. “I—I guess so, sir.”

Scott let his name wedge thump back onto his desk. In one-third G it didn’t pack the wallop it would’ve on Earth. “Well, enough pleasant career counseling, boys. Let’s get to work. We’ve got problems, as I’m sure you know. How’s your crew holding up after that attack?”

Jack blinked at this tidbit of solicitude. “Well enough, I guess. They’re all exhausted, though.”

“You included?”

“Uh ... no, sir.”

Scott cocked his head. “Get some sleep tonight. That’s an order.”

“Well ... yes, sir.”

“Commander,” Scott turned to Joe. “How about you? A little tired?”

“Well, now that you mention it ...”

“Rattled by that ship, no doubt. I bet you all are.”

“Well, I guess we’re all worried it was an AC ship.”

“We won’t know until they analyze the debris,” Scott said. “They’ll be able to tell us which solar system the metal is from. My guess is AC, but I still maintain the Centaurians don’t have the technology to mount any sort of full-scale invasion on us. Not yet at any rate. This was probably just a scout.”

“Still, it’s sobering to consider that they might be in the system,” Jack said. “But the only other explanation is some unregistered civilian ship. I’m just hoping it’s not that.”

“Well, all we can deal with is reality. All I know is that no ship outside the military can do 10.6 million miles per hour.”

“That we know of,” Joe interjected.

“Well, we’ll deal with whatever comes up, that’s all.” Scott leaned on his huge muscled forearms. “As we’ll deal with this goddamn archaeological dig in the Kilpatrick Desert. Wish to God those science types would just back off for a while, but they had to go discover this thing and now we have to deal with it. Dammit to hell!”

There was a silence during which Jack contemplated the lights turning on in skyscrapers across the panorama of downtown Marsport.

“So now we’ve got to deal with the fact that the public is already tying the Kilpatrick ruins into those strange noises in southwest Marsport that AresNet’s been hyping. The entire population’s on edge. And the mayor’s a total idiot. Plill’s babbling about poltergeists, about spirits of ancient Martians, dammit, he’ll babble anything! I should never have gone along with his appointment.”

Jack shrugged. His own dealings with Anmond Plill, mostly ceremonial, had been anything but pleasant. Plill made no secret of his distaste for “militarists.”

“And now these damned Martian ruins.” Scott picked up a report in a thick plastic binder. “Latest data.” He tossed the heavy binder at Jack, who snatched it out of the air with difficulty, loose pages spewing into his lap. He scanned the color photos of strange structures amid sand, boulders, and what looked like caves. Now he realized how exhausted he was, because he couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing and worse, he didn’t care.

“Well, in short, gentlemen, we have a public relations problem here,” Scott said. “We’ve got to convince the public we’re on top of this. Which is why I’m sending my war heroes, all eight of your crew, to the Kilpatrick Desert tomorrow morning at 0800 hours.”

“Uh, yessir,” Jack said, hopes of sleeping well into the afternoon evaporating. “But of course, we’re not archeologists or anything like that.”

“Of course not. We’ll be inserting our own USSF archeological team there in a day or two to keep those civilians from the University of Mars in line. But I’ve also sent a Star Drive communication through to Alpha Centauri and I’m recalling General Douglas. First he can tour the ruins, then he can analyze your ship debris in full detail. And we plaster his picture all over AresNet.”

Jack nodded. “Wow, the Alien Hunter himself.”

“Batty but brilliant,” Scott rejoined. “Weird how he can sniff out those Centaurian hiding places and find those damn spies. It still amazes me how we can call him back from four light-years away in just a few minutes. He’ll be arriving on the Cloaked Vengeance at 2000 hours. Your first assignment will be to accompany General Douglas to the hotel when he lands at the spaceport. Then you and your crew will accompany him for a Martian hunting expedition at 0800 tomorrow.”

Jack and Joe dully absorbed this news of even less sleep. Jack found himself transfixed by the changing light outside. It was only when Scott slammed a few binders on his desk that Jack understood he’d fallen asleep in his big blue chair.

“That is all, gentlemen. Dismissed.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Aboard the MATS

––––––––
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It was getting dark at 1830 hours, and Jack felt chilly despite his EnviroField as they waited at Canal and Neptune for the bus. EnviroFields weren’t designed for the deep cold of the Martian night. He’d need a full Mars suit for that.

“Here it comes,” Jack said, pointing to the green bus rolling up on oversize deep-cleated tires. In an emergency these city buses could handle the rock fields of the open countryside. Buses riding on cushions of compressed air had been tried in Marsport, but they kicked up too much dust. “We can requisition a jeep from Ground Transport once we get to the spaceport.”

“Yeah, I’m sure the Alien Hunter won’t want to ride the bus,” Joe said. “Sheesh, what are we, his chauffeurs?”

Jack sighed. “I guess so. My guess is Scott wants us to brief him on everything we know about the saucer we destroyed, and as soon as possible.”

“Yeah, but I’m about to drop dead. I don’t want to deal with some weird general from Alpha Centauri. The other guys are all sacked out by now. Or else getting good and drunk with the prospect of sleeping it off.”

Jack winced. He might have a couple sociable beers with the men, but he wasn’t the kind to take part in the major Typhoon drinking bouts. Joe didn’t participate much himself, but more than once Jack had noted Joe’s hangover on a preflight check. He’d let the crew know this behavior was unacceptable, but they apparently still needed to indulge in it now and then. At least it had scaled back drastically from the first few weeks after the war, and the start of the Evacuation. Then it had been every night.

He didn’t mind whatever festivities his crew decided on tonight, though, after what they’d been through.

It had only lasted a few minutes, the actual battle just a couple seconds. But they could’ve all been killed. The Typhoon could’ve been the one destroyed. The crew had a right to feel spooked.

He’d been right to blow the thing to atoms, even though they hadn’t been positive it was hostile until they saw those bombs coming out of it. How many people—aliens or whatever—had Jack just killed? Could it possibly have been a completely automated ship?

“So what are you up to?” Jack said as Joe punched in something on his Comm.

“Reminding the crew to be ready to leave their rooms at 0715,” Joe replied. “If they’re awake they can read it now, or they’ll get a pleasant little alarm buzzer at 0630 and then they can read it.”

“Sheesh. Well, thank you, Mr. Executive Officer, for remembering the obvious. I’d hate to be the one rousing those six guys awake tomorrow and telling them we have an expedition at 0800.”

The thirty-foot-long bus stopped in front of them. “USSF Spaceport,” Jack said as they entered. “Two of us.”

“Thank you, Captain Jack Commer,” the bus replied, picking his voice out of its database. “Two fares have been charged to USSF account 3394514.”

“Thanks,” Jack said. God, he was so exhausted he was thanking a stupid bus. He and Joe made their way to the back and plopped into their seats as the bus repressurized.

“Well, we have maybe a half hour to relax a bit,” Joe said. The interior of the bus was illuminated in dim emerald green. Only a few passengers were aboard.

“Route 014, USSF Spaceport,” the bus said. “You are leaving the United System Building. This bus will circle through and south of downtown Marsport. Stops for this bus: 1) Marsport Hotel. 2) Earth Museum and Memorial Gardens. 3) The University of Mars. 4) USSF Spaceport via Upheaval Freeway.”

Joe closed his eyes and settled back in his seat. But Jack was on edge. He had a lot of catching up to do on that Kilpatrick Desert expedition tomorrow. He knew nothing about the dig, the discoveries there, or how Douglas would take charge of it. And as the high-profile captain of the Typhoon I assigned to this mission, Jack might be called upon to give an interview tomorrow morning.

He’d put off prepping for the Kilpatrick mission in favor of worrying about the saucer. Why was he obsessing over it? He’d spent the entire four and a half hours on the return journey brooding about the attack. It wasn’t as if he’d never been in combat before.

Well, he’d never been in ship-to-ship combat before. Did all the years of training for ship-to-ship mean the same thing as actually having done it for the first time? Jack was just a novice compared to those crews in Alpha Centauri who did it on a daily basis. So he could swoop down from orbit and drop a bomb. Was that combat? Sure, the Typhoon had been in some danger during the war, but not like today. That saucer had been an enemy ship, designed to kill other ships. How had Jack held up? Was he too cruel? Too easy? How had the men taken it?

The bus came to a halt on Saturn Boulevard. To their left rose the dim dark blocks of the University of Mars. Everyone but the Commers got off.

“Looks like we’ll have the bus to ourselves,” Joe said, woozily coming awake for a moment at the sound of air depressurization and his own EnviroField clicking back up to one hundred percent.

“Yeah, it’s nice seeing people go off to night class,” Jack remarked, then cut himself off as two seedy characters climbed aboard.

“Donbottor Street,” muttered the first one. He was a scrawny, short, wiry middle-aged jerk in a scruffy denim jacket and jeans, with a dirty baseball cap to hide his balding head. Jack had reported to a guy like that during the first phase of the Typhoon project, and he instinctively distrusted the type. Closet alcoholics, always on the make, manipulative, lying cheaters, eager for any advantage ...

Jack was surprised at the invective flooding him. Was he really so exhausted that he was judging people so severely?

“This bus does not stop at Donbottor Street, Mr. Al Carson,” the bus said. “You may transfer to the Donbottor Street route at Saturn and Ceres.”

“This is Saturn and Ceres, you piece of crap!” yelled the second man. He was short like Carson, but heavyset, with puffy hairy hands. He was younger, with a full shock of dark hair sticking straight up, and stubble-bearded. He had large white teeth and sneering rubbery lips. To top it he wore a filthy, battered crimson and chartreuse plaid suit coat above dark blue nylon gym pants. Jack shuddered. They certainly hadn’t evacuated only the decent people to Mars. The United System mandated that everyone go. Still, Jack could think of a few that should’ve been left behind. They didn’t need these whiners on Mars.

“Hello, Mr. Samuel J. Hergs,” the bus said. “Do you have a question about the Donbottor Street route?”

“You’re damn right I do!” Hergs snarled. “That’s where the damn whorehouses are, ain’t that right?”

The bus considered this. By this time Joe was awake, hitching himself up in his seat. Then: “No information about whorehouses is present in the Marsport Automated Transport System database. MATS suggests you wait for the Donbottor Street bus at the corner of Saturn and Ceres. The next bus is due at 7:10 PM, about fourteen minutes from now. Thank you.”

“Jeez, okay, whatever,” Carson said, with a sour look at Jack and Joe in the rear. “Okay, okay, we’ll take your pissing bus wherever it’s going.”

“Fares charged to Al Carson and Samuel J. Hergs for the USSF Spaceport. Caution to passengers: foul language is taken by most citizens as a sign of incivility. Prepare for pressurization.”

“Inciba’ wha’?” Al said, swaying in the center aisle as the bus moved off. “Whaz it sayin’, Sam?”

“It says it don’t want us to use words like crap and piss and sh—”

“Okay, enough, gentlemen,” Jack found himself barking down the aisle. “We’ve had a hard day and don’t want to listen to any of this.”

Next to him Joe grinned in surprise. Jack himself certainly hadn’t expected to open his mouth. But the point was that nobody who had the slightest sense of civic pride wanted the new Martian culture to slide downhill the way Earth culture had gone the previous sixty or eighty years. After the Evacuation, people were grateful to be alive, to start anew. They were pioneers, and pioneers didn’t whine and complain or spew obscenities. Courtesy and cooperation were resurgent not only in Marsport, but all over the planet, and the remnants of a civilization that had been through disaster didn’t want to lose that again.

“Hey, it’s the pissin’ Commers!” Carson cried.

“You’re right, dude!” Hergs yelled from behind him. “What the hell they doin’ on our bus?”

“An’ lecturin’ us like schoolmarms!” Carson snickered, pulling out a nine-inch knife. “Let’s carve up the stinkin’ militarists!”

“Yeah!” Hergs flashed another long knife.

Jack and Joe stood instantly. “Are these guys crazy?” Jack said, pulling his USSF heat blaster as Joe had already done.

“Crap!” Joe said. “What is this?”

Sure, Jack knew people in this city were edgy, just settling into life on an alien world and now being hyped by AresNet about all those strange noises. But personal attacks were so rare in Marsport that they made it to the top AresNet news. Not only were people more cooperative and friendly than they’d ever been in human history, but the consequences of even a schoolyard fistfight on Mars could be deadly. An EnviroField torn off one’s belt would kill in seconds.

“Cowards!” Carson snarled, slashing his knife through the air. “Damn cowards!”

“Carve ’em, Al!” Hergs yelled from behind him. “We don’t hafta listen to their militarist BS!”

“Crap, I don’t wanna waste civilians,” Joe complained, training his blaster on Carson’s nose.

“Joe, hold up,” Jack began. “We don’t want—”

The explosion yanked Jack off his feet and knocked him into his brother. They both grabbed for railings as the wind rushed past them. Jack saw his blaster—no, two blasters—tumbling towards the front of the bus.

“Dammit we decompressed!” Joe grunted through his EnviroField radio as the last of the air blasted out of the bus.

Explosive decompression. They’d experienced that on the Typhoon a year ago when the escape craft hatch failed. Fortunately, nobody had been blown out into space, and the men’s force field spacesuits had kicked in properly. But most of the crew had been pretty banged up.

“Where the hell did they go?” Joe said.

“There,” Jack said, pointing at two figures sprawled on the sidewalk beneath a streetlamp.

Meanwhile the bus spoke over their EnviroField radios: “The Central Processing Unit has determined that decompression was mandated as the solution to prevent violence aboard a MATS bus. Violence is not permitted on MATS buses. If you have questions about this action, feel free to email us at MATS@AresNet. In the meantime, please exit the bus. Your fare will not be refunded. Police have been notified of this action.”

“Damn right I’ll exit your stupid—” Joe said, then yelled: “Jack! Our blasters are out on the sidewalk!” He pointed to Hergs and Carson crawling to the weapons.

Jack bounded out of the bus behind Joe. “Let’s get ’em before those jerks do!”

Behind them the bus roared off. “This bus will protect itself by moving to a safe location,” it broadcast to their EnviroField frequencies. “Thank you for your consideration.”

Getting to his feet, Hergs swung a vicious punch at Joe. “Pissin’ militarist!” he grunted as Joe sidestepped, sending the man stumbling to the concrete. Jack felt Carson leaping on his back, tearing at his EnviroField belt. It was easy to flip the lout over his head, but as he swung his opponent through the Martian night Jack saw that Hergs was up again, training one of the blasters on an oblivious Joe.

“Joe!” Jack shouted, changing the course of Carson’s arc just enough, as Hergs pulled the trigger—

“Militarist! Damn militarist!” Carson snarled, upside down, twirling between Hergs and Joe. “We’ll sue the fartin’ pissin’ USSF! We’ll—aioyieeeeee!”

The blaster’s brilliant white beam connected, and Al Carson was sundered into two twitching legs and a flailing upper torso spinning in the thin Martian air. All three pieces plopped sickeningly on the ground amid a shower of blood.

Joe’s fist connected with Hergs’ bloated purple lips as the strobing orange light of a police spacecopter flooded the scene. Jack plucked the Hergs blaster out of the air as Joe scrambled for the other weapon.

“Police!” the spacecopter broadcast as it landed. “Police!”

“Where the hell is Hergs?” Joe cried, pointing to where he’d just decked the man.

“He was here just a second ago!” Jack said. “He couldn’t have run anywhere!”

“Aw, hell.” Joe pointed to several men exiting the spacecopter, then at the pieces of Carson on the sidewalk. “Looks like we’ve got some explaining to do.”

CHAPTER FIVE

General Douglas

––––––––
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Jack slouched in the plastic lounge seat and checked his watch again. 2200 hours. “Man, is that ship ever going to get here?”

“At least we’re not the late ones,” Joe pointed out. “From what I hear the Alien Hunter would flay us if we were the ones who were late.”

“Thank God Yao was there. Or we’d be in jail now.”

“Yeah, but it was really the stupid bus confirming it that got us off.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” Jack said, feeling berserk at the entire day. He was so glad Joe at least seemed balanced.

They’d wasted two hours with the Marsport police, but not as much as they would have if Yao Xing, a Marsport police lieutenant who knew the Commers, hadn’t been aboard the spacecopter. He’d believed the Commers’ story and unsuccessfully sent men to find Sam Hergs. At police headquarters they’d downloaded the entire exchange aboard the bus, confirming the existence of Hergs and the beginning of the attack. The knives of the punks on the sidewalk, complete with fingerprints, capped the evidence. Unfortunately, General Scott had to be called, and it looked as if there would be no way to keep this incident out of AresNet. And at 2100, already stretched to his limit, Jack had been floored when Scott said that General Douglas’s ship had been delayed and that the Commers still ought to be able to pick him up.

This time a USSF jeep came to take Jack and Joe to the spaceport. To their astonishment the driver was John’s girlfriend Laurie Lachrer, airman first class. In contrast to their deep fatigue, Laurie was pert, lovely in her light blue hanger technician’s uniform, slender and sexy and distracting. Though she was normally involved with ship storage and security, somehow she’d been released for driving duty.

John, it turned out, had already emailed her about the saucer attack. Jack could tell she was shy about questioning Captain Commer about her boyfriend’s well-being, but Joe got her to open up and she in turn had soon pulled every aspect of the attack out of him. Jack had finally changed the subject by asking Laurie her opinion of their messy standdown this afternoon. Now that she was warmed up, Jack heard a few things about the ground crew’s view of Typhoon landing procedures that made him want to pull out his comm and dictate harsh orders to his entire crew. Yet Jack noted that neither he nor Joe wanted to allude to their fight with the two bums and the death of that Carson character. It was as if they couldn’t believe it had happened.

Now Jack and Joe, wiped out, lay in their hard seats while Laurie perched with feminine grace on her chair, hands clasped over a crossed knee, long red ponytail flowing out of her blue USSF technician’s cap. Somehow that reassured Jack that the universe was functioning correctly, here, in this quiet spaceport lounge in the deep Martian night, as he spiraled into welcome unconsciousness.

He was jolted by a sharp kick to his ankle. “Dammit, ya bahstads, on ya feet!” came a voice like a stick of dynamite in his ear. Jack tried to make sense of his environment: to his right, Joe scrambling for footing, Airman First Class Lachrer stiffly at attention, right hand glued to her forehead, and in front of Jack—

A middle-aged wolverine with a white handlebar mustache drooping to his chin, his blue-gray USSF uniform, spangled with dozens of medals, stretched tightly across his immense chest.

“Ya bloody bahstads! Don’t you salute your superior officer? Or do I have you busted down to privates, eh? Salute, dammit! Don’t you Navy goons know how to salute? Or do you just fiddle with yourself in your pants? Look, your damn airman knows how to salute! She’s not fiddling in her pants! At least I don’t think so!”

“Uh, yessir ...” Jack said, struggling to piece it together. Yes, the Australian accent, the attack Doberman Alien Hunter himself, General John J. Douglas. Jack looked over to Laurie, who was doing a superb job of having not a shred of expression on her face.

“Damn!” Joe said, finally making it to his feet. “Man, I was zonked!”

“Salute, dammit! We’ll have military discipline here, by God!” Douglas roared.

Jack managed to shuffle upright and throw a salute. He waited a few seconds for Joe to join in, then Douglas snapped off a millisecond return salute, allowing the other three to finally pull their arms down. Jack blearily fixated on the big medal across Douglas’s breastbone that said ALTROUDA DEATH SQUAD.

“That’s better, ya damn bahstads,” Douglas nodded. “Must be you’re getting soft here in the Sol system, what with this comfy life you have here, eh?”

“Uh, yessir. Uh, possibly, sir. I hadn’t thought of it that way, sir,” Jack said. He’d found long ago that it was preferable to roll with this sort of attitude than fight it. After the Alpha dog barked a few times and marked a few corners, he usually settled down to business. Meanwhile Jack could remain secure in the knowledge that he commanded the most powerful spaceship humanity had ever developed.

“It’s probably that slothful Navy background of yours,” Douglas went on. “You, sir, ought to be a colonel,” he said, stabbing Jack’s chest. “And you,” he jabbed Joe, “ought to be a lieutenant colonel. Your pretty little Air Force accomplice here—” he considered jabbing Laurie’s chest but decorously declined—“would be a private first class. That sounds sane to my way of thinking. Why they didn’t merge all the ranks properly I’ll never know. Captains in particular mix me up. Why, in the Army, a captain is nothing! Nothing!”

“Uh, yessir,” Jack said. “Uh, actually, Airman Lachrer is here to drive you to the hotel. In fact, all of us. We can brief you on the spaceship attack we had earlier today as we drive into town.” That was, if he could stay awake.

“Yes, yes, I read the report on your little skirmish,” Douglas said as Jack indicated the way out. “Not an AC tactic to come head-on like that, it’s not. Took an easy shot and destroyed the evidence in the bargain, eh? I’d say you’ve wasted some millionaire out on a pleasure cruise, eh?”

Jack looked away. He wasn’t going to let this son of a bitch get under his skin. “Well, sir, let’s make sure your EnviroField is properly tuned for the Mars environment, shall we?”

“By all means, gentlemen, make sure your superior officer isn’t turned into a pile of writhing guts outside, eh? The least you could do, you know.”

Stifling a curse, Jack examined the general’s EnviroField, and Laurie gave it another look, perhaps suspecting that Jack might not mind if the general had an unfortunate accident outside the airlock. The four made their way through the lock to the curb where the USSF jeep was parked. Here the general sniffed at the chilly night sky and spat: “And you don’t even ask me why I was delayed! You don’t even ask me why my ship is two hours late!”

“Uh, sorry, sir,” Joe said as Jack stared blankly into Douglas’s fierce gray eyes. “We just assumed you’d had a delay.”

“We were attacked!” Douglas boomed. “A real attack, not like your little skirmish with a civilian! A saucer-shaped ship came right up on our tail!”

“What?” Jack cried.

“The Cloaked Vengeance couldn’t hail it, so I’ve been told, not that those Air Force bozos would think to tell the Alien Hunter anything!”

“A ship? A saucer-shaped ship? Like the one we fought?” Joe said.

“So the damn thing cruises up on us dropping these teeny little bombs! It would’ve destroyed us if I hadn’t ordered the captain to pay some damn attention! Caught napping, he was! But finally he put the Vengeance into these evasive maneuvers that left everyone puking except me.”

“Little missiles?” Jack said. “About a foot long, rounded at both ends?”

“That’s what the scans showed later.” All four got into the jeep, Laurie driving, Douglas in the passenger seat, Jack and Joe in the back. “Now if you’ll stop interrupting, gentlemen. Naturally, I knew they had to be Centaurians infiltrating our system, no doubt out to get me. At first I was puzzled by the new ship design. The ACs don’t like rounded shapes, but I figured they’d do anything to get me, even build a new design to throw me off balance.”

“A saucer!” Joe said. “Just like the one we blew away!”

“But curse it, the Cloaked Vengeance is Air Force and the captain wouldn’t obey my order to prepare for boarding and hand-to-hand combat! The Army knows hand-to-hand combat now, by God, not like you Air Force and Navy wimps! Anyway, the bahstad captain just keeps going through these pointless evasive maneuvers instead of turning around and attacking! All right, so I did blow my beets once! Everyone did! Most of those twerps were accountants back from auditing HQ, if you must know!”

“Wow, that has to be the same kind of ship that attacked us,” Jack said.

Laurie had the jeep out on the Upheaval. Douglas raised an eyebrow at Jack’s interruption and went on: “Finally the damned thing shot on past us. And the idiot Air Force captain and his idiot Air Force crew lost it on their sensors! Said it was headed straight into the sun if you can believe that! But my theory is that the ACs now have a base on Mercury.”

“Crap,” Jack said. “We can’t have that. We can’t have ACs in our system.”

“Maybe now you boys’ll get a taste of real combat!”

“So you’re saying that was an AC ship?” Joe said.

“Yes, yes, you stupid twits, haven’t you been listening at all? What do they teach you at the Academy? Do they teach you how to listen to a normal conversation in English and make sense of it?”

“No, sir, they never had classes in how to understand a bombastic jerk!” Jack cried.

There was a long silence in the jeep as the lights of downtown Marsport came into view.

“What—what Jack means to say,” Joe said in a small tortured voice, “is that we ourselves must’ve fought an AC scout ship this morning, and we’re really tired after spending all day in the ship, and that battle, and then there were these two idiots on the bus who—”

Douglas cleared his throat. “I say, from the very first, I would’ve thrown you chaps in irons. For not saluting your superior officer, you know. But then you are the Commers. And apparently General Scott’s finest pets. But don’t think you’re going to get away with it. After jailing Senator Johnson for treason at Alpha Centauri, I think I’m ready for the saviors of the human race, or whatever AresNet calls you.”

“Uh, yessir, I’m sorry, sir,” Jack said, brain shorting out. It made no difference to him whether he shouted at Douglas or licked his boots or fell asleep. He was exhausted, physically, emotionally, morally. So what business did he have commanding humanity’s most powerful spaceship?

“Anyway, here we were, about to have hand-to-hand combat with aliens, my little saviors! So naturally I tried to save the ship, except this blasted stewardess strapped me in my seat, and tightly too! I could hardly breathe! Well, I know she wasn’t a stewardess but another one of your blamed airwomen first class! If I could sue the Air Force I would, but dammit, I have to work with those fools! We’re all USSF now! I have to work with you Navy types as well! Disgusting! Absolutely disgusting, and that’s the end of it!” He folded his arms and glared out the window as Laurie navigated the Upheaval and took the Jupiter Boulevard exit.

“Whatever you say, sir,” Jack said, comatose.

“Again, what Jack means to say,” Joe said, “is that we’re very tired. Not only did we fight a space battle, but there were these two derelicts who tried to kill us on the bus tonight. We wound up killing one of them!”

“Really?” Laurie said, looking back at Joe.

Douglas raised both eyebrows. “Really? Perhaps there’s hope for you bahstad gentlemen yet. As long as we have to spend some time together wasting our time looking at your silly Martian ruins, I suppose I could teach you some of the more advanced hand-to-hand combat techniques.”

“Oh, I’m sure we’d love that, sir,” Jack said amid a tremendous yawn.

“One time there was a spy at USSF HQ at the Military Intelligence Office. In fact, he’d been working for Senator Johnson, passing secrets on to the damn ACs. We all sat down to dinner when he received the order to blow us all away. Pulled out a blaster, the bahstad did. But, with a toothpick, with a bloody toothpick, mind you—”

“Yes, sir. Fascinating, sir,” Jack said.

“Jack!” Joe hissed, punching him.

“—successfully penetrated directly up his left nostril and into—”

“Yuck!” Airman Laurie put in.

“He expired fairly quickly, but not before barfing copious amounts of foul, half-digested wine directly onto—”

“Right, right, we get the picture,” Jack said.

“—and soiling his pants all over the table as well. The entire ballroom was puking at the smell! They thought I’d done it just because I was unbalanced or something. They were too stupid to even see his blaster, just the body. Dreadful business, the whole thing was. I eventually got the Crimson Cross for wiping out that cell, of course. But it all just goes to show that, with the ACs, you have to be superhumanly alert at all times.” There was a pause as everyone struggled to process this wisdom. “Well, I guess I’ve been called back at just the right time, then, mates! Looks like I’ll be hunting down Centaurians in our home system!”

“Sheesh,” Jack said.

“What I don’t understand is why Scott wants me to waste my time on aliens who’re already dead! Imagine me, kicking around some old ruins! But I’ll bet Scott’s pissing in his drawers now that they’ve discovered a civilization here. He was so sure there could be no life on Mars!”

As the jeep continued down Jupiter Boulevard, Jack decided that the best thing to do was let Douglas ramble without interruption, as he himself oozed into a twenty-five percent semblance of consciousness.

“Of course, that raises the old jibe that Scott’s suppressed any talk of Martian life because all he’s wanted to do from the very beginning was colonize the place and wallpaper it with nasty American cities!” Douglas laughed.

“Well, sir,” Jack heard Joe put in from far away, “from what I understand, General Scott wants you to put an end to any connections between the weird noises people have been hearing and the archeological dig. I guess it’s all about rumor control now.”

“Nonsense! I saw the AresNet headlines myself. Bleating about Martian marauders! That’s just like you soft colonists, to worry about imaginary Martians when you should be worrying about Alpha Centaurians! I can’t believe people are taken in by these things.”

Laurie stopped the jeep. “I could take it around to the lobby airlock, if you want,” she said.

“Wait, what is this?” Douglas said, craning his neck.

“The hotel, sir,” Laurie said.

“Wait!” the general said. “I don’t want this crummy Marsport Hotel!”

“Uh, sir?” Joe said. “We do have a room reserved.”

“I want the Space Carpet at the edge of town. Quick, tell your driver to go there.”

“Man, the Space Carpet!” Jack mumbled. “The most expensive place in town! Of course the general wants it!”

Another long silence.

“Excuse me, sir,” Joe said, leaning forward to General Douglas. “What Jack means is that it’s late, it’s 2245 hours, and everyone’s really exhausted, if you know what I mean, and we’d like to turn in.”

“Driver, the Space Carpet! Now! And for your information, my wimpy Navy brothers-in-arms, I am going to the Space Carpet because it’s smack dab in the middle of where all these so-called noises have been heard! And the Alien Hunter will place himself at the center of danger! He’ll get to the bottom of your mysterious Martian marauders! Is that understood, ya bahstads?”

“Five thousand dollars a night,” Jack mumbled. “Don’t charge it to my account.”

“In any case I’m going to the Space Carpet. Driver, the Space Carpet Hotel, quick.”

Laurie got the jeep rolling again. Jack peered at his watch but couldn’t decide what any of the numbers meant, and then he didn’t register any more of the journey. He just became one with the feverish tires rolling forever in the night.

CHAPTER SIX

Noises in the Night

––––––––
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General Douglas unloaded his heat blasters, EOS pistols, neural stunners, and combat knives onto the smooth marble bathroom counter and stood back to admire his nude forty-five-year-old body in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. His pectorals bulged with wiry dark hair. His thighs were thick, his ass blunt and hard, his dark groin powerful and rough, male and ready.

He pulled out a pair of thirty-pound barbells from the weight room and went to work in front of the mirror. Overhead, to the side, forearm curls. He’d forgotten how good the new beer breweries on Mars were. Had to work some of those calories off. That amazing steak dinner in the lounge as well. Steak was astonishingly expensive. Only a few cattle had been evacuated to Mars, and the breeding farms, equipped with one-gravity fields to keep the animals in as Earthlike conditions as possible, were only now getting into gear. Oh well, charge it to the USSF along with this fantastic sixty-foot-long suite.

He had to clear his head. Of course it wasn’t the beer. He’d only had three glasses. He knew why he was so unsettled. The damned Star Drive. It made anybody crazy. Sure, the Earth-Alpha Centauri journey only took fifteen minutes, but you felt you were under the dentist’s drill the entire time. Everyone remarked on it, though most pretended it wasn’t too bad. It wasn’t considered manly to admit that Star Drive freaked you out.

Well, Douglas was man enough to admit it. He was flat out of sorts from the Star Drive. No matter how many times you did the Drive, it was always the same. You never got used to it. Those fifteen minutes seemed like hours. That little dust up with the mysterious saucer wasn’t half as bad as Star Drive.

Of course it was a piddling AC scout ship, no doubt sent from Alpha Centauri to assassinate him. He was the ACs most feared adversary, after all. Douglas wondered if the saucer had somehow latched onto the Cloaked Vengeance when it went into Star Drive, because God knew the ACs own version of Star Drive was problematic to say the least. They’d warp a fleet of a hundred kill ships into the middle of a battle, but maybe only forty would get there in one piece. The ACs maintained their tenuous hold on their sprawling seventeen-sun empire by that sort of overkill, happy to train a hundred warriors so that forty might arrive to do the job. The consensus had always been that the ACs were too weak to take Sol.

But they could’ve sent scouts ahead. The hundreds of fancy automated USSF surveillance craft orbiting out in the Jovian or Saturnian Fragment Fields couldn’t possibly detect everything that came through. That would explain the other saucer the Commers had fought this morning. Douglas had jazzed them about it being a civilian ship, because he was damned if the Commers were going to get credit for discovering the first AC scout in the solar system. Of course he’d read their report. After his own attack, as the Cloaked Vengeance made its approach to Mars, he’d caught up on his paperwork. The head-on attack was anomalous, but by damn it looked like the same type AC scout that took on the Vengeance.

Douglas dropped to the floor, using the barbells as handgrips as he shot himself through sixty pushups. Stood and held the barbells at arm’s length for two minutes. Damn, that felt good. His heaving chest was red and hard beneath the hair. His arms ached. Good. He had to be alert, he had to be strong for the fight ahead.

He pressed the intercom for room service.

“Service Desk, how may I help you?” came a sensuous feminine voice.

Douglas glanced at his formidable male self in the mirror. Honey, you could send yourself up to me, he thought, imagining that slender red-haired airman first class who’d driven him over here. Then, realizing he couldn’t be sure the voice was that of a real woman or another one of those damned clever AI interfaces, he said: “I’d like six bottles of that Red Desert Pilsner I had for dinner sent up immediately to room 1870. It was damned good.”

“Very good, sir. For your information, the time is 11:33 PM. At midnight will follow the usual thirty-nine-minute time skip.”

It was probably Artificial Intelligence after all, Douglas thought ruefully. She’d sounded as if she’d have been good if she’d been real. The clock on the bathroom counter was no doubt also set up to skip thirty-nine minutes at midnight, to keep Mars time synched to a regular Earth day. Tomorrow he’d download a program into his watch to do the same. Not tonight, though. Tonight was for shaking off that Star Drive, getting his brain unscrambled.

Sure, he was pissed at being recalled for this idiotic Martian marauder business. This ruins on Mars crap. He wasn’t surprised at the discovery. Of course there were probably ancient Martians. Who cared? Two years in Alpha Centauri had taught him that life was more surprising, tenacious and deadly than anyone could ever have guessed. It was everywhere, in hundreds of different forms. He’d lost count of the number of species the Alpha Centaurians had managed to assemble into one empire.

The door buzzer rang, and Douglas strode across his vast suite, past ten couches, a pool table, a twenty-foot-long oak table covered with flowers, and a wet bar the size of a downtown restaurant. He opened the door without thinking. Fortunately it was a service robot that didn’t care in the slightest that Douglas was naked.

“Your Pilsner, sir. Enjoy!” said the robot, and whirred down the empty corridor.

Douglas set five bottles inside the wet bar’s refrigerator and opened the sixth, then settled into an adjustable gravity chair and played with the controls for a while. Two gravs ... one grav ... one-sixth. One-eighteenth was as low as it would go.

He needed this luscious beer. The Star Drive still dug into his nerves. The entire universe was singing in his ears. This immense room, with the baby blue canopy bed on a dais thirty feet away, nevertheless felt as cramped as a coffin. Sixty feet of floor-to-ceiling window displayed an astounding vista of nighttime Marsport. Or was it just a clever brochure pasted on the inside of his coffin lid?

Sure, he was used to strange hotels and barracks, to living on the edge. He was constantly being reassigned in Alpha Centauri, training new battalions of USSF soldiers in the most efficient ways to hunt down and kill Centaurians. He’d been to all seventeen AC systems, and had known the Star Drive hysteria on every transfer. Yet this Drive had hit him harder than any he could remember. He was keyed up in a way he couldn’t fathom.

Was it because he was angry at Scott for ordering him here for this ruins idiocy? He’d been summoned from Proxima Centauri just a few hours ago, where he’d been working on a pleasantly strong margarita, jotting down notes for a series of speeches on alien hunting he was to give over the next few weeks. Scott could wreck his schedule, all his plans, just like that. Within an hour he was on the Cloaked Vengeance, then fifteen minutes of shattered nerves later he was back in Sol, helplessly strapped in his seat as that idiot Air Force captain cowardly dodged an AC death ship. And shortly after that, Douglas was enduring the prattle of those wimpy Navy Commer brothers. He knew Commer hadn’t properly checked his EnviroField. Only that Laurie creature had saved him.

That Laurie woman ... fascinating. Douglas regarded the tall golden bottle of Red Desert Pilsner coldly sweating next to his hairy maleness. Yes, he could picture Laurie kneeling here, right now, right between his knees.

Abruptly he was on his feet, finishing off the Pilsner and yanking a new one out of the big black refrigerator. Ice-cold electricity shot through his body. There was no way he could sleep tonight. Maybe he should review all those reports about the ruins. But hell, he’d read them once already. Nothing new. Ruins, so what? He’d seen ruins of dozens of empires in Alpha Centauri.

This noise business, ditto. These soft Martian colonists were on edge. Have a noise complaint? Hell, call the damn cops.

Half the second beer poured down his throat, Douglas turned to the expanse of downtown Marsport and shuddered. Without knowing why, he spoke: “Kill all lights,” and the room plunged into darkness. The skyline glowed with fresh intensity. A voice came into his head:

This is eternity.

Douglas shook off the new shiver, then rapped out a defiant laugh. Look at him, as spooked as these soft colonists with their fancy super-modern city and their service robots and their easy lives. So the fools thought there were Martians prowling around their houses. But here he was hearing voices himself.

He had to prep for the morning. He needed sleep. If he finished this second beer it might calm him down. He had to take charge of the Kilpatrick dig, otherwise he’d be in an endless tussle between the civilian archeologists and General Scott. Get in there, take charge. Issue a definitive report within a week. Calm all these fools down, take a ship back to Alpha Centauri, get back into the war and get some real work done.

Unless they assigned him here. It was possible. If the colonists felt there were ACs close to home, they’d go berserk. They’d want the best. They’d want the Alien Hunter. But then Douglas would have to compete with those damned saviors of the human race, the Commers.

Jack Commer was a wimp, unfit for command. He was supposed to be a war hero, but all he’d had to do was push a button. Sheesh. Let him come out and fight the Zarj in AC.

Yet Commer had potential. At least Jack if not his brothers. Anyone could see that. The way Commer had sassed Douglas tonight and somehow gotten away with it. That showed a high level of personal power. Was Douglas losing his touch? Or was it that Jack Commer was somehow fated for great things? If so, maybe the best thing to do would be to have Jack attached to the Alien Hunter. Yeah, defuse the situation, control the bastard from the beginning.

Douglas could train him. Commer had that ship that could do 1/13th light speed. And its sister, the Typhoon II, had Star Drive. It was supposed to be ready soon. It had been designed for the AC war but Douglas might need it here. He’d command it, Commer would be his first officer, they’d cleanse Sol of ACs first, then return to Alpha Centauri. Return to AC and everything Douglas had left behind.

Coerjen. Douglas smiled, and took his naked male body to the bed, pushed the covers down, and lay with his masculinity pointing to the gentle canopy above. When would he see his mistress again? When would he grasp those delightful breasts? Coerjen Wilder. Admiral Wilder’s wife. The best woman he’d ever had. And what a last name, even if she did take it from old Jeremy. She was deliciously wild. Just last night was the first time they’d been able to get away for long hours of love. The dozen encounters before had, of necessity, been furtive and hasty. They made it twice last night. The second time, after the most sensuous soapy fondling shower he’d ever had, Coerjen had climbed onto him and writhed in ecstasy for half an hour.

Now, in the hotel darkness, he finally was able to close his eyes, to feel Coerjen atop him, rubbing across him, reaching down to take him in hand.

“Quar zee X domic glos.”

“What? What?” the general cried, eyes flung open to the dark shape straddling him. “My God! Coerjen, you scared me!”

“Merk sno zee don gabs X,” said—

The thing. In the eternity light of downtown Marsport shining into his vast coffin, Douglas saw the creature squatting on his crotch. Grasping Douglas’s member in one hand and a long silver knife in the other.

The creature had a fish head. A long fin down its back.

Old reactions set in. Douglas yanked free of the fish man’s intimate clasp, swiped the Electron Oblivion Sequencer pistol from the bedstand and turned back to—

The alien. The fish man regarded him with unblinking eyes two inches wide. Douglas felt the thing’s thoughts. The alien knocked the EOS pistol out of his hand with a thought.

CHAPTER SEVEN

At the Carpet, or, Is This the General?

Friday, June 9, 2034, 0200 hours

––––––––
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“I’ll need you boys for some identification,” Lieutenant Yao Xing said, motioning Harri McNarri and Mickey Michaels over. Harri shook his head at the idea of the slender young Chinese police lieutenant calling any of the Typhoon crew “boys.” But he picked his way across the glass shards, the smashed furniture, the scattered kitchen utensils and torn linen, towards three bodies beneath sheets.

“We’ll need to get Jack or Joe,” Harri said, pointing to the two older Commer brothers craning at the hole far up the side of the Space Carpet Hotel. “They were the only ones who actually met the general. I suppose I’d recognize him from a photo, but—”

“Perhaps not after decompression,” Yao finished for the Typhoon I ship doctor, who’d seen enough decompression deaths to last a lifetime. “Jack? Joe? I need you over here to ID the body.”

Jack and Joe nodded and came past a battered PhoboStar limousine with a pool table upside down across its hood. Searchlights played up and down the sides of the Space Carpet and the other buildings in the area. Dozens of Marsport police walked the grounds. Red and blue lights strobed relentlessly from the tops of police jeeps.

“Hello again, Lieutenant Yao,” Jack said, extending a handshake.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be shaking my hand,” Yao said ruefully. “You guys seem to be at the center of a lot of trouble tonight.”

“Those guys on the bus attacked us,” Jack said absently, focusing on the red-stained sheet across the largest body. “And this—I had no idea. I guess Joe and I should’ve stayed with him, made sure he was okay here instead of going back to the Marsport and crashing.”

“It’s not your fault,” McNarri said. “You couldn’t have known.”

“Why did he insist on staying here?”

“If it’s any consolation, the attack came long after you’d dropped him off,” Yao said. “We think somewhere around the midnight skip.”

Jack shook his head. “Well, I’m awake now, at least.” Although he maintained he was fully alert after a couple hours sleep, Jack looked a hundred years old to Harri. Joe only seemed seventy-five. The rest of the Typhoon crew appeared to have gotten enough rest after the ordeal yesterday. But now this on top of it.

“Anyway,” Yao went on, pulling back the sheet on the largest body. “Is this the general?”

“God ... yes,” Jack said. “That’s him.”

“Yeah ...” Joe added.

The other Typhoon crewmen came up to view the body. A hundred yards past them, at the edge of the parking lot, a police force field glowed bright blue. Dozens of Marsport citizens behind it strained to see what was going on. Harri turned back to the body of General John J. Douglas with professional interest. The blood had dried to a crimson crust in the virtually nonexistent Martian atmosphere, but Harri could tell that a lot of it had come out of the general before decompression had blasted his features into spoiled meat. Further down, on the naked torso, were numerous stab wounds.

“Under this second sheet,” Yao went on, “is the body of one of the things the general killed.” He whipped back the sheet.

The men gaped. Before them lay a small pinkish creature, its head curved back into a long fin running down its translucent white back. The entire body was no more than four feet in length. Not that the resemblance was exact, but Harri was reminded of human fetuses in the early stages of development. He mutely pointed to what appeared to be a missing eyeball in one of the two eye sockets.

Yao nodded. “Douglas apparently gouged one of the eyes out. We haven’t found it yet.”

“Sheesh,” Ken Garrison put in for all of them from behind Harri.

There was no apparent sign of clothing on the alien. The body was humanoid, but Harri had a hard time deciding if there were genitalia between the legs, and if so, whether it was male or female.

“What is this thing?” Joe said, staring.

Yao shrugged. “Some of the civilians over there who first saw it in the parking lot have been calling it a Martian.”

Harri scanned the growing crowd behind the force field. “So they’ve seen it,” he said, letting the implications sink in for all the men. The noises in the night, the unease throughout the city ...

“When a hotel room decompresses and everything gets blown all over the parking lot, we don’t really have much control over who sees what,” Yao said.

“You guys don’t really believe this is a Martian, do you?” Joe said.

“For want of a better term. You do realize that all police have to memorize the United System Classification for Alpha Centaurian Species? Just in case we do get jumped by an AC invasion?”

“Well, it doesn’t look like any AC species I’ve ever seen a picture of,” Harri said. “We have to memorize the damn thing too, you know.”

“But we can’t rule this thing out,” Joe said. “And that first edition’s out of date already. They say they’re revising it in light of all the new species we’ve been running across.”

“Well, we won’t know until we do DNA tests,” Jack said.

“We’ve done a preliminary DNA sampling,” Yao said. “On the spot and sloppy, but it also confirms this isn’t an AC species. At least, any that we’ve ever gotten a sample of.”

“Well,” Harri drawled, “I’m sure this is something that pathologists and exobiologists and politicians and AresNet pundits are gonna be debating for a long time.”

“If there really is an AC invasion underway,” Jack said. He took a deep breath. “What about that third body?”

“Not so interesting after the other one.” Yao pulled its sheet back. At first Harri thought he was looking at a cow carcass. Then he saw it was a creature identical to the first one but missing a head. And drenched apparently in dried blue-purple blood.

“We haven’t found that yet, either,” Yao said, pointing to the stump between the frail shoulders. “God knows where all the evidence has been blown to from eighteen stories up. But it was obviously cut off by a knife.”

“In about three or four quick motions,” Harri said, kneeling. “I’d say Douglas at least avenged himself.” He looked back to the Typhoon crew. None of them had been able to stay away when Jack had gotten the call from General Scott. Jack, bleary from a couple hours sleep, had neither ordered them along nor forbidden them to come. All were unable to take their eyes off the three bodies. Harri pointed to the general. “He put up quite a fight.”

“He definitely killed one of them outright,” Yao said. “As for the other, with the missing eye, we can’t know if that was fatal. The fight apparently went on for a long time, maybe ten minutes. The entire place upstairs is bloody, with both kinds of blood. Can’t tell much from what little is left in the room, after the decompression. Maybe the general was trying to finish off the second alien with his EOS pistol. There are several EOS scars on the walls, then ...”

“Then he blew out a few dozen feet of window,” Harri finished.

“Whether or purpose or by accident we’ll never know,” Yao said. “We can possibly conclude there were only two aliens involved in the attack, unless we find other bodies out here.”

Harri surveyed the parking lot covered with the smashed miscellany of a luxurious hotel room. He wondered how that heavy pool table had been blown out, then saw it had wheels. A sudden hurricane force might’ve rolled it nicely. Douglas must have realized that firing an EOS gun in a pressurized civilian hotel room was bound to lead to disaster. On USSF ships the hull interiors had coating that absorbed such rays, just in case.

“Did the other rooms hold?” Harri asked.

Yao nodded. “Yes. No further casualties up there. Luckily nobody was in the hallways at the time.”

“Well, that’s good. If they didn’t have failsafes the entire hotel could’ve been at risk.” Harri bent down to the two aliens again. “But this is interesting.” He pointed to the alien missing an eye.

“What’s interesting?” Jack said.

“Well, neither of these alien bodies seems to exhibit any damage due to decompression. Harder to tell with this headless one, but I think it holds in both cases. It seems to me that if Mr. Eyeless here wasn’t killed by the eye gouge, it was the fall from eighteen stories in .38G that did him in.”

“So?” Joe said.

“So these creatures must be adapted to the naked Martian environment. I see no sign of spacesuits or anything that would pass for an EnviroField on them.”

“Hmm ...” Jack said, as everyone thought that over.

“Then again, they were also in Douglas’s room when it was fully pressurized. Can they somehow handle both extremes? I wonder if it’s possible they have some sort of internal EnviroField to enable them to survive in various kinds of atmospheres and densities.”

“Well, that’s all right for speculation now, but the first thing is to get these bodies back to the Exobiology Lab for analysis. And, of course, to properly take care of General Douglas’s body.” Jack cocked his head at something beyond the sheeted forms. “Wait a sec.” He moved to a broken coffee table and pulled out what looked to Harri like a man’s belt. There was something small and black attached to it.

“It’s like a holster,” Joe said.

“And there’s a gun of some sort,” Jack said, withdrawing a small silver weapon with a bright blue ring around the end of what appeared to be a gun barrel, and odd hieroglyph-like symbols on a rubbery purple handgrip.

“Whoa!” Yao said. “I can’t believe we missed that!”

“Is it a weapon?” Jack wondered. “Or some plastic toy?”

“Look!” John broke in. “The belt would just fit around that Martian!” Without asking he pulled the holster and belt out of Jack’s hands and draped it around the one-eyed Martian’s waist.

“John, we don’t know it’s a Martian,” Joe began, but everyone stared at the perfect fit the belt made on the alien.

“And that gun looks like it would fit in one of those small hands,” Harri said.

“No, you’re jumping to conclusions,” Joe said. “That could easily be their version of the EnviroFields you were talking about.”

“But it looks like a gun!” John maintained. “And if it quacks like a gun—” He paused as even Lieutenant Yao laughed with the others. “I mean—”

“There’s no trigger,” Jack said, standing and sighting along the barrel at a small pine tree forty feet away shimmering within its EnviroField. “Joe may be right. It must just look like a gun, and we’re all assuming—”

A blue-purple ray shot from the barrel and an eerie whine overwhelmed the men’s EnviroField comms. Harri felt his mouth drop as the ray enveloped the pine’s EnviroField, which glittered bright pink for a moment, then cut off.

And the tree itself shattered like a giant collapsing chandelier, the men’s comms amplifying that smashing out of the thin Martian air.

“My God!” Joe gasped, pointing. “That—that—”

“It is a gun!” John cried. “I told you so!”

“It doesn’t have a trigger!” Jack said. “You squeeze the entire handle! Damn, that’s a dangerous design. You can set it off without really intending to.”

“Possibly it’s not so dangerous for the small Martian hand,” Harri pointed out.

“We can’t know it’s Martian!” Joe repeated. “Don’t you start in on that, Harri!”

“Oops,” Harri said. “But I guess I’d rather it be a Martian than an Alpha Centaurian, wouldn’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter what we want,” Jack said. “All that matters is what is. And we have to remember that these Martians or whatever they are have murdered General Douglas, so we ought to assume they’re every bit the enemy the ACs are.”

Harri pondered that. What if it were true? What if there were native Martians, somehow, impossibly, overlooked after two years of human exploration on Mars? What about those noises people had been hearing at night? What about those ruins in the Kilpatrick Desert? What if these Martians decided they’d had enough of an alien race despoiling their planet? Harri couldn’t think. All he could do was follow Jack who was walking over to finger the remnants of the pine tree. Soon all the men were doing so, their EnviroFields permitting them to touch objects and get a decent feel of them. The fragments felt exactly like bits of glass to Harri. As he knelt, his EnviroField comm picked up scattered transmissions from civilians murmuring about what had happened to the tree. “Now the hotel can send you a bill for that pine and its EnviroField,” he said, trying to push away his unease. “You know how expensive they both are.”

“Huh,” Jack said, barely acknowledging Harri’s lame humor, transfixed by the gun in his hand. He carefully replaced it in the holster and stood up. “I shouldn’t be taking any chances just holding it.”

“That would certainly be a powerful weapon if we could duplicate it,” Joe said.

“I don’t know,” the third Commer brother, Jim, put in. “We’ve had so much trouble reverse-engineering alien technology in Alpha Centauri. Still, I’ll bet the Alien Tech Team would love to give it a try.”

“But I wonder if the basic principle isn’t similar to our EOS tech.”

“That would be great, to get it instantaneous, like with that tree!” John said.

The sluggishness of Electron Oblivion Sequencing technology had galled the USSF for some time. The guns collapsed the electron cloud around any atom their rays encountered, wiping the chosen object out of existence. However, since its ray took anywhere from two to five seconds to take effect, the EOS gun was not a natural for personal combat. Too many Alpha Centaurian soldiers with heat blasters had killed too many USSF men with EOS rifles, and it didn’t matter if a few seconds after the men were roasted, the ACs ceased to exist. Harri had tinkered with some of the pistols aboard the Typhoon, trying to reduce their effective time, to no avail. While EOS technology greatly augmented standard battle tactics, it wasn’t what it could be. In fact, its only real success lay in how it had turned the criminal justice system on its head by entirely eliminating the corpus delicti. EOS technology was forbidden to civilians, but of course criminals eagerly sought it.

Yao eyed Jack holding the alien gun and said: “You’re not thinking of removing that evidence from a crime scene, are you?”

“Yes, in fact, I need to,” Jack said, wrapping the holster belt around his left forearm. “The USSF needs to see this gun as soon as possible, and I’d say it’s too dangerous to leave in civilian hands.”

Harri watched Yao briefly struggle with the concept that he was actually a civilian. Usually the police referred to citizens as civilians, as some sort of pets the fraternity of police were required to protect. Then along came a military officer who reminded him that, to the military, police were also mere civilians.

Yao shook his head with a small grin. “I suppose you’d remind me next that the USSF Code demands custody of all alien weapons.”

Jack grinned back. “I knew I wouldn’t have to go that far. And you helped me and Joe out of a jam earlier tonight.”

“Well, then take it. And I’ll be glad it’s not me who accidentally shatters police headquarters.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

Shattergun Terrorists

––––––––
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“This better not be the same smartass bus that blew us out earlier,” Joe said as the eight Typhoon I crewmembers boarded the MATS bus in front of the Space Carpet.

“Hope not,” Jack said as the men took their seats. To the bus, he spoke: “Eight of us, for the United System Building.”

Harri had only gotten fragmentary details about the two punks who’d assaulted Jack and Joe earlier tonight while the rest of the crew was sacked out. Apparently one of them had almost singed Joe with a heat blaster. There hadn’t been any time on the ride over to the Space Carpet to ask more, and everyone’s mind was on General Douglas anyway. But, slipping into his ship’s physician role, Harri found himself watching Jack and Joe. They hadn’t had much sleep, and though the entire crew had experienced a major ordeal over the last twenty-four hours, Jack and Joe had fared far worse.

“Thank you, Captain Jack Commer,” said the bus. “Eight fares have been charged to USSF account 3394514.” A number of civilians saw the USSF men and whispered. Others pointed at the scene of confusion around the Space Carpet, and the blue force field keeping citizens out.

“Why are we riding the bus anyway?” John complained. “You’d think they’d’ve sent a jeep for us.”

“This was faster all around,” Jack said. “I can’t believe we sneaked onto the bus without—”

“Without people hassling us about those Martian marauders!” John cried.

“Shhh, keep it down,” Joe said.

“Martian marauders?” said some lady down the aisle. “Is that what happened?”

“Shhh!” Jack said again, then, seeing he was shushing a civilian, added: “Sorry, ma’am.”

After the bus fully pressurized, a voice came from the speakers along the ceiling of the MATS bus. “Now for the Three AM News!”

“Oh no ...” Harri muttered.

“THIS IS ARESNET! This just in! VIOLENCE IN MARSPORT! COMMERS INVOLVED IN DEATH ON BUS! GENERAL DOUGLAS KILLED! Good morning! A few minutes ago police were called to the Space Carpet Hotel where two Martians have killed General John J. Douglas, the Alien Hunter specifically brought in from Alpha Centauri to deal with the MARTIAN MARAUDERS once and for all! Police report that two Martians infiltrated Douglas’s hotel room, where he apparently killed one before DECOMPRESSING HIS ROOM WITH A PISTOL SHOT, killing himself as well as his second attacker! Douglas, back from Alpha Centauri, had been scheduled to investigate the KILPATRICK DESERT RUINS, scene of an ANCIENT MARTIAN CULTURE now out for BLOODY REVENGE AGAINST HUMANITY for invading their SACRED PLANET! Meanwhile, Jack and Joe Commer, the men who ended the Final War, were taken to Marsport Police Headquarters earlier this evening to be questioned in their role in the BLASTER DEATH of a Marsport citizen, Al Carson, 38, aboard a Marsport Automated Transport System bus! According to the bus: ‘I was at the corner of Saturn and Ceres when four humans began initiating violence inside me. I had no choice but to depressurize and expel the violence. While I didn’t actually witness Al Carson’s death, I can say that Jack and Joe Commer did definitely brandish heat blasters while aboard me.’”

“Oh, jeez, listen to this,” Joe complained. “The damn bus knows those jerks pulled knives first! And everyone keeps harping on this Martian marauders crap.”

“Yeah!” John said. “That bus is slandering us!”

“WHAT’S THE CONNECTION?” AresNet asked. “Why did police release TWO MURDERERS? And why did they let them in turn investigate General Douglas’s murder? What do they know of the MARTIANS MARAUDERS, and why are they covering it up?”

“I guess we should’ve known this would get out, once those civilians saw those Martian bodies!” John said.

“What? What bodies?” someone cried.

“Shhh!” Jack said. “Damn, John.”

“It’s the Commers!” somebody else shouted.

“What’s going on? What about these Martian marauders?”

“Is the USSF going to do anything about it? Or is it gonna just let us all die like it always does?”

“What?” Joe shouted back. “We saved your stupid asses last year, you damn twits! We evacuated your worthless butts over here, and now you whine and complain!”

“Joe! Joe!” Jack cried.

“You destroyed the earth is what you did!” someone shouted.

“Screw you! Screw you!” Joe screamed, red-faced, storming out of his seat. Harri, across the aisle, tried to pull him back down.

“Watch out! They’re trained killers!” someone shouted.

“You’re goddamned right we are!” Joe snarled, hand moving to his blaster. “And if you think we’re gonna take—”

“Joe, stop! These are civilians!” Harri grunted, wrestling with him as the bus jostled them in a wide left turn north onto Collins Boulevard.

“Then they can damn well stop insulting us!” Joe shouted, shaking a finger.

“Oh, God, look! Martians!” someone cried, pointing out the window.

“Oh, just crap on this Martians crap! I’m so sick of this!”

“No, there’s something out there!”

Harri became aware of a purple strobe effect to his left. He turned to what appeared to be floodlights trained on the Armstrong Civic Center.

“Look!” Joe said, relaxing in Harri’s grasp. “Someone’s—”

“Someone’s trying to laser the Armstrong Center!” Jack yelled, leaping from his seat. “Stop! Stop the bus!”

Harri stared. A small pink creature with a fin down its back trained a blue-purple ray on the sides of the Armstrong Center. Pieces of the building flew off.

“It’s—it’s a Martian!” cried Joe. “I mean, it’s—whatever it is!”

“And behind him, it’s that Hergs guy!” Jack said, pointing to a swarthy human in an ugly plaid coat hosing down the sides of the Armstrong Center with deadly gushes of blue-purple. “Stop the bus! USSF Command Override!”

The bus continued to cruise down Collins. Jack pounded on the door. Still the bus didn’t stop. Jack turned to the CPU beneath the windshield and proceeded to wrench loose a large gray box.

“C’mon, Jack,” Harri said, “you don’t need to—”

“Yeeeooowww!” Jack cried, letting go. “Goddammit, the damn thing shocked me!”

“An electric shock was used to protect the CPU aboard this MATS bus,” the bus said. “Violence is not permitted aboard MATS buses.”

“Stop! They’ll breach the Center walls and decompress the whole Civic Center!” Joe said. “Stop the bus, you stupid bus!”

“Obey USSF Command Override! Delta Sigma Theta Twelve!” Jack shouted.

“As persons of suspicion in a recent incident involving a MATS bus and the death of a Marsport citizen, Jack and Joe Commer are not authorized to stop a MATS bus,” said the bus. “Furthermore, this MATS bus will detain the suspects in light of their attempt to tamper with the CPU.”

“Forget it!” Jack snarled, yanking the strange ray gun out of the holster along his left forearm and squeezing off a blue-purple ray of his own.

“Damn, Jack!” Harri said as bright blue sparks shot from the CPU. Bits of metal flew off, but the thing didn’t shatter as the tree had.

“This bus will ... this bus will ... this bus will ...” said the bus, still rolling along at thirty miles per hour.

“Damn, I wonder if the shock wrecked this pistol,” Jack said, staring down the barrel of the ray gun. “It didn’t shatter the CPU.”

“Careful!” Harri shouted. “You shouldn’t be firing an alien weapon in here!”

“Bus ... bus ... bus ...” said the bus.

“It’s still not stopping!” John cried. “That Martian’s getting away!”

“No, it’s not!” Joe said, stepping forward with his heat blaster and firing a single ray that detonated the entire front of the bus in a satisfying sizzle of shattered AI brain wafers and roiling wires. Then he whirled and blasted out the doors of the bus. As air exploded out and the vehicle lost power, the eight men of the Typhoon I were flung onto the street followed by EnviroField-radioed shouts of:

“Those damn militarists!”

“Who do they think they are?”

Harri had a brief moment of worrying, as a surgeon, about the crunch the bus made careening into the statute of Neil Armstrong in front of the Civic Center. But the bus wasn’t moving that fast, he reasoned, surely none of the passengers was seriously hurt, and up ahead, after all, there was a live Martian ray-gunning the Armstrong Center.

“They’re using this same sort of gun on the building!” Jack said, charging the Armstrong Center with the alien gun raised.

“They’ve got Martian guns just like yours!” John cried, running.

“It’s not a Martian! It’s not a Martian!” Joe shouted.

“But they’re not shattering the building,” Jack grunted. “They’re just crumbling it, like I was doing with the bus.”

“Maybe they have more than one setting,” Harri said. “Look! They’ve seen us!” He pointed to the man and the alien disappearing around the corner of the building. Harri was astonished that the little alien ran as fast and competently as the man. A couple seconds later the Typhoon men rounded the corner to see the two terrorists a hundred feet ahead, almost down to an alley behind the Center.

“They’re getting away!” Ken Garrison shouted, pulling out his heat blaster.

“No! We’ll capture that alien alive!” Jack yelled, raising the alien gun. “If this thing really is on a lesser setting now—”

He fired a purple ray. It connected, and the alien burst into a billion pieces of glass on the sidewalk.

“Oh my God!”

“No time to worry about it! Get that Hergs guy!” Joe cried, pointing to the man who’d ducked the ray and now spun to face his pursuers.

“No! We’ll take him alive!” Jack shouted. “Hergs! If that’s really your name! Lay down your weapon!”

The man in the ugly plaid coat and dark blue gym pants sneered, twisting a dial on his wristwatch.

And he disappeared.

“No!” Joe moaned. “He can’t do that!”

“What did he do?” Craig Reynolds said. “What did he do?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Jack said. “He teleported! Or something! That’s not possible!”

“It happened!” Harri said, appalled. “We all saw it! He just disappeared!”

“My God! If he can do that—who is this guy? And he knows the aliens! They were wrecking this building!”

“He can teleport?” Joe said. “Is that possible?”

“He twisted a dial and disappeared!” John said. “We saw him twist a dial!”

“So it’s technology of some sort,” Harri said, struggling to order his thoughts. “I know our tech guys have been working on the possibility of teleporting objects. Like, there’s Chamber’s Theory of Force Field Inversions.”

“No way, Chamber’s Theory wouldn’t apply,” Joe said. “Ah, well, who cares?”

“The point is,” Jack said, taking a deep breath and walking to the shattered remains of the alien, “this Hergs guy has this technology, he attacked us tonight, he knows the aliens, the same aliens that murdered General Douglas, and here he’s trying to destroy the Armstrong Center.”

“Didn’t do a good job,” Joe remarked as they stared at the scarred sides of the Civic Center. “Their blasters were just crumbling the surface, like you said. They never penetrated or decompressed the place.”

Jack knelt by the remains of the alien and fingered the piles of tiny glass bits. Harri was reminded of a shattered windshield on an old-style automobile.

“Maybe the gun just works on organic materials,” Jack said, aiming a test burst at a light pole fifteen feet away. The purple ray sang out as fiercely as before, but just seemed to bubble on the surface of the black metal. “Maybe only organic beings ... shatter.” He shuddered.

“It really is a shattergun, then!” John laughed. “A Martian shattergun!”

This time nobody contradicted John. Jack reached through the mounds of glass and pulled out the dead Martian’s shattergun.

Harri scooped up a couple handfuls of shattered alien and filled a pocket. “Yao has more to analyze with those dead aliens back at the hotel. But this stuff might tell us something too.”

The men stood on the sidewalk outside the Armstrong Center. Jack stared vacantly back and forth between the alien remnants and the place where Hergs had vanished. Harri regarded Jack nervously. Could their captain actually snap? He’d seen too much today. They all had. Then, to Harri’s relief, Jack pulled out his USSF Comm and spoke: “Scott.” He motioned to the men to tune their comms to his.

“Yes, Jack, bring me up to date,” General Scott said over their comms. “Yao briefed me on your visit to the hotel and that strange gun you found.”

“We have the gun here, sir,” Jack said. “We’re at the Armstrong Center and we just killed another Martian that was trying to decompress the place with another one of these ray guns. We have that gun as well.”

“Alien,” Joe hissed. “Not Martian.”

Jack shrugged. “The alien was accompanied by the Sam Hergs guy who attacked me and Joe earlier. Hergs has some form of teleportation capability, sir. We all saw him vanish into thin air.”

“Video of this?” Scott barked.

“Uh, no, sir. Sorry, in all the excitement, I forgot to set my comm video.”

“Huh. And now I hear there’s a second bus that has a complaint on you. Said you were trying to destroy its CPU. Then MATS lost contact with it.”

“Uh, yessir,” Jack said. “Actually, the bus was preventing us from apprehending Hergs.”

Of all people to start laughing, serious, straightforward Jim Commer was doubling up. Jack glared at him.

“Enough,” Scott said. “Get some sleep, boys. The Kilpatrick mission is still on for 0800 tomorrow.”

“What?” several men protested.

“C’mon,” Jack said. “Let the general tell us.”

“Gentlemen, in light of Douglas’s death I’ve gotten another officer to replace him, Major John West of the Third Space Combat Group. We’ve called him back from Alpha Centauri just now. You may note he’s done much of the combat training for the Typhoon II crew. And I’m also pulling in the crew from the Typhoon II project because I want them to start in on these kinds of special ops from now on.”

Harri watched Jack nod reluctantly. The Typhoon II was a further refinement of the Typhoon series. Its crew had seen some months of combat in Alpha Centauri in training for the day when the faster-than-light Typhoon II could be inserted into the war and hopefully end it as decisively as Typhoon I had ended the Final War on Earth. Harri knew that Jack had mixed feelings about his Typhoon being superseded by a more powerful ship, even though he’d helped develop the Typhoon series from the beginning.

“Therefore,” Scott continued, “you will proceed to the Kilpatrick Desert tomorrow with twenty men as follows: your eight-man crew, the four men of Typhoon II, and Major West and seven of his top commandoes.”

“Uh, yessir,” Jack said.

“I’m taking no chances at this point. It seems pretty obvious that someone or something wants to stop the Kilpatrick Desert mission. So I’m beefing it up because God knows what we might find there tomorrow in light of today’s events. Although you of course outrank him, Jack, Major West will be in command. This will be a purely military mission. However, if anyone winds up speaking to reporters about the archeological aspects of this thing, it will be you, Jack.”

“Well, yessir,” Jack said. “But ...”

“Your ship’s physician/engineer studied archeology at the university. I’m sure you can rely on him.”

“How’d he know that?” Harri whispered.

There was a long silence from the other end.

“Um ...” Harri said. “I’m sure we can say things like utterly fascinating discoveries, necessitating additional research from the diverse community of scholars, etc., etc.”

“Yes, I’m entirely sure that will soothe the troubled populace. Now out. Get some sleep, boys. We’ll get to the bottom of these Martian marauders.” Scott cut off.

“No! He can’t believe it too! Can he?” Joe said.

By way of answer Jack said: “Let’s get walking. I’m not going to chance another bus now. We’ll take Collins up to Neptune and cross over. And let’s avoid that bus we crashed in the plaza. I’m not going to stand around and offer any apologies. We’ll let Yao handle that one too if he cares to.”

It took a while for the men to break free of the pile of broken glass. Harri’s legs ached from all the standing around and running, even in one-third gravity. How must Jack and Joe be feeling on practically no sleep? Nobody spoke as they drifted down Collins towards downtown. Harri kept adjusting his EnviroField, but he knew it would never keep up with the deep cold of the Martian night. None of the men would question Jack’s decision to walk, but Harri knew they all longed for the warmth of a bus and a chance to get off their feet.

They’d had it. They’d seen too much and their minds had shorted out, all except for the primeval part which had a hand hovering above a blaster holster and eyes flicking to every shadowy recess in every building.

What else was out here tonight? What other creatures? What other murders?

Harri tried to calm himself by focusing, as ship’s surgeon, on the emotional state of the men. Was there anything going on in their minds that could endanger the crew? But he knew he wasn’t really evaluating anything. He couldn’t even assess his own mental state. What had he himself seen tonight? Had he perceived it properly?

Douglas is spoiled meat!

The Martians have fins! They look like human embryos!

Organic beings shatter!

Hergs twisted a dial and disappeared!

They all kept moving, on combat patrol, towards the tall black Marsport Hotel that promised a couple hours of edgy sleep before they had to face fresh insanity in the desert tomorrow. Then a new thought wedged into Harri’s mind and he shivered. He didn’t know where it came from and he was too exhausted to care.

This is not your planet anymore.

CHAPTER NINE

The Search

Friday, June 9, 2034, 1000 hours

––––––––
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Four desert rovers churned across the dunes. Major Phil Sperry was exhilarated at the speed, the wild bumps, the veers to avoid rocks. Klave, their driver in Rover 3, was one of Major West’s commandos, a big blond muscled fellow, placid and competent, with three kinds of guns on his belt—heat blaster, EOS pistol, machine pistol—as well as a nasty-looking combat knife and six hand grenades. Phil had never met Klave before, but like West and the rest of his commandoes sent from Alpha Centauri for this mission, Klave was a fellow combat veteran and Phil knew he could trust him with his life.

It would be great to feel wind on his face as the jeeps shot across the landscape, but the suit’s facial force field prevented that. Like all the men, Phil wore a full Mars suit designed for the desert. Its helmet had a visor that would pop down to seal and pressurize the head in case of trouble, but all twenty men trusted the force field.

Of course, since the Martian atmosphere was 1/100th that of Earth’s, Phil doubted he would have felt anything anyway, even at the sixty miles per hour the rovers made over the dunes.

Riding Phil’s rover in addition to the driver Klave were Phil’s Typhoon II crewmates Patrick James and Lee Borman, plus Mickey Michaels from Typhoon I. Michaels had already filled them in on the mystery ship’s attack on the Typhoon I yesterday, and the grisly scene at the Space Carpet hotel last night. Martians. Phil wasn’t sure how to feel. He’d fought too many different AC species in Alpha Centauri to catalog them. One more species didn’t mean much to him, except that this one was on humanity’s new homeworld, and not very friendly. At any rate, as a physician he was eager for a chance to examine the bodies.

The fourth member of the Typhoon II crew, Will Connors, had talked Major West into letting him drive Rover 2. Connors, the Typhoon II navigation officer, had flown single-man fighter aircraft in Alpha Centauri and was certainly qualified to handle a Martian desert rover. Riding with Connors were Jack and Joe Commer, Typhoon I turret gunner Craig Reynolds, and Harri McNarri, Phil’s physician/engineer counterpart on Typhoon I.

Major West and Typhoon I crew Jim Commer, John Commer, and Ken Garrison cruised alongside in Rover 1, another stolid commando piloting that jeep. Right behind them came Rover 4 with five more thoroughly-armed commandoes.

All four rovers had been airlifted on a USSF transport and set down a few miles from the archeological site. It turned out there was a United System regulation about spaceships keeping a sensitive distance from archeological finds, and even though Scott’s first exasperated curses concerned the fact that a transport craft was not a spaceship, he finally decided to make the most of it and have the four rovers charge into the civilian archeological site at top speed, their giant mounted EOS cannons unwrapped and ready for action.

They were within twenty miles of the spot where Scott and his friend Kilpatrick had crashed after the Triumph disaster two years ago, and Phil wondered how much it galled Scott that the Martian ruins lay so close to the Kilpatrick Monument.

Phil noted Michaels’ anxious face and couldn’t help but pity the Typhoon I turret gunner. The Typhoon I boys had finally experienced some real combat yesterday. Sure, all eight had gotten medals for their role in ending the Final War, but that wasn’t really combat, was it? Now they’d seen their first taste of true danger and were absorbing the implications. Dropping bombs from spaceships wasn’t all there was to war. Sometimes it was your turn to hunker down and absorb what the enemy felt like dishing out. Maybe now the Commers and their buddies would understand what the Typhoon II crew had been through.

Phil had completed three months of combat in Alpha Centauri in April. During the time the four Typhoon II members had been rotated off to combat duty, various tests and modifications had been made to the Typhoon II. When Phil returned to Mars two months ago as ship’s physician/engineer, the project was back up to speed. Final selection of a pilot and copilot was imminent, and the Typhoon II might be shipped out to Alpha Centauri later this year. The four Typhoon II veterans knew how important their mission was. In comparison, this desert excursion was the classic walk in the park.

Phil suspected that Scott had sent the Typhoon II crew along to provide even more PR backup. People knew they were training for the AC war, after all, and Lee Borman was a certified war hero who’d been on the cover of that glossy paper Mars Magazine last December for destroying 4,068 AC fighters during his four-month stint.

Sure, there was a rivalry between the two crews. The Commers were more famous, the Typhoon I had eliminated the Central Asian Powers, and Jack’s leadership had spearheaded the Evacuation. Then again, the Typhoon II was a much-improved ship designed to eliminate the much worse threat of the Alpha Centaurians.

If only they could find permanent pilots and finish a few more tests, they’d be ready. None of the civilian or military test pilots had impressed Phil. In the absence of pilots, Phil had emerged as unofficial leader of the Typhoon II group, also by virtue of his rank, the Navy equivalent of which would be Lieutenant Commander. He’d had a serious discussion with Jack in May about John Commer’s obvious eagerness to pilot the II. To Phil’s relief, Jack told him he thought John was completely unqualified. Their talk gently touched on the ongoing political pull of the Commers’ father, Jonathan, and his relationship to the powerful senator Khamard from Acidalia Planitia. Both Jack and Phil worried that Jonathan Sr. might get John assigned to the Typhoon II anyway.

Over in Rover 2 Will Connors gunned his engine, crested a hill, and had his vehicle airborne. Jack and Joe yelped with surprise as the rover bumped to the ground a hundred feet down the hill. “Dammit, Connors,” came Major West’s hiss over the Mars suit mikes. “These Rovers are expensive, you know. Even in this low gravity their suspension won’t take that sort of abuse.”

“Yessir,” Connors drawled. “Just testing this thing’s capabilities, sir.”

Over in Rover 1 Major West stood in the front passenger seat like Washington crossing the Delaware. While Phil and the other three members of the Typhoon II crew undoubtedly owed their lives to West’s vigorous training, they all considered him a grandstanding bastard they’d be happy never to lay eyes on again. West stood there with four pistols draped around his waist, all five-feet-six of him thrust into the nonexistent wind, his angry face a tanned block of muscle with a well-trimmed mustache above large teeth spitting out something that sounded to Phil like: “There! There! There!” as he jabbed a finger into the pink Martian sky.

All four Typhoon II men awaited West’s final evaluation of their combat performance before they could be officially certified for the II. West had been sitting on their evaluations for months. Phil had no idea why General Scott didn’t intervene. Surely he wanted his Typhoon II crew ready for combat, didn’t he?

Phil wanted Will Connors for Typhoon II pilot and commander. Like Borman, Will was an Alpha Centauri war hero, the only true fighter pilot among any of the two Typhoon crews, scoring 2,500 kills in one-man ships. Yet Connors’ was also the darkest story of any of the two crews: last year he’d been shot down at Barnard’s Star and spent the last month of his hitch marooned on an asteroid, surviving in the wreckage of his fighter craft much the same way Scott had survived in this desert two years ago. Slender and fair-haired, Connors had a faint haunted look in his icy blue eyes. Phil had told Jack that he thought Will had some classic post-traumatic stress disorder to deal with. But while Connors emphatically said he didn’t want to do any more piloting, Phil thought he’d eventually come back to it and would be the perfect pilot for the Typhoon II. Jack had been skeptical. To him, commanding a Typhoon-class warship and its crew required a lot more responsibility than piloting, however courageously, a one-man fighter. So Will would remain the navigation officer for now.

All twelve Typhoon crewmen had been part of the original experimental Typhoon E project which had begun in 2028. When the first eight, including the four Commers, were picked for the Typhoon I, the rest had been miffed that they hadn’t been considered good enough. Their placement in Alpha Centauri, scattered among different combat groups, had seemed like punishment for having failed. But the four rejects finally realized that a more powerful ship was being prepared for them, and that their combat training made them a tougher breed than the Typhoon I men. They knew their eventual crew of six would wind up more efficient, more talented, and more experienced than their sublight Typhoon I counterparts. No, they hadn’t yet tested faster-than-light in the Typhoon II, but that day was scheduled for next month.

“Two miles! Two miles!” West shouted through the Mars suit microphones. “You can see the outcropping! That’s where the cave is! We’re right on schedule!”

Yes, Phil owed West his life, though he’d never fought alongside the major. During one drunken discussion deep one night when the two had chanced to be on the same planet awaiting transfer, Phil had blurted out his own trauma. Here he was a doctor, a licensed M.D., being used as a common soldier. From his heat blaster turret atop the heavy cruiser USS Wrathspike he’d blown away a couple hundred enemy spaceships, each one containing hundreds if not thousands of Centaurian soldiers. He was supposed to be a healer, but he was killing, if not people, then at least sentient beings. He hardly remembered exactly what West had said, but it wasn’t the standard gibberish about following orders and doing your duty. Instead West had gone on about fate and karma and Phil’s role in a cosmic struggle between the human passion to evolve into a higher understanding and the totalitarian insanity of the Centaurian race.

Somehow this talk saw Phil through the rest of his credited victories, 555 in all, and prepared him for the time when he’d ride with the crew of the Typhoon II back to that awful zone and sterilize it. Looking back, Phil had to admit that his stint in Alpha Centauri earlier this year, all the battles and every one of his kills, was the most meaningful thing that had ever happened to him. Much more so than what he’d previously considered the worst trauma anyone had ever faced, the Evacuation last year in which he, like all the Typhoon II crew, had played a part. The Evacuation, and humanity settling into a new life on Mars, seemed far away and unreal. No wonder he wasn’t too concerned about Martian marauders.

He didn’t know if the other three Typhoon II crewmembers also felt this way. Connors probably did. That month stranded on the asteroid had scarred him good. But Patrick James, an old buddy of the Commers from high school, might have come through AC relatively unscathed. James, the communications / sensors officer for the Typhoon II, had seen combat in AC but wasn’t a fighter pilot or a gunner like the other three. He’d honed his technical skills and made innovative repairs to USSF computer networks fragmenting under combat conditions. He’d taken fire from AC ships and seen death and chaos, but Phil got the impression it hadn’t sunk deep.

As for Lee Borman, the greatest blaster turret ace of all time, who the hell could say how the war had affected him? The guy was so extroverted as to be impenetrable. Like Major West, he was short, chunky, and aggressive, but without West’s striking handsomeness. He’d certainly never said anything remotely metaphysical as West had that one night. It seemed to Phil that Lee Borman had treated his entire AC war experience as a big interactive computer game, with the score kept in dead bodies and exploded spaceships. Never yours, of course, since you were so hot with the blaster turret. What joy it must be to be so cocky and immortal.

“Down! Down the rill! Top speed! Let’s blast right down on these civilians’ heads!” West shouted, pointing to a hill to the left. “Show ’em who’s in charge! Damn you Connors if you put it in the air again, though! You turn a rover over and I’ll have your head!”

As the four rovers turned sharply left, Phil saw Harri McNarri grinning at West’s obnoxious bravado and flashing Phil a thumbs-up sign. Phil returned it. There was another rivalry among the two Typhoon crews that nobody knew about but Phil and Harri, since they themselves constituted the secret society that truly was superior to the rest: the physician/engineers who did ninety percent of the ship’s work, who knew machines and men more intimately and had more expertise than all the others combined.

Both Harri and Phil had come through the Air Force Academy, as opposed to the others, who were all Navy. Neither Phil nor Harri had ever understood the logic behind having one Typhoon crewmember be both ship’s engineer and doctor. Their only conclusion was that the one out of a thousand candidates who survived the stress of their specialized training at the Academy and at medical school would be as formidable a weapon as the Typhoon itself.

Harri and Phil found that they could write their own tickets. All they had to do was suggest they be assigned to the Typhoon project and their wish was granted. Of course, the price they’d paid for it was having had virtually no life since then. McNarri was considered the old man of the group at thirty-five, but Phil, at thirty, wasn’t far behind. But at least Harri could retreat under Jack’s shadow if necessary, whereas Phil wondered how anyone could ever step forward to truly command the Typhoon II. For so long Phil had been considered the team’s leader that it might be difficult for some young pilot to assert command. And Phil didn’t want command. He’d rather do something himself than waste energy telling someone else to do it and then watching them screw it up.

For instance, he was content to let Major West make the idiotic decision to send four Mars military rovers swooping down the other side of the hill at sixty miles per hour into a crowd of civilian archeologists and AresNet reporters.

CHAPTER TEN

The Translator

––––––––
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“All right!” West shouted as he leapt from the rolling Rover 1. “Rover 4, I want you patrolling back and forth in front of the cave complex! All five of you remain in the vehicle! The rest of us, all out but the drivers! Leave the engines idling! Civilians! Reporters! Keep back from the vehicles! Back from the vehicles!”

Phil stepped from his rover. Further down the incline was a jumbled mass of rock forty feet high, with a wide cave entrance at the base. Around them were fifty or sixty civilians, including college students sorting through what appeared to be pieces of pottery. None wore Mars suits, apparently content to trust their personal EnviroFields in the open desert. Aggressive AresNet reporters shoved cameras at Jack and Joe.

“What’s the story, Jack?” a reporter called out. “How dangerous are these ancient Martians?”

“We don’t know,” Jack grunted, obviously dismayed at the number of civilians pressing into the military group as they moved for the cave entrance.

“What about General Douglas’s murder?”

“Do you have plans to Xon bomb these Martians?”

“Senator Barsdine has called for peace with the Martians! What’s the USSF position on peace with the Martians?”

“Dammit to hell,” Jack muttered.

“Dammit to hell!” the reporter yelled into a camera. “That’s the official word from the Kilpatrick Desert this morning, as an edgy crowd of archeologists from the University of Mars assesses the USSF military takeover of their astounding discovery!”

“Militarist Jack Commer has arrived to take charge of the militaristic theft of one the universe’s most incredible finds!” cried a woman wearing an AresNet gimme cap.

“Screw that!” Major West snarled at this woman, who also sported a transparent purple blouse with nothing underneath. Phil took a look but, like Major West, was too keyed up to care. “I’m in charge here, young lady,” West went on, “not Commer! Keep back! Reporters, civilians, keep back!”

“Hello, there, gentlemen!” said a pudgy little man in a Mars suit ridiculously camouflaged to simulate an Earth jungle. “What can I help you with today?”

“Who the hell are you?” West barked.

“Well, I’m Meintgeister, of course. Larold Meintgeister of the University of Mars, at your service, sir!” the man said, extending a hand. “I’m the leader of this team. Of course, I’m here to cooperate fully with the USSF in every regard.”

West stared at Meintgeister’s hand until the archeologist finally dropped it in embarrassment. “You can cooperate by getting these reporters off our ass before I have them all blasted down! And if even one of your little college girls gets in our way—”

“Uh ... of course, sir! May I ask what you might require here today?”

“We’re going to require getting into that damn cave to take a look at your damn ruins. This where they are? Inside the cave, I take it?”

Meintgeister nodded. “Yes, yes ... although there are some more structures behind this outcropping. Buildings and so forth, many leading underground, how far we don’t know yet. Fascinating, really! But the most astonishing treasures have been inside this cave here. Well, we’ve removed a few objects in order to get to others below them, you may have seen a few outside that our people are studying, but ...”

“Fine. We’re going in. And if there’s any interference—” West made a slashing gesture at his throat. Meintgeister blinked and ducked his head.

“Larold, you can’t let the military desecrate—” some woman began.

“Shove it, ma’am,” West said as he ducked into the cave. “We’ll desecrate as we please.” The cave entrance was low and ten feet wide. Phil looked back to the idling rovers surrounded by civilians and reporters. The cave lay at the bottom of what struck Phil as a natural amphitheater culminating in this odd little stage in the shadows of the rock outcropping, complete with cave mouth for actor entrances and exits.

Phil didn’t like being at the bottom of a bowl. He was glad Rover 4 had also noted this problem and was moving to the top of the rill to take command of the entire amphitheater.

He entered the cave with the others. Red rock walls and ceiling were awash in lights never intended for them. At first Phil couldn’t make sense of anything but the lights and the dark shapes of USSF men blocking them. From outside the cave came the muted sounds of faraway conversations, rendered through their Mars suit microphones to simulate actual distances and volumes.

“So what is this crap?” Major West said.

“Looks like Egyptian hieroglyphics to me,” Harri McNarri mused. “That figure looks like it could represent a man. Or one of those Martian things.”

“C’mon, we really don’t know what those aliens are,” Joe Commer said. “We can’t say they’re Martians just because we’ve found this old tomb or whatever it is.”

The cave was fifteen by twenty feet and decidedly primitive. There was one pillar extending from floor to ceiling towards the back, and something like a table on either side of it, all apparently carved out of rock. The hieroglyphs were everywhere, on the pillar, tables, walls, and ceiling, and now that Phil nudged some dust aside with his boot, he could see they were even on the floor.

“Get that Mein Führer guy in the camo suit back in here,” West snapped.

Ken Garrison hurried out of the cave and returned in a moment with Meintgeister the archeologist.

“Uh, yessir, and how may I be of assistance here?” Meintgeister said.

West pulled a heat blaster and aimed it at the wall opposite him. “What’s all this crap mean on the walls and everywhere? You guys figure it out yet?”

“Uh, no, sir, not really, we only discovered the cave yesterday, and really haven’t had time yet to explore all of it, or the ruins on the other side, and underground. Those ruins have been carbon-dated to a much later time period than this cave, which may in fact have been the original settlement at this site.”

“You can’t translate this stuff?” West said. “McNarri here says they’re Egyptian hieroglyphics.”

“Well, sir, I would venture to say that the likelihood of Martian hieroglyphics being at all related to Egyptian ... I mean, what I mean to say is, could you please not point your weapon at the hieroglyphics themselves? I would hate to think what a chance ray would do to them.”

West grimaced, and Phil was surprised to see him holster his weapon in response. “Have it your way, dude. If you can’t translate it, we’ll have to do it ourselves. You there—Reynolds?”

“Yes, sir,” said Craig Reynolds of Typhoon I.

“There’s a USSF Translator in Rover 1. Bring it back here.”

Reynolds nodded. “Yessir.”

As he ducked through the cave entrance Meintgeister said: “The USSF has translators capable of ...?”

West shrugged. “Top secret, of course. We developed ’em to deal with thousands of AC languages, some written, some not. Sometimes it’s pretty accurate. Other times, not so great. Let’s just say this latest version just came out last month and it’s the best we’ve got.”

“You mean we’re past Version 4.8?” Phil put in.

“Version 7.0. No combat units have gotten past 4.8 yet.” Reynolds returned with a white box eighteen inches square and six inches high. “Sperry, since you’re familiar with 4.8, you should be able to handle 7.0,” West went on. “The interface is more or less the same.”

“Sure,” Phil said, moving to the box and unfolding its scanner, pulling out the control unit and taking measurements of the cave.

“I had no idea ...” Meintgeister babbled, staring at the display panel Phil unfolded from the back of the machine. The scanner dish panned the ceiling and walls as Phil calibrated the control unit, inputting every word he could think of to describe cave, drawing, language, pillar, table, and humanoid.

“And you’ll continue to have no idea,” West snarled. “You breathe a word of this and we’ll have you shipped off the Alpha Centauri to study their archeological sites! You get me?”

“Of ... of course, sir!” Meintgeister said. “It’s just that, with such a tool, what we could accomplish! Our own translation systems are so primitive.”

“Oh, I imagine the technology will filter down over time,” West said. “In a few years you’ll have the equivalent of 7.0. Of course the USSF will have complete telepathic translators by that time, eh?” West slapped the camouflaged Meintgeister’s back so hard and jovially that the archeologist stumbled and went down.

“Uh, yessir ...” Meintgeister said from his knees. “We’ll look forward to it, sir.”

From outside Phil could hear a woman’s hiss: “Why is Larold sucking that moron’s—”

Phil tuned that out along with the USSF men’s chatter, their eager useless speculation about the hieroglyphics, and continued to adjust the translator. He’d been assigned translator duties on board the Wrathspike, and had sometimes been called on to obtain data from the wreckage of AC ships. Usually you didn’t get much. Phil’s greatest accomplishment was the small hinged panel he’d managed to decode as MASS RESTRICTION LEVEL FOUR.

“Not sure what’ll come up,” Phil grunted, “but I’m ready for a first run.” He wasn’t anywhere as excited as the others. He’d never been impressed by archeology, on Earth, in Alpha Centauri, and now here on Mars. A dingy little cave with some pictures, so what? He could imagine primitive Martian beings, maybe like the photographs of those finbacked things at the Space Carpet last night, simpering around this table, tossing their little pots about in some idiotic religious rite, obtaining some illusory sense of satisfaction so they could go on hunting Martian mastodons or whatever they once hunted here. What a tedious little life, led by animals.

The initial display seemed to confirm this sense of futility and self-delusion:

CAVE ... HOLY MEETING GROUND ... WE ... HOLY WE ... GREAT DESERT ROCK ... HOLY ROCK OF GL-JEEHLTAKK

“Sheesh,” Phil muttered, even as his Typhoon crewmates, Meintgeister, and Major West whooped at the words appearing on the display.

Phil programmed the curved white scanner to rotate around the room.

CAVE ... DEDICATED ... HOPES ... WE ... HOLY PILLAR OF

“Man, this isn’t much,” Phil said.

OUR FONDEST GOD

“Huh,” said Joe. “So this thing’s really translating Martian?”

“Well, it’s trying,” Phil said. “It’s taken every symbol on the walls and ceiling and it’s trying trillions of possible word combinations every second. We can’t really know if it’s accurate, but you get to a point where there’s a decent probability you’ve got it. But I can tell you this is nothing like any of the thousands of Centaurian languages we’ve got partially mapped in this thing’s database.”

“Hmm,” West said. “Of course, nobody expected to find an ancient Centaurian site here on Mars, but still it does rule out that sort of alien.” He stopped next to the pillar. “What about this? Seems it might have something more important to say than the walls, don’t you think?”

Phil scanned up and down the pillar as Meintgeister said: “Well, sir, I’m not sure we can ever infer anything from—”

WAR ... CONQUEST ... EMPRESS FRA’LITH

“Crap,” Craig Reynolds blurted. “I mean, sorry, guys. I was just hoping for some peace and love from these guys, y’know?”

Phil grinned. It was just like Craig to cover up all their unease with joking patter.

“Yeah, well, no peace and love after last night,” Mickey Michaels put in.

“Look, we still can’t connect this to those guys last night,” Joe said.

FRA’LITH UNIFY ... REACHES FARTHEST ... WE AWAIT REINCARNATION

“Reincarnation?” John Commer said. “These Martians can’t really think—”

“Well, that’s what the translator thinks,” Phil said in exasperation. “But I think it’s starting to correlate a little faster now.”

OF WHO WILL SET MATTERS ARIGHT BY THE BRAIN PIERCER, THE BLACK KNIFE OF K’RERORR

“Aw, man,” said Patrick James.

West looked up and down the pillar. “We’ll want to scan these other sides as well, then get the floor,” he said, then: “Hey! Did you guys dust off these tables?”

“Well, no, sir,” Meintgeister said. “We left everything as we found it, then photographed it, although, as I said, we did move some of the loose pottery-type objects out of the way.”

“No, I’m talking about dusting the tables. Housecleaning, you know.”

“Sir?”

“The table to the left of the pillar is thick with dust. But the one on the right—”

Meintgeister came forward, bent to the two tables, and said: “Well, I’ll be. We simply didn’t notice.”

Phil moved over to the tables with the translator. Sure enough, the left table was clotted with the dust of centuries, with a few hieroglyphs faintly visible underneath, whereas the right table’s hieroglyphs lay stark on a smooth clean surface. In fact, these symbols had no appearance of wear.

Phil blinked. The large central hieroglyph looked like an image of orbits around a sun.

FOUR PLANETS REMAIN

A sun with only four planets. Orbits drawn to scale for Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars.

AFTER DESTRUCTION OF GAS GIANTS

“I can’t believe it! This stuff is current info?” Jack said.

“That can’t be! It just can’t!” Joe said.

“It has to be! These have to be the same Martians that killed General Douglas!” John put in.

“This is wondrous!” Meintgeister said.

“Everyone stop yammering and read the display!” West yelled. “Our lives may depend on it!”

Phil shrugged off the major’s theatrics and made adjustments to the translator as the group crowded around him.

PLANET CINDER NEW BASE FOR SCIENTISTS

PLANET MIST NOT HABITABLE

PLANET MARBLE NOT HABITABLE

“What are they talking about?” John cried.

“Cinder—Mercury! Mist—Venus! Marble must be Earth!” Jim Commer put in.

PLANET MARBLE IS DEAD

“Crap, they got that right,” Craig Reynolds said.

INSANE APES DESPOIL THEIR OWN MARBLE ... INSANE APES NOW DESPOIL FIRST HOME

“Man, I can’t believe this,” Jack said.

“Commer, pull yourself together,” West snapped. “You certainly ought to be able to handle a bit of scientific discovery.”

“Listen, Major, I’m just fine. I’m just reacting like a normal human being if that’s all right with you.”

West expanded his chest and raised a finger. “Look here, man, Commer or no Commer—”

Jim the peacemaker cut them both off with: “First Home, that has to be Mars! And ... insane apes?”

“Don’t ask,” was all Craig Reynolds said, and there was a silence as the men continued to read:

EMPEROR COMMANDS MOVE TO CINDER ... ALL MOVE TO CINDER WHERE WE BUILD GIANT DEATH BEAM

“Damn,” West said. “Sperry, this is all being recorded, right?”

“Of course,” Phil said. “We have better scans of the walls and ceilings than the University of Mars people do, and of course this initial translation’s being saved. We can refine it later.”

TWO SETTINGS OF OUR SUN FROM NOW DEATH BEAM WILL FIRE AT FIRST HOME ... WE OF FIRST HOME WILL DESTROY FIRST HOME DEFILED BY MARBLE INSANE APES

“Can this be? Are you translating giant death beam correctly?” Jack said.

“I don’t know!” Phil snapped. “Why don’t you try running this stupid thing? It’s all guesswork!”

“Not 7.0!” West said. “It’s state of the art. We used it to translate a weapons roster from an AC attack cruiser last week.”

“Really?” Phil said. “Wow, I had no idea it’d come that far.”

“If this is a real threat,” Jack mused, “we’d better call Scott.”

“I’m in command here!” West snarled. “I’ll make that decision.”

“Excuse me, but if this translation is at all reliable, and the threat isn’t a bluff, we have two days, or less than two days, depending on when this carving was done, to prevent some sort of super weapon from being fired at us.”

“Oh, you can’t believe that, can you?”

EMPEROR ... HEE-ARR-GRGSSS ... COMMANDS WE DESTROY FIRST HOME IT SHALL BE DONE

“Hergs?” Joe cried. “Is that possible? Are they saying Hergs?”

“No! Of course not!” Jack said. “How could that be?”

“But he had that teleportation device! And he’s working with the Martians!”

“So you believe there are Martians now!” John shouted.

“Yes! For God’s sake, yes!” Joe yelled back. “The absence of dust on this table proves it!”

“If that’s true, we may have a second space war on our hands,” Jack said. “I can’t believe it! There’s been no evidence of Martians at all!”

“But what if they’re part of the AC war?” Jim said. “What if the Martians are in collusion with the ACs? That might explain the saucer attack yesterday.”

“Wait, don’t get carried away,” Phil put in, still coaxing word combinations out of the translator. “I saw the photos of the ship that buzzed Douglas’s ship, and it matched the scans you guys took of the ship you blasted. Those probably aren’t AC ships and I’ll tell you why. They’d never do a saucer shape. They don’t use circles or even like circles. They hate planets because they’re round. ACs like jagged amalgamations. Their ships are all like that.”

“Then what have we got?” Joe said. “Martian saucers?”

Jack cleared his throat. “Well, then, Major. Permission to contact General Scott, sir. I’m sure he’ll want to send the Typhoon to pay a little visit to Mercury.”

West sized up Jack Commer. “It can wait a couple minutes, Captain. I want a more thorough investigation before we start calling for help like little mama’s boys.”

Jack blinked. That was uncalled for, and everyone knew it. The only explanation Phil could think of was that West felt he was a hotshot combat veteran from Alpha Centauri and he was going to show that Jack Commer didn’t know a thing about dealing with alien threats. Phil was ashamed of himself for feeling the same way towards the Typhoon I crew earlier. Hell, the Typhoon personnel were the top echelon of the USSF, and the two crews had to stick together. Hoping to defuse the tension, Phil said:

“Well, sir, it might be a really good idea to send both Typhoons to Mercury to deal with any threat that may be there. The Typhoon II could certainly use a shakedown cruise, and the presence of both Typhoons would boost morale here on Mars and maybe even prepare the public for when we launch it to Alpha Centauri.”

West glared at Sperry, even as Sperry thought he felt Jack relax. After all, the tension between the two crews had sometimes gone from friendly rivalry to competition for resources, and Sperry knew he’d proposed an ingenious idea for team-building between the two crews. “May I remind you, Major Sperry,” West said, “that your crew is quite understaffed at the moment? You have no pilots certified for combat missions, or did you forget that?”

“Uh, no sir, of course not, sir. I thought perhaps Will Connors could pilot.”

“Connors! That man is brain-damaged!” West snorted. Phil looked for Will, realizing he must’ve stayed outside with the rovers. “And have you forgotten that the four of you are not yet properly certified for the Typhoon II?”

“Well, no, sir. Still, I think it would be a good idea to have the II ready. I think General Scott might really appreciate your going ahead and certifying us so we’d be ready to back up the Typhoon I.”

West folded his arms. “General Scott may wish to send a test crew of six to man the Typhoon II. However, until I certify you four, none of you will be among that crew. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir, but may I just point out that, coming from you, the General would see—”

“Enough!” West bellowed. “Gentlemen, we are going to wait on all your foolish plans until I’ve determined—”

He broke off as they all became aware of a commotion outside. Then a scream.

Every USSF man instantly had his heat blaster out as an uncanny whine built up outside.

A college boy ran into the cave shouting: “The Martians are coming!”

“Okay, everyone out of here! On the double!” West cried, ducking out the cave entrance. “Get the civilians in here and let’s—”

A blue-purple ray enveloped the major and he burst into shattered glass.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Finback Attack

––––––––
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Jack hit the sand as rays sang above him. Up the slope of the hills all around the cave, scores of tiny naked finned beings sprayed the crowd with blue-purple light. People were cracking apart, exploding. Fighting the urge to gape in dismay, Jack cursed their poor position at the bottom of this bowl and noted with relief that Rover 4 with West’s commandos was at the top of the rim, charging to the right.

“West is dead!” Joe shouted.

“I know! I saw it!” Jack yelled back. “I’ve got command! Get the civilians into the cave!”

“Civilians! Reporters! Into the cave! Retreat to the cave!” Joe ordered, turning up his Mars suit speaker.

“West—his fragments hit me!” Sperry gasped, writhing on the ground. Jack crawled to the Typhoon II surgeon and turned him over. Long slivers of West were embedded in Sperry’s left arm, neck and cheek. Realizing his suit gloves were too thick for the task, Jack yanked them off and without caring for his own safety reached for the shards with bare fingers. He felt the buzzing of their merging EnviroFields but had no difficulty tugging out the slivers. Sperry’s face and neck bled, but not too badly.

“Can you see? Eyes okay?” Jack shouted above the whir of ray guns firing everywhere.

Sperry blinked. “Yes! God! I’m okay, Jack. Just threw me, that’s all!”

“Well, it ripped up your sleeve but the EnviroField’s holding. And I think if West’s pieces were contagious or whatever, you’d have—” Jack gulped. “You’d have cracked by now.”

Sperry grabbed the heat blaster he’d dropped and threw himself to his feet. “Forget it! I’m okay!”

“Careful!” Jack turned to the hysterical crowd. “Civilians! Inside the cave! Now!” The USSF men hurled college students and AresNet reporters into the cave, but a dozen civilians lay in patches of shattered glass on the red slopes all around them. “Hey! Connors!” Jack cried as Will Connors drove Rover 2 up.

“The attack’s coming from the west!” Connors shouted, pointing to the right.

“Charge them! Scatter them!” Jack yelled, clambering aboard with Joe and Sperry. “Blasters on kill! Rover 1! Follow us! Charge the hill!” One of West’s commandos, MacPhair stenciled on his bright blue helmet, roared up in Rover 1, but with only Ken Garrison and Harri McNarri inside. Well, they’d have to charge with what they had. MacPhair swung close to the left and the two vehicles accelerated to sixty miles per hour up the hill, all the men firing hand blasters at the finbacks swarming up there.

Rover 4, manned with five commandos, three firing heat blasters and one grappling with the big EOS cannon in the rear, churned in along the top of the ridge from their far left. Yes, concentrate the firepower from two sides, break the attack, mop it up.

A finback—dammit, a Martian, there was no use denying it—popped from behind the hill, stood directly in front of the charging rover, and fired a brief blue-purple ray.

All five men shattered like chinaware. Jack gasped. The sound came through his EnviroField speakers like a two-foot stack of dishes dropped on a concrete floor. The rover mowed down the Martian and disappeared over the crest, snarling and pilotless, as a cloud of broken glass settled across the ridge.

“God!” Joe said. “It didn’t harm the rover, but the men—”

“Charge! Keep charging!” Jack shouted. “Stay down and keep firing! When we hit the top of that hill we don’t know what we’ll find!” Behind him Sperry doggedly fired his blaster, and in an instant Jack knew everything the Typhoon II crew had gone through. He understood the wary look in Sperry’s eyes, the dazed look in Will Connors’, he understood the taut muscles, the getting down to the business of slaughter. These were war veterans. They’d follow him the same way they’d followed West, and together they’d exterminate these cockroaches who dared sneak up and murder them.

No, he wasn’t going to underestimate the roaches. They were fanatic, no doubt about it. The way that one had stood in front of the rover, sacrificing himself for one clean shot, wasn’t exactly admirable, but it was a factor. Jack was going to take all the factors into consideration. In fact, he’d welcome all complications from here on out as challenges to his ability to carve the one lucid path to victory. Yeah, he’d even welcome three more Martians popping from the crest in front of their two rovers.

To his astonishment three Martians did exactly that, training their ray guns on the vehicles when they got fifty feet from the crest.

Blaster rays from the rovers sliced two finbacks in half and then the third was down on his knees, firing his ray at the underside of Rover 1.

More demented shattering. Rover 1, tires disintegrating, seemed to cartwheel in eerie slow motion right at Jack’s face. “Watch it!” he cried, noting the ray gun scars across the rover’s white sides. He had time to muse that the rays seemed to work best on organic material, possibly the synthetic rubber in those tires would allow—

“Dammit!” Connors grunted, swerving hard to miss the rolling rover.

Jack was in the air. They all were. He came down on his shoulder, but in one-third gravity it wasn’t too bad. Rovers 1 and 2 both lay upside down a few yards ahead. Sperry and Ken Garrison crawled to them for cover.

While Jack didn’t like the idea of being pinned down behind wrecked rovers, this after all was one more of the complications he so badly needed to engage his deepest survival instincts. “Joe! Everyone up here! Take cover! Harri! Will! MacPhair! You guys okay?”

“Yeah—yessir,” MacPhair said, dazed, dragging himself to the rovers. “If we could only get to the EOS cannons!”

“They’re under the rovers now,” Sperry pointed out. “And if I’m right these babies take five seconds to engage.”

“Seven point five seconds, dammit. The bigger the cannon, the more time it takes.”

Jack turned to see Craig Reynolds, Mickey Michaels, Lee Borman, and his brother John advancing up the slope behind them. He grimaced. One more complication. Sure, those guys had missed getting onboard a rover, but why would they come up here to get pinned behind the wrecked rovers with the rest of them? They could’ve been held back for another attack. Jack berated himself for failing to note the positions of everyone on the slope.

“Keep down! Heads down!” he shouted. “Those shatterguns can reach all the way down to the cave!”

The four USSF men zigzagged the last few steps. But an AresNet reporter, a middle-aged man with a pot belly and full white beard, ran behind them yelling into his microphone: “Yes, there’s no way to hide the Martian marauders from the public now!”

“Goddammit, get that man out of here!” Jack shouted, scanning the immense battle bowl and noting that while most civilians were off the slopes, a few remained cringing in front of the cave. “Civilians into the cave! Civilians into the cave!” he shouted at full amplification.

“Can the Commers handle this baby?” the reporter cried. “Or is this the beginning of the final Martian push to destroy us all? Live, from the Kilpatrick Desert, this is T. Jasper Mark—”

A shattergun ray flashed down the slope and skipped across the reporter’s left shoe.

It seemed that everyone in the bowl stopped to watch as T. Jasper Marktholomew—Jack now recalled him as the host of the Monday Marktholomew Hour on AresNet—avidly studied the phenomenon of his toes cracking, his ankle cracking, his calf cracking, cracks racing up his thigh.

“God, I’m cracking!” Marktholomew broadcast to the battle. “Cracking! I’m cra—”

And the familiar sound of glass bursting.

“Yeeeeeee! Yeeeaaaahh!” came fresh cries from below, as if it took the death of a famous reporter to make people realize that they weren’t immortal themselves.

More motion on the slope, and now Jack really was ashamed, for he’d forgotten the existence of Rover 3, which churned up fifty feet beside them and came to a halt. His brother Jim was at the wheel, firing a machine pistol up the slope, and beside him Patrick James of Typhoon II shot a heat blaster rifle, knocking off a couple Martians’ heads as the finbacks dared to show themselves on the crest.

That rover’s driver, the big muscled blond fellow who’d been draped with so many weapons that Jack had earlier wondered how the man could walk, stood behind the six-foot-long EOS cannon, grasping the immense black grips and swinging the cannon towards the crest of the hill. What did he think he’d hit over the crest? Jack wondered. For the Martians were securely hunkered down behind it. The blond guy abruptly reminded Jack of that Martian who’d sacrificed himself.

“Get down—” Jack called, but halfheartedly, as he saw what the blond commando was doing.

The Electron Oblivion Sequencer cannon emitted a colorless ray distorting the world into ripples. Its hum was much lower than the shatterguns’, in fact it was a pleasurable bass murmur building in volume.

“Yeah, he’s got it on wide dispersion!” MacPhair said in admiration.

“If he can just hold on,” Jack said, counting the seconds. “If the Martians don’t decide to charge them—hey! Dammit!”

A dozen Martians leapt over the crest, firing shatterguns at the EOS gunner.

“Blast ’em!” Jack ordered, as the men behind Rovers 1 and 2 opened up on the Martians. Several toppled but others kept a steady stream of shatter rays on Rover 3. Jack turned to it, heartsick. But the blond gunner stood, maintaining EOS fire that covered the entire hundred yards of the western hill. Jim and Patrick James rolled out of the vehicle and fired at their attackers, whose blue-purple beams attenuated and died two feet from their muzzles.

“My God! The EOS rays are canceling the shattergun rays!” Joe cried.

“Yes! That’d make sense!” Sperry said. “They must be similar technologies, and the EOS ray is active even before it’s reached full potential!”

A second later, the entire top of the ridge ceased to exist.

The men stared. Jack stood incautiously. The gunner had taken off the last twenty feet of slope and everything behind it. They were looking at flat land stretching to a horizon of dunes. A handful of finbacks scampered away.

“We’ll follow,” Jack said, pulling an EOS rifle out of the back of a wrecked rover. “We’ll keep the EOS rays on and just walk up to the Martians and blast ’em.”

“We could probably capture a few,” Joe said. “We might find out something.”

“The hell with that. They’re fanatics and dangerous. They won’t surrender.” How could he know that? It was uncanny, but he was sure of it. The same way he’d known those three Martians would pop up to shatter Rover 1’s tires, the same way, as soon as he’d thought that more would charge Rover 3, they’d done so. He shook his head. Could battle somehow make you prescient? Or was it his imagination? How could being prescient really help if it was all hunches and guesses? What good did it do to wonder if another Martian attack was about to begin from the opposite direction?

He whirled to the crest on the other side of the bowl. Most of the men also turned. Hundreds of maddened finbacks swarmed over the top of that hill, then suicidally down the bowl to charge up the slope towards the rovers, blue-purple rays whining everywhere.

These roaches were putting up a great fight, Jack marveled. Yet he felt he could anticipate everything that was coming for them.

“Uhh!” moaned the blond soldier on Rover 3 as he swung the EOS cannon towards the new threat. “Hell!” he muttered at his cracking left wrist as the shatter crept further up his arm.

“No!” Jack shouted. He sure hadn’t foreseen that.

The blond guy grimaced, pulled a ray gun and blew off his arm at the elbow. As blood exploded everywhere, the rest of the twirling arm shattered in midair.

“He’s all right!” Joe cried.

The soldier flung his blaster aside and aimed his EOS cannon one-handed at the cockroaches before taking another shattergun bolt in the face.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The Prescience
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Joe gaped at the messy cloud of sharp black particles tinkling all over Rover 3. “He was there just a second ago!” But how many of their comrades, how many civilians down there, had been there just a second ago?

The blond soldier’s death made the battle real. For the past few minutes Joe had been all adrenaline and action. Now, as he watched several hundred little Martians scampering up the hill towards them, and more importantly, as he watched a dozen descend towards the cave opening and the frightened civilians retreating there, he understood they were in a fight for human survival.

Behind him Jack yelled: “Wipe out the remaining ones behind us, then shift to the other side of the rovers! Reynolds, Michaels, Borman, John—pursue ’em! Use EOS rifles, wide dispersal. Neutralize their rays!” The four newcomers grabbed EOS rifles and charged to the west, but Joe, without fully understanding how he’d arrived atop Rover 3, found himself grasping the big EOS cannon and firing it left and down, attenuating the shattergun rays the attackers were pouring onto the civilians and, seconds later, vaporizing the finbacks and a great deal of red sand into sundered atoms.

“Joe! What are you doing?” Jack said, leaping onto the rover next to him, firing his own EOS rifle to the center and right, covering Joe’s exposed side. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“Somebody needed to man the EOS,” Joe grunted, swinging the cannon down at scores of naked pink Martians, who finally seemed to be aware that their guns no longer worked. Joe empathized with their frustration. The closer they got the more he fancied he understood them.

Demons from Marble! Must exterminate this infestation! But their evil is so great our shatterguns fail! We are doomed!

“Go ahead and kill them all! It’s us or them!” Jack cried. Joe kept the EOS grips engaged and counted the seconds. A couple Martians threw down their shatterguns and pulled long black knives from belts, held them high.

But it didn’t matter in the least what they did, because every one of them evaporated into nothingness in the booming gray ripple of the EOS beam.

“Damn!” Joe said as the beam cut off. “The cannon’s totally discharged!”

Jack pointed to the cave entrance. “I don’t see any new casualties down there. I’d say you saved their asses, Joe. And all of us. Good work.”

Joe gulped for air, heart racing. “Thanks.” By this time the four EOS riflemen sent behind them had returned.

“We EOS’d them all,” Lee Borman grinned. “Thought they could outrun us. Sons of bitches.”

“Look at all these shatterguns we got!” John laughed. “They just dropped them as they ran!” He held out a knapsack filled with the tiny weapons.

“We’d better search the entire area,” Jack said. “Could be more of ’em lurking around.”

Right, Joe thought, if he were as fanatic as these finbacks, he wouldn’t give up so easily. He’d still be hiding behind the crest of this natural amphitheater, maybe attack from the center, off to their right.

Rover 3’s tires shattered. Another swarm of Martians attacked from the center crest.

“I knew that!” Joe cried. “I knew that was about to happen!”

“Dammit! So did I!” Jack shouted, firing his EOS rifle towards the top of the hill a hundred yards away, then, as its low booming tapered off, threw it down in disgust. “This one’s discharged, too!” He pulled out a heat blaster and fired.

A tall Martian urged other Martians into position. In contrast with the others, this one wore a golden robe through which its back fin protruded, larger than any of the others’ fins.

“The leader!” Jack said. “God, how do I know that? Blow him away!”

Joe stared. The leader’s eyes were two inches wide, unblinking, unfathomable, yet Joe felt locked onto them, understanding in spite of himself.

The battle grows desperate. We do not understand these killers from Marble. They have destroyed us, they have destroyed the emperor himself! And now, the new emperor ... we must worship filth!

A rattling distracted him. Lee Borman, Mickey Michaels, and Craig Reynolds were plunging fists into John’s backpack and coming out with shatterguns.

“Hey, guys, those are artifacts,” John protested. “The USSF needs to analyze ’em!”

“Screw it! Can’t wait for the goddamn EOS guns to recharge,” Borman grunted, throwing himself onto the sand, sighting down the shattergun barrel with a two-handed grip, and squeezing off a blue-purple ray as if he’d been firing shatterguns since he was a teenager.

“They’ll protect him!” Joe cried as a naked Martian threw himself in front of the leader in the golden robe.

Borman’s shot grazed the Martian’s elbow, which started cracking. Everyone paused as the alien stood on one leg, bringing one hand to his forehead and balancing motionless as the cracking crept up his arm and then claimed his entire body.

Three more Martians stood in front of the leader, sheltering him as they blasted back at the USSF men. Borman, now Michaels and Reynolds on the sand, and finally John from a fully exposed standing position, fired answering rays. Shatterguns, heat blasters, half-depleted EOS rifles, and popping machine pistols with tracer bullets slashed deadly glowing lines across the hill.

While most Martians shattered instantly, or were cut to pieces by blaster or bullet fire, a few more received grazing ray hits, and to the men’s puzzlement, again stood one-legged and touched their foreheads before they shattered.

“It must be some religious thing!” Jack marveled.

“Yeah!” Joe said. “Just what I was thinking!”

To accept the Grazing Shatter of Kl’alp’lor shows the truest courage.

“What?” Joe said. “What are they saying?”

“They’re not saying anything! Are they?”

“I don’t know! But I do know they’re giving up!” Joe pointed to the increasing number of bodyguards pushing the Martian leader back from the battle.

“How do you know—” Jack began. “Right, they must have a saucer nearby!”

“But he’d rather die here than go back to—to what? I don’t know! But his men want him to live!”

“How do we know all this? How do we know all this?”

“I don’t know!” On a mad hunch, Joe turned back to the USSF men blasting away behind them and shouted: “What happens next, guys?”

“They raise their saucer from where it’s buried in the sand!” Phil Sperry yelled back, then put his hand to his mouth. “How can I know that?”

Everyone stared at Phil. Hearing the deep whine build beneath them was anticlimactic.

“The saucer! Of course!” John shouted, waving his shattergun. “We all knew it!”

“How can that be? How can that be?” Jack gasped.

The sand shook. The crest of the hill across from them buckled. Several USSF men lost their balance as a gray, two-hundred-foot-wide saucer drew itself out of the sand behind the retreating Martians.

Yes, to withdraw! Unlike our brethren yesterday! They were so rash, so young, foolishly taking on the Marble death ship! Commander A’olfglnd sacrificed himself needlessly! But how could he disobey the direct commands of the emperor?

“Just like the one we blasted yesterday!” Jack said. “I can’t believe it!”

“How can I know that? How can anybody know that?” Joe cried.

“Who gives a flip? They’re trying to escape!” Jack said. “Mow ’em down!”

The men let loose. Six more Martians shattered, leaving just three around the leader. Joe pointed his heat blaster. The range was problematic, but Joe was fairly certain he could wing the tall one standing above his bodyguards. Yet all he could do was gape as all four Martians pressed devices strapped to their wrists. And disappeared. Then the saucer shot straight up so fast it sucked a cloud of red sand off the crest of the hill. Fierce gritty wind whipped around the men.

“Damn ...” Joe moaned.

“Search the area!” Jack shouted. “Kill any Martians on sight!”

“No, they’re gone. They’re all gone.”

“We won! We won!” John said. “Give me back my shatterguns!”

Joe looked back and forth between his three brothers. “Are you guys all right? Is everyone all right?” He counted the eight men of Typhoon I and the four of Typhoon II, all standing. Plus the lone survivor of West’s commandos, Rover 1 driver Embry MacPhair, who stood in a stupor, shaking his head and muttering: “We didn’t have this in Centauri. Never saw this ...”

They got seven of eight highly-trained commandos, Joe thought, though six of those were by surprise. And the blond guy more or less sacrificed himself for them. Meanwhile, the Typhoon crews survived unscratched. Were they being groomed for something? By fate itself? And for what? Why was Joe still standing and the blond guy was broken glass?

“That damn coward!” Jack snarled. “That damn coward!”

“Who?” said Harri McNarri.

“The leader guy! Turning tail like that, just when we—when we—”

Just when they’d been about to administer the coup de grâce, Joe thought. But that made sense to him. He wouldn’t stick around for that himself, not if he had a shiny new flying saucer and the means to run away and fight another day.

“And they have teleportation,” Jack fumed. “What would that do in a battle situation?”

Joe shrugged. “It probably has. They probably just teleported onto either side of this amphitheater as needed.”

Jack shuddered. “I didn’t think of that.”

The Typhoon crews and MacPhair stared around the amphitheater, wordlessly taking in the AresNet cameramen below who must have recorded most of the battle. Jack winced at that but said nothing.

“Okay, men, let’s clean up and get ready to move out. Pick up all the weapons, and any remaining shatterguns you find,” Jack ordered. “We’ll all be armed with them from here on out. As far as I can tell they don’t need to recharge like our EOS guns. I’ll call back our transport and we’ll have them bring in a detachment of more troops to secure this area. Along with plenty of fresh EOS cannon. If that coward tries to teleport back here, we’ll vaporize him and his saucer.”

Phil Sperry grabbed EOS rifles from the sand. “Is this what it’s like when a battle ends?” Joe asked, indicating the piles of shattered glass, the wreckage of rovers, and the civilians emerging from the cave to pick their way through it all. “Is this it? Everybody just stares at where it took place? Then we go get lunch?”

Sperry nodded. “Yes, except if you’re on a ship your first duty is to spend a lot of time repairing it. But in fact I’m damn hungry now. Where did you say you were taking me to lunch?”

“Ah, man,” Joe said, all at once exhausted. “All I know is, we oughta invite that Martian guy along, too. The big guy. Damn, I can almost know his name.”

“Don’t say that, man. I’m feeling that way, too.”

“We all are. Somehow we all knew them. It was in our heads somehow. I can’t believe Jack’s calling him a coward. Can’t he see how noble the guy is? Man, the guy’s thousands of years old! Although I don’t know how I can know that.”

Sperry placed the rifles in the rear of Rover 3. “Jack’s in charge. He saw real battle today. We all did. Jack’s now the one who has to order the killing to take place. He has to harden himself. He doesn’t have time for that nobility stuff. But ... I know what you mean.”

Joe pondered that. And he pondered his role as executive officer of the Typhoon in carrying out whatever Jack’s new orders might be. This train of thought was interrupted by the noisy landing of the USSF transport a hundred yards off, archeological site be damned. Joe discovered that he’d had it. He didn’t care anymore. He too was famished, and he found himself cataloging his options among his favorite Marsport restaurants.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Mission Briefing

Friday, June 9, 2034, 1400 hours

––––––––

[image: ]


The combined crews of the two Typhoons, still in their dusty Mars suits, moved into General Scott’s office on the 130th floor of the United System Building. John flung himself into a swivel chair in front of Scott’s desk and laughed: “Man, you can’t believe how wiped out we are!”

General Scott noisily cleared his throat. John met the unfathomable black eyes of the Supreme Commander of the USSF. How long and unkempt the General’s gray hair was, despite its crewcut. It stuck straight up like a battered steel brush.

“John!” came his eldest brother’s hiss.

“Huh?” John noticed that none of the others had taken chairs. In fact, there were only four chairs. “Who else wants to sit? We could take turns, I guess. We’re all exhausted after that battle, I know!”

Jack jerked a cupped hand. Reluctantly John got out of his chair. Right, right, Jack was touchy about things like that. If only four people could sit, that wasn’t fair, because eight other people didn’t get to sit. Therefore, they should all stand, no matter how tired their legs were. John sprang to rigid attention and threw a salute that included everyone in the room. “Lieutenant Commer reporting for duty! Sir!” he yelled, feeling the flurry of excitement this caused in all the Typhoon men.

Behind his immense desk Scott made a weary answering salute. “Thank you, Lieutenant Commer,” the general rasped. “At ease, men. Now let’s get underway. You know it’s rare that I would invite the entire crews of the Typhoons into my office, but I want to make sure every man here understands the importance of what I’m about to say.”

John looked about to see the Typhoon men nodding somberly. “We’re with you, sir!”

“John!” Jack hissed again.

“Hey, I’m only telling the General that we’re with him!”

Jack shook his head. “John, let’s just listen.”

“I hate it when you shush me in front of everyone!”

“John, for God’s sake!” Joe cut in. “Jack gave you an order to shut up!”

“We just had a battle! We’re still in our Mars suits!”

“Lieutenant Commer!” Scott shouted. “Attention!”

“Sir, if you’d just understand—”

“Come to attention, lieutenant!”

John took in everyone staring at him. He stood stiffly and threw out another salute.

“I didn’t ask for a salute, lieutenant!” Scott roared.

“Sorry, sir, I thought, I thought—” John stammered, wondering if he should put his hand down, since this time Scott obviously wasn’t going to return his salute.

“Silence!” Scott turned to Jack. “Captain, does your brother understand what coming to attention means?”

“Yes, sir, he does,” Jack said. “It’s just that, well, we had ground combat for the first time today, sir, and ship-to-ship combat for the first time yesterday, and so he may be, uh, a little excited, I think.”

“Yes, sir, that’s it, excited!” John said, gingerly dragging down his right arm. “Sorry, sir, I mean, I just got carried away, it won’t happen again, sir.”

Scott leaned back in his adjustable gravity chair. “I know you’ve all been through a lot.”

“We have sir, really! It was unbelievable, those finbacks pouring down on us from all directions!”

“John! Silence! Right now! Don’t say another word!” Jack snarled.

There was a long silence. Finally Scott said: “If I may proceed without further interruption.”

“Yes, sir!” John cried.

Another silence. Scott sighed heavily.

“I was just trying to indicate that I’ll follow your orders to the letter, sir,” John protested. “Why is everyone so upset with that? That’s what we’re here for, aren’t we? To follow orders to the letter in defense of humanity?”

“Captain,” Scott said. “If Lieutenant Commer can’t keep quiet during my briefing, he’ll need to leave the room. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Jack said, then, as John started to agree, Jack’s fingers executed a sharp gunshot snap pointed directly to John’s open mouth. John slammed his jaws together so tightly his teeth ached.

“All right, then,” Scott went on. “Let me just say that everyone’s excited, flabbergasted, what have you. The news of these Martians is unbelievable. We had no idea, no idea whatsoever. No evidence of them in decades of exploration. I’ve scanned the report you sent on the way back here. Unbelievable.”

Another pause. John knew it was a test whether he’d agree that it was all unbelievable, and then be forced to leave the room and hear nothing of Scott’s reaction to all this unbelievability, or whether John could keep cool and calm and just stand there without agreeing that it was all unbelievable, and so gain further admittance to the secrets Scott was about to unfold.

John passed the test. Scott went on: “Our Alien Tech Team has completed the initial analysis of debris from the ship you boys destroyed yesterday morning near Earth. And they also had a chance to analyze material from the shattergun you obtained last night at the Space Carpet. They tell me the materials are the same, and they all seem compatible with Martian mineralogy. The scans of the saucer also match the photos and scans of the ship that buzzed General Douglas’s ship on his journey here yesterday. So it looks like there really are native Martians, apparently out to wage war on us here on Mars and throughout what’s left of the solar system.”

“God, sir,” John couldn’t help but add, “after all we’ve been through since ’28, it’s a miracle people even dare to wake up every day!”

“John, quiet,” Jack hissed.

“How can anyone really keep quiet about the breakdown of the solar system?” John cried. “I mean, I know I’m just like the rest of you guys, I push all those memories out of my mind just so I can go about my daily business! But every once in a while you really have to stop to consider the horror of it all!”

“Lieutenant, if you please,” Scott said wearily.

“John!” Jack snarled.

“Consider it, gentlemen! 2028—and the four largest asteroids are flung into the sun! They just stop cold in their orbits! One every month for four months! They didn’t spend weeks falling in, they accelerated in! Nobody believed those stupid scientists who thought they had some fancy explanation! It was unknowable! The world panicked! I remember the panic!”

“Lieutenant, I am giving a briefing here!” Scott shouted.

“No! We have to face the horror every now and then!”

“Lieutenant Commer, for your information we did face the destruction of the asteroids, and the outer planets, by creating the USSF!”

“2029—and Pluto is hurled from the solar system! Just shot out of its orbit into the unknown! I was freaked, if you ask me! And a few months later Neptune just blows up! Nobody knows why!”

Scott sighed. “Stop him, Captain. I know he gets excited sometimes, but I really am trying to conduct a briefing here.”

“And exactly one month after that, Uranus drops out of orbit and accelerates just like those asteroids, straight into the sun!”

“John, quiet! That’s an order!” Jack cried.

“Look, John,” Joe said, “that’s why we joined the USSF, to deal with this, to get to the bottom of it all.”

“How could anyone get to the bottom of Uranus flying right past the earth on its way in? We all watched it happen! Two billion people died! All those earthquakes! And messing up the moon’s orbit!”

John finished up staring at a dozen open mouths. There was a terrible silence in General Scott’s huge office. It began to sink in that John had just committed treason to the USSF. “God, I’m so sorry ... I shouldn’t have said anything. I know it’s wrong.”

Scott leaned back in his chair. “Lieutenant, are you all right now?”

“Uh, yessir, I know I did wrong to say anything, I’m so sorry, sir!” To make sure Scott knew how sorry he was, John threw off another snappy salute. Scott rolled his eyes by way of acknowledgement, and John hauled his arm down.

Scott cleared his throat. “All right, then. Let me just say that humanity was traumatized, Lieutenant. And I suppose we all have been. If you’ll recall the defeatism of ’28 on, all that superstitious fear that God or the Devil had come to take vengeance on us, you’ll also recall the resurgence of hope that came from the founding of the USSF. A few of us decided to fight back, and that includes you four Commers.”

“That’s true, sir, quite true,” John couldn’t help but rejoin, “and believe me, I was astounded at how fast our tech started developing right then! We all were! All those spaceships we built almost overnight! Making a Typhoon that could do one-thirteenth light! And who would’ve ever guessed six years ago that now we’d have heat blasters, and neural stunners, and EOS guns?”

“John!” Jack moaned.

“Yes, yes, Lieutenant, we know,” Scott rasped. “For your information it’s quite typical of human ingenuity to come up with incredible solutions in the face of adversity. Now can we please get down to—”

“But what about adding human folly to the mix?” John cried, thunderous waves of eloquence rising in his throat. “We invent Star Drive in ’30, and immediately start the whole stupid war with the Alpha Centaurians!”

“Enough, Mr. Commer. I think you’ve had more than your share of this discussion today.”

“I’m just trying to say why do we all feel like we’ve been reamed? What about 2031? What about July 15th?”

“John, shut up! The general has ordered you to shut up!” Jack screamed.

“It’s my fault, dammit,” Scott snapped. “I shouldn’t have made my own little speech back there. It just got him started up again.”

“Jupiter and Saturn blow up, without warning, just like Neptune! At the exact same time! Who wouldn’t think that God, or the Devil, or the ACs, might’ve done it? Didn’t that set the stage for even worse despair than anything else? Don’t you think it might’ve set the stage for the return of the Central Asian Powers? For the Final War, for destroying the earth?”

“I’ll—I’ll put him outside right now, sir,” Jack said, digging into John’s bicep.

“Forget it,” Scott said. “He’s part of your crew and he needs to stand there, shut up, and listen. Or else I’ll have him court-martialed. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly clear, sir!” John said. “But now, to top everything off, Martians! It’s unbelievable, is what it is, sir!”

“Silence!” Scott roared. “Not one more word, Lieutenant, or else!”

Everyone looked at the carpet. Another long uneasy silence. John took a tiny breath. But hadn’t too many seconds passed for anyone to cashier him? Wasn’t he probably okay? Didn’t everyone know he’d only spoken the truth? But he saw he’d need to be careful from now on. For some reason they were all against his unique perspective.

“All right, then,” Scott resumed. “Can we get back to the Martians?”

“Uh, yes, of course, sir,” Jack answered with a warning glance at John.

“We now have, of course, the public to deal with in all this,” Scott said. “Jack, you mentioned the AresNet reporters in your report, and I’m afraid to say your fears are true. The entire battle was captured on video, including the deaths of our people, transmitted live to hundreds of millions of Martian colonists, a few of which had the dubious honor of watching their loved ones get killed in action. That would be, in addition to our seven USSF dead, twenty-six archaeologists and six AresNet crew.” Scott leaned back in his chair and adjusted his gravity a notch lighter. “A strange kind of battle, to yield no actual wounded.”

“Yes, sir,” Jack said, checking John to make sure he didn’t open his mouth again. “The slightest graze of a shattergun leads almost instantly to death.”

“And while AresNet and much of the public were skeptical of what they called a militarist solution to the investigation of Martian life, this battle has effectively turned public opinion around. Ninety percent of the population is now fully committed to eradicating these Martians by any means necessary.”

“We saw some of that on the ride in from the spaceport, sir. Demonstrators, signs, and so on, but all supporting us.”

“Except for your hysterical former comrade Vespertine,” Scott said. “I assume you’ve kept up with his exploits?”

“Uh, no, sir,” Jack said. “We haven’t really had contact with him since the Academy.”

“As I was waiting for you men to arrive, I perused his latest diatribe on AresNet. Not only was he nitpicking every action you took in the Kilpatrick Desert, as if he’d really learned a damn thing in his year at the Academy, he starts wailing about how he’s getting married tomorrow and how militarism is ruining his marriage, what kind of future can they have, or some such nonsense. I didn’t bother finishing it.”

“Married?” Joe mused. “That’s weird. I can’t imagine anyone ...”

John too had trouble picturing anyone copulating with the bloated, cynical author of “To Die Honorably on Earth,” a blog post Vespertine had published as the debate heated up last year about whether the earth’s population should be evacuated off-planet. John had never known Huey Vespertine, who’d started the Naval Academy in 2022 but dropped out after a year, later flailing around in some academic study of Solar System Breakdown before turning himself into something resembling a wino.

“That wouldn’t be important in itself,” Scott went on, “except I wanted to ask you men, especially Jack and Joe who knew him at the Academy, whether you thought Vespertine might be working with this Sam Hergs character.”

Jack shook his head. “I can’t see that, sir. Unfortunately, I see Huey as just one more person who couldn’t handle the Evacuation, and who’s really flipped his lid since coming to Mars.”

“He seems fairly harmless to me,” Joe added. “Even if he’s shrill and writes stuff that sounds treasonous. And anyway, I don’t think that this Hergs guy, or that Carson guy, would be working with someone so famous on AresNet. Hergs has been pretty anonymous up to now.”

“And there are hundreds of others spouting the same sort of nonsense on AresNet right now,” Jack said. “They can’t all be in league with Hergs.”

“Hmm ...” Scott said. “I’ll take that under advisement. Even so, the USSF Interrogation Unit will shortly be paying a visit to Mr. Vespertine, marriage or no marriage.” He shuffled through the papers on his desk as John grinned in admiration at the way his two older brothers laid out their opinions so succinctly. John had always wished he could speak as forcefully as those two. But now he saw that the very act of listening to them, instead of leaping into the discussion on his own, allowed him to appreciate the majesty of their words more than ever before. Yes, there was something to this being quiet and taking it all in. There was power here, to observe, to think, to understand.

“Then, of course, there’s the matter of this Hergs character himself,” Scott went on. “He does seem to be a bigger problem than we originally thought. His and Carson’s assault on Jack and Joe on the bus was one thing, but his involvement in the attack on the Civic Center, in the company of a Martian, is very disturbing. And one has to assume that his proximity to the Space Carpet Hotel last night means he was also involved with the murder of General Douglas.”

“And he has that teleportation capability,” Joe put in. “All the Martians apparently do.”

“And then there’s Commander Joe Commer wondering aloud on live AresNet whether the USSF Translator’s rendition of Emperor Hee-Arr-Grgsss refers to an Emperor Hergs of the Martians. You can imagine what various AresNet pundits have made of that. Half the populace of Mars now apparently thinks that Sam Hergs is the emperor of the Martians!”

“Was that live, too?” Joe complained. “I would’ve thought once we were in the cave—aw, of course! AresNet wouldn’t have any scruples about that. Anyway, I’m sorry, sir. I got carried away. It sure sounded like it was trying to say Hergs.”

“Well, this Samuel Jay Hergs is a cipher right now. And as far as we can tell he’s currently not on this planet.”

“Wow!” John said in spite of his new determination to listen and absorb. “Uh, sorry, sir.”

This time Scott ignored him, which John supposed was for the best. “Well, we’re pulling together all the information we can on him. I can give you the standard biography stuff right now, but once we finish tapping all the databases, we’ll run it through the CogniSort program and upload it to the Typhoon. You can read the final report on the way to Mercury.”

“Mercury?” Jack said. “You mean ...”

“Tonight,” Scott said. “You men will have a couple hours rest while the Typhoon I is readied for takeoff.”

“Man,” someone whispered incautiously behind John.

“Now, I know you men are tired,” Scott said. “Beat up, exhausted, all of you. I understand. But if we’re to take this writing on that stone table seriously, if we can believe the USSF Translator’s rendering of those symbols, we have only two days’ warning of an impending attack on this planet from Mercury. And we don’t know when that two-day warning begins. The Martians may have carved that message an hour before you men arrived at the cave, or forty-eight hours ago, or three weeks ago. We just don’t know.”

“I can’t believe they’d sit down and carve out that sort of message in stone,” Joe put in. “It seems like a silly way to communicate anything.”

“Well, what do we know of their habits or their culture?” Scott snapped. “Maybe they carve out email to each other, who knows? It doesn’t matter. We’ve seen the message, we’ve been attacked by a Martian army from a Martian saucer, an army that’s apparently capable of teleportation, and we’ve got to investigate this Mercury connection immediately. If they do have the kind of death ray they’re boasting of, we’re in serious trouble.”

“Yeah, but nobody could have a ray that could do any serious damage to Mars from Mercury,” Lee Borman of Typhoon II put in. “We’re something like a hundred sixty-nine million miles apart now. We checked the navigation database on the way over.”

“Lieutenant, I know you’re an expert with PlanetBlasters, but I imagine that two days ago you would’ve similarly scorned the idea of a ray that shatters people like glass.”

“Yes, sir, but over a hundred sixty-nine million miles any beam would be so attenuated—”

“I think we should assume the worst and act accordingly. These Martians are absolutely fanatic. They seem to feel that we’ve despoiled their planet and that the only honorable thing to do now is destroy the entire thing. I for one am not going to take the chance of watching all we’ve built here on Mars shatter into a trillion pieces of glass.”

“Bravo, sir!” John cried, clapping vigorously. “Well said, sir! Bravo! Totally articulate, sir! See, I’m learning how to absorb it! We’re with you, sir! All the way, sir!”

John saw he was the only one clapping. He took in the gaping faces of twelve other men, including the smoldering visage of the crusty Supreme Commander of the United System Space Force.

“We’ll ... be ready, sir,” Jack spoke into the silence.

“Captain, is your brother capable of carrying out the mission I’m about to entrust to your care?” Scott said.

To John’s dismay Jack appeared to hesitate. “I’m sure it’s just that we’ve all been a little stressed by today’s ... situation, sir,” Jack said. “Everyone’s a little tense.”

“Make sure you’re all well rested by 1730 hours, which is the time the Typhoon I crew will board the ship. Liftoff is 1800.”

“Eighteen hundred ...” someone whispered again. The same person. John saw it was Ken Garrison.

John checked the large gold clock on Scott’s desk. “So, it’s 2:30 now. If this meeting goes on for another half hour, and then we spend say fifteen minutes getting back to our rooms, that would give us—”

“John!” Jack hissed again.

“What?” John said. “I’m just trying to figure out our rest time. If we slept to five PM and spent a half hour getting from the hotel to the spaceport, that would mean, from 3:15 to then, uh, an hour and forty-five minutes of sleep.”

“Lieutenant!” Scott snarled.

“We can do it, sir! We can be rested in that time!”

“Lieutenant! Shut up!” Scott yelled.

“John! Shut up! That’s an order!” Jack cried.

“Captain! You shut up!”

“Sorry, sir!” Jack yelled back, then put his hand over his mouth, finally whispering: “I mean, sorry, sir!”

Scott glared around the room. “Of course, if you’d all rather take a nap right now, we don’t have to waste your precious time with the rest of this meaningless little briefing.”

“Uh, sir, of course not!”

“I can do it, sir, Jack has complete faith in me!” John cried.

Another agonizing silence. Finally Jack looked at the floor and said: “Yeah ...”

“Look, men,” Scott said. “All of you. I know it’s been hard. Today has been hard. Typhoon I’s battle with the saucer yesterday was quite a surprise as well. And these discoveries have been hard. For all of us. But we really don’t have a choice now. We don’t have the luxury of waiting around to see what the Martians might try next. You’re just going to have to go straight to Mercury, find whatever base the Martians have created there, and destroy it.”

“That’s very clear, sir,” Jack said. “We’ll be able to do it. But before we go, there’s something I think you should know about the battle, and these Martians. I mentioned this briefly in the report I sent ahead.”

“Ah, yes, this prescience thing,” Scott said. “I did note that. Don’t let it worry you, Captain, and I appreciate your bringing it up, by the way. I’d say that during the battle you were in the flow, as we say. Many soldiers report that feeling in combat, that some divine guidance is protecting them.”

“But all of us, sir?” Jack said. “All of us together, knowing exactly the same thing was about to happen?”

Scott frowned. “I don’t see—”

“Some of us felt it more than others. Joe, for instance.”

“Yes, sir,” Joe said. “It was like there were voices in my head, telling me exactly how the Martians were about to behave. And then—bam!—they’d do exactly that.”

“I felt it, too!” John said. “It was like they practically wanted us to know exactly what they were going to do!”

Scott briefly trained his glare on John and went on: “You were all dazed by the suddenness of it all, I think. Battle against an unknown enemy, one that really has no grasp of tactics, behaving most foolishly as I saw from the video.”

“Well, sir, be that as it may,” Jack said, “but the crew and I are concerned that the enemy may actually have various psychic weapons we’d have no defense against.”

“Psychic weapons! C’mon, boys! Let’s not let battle fatigue cloud our judgment now. You’re imagining things.”

“But—”

“Now I certainly don’t mean to discount any valid concerns, but I’ve reviewed those videos several times already and I see nothing in them that would constitute any psychic weapon. They may have teleportation capability, and that may be mysterious to us, but it’s not psychic for God’s sake. Gentlemen, a few Xons lobbed onto the surface of Mercury will cure you of any worries about psychic weapons, I assure you.”

John could feel the men wince. One Xon bomb had eventually led to the explosion of the moon, and Mercury wasn’t that much bigger than the moon. Nobody wanted to think about lobbing “a few” Xons there and adding one more planet to the list of nonexistent solar bodies.

“Enough,” Scott said into the silence. “I promise I’ll take your concerns about psychic weapons into consideration. But before we end this meeting, I’d like to ask Major Sperry here to give a status update on Typhoon II.”

“Well, thank you, sir. Things are definitely coming along,” Phil Sperry said. “We’re able to sustain our sublight top end at one-fifth light speed, with none of the reactor problems that were bothering us in May. So we’ve stabilized the Augmented Nuke for sublight. As for the first faster-than-light test, that’s set for July 18th, and I’m sure we’ll be ready for it.”

“Hmm. Thanks, Major. And for this Mercury mission, I want the Typhoon II crew at the spaceport to act as operational support for Typhoon I.”

“Of course. We’d all be glad to help out in any way.”

“And I’m just thinking aloud now, Major, but is there any possibility the Typhoon II itself could assist in this mission?”

Sperry blinked. John noted the dried blood on his face where the jagged fragments of Major West had pierced him. “Well, sir, aside from a few dozen punch lists to go over before we’d be certified for combat duty, we still lack permanent pilots.”

“Well, we have staff pilots Donnelley and Zang on standby. They’re out in the Jovian Fragment Field now, but we can quickly recall them.”

“Huh,” Sperry said. “They’d do all right, I suppose.”

“Oh, c’mon, Phil!” John cried. “You called them pedestrian the other day!”

“Lieutenant Commer!” Scott snapped. “I have had about enough out of you today!”

“John!” Jack snarled.

“We can’t have pedestrians for the II!” John exclaimed. “That would be sacrilege! Only the best pilots should fly the Typhoons! Now, sir, you know that all this time I have been listening, and absorbing, all during this talk I’ve been listening and absorbing, and I think I know what needs to be done! Now if I were to take the Typhoon I—”

“You take it? You mean pilot it?” Scott said in disbelief.

“I’ve seen real combat twice now! I’m ready to pilot the Typhoon, sir! I’m almost certified as you know!”

Scott stared back.

“No, look! We’d have Jack and Joe piloting the II! I’m sure it’s newer technology, not fully tested, but they’d be the guys for it! But for me, flying the Typhoon I would be old hat! I’ve spent hundreds of hours in the Typhoon simulators, I know what I’m doing, sir! I’d be a natural! And we’d have Will Connors along with me as copilot!”

Scott sat stunned. He finally managed: “And ... and then who would replace Lieutenant Connors as navigator on the Typhoon II?”

“Get one of those staff pilots to do it! Navigation is nothing! A child could do it! It’s all computer-assisted anyway! Just like my sensor duties on the Typhoon! Boring! I want to pilot!”

Scott closed his eyes. “Well, thank you for your suggestion, Lieutenant. I think I will stick with my original plan, thank you. Captain?”

“Uh ... yes, sir?” Jack whispered.

“See that your sensor officer, and in fact, all your men, get their hour and forty-five minutes of sleep, then be at your ship at 1730 hours.”

“Uh, yessir.”

“Major Sperry, you do the same for your crew.”

“Yes, sir,” Sperry said.

“No! Wait!” John said. “Sir, I meant it when I said I’d do anything! Anything at all! I’ll do anything to destroy that Martian base! I can pilot! I know I can!”

“Dammit, John!” came one more hiss and a corresponding punch at John’s elbow.

“Dismissed,” Scott said, turning to his papers. “Report to me while en route to Mercury.”

The men filed out of the room. John waved his arms to catch Scott’s attention. “Sir! Sir! You don’t understand! I’ve listened! I’ve absorbed! And now I’m ready! Ready to do anything!” John cried, flailing, legs giving way as his eldest brother brutally dragged him out the door. “Anything at all!”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Commer Brothers

Friday, June 9, 2034, 1830 hours

––––––––
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Jim felt the inertial dampers kicking in as the Typhoon broke from Mars orbit and accelerated to 49.8 million miles per hour. “We’re on our way,” came Jack’s voice over the intercom. “Acceleration ceasing ... now.” Another barely perceptible adjustment of inertial forces. “Harri—status of solar rechargers.”

“Operational,” came Harri’s voice from further down the fuselage. “We’ll have the Augmented back to full strength in one hour.”

“Thanks,” Jack said. “Jim, is our course to Mercury laid in?”

“All set,” Jim said, finishing up a few keystrokes at his console. Of course, the navigation wasn’t complex. They were flying a straight line to Mercury, or to be fussily precise, where Mercury would be in 3.4 hours. Still, they were aiming at a point of light near the solar glare and it was important to double-check the computer.

“Then we’d like to see you in the Control Room for a few minutes,” Jack said.

“Who? Me?” Jim said. His work was essentially done for this mission. If anyone, they ought to be checking with John about how his sensors were going to locate the Martian base on Mercury. But he shrugged and set his console on locked mode. “Sure, I’ll be right over.”

He paused on the catwalk outside the Navigation Room and looked towards the rear of the Typhoon. The Communications, Navigation, and Sensor Rooms were aligned down the upper starboard quarter of the fuselage, balanced by the upper port quarter’s equipment storage bins. The starboard catwalk zigzagged to the center of the ship for the two weapon turrets at the rear, so that the computers only had to cancel out a centered line of tail fin for PlanetBlaster fire. Below him, the escape craft squatted on the hull over its own exit hatch, and further back Harri attended to the Augmented Nuke at the rear of the ship. Everything was illuminated in brilliant white.

“How’s your landing gear, Harri?” Jim called down. “Rough takeoff, huh?”

Harri looked up. “Some jerk on the ground had both starboards underinflated. Despite what their checklist said. We’ll be okay. I’ve reinflated ’em, but jeez.”

“We don’t usually have a one-day turnaround, though.”

“We ought to be able to do it in four hours. Those guys are getting lazy, I tell you.”

Due to the short turnaround time from their mission yesterday, the Typhoon had made a rare horizontal takeoff, though such a wheeled launch was slow and inefficient. The wheels were primarily used for landings, so Jim could see how the techs might’ve misjudged the inflation. The preferred method was to vertically blast off the launch pad, but this took more preparation time. The takeoffs were vertical 3G acceleration, as the inertial dampers didn’t function well near the gravity wells of planets. But the good side of that was that the men could keep up their high gravity skills.

“Huh,” Jim said. “Well, we’ll put the screws on ’em when we get back. I’ll see you later. Got a meeting with Jack.”

He made his way past Ken Garrison in the Communications Room. Ken kept his hatch open, but like everyone else he was ready to slide it shut in a second if the main cabin depressurized. Jim moved past the Solar Recharger assembly and into the Control Room.

Jack and Joe swiveled to him. “C’mon in. Shut the door behind you and take a seat,” Jack said, indicating the third seat at the rear of the Control Room.

Jim did so. “What’s up?”

“Well, we’ve got three hours before we hit Mercury, not much to do. And, well, I’m sorry, Jim, but this is really the only time we can talk. I know it’s awkward.”

Jim looked back and forth between his two older brothers. Like him, they wore their red, white and blue ship uniforms. But they looked embarrassed. Jim tried to think what he could possibly have done to get dressed down by his brothers.

“So ... what’s going on?” he managed.

“Well, it’s John,” Jack said. “We have to do something about him.”

“Oh ...”

“I mean, I don’t want to be ganging up on him, but really, this just can’t go on.”

“Are ... are you sure we should be discussing it now? I mean, on this mission? I mean, with everything at stake?”

Jack sighed. “When else can we discuss it? We haven’t had a second.”

“I just don’t think this is the time. We can’t have loss of morale, you know.” Didn’t Jack realize that? Wasn’t morale a major concern?

“I hate to say it, but I agree with Jack here,” Joe put in. “John could’ve gotten us killed yesterday in that saucer attack. He just wasn’t reacting, wasn’t following orders. He gets so dreamy and out of it.”

Jim looked away. Of course, Joe was right. Then again, it was just like Joe to stick up for everything Jack said. The two of them so tight, the command crew versus the commoners on the ship. Jim didn’t want to go down that ancient path again, Jack/Joe versus Jim/John, the two older brothers versus the youngest. But Jim always had to play that role, had to be John’s defender, even though he’d always found John childish and irritating and secretly wished the axis could be Jack/Joe/Jim, the mature ones, with John somewhere off to the side.

“You can’t ... split the Commers,” Jim whispered. “I can’t believe you’re saying all this stuff. I mean, now.” Was Jack so stressed by all these responsibilities? By the saucer attack, by the skirmish in the desert today? The skirmish Jim couldn’t even think about yet?

“We have to say it,” Jack countered. “I’ve got eight lives at stake on this mission. On every mission from here on out. John’s not making it. We’ve given him all these chances, and now—”

“He performed well during the war,” Jim protested. “And during the Evacuation.”

Jack swiveled back and forth and crossed his arms. “He performed poorly. We all know that. Everyone on this ship is always having to stop and hold his hand.”

“But this is our brother.” Jim wondered whether these two might size him up in the same tones as soon as he left this room, which he fervently wished would happen right now.

“And that’s why he’s been protected all this time. Because he’s our brother, because everyone thinks it’s cool how all four Commer brothers got into the USSF and are serving on the same ship. We have this media image to maintain and it’s getting pretty silly if you ask me.”

“But he’s not bad at all. You know his IQ tested at 160.” Jim pointed to the command console behind Jack. “I hope you have the intercom off for this!”

Jack glanced back. “It’s off. Jim, look. We need your help on this. Joe and I have been discussing this for a while, but after John’s performance in Scott’s office today we knew something had to give. I mean, everyone heard me let him have it outside Scott’s office, but did it do any good?”

“You were pretty harsh with him.”

“And he acted like he just wasn’t going to listen. Stuck his nose up in the air and pretended I wasn’t there.”

“Which enabled you to completely lose control of yourself right out in the hall,” Jim pointed out. “I’m sure Scott heard everything.”

“Yes, I’m sure everyone on the 130th floor heard everything. And yes, I’m ashamed for losing my temper. But don’t you see, Jim? This is a military organization, not a family. Anybody else who talked back to me or Scott like that, they’d be cleaning toilets on what’s left of Europa. But John gets this special protection, whether or not he’s endangering the crew and the entire population of Mars. Don’t you see the necessity of doing something? What would you do now?”

“I don’t know,” Jim said, agonizingly aware that he himself would not give John one more chance after what happened at Scott’s office a few hours ago. Nobody had gotten their hour and three-quarters of sleep this afternoon, that was for sure.

“I don’t know either. I considered replacing him with Patrick James for this mission, but Pat doesn’t know our routines. We can’t train him in three hours, either. I do grant that John knows his sensors, and I’m really hoping he can just give me the data we need, we erase the damn Martian base, head home, and deal with this after that.”

“This all seems so unfair. I’m sorry, Jack, I’m not being much help, but I can’t help but think how hurt he’ll be to be off the Typhoon. He was so good for such a long time.”

“We all hoped he’d be good. But deep down, I think we all knew he just wanted to come into the USSF because the other three of us were here. I don’t know, but I’ve always felt the three of us had a real calling to be here. Joe didn’t get into the Typhoon project just because I did. You didn’t just because Joe and I did.”

Jim shrugged off Jack’s feeble attempt to include him in a new axis. Nevertheless, there was truth in what Jack said. While the Typhoon E project had attracted Jim because it was the newest and most challenging technology of the time, he’d also assured everyone that if there was any other way he could serve in the USSF, staying apart from his brothers if that was thought best, he’d do it in a second. The breakdown of the solar system, the war in Alpha Centauri, demanded he not think of his own petty ambitions.

“John’s been a bit off since October 8th,” Jack said. “I think we all know that.”

“Yeah, well I’d say we’ve all been off since October 8th,” Jim shot back.

Jack and Joe both grimaced. “Yeah, you got that right,” Joe finally said. “Still, it all comes down to: can we still go ahead and fulfill our duties? Until the Typhoon II comes fully online, all eight of us are responsible for the most powerful spaceship in existence. And the future of humanity on Mars is depending on us. Do you really want someone on board who’s so rattled by October 8th that he can’t function?”

“He can function,” Jim whispered. “I know he can function.”

“Really?” Jack said. “After yesterday and today?”

“Maybe ... maybe if he got his own command. He wants to pilot, we all know that, he’s trained for it, and maybe if he had his own ship, he’d have high energy, and enthusiasm, maybe he’d straighten out.”

Jack and Joe shook their heads. “He can’t command,” Jack said. “We all know that. Yes, he’s brilliant, IQ 160 and everything, but he can’t focus on anything. He’s so out of control and impulsive.”

“So maybe he should be a fighter pilot. Those impulsive types make great fighter pilots.”

Jack and Joe looked at the floor. As the silence went on, Jim reluctantly admitted that he was glad to be in the Control Room with his two older brothers. Despite the agonizing talk, he was comforted by the trust they offered. The Control Room was bright, the black wraparound windows showing apparently motionless stars as the Typhoon cruised at 49.8 million miles per hour, and Jim was shocked that he’d forgotten all about Martians on Mercury and a death ray being readied to destroy Mars.

And Jim did feel uneasy at the thought of one-eighth of the crew not being up for this mission. Wasn’t it obvious that John decided to seek the Naval Academy in the fall of ’27 just to stick with his brothers? By the time Jim was in as the third Commer, their father, an Illinois congressman and the eventual legislative sponsor of the USSF, was easily able to get Senator Khamard’s appointment for John.

John had never distinguished himself at the Academy. About all Jim remembered of him there was John writing a few songs for a band called Nine Dollar Massage and singing a poor lead in it. Jim had had to babysit John through his freshman year. John barely made it through the Academy, but since he’d scored well on sensor systems, and the concept of “the four Commer brothers” had by then morphed into a minor media phenomenon, he’d been pushed into the Typhoon E project at the start of his junior year at USNA. When the Naval Academy was subsumed along with all other service academies into the USSF, John, class of ’31, became in fact the only USSF Academy graduate of the four. By then Jack had little choice but to reluctantly allow John a post on Typhoon I.

Jim had been shocked when Joe told him last month that Dad was pushing for John as the command pilot for the Typhoon II. John who’d barely passed his piloting classes and never gotten his pilot’s certificate. “Well, look,” Jim finally said. “Whatever you do decide, if you at least maybe have a long talk with John, that would be good. Maybe just you, Jack, you know how much he admires you. Hell, maybe even let him copilot the Typhoon a few times on some routine runs. Show him you care. Then maybe you could get him into some non-military piloting or something.”

Jack reached back for a cup of coffee at his console. “I’ve thought about all that stuff. Problem is, you have a two-hour talk with John and it looks as if everything’s okay, that he perfectly understands what’s needed. Then you turn around and he’s whining about the NAV4 Cluster problem when we need him to focus on a battle situation, or he’s cackling like a maniac in front of General Scott. It’s like he’s daring us to court-martial him.”

Jim nodded reluctantly. “So you’ve made your mind up to kick him off the Typhoon?”

Jack winced. Joe took a moment to grab his own coffee from a cup holder on the side of the ship. Jim wished he’d brought his own mug to even things out.

“I haven’t made a final decision,” Jack said. “But it looks that way.”

“I guess I never realized it was this serious. This is gonna break his heart, unless you do it right. And then there’s also the public relations aspect of moving him off the Typhoon.”

“Man,” Joe said. “That was exactly what we were talking about as you walked in.”

Jack nodded. They all understood that breaking up the fabled Commer brothers would have systemwide media impact. There was also Senator Jackson Khamard of Acidalia Planitia and political fallout to consider. And then there was Jonathan Commer, Sr. Some of the public relations considerations were actually private considerations.

“How are you going be able to able to tell Dad?” Jim said. “He’s committed to the four Commer brothers on the Typhoon.”

“I know, I know. It’s not easy. But I report to General Scott, not Dad,” Jack said, as if trying to convince himself. “I have to think of the ship, of what’s best for the crew and for the USSF.”

“It might be better to wait on all this until this flap with the Martians dies down. We could have a big loss of morale throughout the solar system if we split up the Commers now.”

“I know,” Joe put in. “It’s like there’s this myth about us. The four Commer brothers, who all decided to sign up for the USSF together.”

“That’s the official story,” Jack agreed. “But we just can’t be slaves to it. The Commer brothers can’t be holding the solar system together. This all has gone on far enough.”

Jim shook his head. But didn’t everyone on the Typhoon know John had to go? “Dad’s gonna have kittens,” was all he could say.

Jack looked out the window at the stars, and the sun directly ahead, muted by the cockpit window’s computerized tinting. “I know. And here I am crucifying Junior!”

There was a long silence. Jim was appalled. Jack had to be highly stressed to even allude to the painful family story. “Well,” Joe said, “we do have to be careful, I guess. John’s always been the most beloved son.”

“Jonathan, Junior!” Jack spat. “Well, who cares? I finally took care of that!”

“You mean, when you were seventeen?” Jim blurted.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“The big argument with Dad, when you were seventeen!”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Because you told Dad he’d ruined your life! Because of the name change!”

“Forget it. I was just blowing off steam.”

“You and Dad have never really talked since you were seventeen!”

“That had nothing to do with it!”

“Since the argument! When you screamed it was all Dad’s revenge on you!”

“You were too young to remember!”

“Forget that! I was thirteen! Of course I remember! John tells me he remembers! The whole house was shaking with the argument!”

Jack folded his arms. “Crap on it. So I told him I never wanted to see him again. So what? Guess I didn’t keep that promise, huh?”

There was another long silence. Finally Joe put in: “I know Mom’s talked about how much that hurt Dad, to hear you telling the entire family that he’d ruined your life.”

Jack stood up. “Why the hell are we discussing this? The problem isn’t me and Dad, it’s John!”

“So now it’s John who’s ruined your life?” Jim said.

“No, Dad did by taking away my name when I was five. Okay? Everyone happy now?”

“Shhh! Everyone in the house can hear you! I mean, the ship! The ship!”

Joe laughed. “I can’t believe this! We’re fighting it again!”

“Look, it’s simple,” Jack said. “Very simple, nothing to understand. I was Jonathan Commer, Jr. One day when I was five I made the mistake of telling Dad I liked my nickname better! That’s all I did! That’s all! I swear to God that’s all!”

“I know, I know, you liked Jack better than John,” Joe said. “But—”

“I know! I violated something! He turned against me! From that very day! I was only five, for God’s sake!”

“Hasn’t anybody ever said that the old boy must have been pretty touchy about all that?” Jim said, trying to grin and failing. “I know I for one never understood it.”

“He must’ve been insane! He must’ve wanted a whole line of Juniors, Thirds, and Fourths, down to infinity! He must’ve known from that very instant that I’d never have a Third!”

“Why didn’t Mom—”

“Because she was gone! Vacant!” Joe cut in. “She probably never even knew what Jack said when he was five!”

“She had to have known once John came along!” Jim shot back. “It’s pretty obvious when the fourth kid is named Jonathan Junior!”

“Stop it! Stop it! Stop arguing over me!” Jack cried. “I can’t stand it!”

“So Dad names the fourth kid Jonathan Commer, Junior,” Jim said. “Jonathan is legally removed from your name. Sure, that would bum anyone out.”

“But I was only five when that happened. How could I have cared?”

“Because when you were seventeen you screamed your entire life was ruined because of it!”

“That’s stupid! How could anyone’s life be ruined about that? Why would I have been so touchy about it? Especially when I hated the name Jonathan all along?”

“Mom says that Dad says that that means you hate him,” Joe pointed out.

Jack threw himself into his command seat like a bag of garbage. “So what? So what? Yeah, I admit he always made me feel like a damn outcast! So what?”

“But we always looked up to you. We always worshipped you,” Jim said.

“Yeah, but there was always this tension,” Joe pointed out. “Always the sense we were rebelling, doing something forbidden, whenever we did that.”

“Yeah, maybe. But what about John hero-worshipping Jack? How could the one who destroyed Jack’s life turn around and hero-worship him?”

“Nah, forget it. John never destroyed anything,” Jack said. “He was just there. Just came along and got the goddamn designation. Who cares? Maybe the oldest brother always gets hero-worshipped. Maybe the youngest always gets something else. I don’t know. Look, all this speculation is pointless. We can always psychoanalyze each other another time. Right now we’ve just got to do what we have to do.”

Another long silence. Jim finally said: “Sure, we all know that.”

“None of this matters. It’s just that ... I have to tell him. Right after we blow the Mercury base to atoms, I’ll tell him. I’ll send a message on to Mars, I don’t care how long it takes to get there, it’ll be over and done. I won’t have to hear his response, it’ll just be a done deal.”

“Huh?” Jim said, then realized who Jack was referring to. “Aren’t you going to tell John first?”

“Oh. Yeah. Right,” Jack said. “Tell John first. Right after we get the base. First John, then home.”

“Man. I can’t believe it.”

“Some things just have to be done. You wish you didn’t have to do it, but ...”

“Well, it’s not like you have to die in three hours,” Joe put in helpfully. “It’s just like sending an email. In fact, it is sending an email.”

Jim stood up. “Look, I need to get back. Are you done with me here?” Joe’s statement filled him with anxiety. How could they be bandying about these family issues, as if any of it mattered, when in three hours they’d engage the enemy above Mercury? Who knew what they’d be facing then? Jim saw Jack and Joe as tremendously unprepared for what lay ahead. But there was no way to say that.

“Sure, sure,” Jack said, moodily sipping his coffee as if the email were really that important, compared to death. “Thanks for your input, Jim, I know this has been—”

“E’KAML ... ERU’ULL KYLULK URRR!” reverberated from the metal beneath their feet. Frantic thumps followed.

“What the hell?” Joe cried, whipping out his blaster.

“It’s coming from the storage room!” Jack said, also pulling his blaster. Jim quickly did the same.

“There’s someone down there!” Joe yelled.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Stowaway

––––––––

[image: ]


Jim was the first down the ladder to the bottom of the ship. He whirled the wheel on the storage room hatch directly beneath the Control Room.

“Pull it open and stay behind it!” Jack ordered. “Joe and I will be ready to blast whoever’s in there!”

Jim yanked the heavy hatch open and toward himself.

“Oh my God!” he heard Joe cry.

“Come on out! Hands high or we’ll fry you!” Jack shouted.

“Dammit to hell!” Harri McNarri said, running up with an EOS rifle. “Those buttheads at the launch pad let this thing stow away? On the Typhoon?”

“YOOO DOO NAOAT SCARRE MEE EURTHMANN.”

“What the hell?” Jim said, unable to resist coming out from behind the door and staring with the entire crew.

A man crouching behind a crate?

No, it was a Martian. A naked finback.

“YORR GRAVVITTEE ISS TOOO MUCHH! MAYKES MEE SIKKK!” the creature gasped. Jim met its huge unlidded catlike eyes. He felt sick himself, sick in his soul. How could he understand what the creature was saying? Yet it moved its lips, making croaking sounds approximating English.

“GETT BACKKK!” the creature moaned, waving a small black object. “I HAFFF SHATTTRRR RAAY GUNN HERRE, AND I WILLL USSE ITTT!”

“Crap!” Joe said.

The finback was experiencing three times its normal Martian gravity, Jim realized. USSF personnel were required to stay in shape in 1G, and despite long stays on Mars, all Typhoon missions kept interior gravity at 1G, except for the 3G vertical takeoff accelerations they endured. While their horizontal takeoff today had maybe only added another G to the mix, this unfortunate finback must have suffered six times its normal gravity at that point. No wonder it was freaked.

“Drop it! Drop it!” Jack shouted.

From behind its plastisteel crate, the Martian wrinkled its ungainly fish lips. “I KNOWW YOOO. I KNOWW YOOO ALL ... FRUMM THEE DESSEERRTTT.”

“No ...” Jim gasped. Images of this morning’s battle cascaded through him, all the death, the noise, the shattering, the sprawl of blasted Martian bodies up and down the sides of the desert amphitheater. Oddly, Jim experienced it as if he were one of the Martians charging up the hill towards the men behind the ruined rovers. He could see the faces of Jack and Joe—and himself—firing EOS guns and heat blasters down the slope towards M’rrpla and his comrades.

M’rrpla. The Martian’s name was M’rrpla.

“WEE LAWWSSTT SOOO MANNEE SOLJERRS INNN THATTT BATTELLL. WEE WUNDERR WHETHERR WEE KANN SERRVIVVE.”

“Drop the weapon!” Jack repeated. “Drop it!”

“BUTTT WEE SAFFED OURR LEEDERR DAR. WE SAFFED DAR FRUMM YOOO. SUMHOWW DAR WILLL KONKURR YOOO.”

“The big guy! The Martian they herded away! The one who teleported back into their saucer!” Joe gasped.

“The thing’s in my head! In my head!” John whined from behind Jim.

“It’s replaying the battle! In my mind!” Ken Garrison shouted.

“DAR ISS OURR LEEDERR. ISS VARRY BRRAAVE. YOOO WILLL NEFFERR KONKURR HIM.”

“His name is M’rrpla,” Jim said in wonder. “How can we know his name is M’rrpla?”

Jack’s heat blaster wavered. “I don’t know! You! How can we be speaking to you? How did you learn English?”

“We’re getting some sort of mental assist from him,” Joe grunted. “I don’t see how.”

“It’s making me feel sick in my mind!” John cried.

“Shut up, John, and that’s an order!” Jack snapped without looking back. “You there—M’rrpla! Who’s this Dar character? Is he the emperor of the Martians?”

“Can we—can we talk to him?” Joe added.

“NEFFERR!” The creature stood defiantly behind the crate, its shattergun still raised. “DAR ISS OURR BRILLIANNTT MILLITARREE LEEDERR. NOTT OURR EMPURORR. OURR NEW EMPURORR IS HEE-ARR-GRGSSS—”

An image of a swarthy man with unkempt greasy black hair and puffy red lips shoved itself into Jim’s mind.

“Hergs!” Jack and Joe yelled at once.

“Did—did you get that picture?” Jim cried.

“Yes! We all must have! I can’t believe it!” Jack said. “Do you mean to tell me that Sam Hergs—a human being—is—is—”

“HEE-ARR-GRGSSS ISS OURR NEW EMPURORR. WEE WORSHIPP HEE HOO EMMBRAASES FURST PRINNSIPULS OF FURST HOMME, OURR PLANNETT. HEE ISS HYUMANN FRUM PLANNETT MARRBULL, LIEKKK YORRSELFFS, BUTT ISS ENNLIIITENNED.”

“You’re saying that butthole has turned traitor to the people of Earth and is working with you terrorist Martians?” Joe demanded. “Man, are we gonna fry his ass in a couple hours!”

“Quiet, Joe,” Jack warned. “If these guys have telepathy, and can send messages to Mercury and warn them—”

“WEE OF FURST HOMME HAFFF YOONITTY WITH SOME OF YOOO HYUMANNS FRUM PLANNETT MARRBULL.” More images flooded Jim: humans training with Martians, practicing with shatterguns and stolen EOS rifles in remote Martian deserts. Emperor Hee-Arr-Grgsss traveling to Earth in Martian saucers, recruiting soldiers from those disaffected individuals who so hated the United System, the USSF, and its plans for abandoning the ruined planet that they’d elected to die on Earth. But now they were coming back for revenge.

“HEE-ARR-GRGSSS AND WEE OF FURST HOMME WURKK TOOGETHHER TOO FORRM A SOOPER RAACE TOO KONKURR YOOO! DESSTROII YOOO!”

“Kill it! Kill it!” John cried, pulling his own blaster and advancing.

“No!” Jim said, jumping in front of the Martian and waving his hand. “This is M’rrpla!”

The air sang. A blue-purple glow suffused the interior of the Typhoon and died. Jack and Joe dove for the hull.

“Ow!” Jim said, pulling his left hand down. Bee sting on the index finger? He brought it up to his face.

The tip. Bubbling and cracking like white-hot diamonds.

“Is ... is anyone else hit?” Jim managed, staring as the cracking began moving down his finger.

“YOOO WILLL DIIEE, TOOO BADDD,” said M’rrpla, still training the shattergun on the rest of the crew.

“I ... I ...” Jim gasped, paralyzed. Fever blossomed in his brain. All he could do was trace the evolution of those cracks as they gathered speed. Death. To shatter. Incredible. Intoxicating.

Something flung him against the open metal hatch. He felt his arm spread against the metal.

Jack was there, dialing his blaster down to the narrowest possible dispersion, firing at the join of finger to palm. Jim gaped at the blaster burning the finger clean off, the finger he’d had since he was a baby—

The finger whirled away, shattering like a little champagne glass Jack might done target practice with.

Jim stared at his bloody, burned, ruined hand and collapsed in shock on the floor. “I—I—” he gasped. No, he couldn’t give in to panic. He was needed for this mission. How could he pull himself together?

“Harri! Get Jim back!” Jack yelled. “Get him something for the pain and stop the bleeding! And somebody blow that little twerp’s brains out! I’m sick of this crap!”

Harri undid the med kit he always carried at his waist. “God, I’m sorry!” Jim gasped as Harri got out a syringe.

“Quiet,” Harri said. “I bet you’re not feeling anything yet. This will guarantee that you don’t. Or you won’t care if you do.” He jammed the needle into Jim’s wrist and depressed the plunger.

“Wha’s that ...” Jim said as ocean breezes and warm sunshine flooded his body.

“Alpha SynMorph, full dose,” Harri said, grabbing Jim’s disfigured left hand. “Well, Jack’s blaster cauterized the whole area, at least. I’ve got a bandage here and later I’ll do you properly.”

“Who cares?” Jim laughed. “Where’s M’rrpla? I hope he didn’t shatter anyone!”

“Jeez ...” Harri muttered, working a bandage onto the blank space between Jim’s thumb and middle finger. “Nobody else was hit. The interior hull coating absorbed the ray. But the little bugger’s hiding somewhere in the storage room with his damn shattergun. Nobody seems eager to climb over those crates and find it.”

“All right, this is your last chance to come out and surrender,” Jack shouted into the storage room, which wasn’t that large but held six bolted-down crates the alien could hide behind. Jack turned on the storage room lights and motioned everyone else back but Joe.

“Let’s move back,” Harri grunted, helping Jim to his feet. Jim’s legs were shaky but the shakiness was wondrous.

“M’rrpla, come out, buddy!” Jim sang. “We won’t hurt you!”

“Sheesh,” Harri said. “The SynMorph’s gone to your head, man.”

“JAKKK SAIDD HEE WANNTEDD TOO BLOWW MYY TWIRRPPY BRANES OUTTT!”

“But life is wonderful!” Jim laughed, waving his four-fingered hand at the storage room. “I don’t care about a stupid finger! I really don’t care!”

“Man,” Jack said. “Okay, M’rrpla, here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to close this door and lock you in here. You can try to shatter anything you want in there but the hull is protected. And then I’m going to go back up to the Control Room and do some acceleration without inertial dampers for a while, and we’ll see how you like that.”

Silence.

“For your information, we are actually coasting right now at 49.8 million miles an hour, as the solar rechargers replenish our nuke. But we’ve recharged enough that I can get a few minutes at 5G right now, and I can probably get 8G if—”

A pink blur flashed out of the storage room, under Jack’s legs, and scampered up the ladder to the Control Room. Joe fired a blast that just missed the creature.

Jim had no idea how he came to be the first one up in the Control Room. “Good move, M’rrpla!” he laughed, pointing his bandaged stump at M’rrpla raising his shattergun to the command console.

“I DESSTROII YORR SHIPP KONTROLLS! I SHATTTRRR YORR HOPESS ANND DREEEMSS OF KONKWESTT!”

The waves of shock, fear, and desperation pouring out of the alien nearly knocked Jim down. Again he locked eyes with the Martian. “M’rrpla, no! There’s nowhere for you to go! There’s nothing left! You saw what happened in the Kilpatrick Desert! We can’t be defeated! We just keep coming on! We just keep coming on forever!”

M’rrpla paused, staring into Jim’s giddy Alpha SynMorphed eyes. “JUSS ... KEEEPP KOMMING ON ... FORREFFER?”

“Yes! That’s how it’s always been!”

“THENNN ... THENNN ...” M’rrpla pressed the barrel of his shattergun to his fishy skull and fired. His headless body fell against the control panel and shattered.
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The men went into the storeroom and pulled out eight folding chairs which they set on the deck behind the escape craft. Jim felt safe in this little circle. It had always been their makeshift meeting room. Eight pairs of feet pointed to the round auxiliary hatch in the center of the circle. This bottom hatch had been installed at the beginning of the Evacuation as the only ingress to the massive passenger shells that had been attached to the Typhoon. But the men preferred to enter and exit via the main hatch at the rear of the ship. Not only was it easier to use, it didn’t remind them of five hundred Evacuation flights.

“How’re you doing, Jim?” Ken Garrison said, nodding in the direction of Jim’s bandaged left hand. They hadn’t let him help clean up the shattered mess in the Control Room, though he’d wanted to. After all, he was the one who’d received the last thoughts of M’rrpla. He ought to be the one to clean up the broken glass.

“I’m ... okay ...” Jim said. He swallowed a wry chuckle he knew would turn into a crazed laugh. He was still flying. “It doesn’t hurt. Nothing hurts!”

“Don’t worry, Jim! You can still navigate!” John shouted from across the circle. “All you have to do is use a different finger for typing nav commands! It’s not like you were a pilot and needed every finger alive on the controls!”

“Cut it, John,” Joe said wearily. “If you hadn’t panicked and advanced on the Martian, he wouldn’t have fired his shattergun and Jim wouldn’t have lost a finger.”

“It’s not my fault! That Martian was dangerous! He would’ve fired anyway!”

“No, he was panicked right then. We all knew it, we all could sense it,” turret gunner Craig Reynolds said. “Sense what was in its head.”

“It wasn’t panicked! It was evil! Evil!”

“Hey, it’s all right, John!” Jim laughed. “I didn’t need that finger anyway!” Aware that he was making people uneasy, he tried to rein in his idiot’s grin.

There was a brief silence. “Do you really think we’re able to receive thoughts and images from them? From the Martians’ minds?” Reynolds said. “I mean, that’s creepy.”

“And if so, what are the Martians picking out of our minds?” said the other turret gunner, Mickey Michaels.

“Good question,” said Harri McNarri. “We all felt we could anticipate their moves in the Kilpatrick Desert. Are they also able to anticipate ours?”

Jim nodded. Harri was such a good guy. So brilliant. Such a caring physician. His Alpha SynMorph was incredible stuff. Jim had absolutely no pain in his hand. He soared in ecstasy, yet his mind was perfectly sharp. “I really don’t care about my finger!” he laughed.

Everyone nodded awkwardly.

“I am sorry about M’rrpla dying, though. He seemed like such a nice guy.”

Jack finally spoke up. Jim knew he’d been letting the men shoot the bull for the last half hour, say whatever was on their minds, release some of the tension. “Well, you were the one who probably saved the ship, Jim. You talked him out of wrecking the controls.”

And talked him into committing suicide, Jim thought. He knew he’d probably live with that guilt for the rest of his life. But somehow, amid Alpha SynMorph ecstasy, that was just a messy concept someone else would have to deal with later.

“Well, he might not’ve been able to do much damage. We’ve seen that those shatterguns work best on organic matter,” Joe said, looking away from Jim’s hand. “It’d take a long time for the shatter rays to do any damage to the controls.”

Jack laughed. It was a rare wash of sunshine that Jim hadn’t seen in a long time. “Joe, you’re the one who gets upset when I set my coffee cup on the console! Like I might spill a few drops into the electronics! Don’t you think even a short burst of a shattergun ray would do far more damage? Who knows what parts of the system might’ve been knocked out? We might not’ve been able to complete the mission. Hell, we might not’ve been able to even decelerate, for God’s sake. Jim saved the ship.”

“Okay, okay!” Joe grinned back. “Thank you, Jim.”

“Anytime,” Jim said. “But you know, I’m still sorry M’rrpla had to ... to go. It was almost as if we were on the verge of ...” No, he couldn’t say becoming friends, could he? How could anyone be friends with Martian marauders? Yet, beneath all the panic and hatred, deep in M’rrpla’s mind there’d been something deep and warm and positive.

“Well, it was obvious he was sent to sabotage the mission,” Jack said. “No explosives in the storage room, but I suppose he still could’ve been on some sort of suicide mission.”

“Hell, I really don’t think he could’ve done too much damage to the ship with that shattergun,” Harri pointed out.

Jim smiled at the hatch at their feet. This little meeting was like sitting around the campfire on the eve of battle, except that, instead of a campfire, they had an ugly gray hatch that opened to the vacuum of space.

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know, Harri. Maybe take a few of us out, cripple the ship somehow, who knows? Somehow this M’rrpla character was sent to sabotage us. All we know is that Jim somehow talked him out of it.”

As everyone pondered this Ken Garrison said: “So Hergs must be teaching some of ’em English.”

Harri winced. “Not very good English.”

“Again, I think we were helped by whatever we might be seeing in their minds,” Joe said.

“Well, all this brings us back to Hergs,” Jack said, “which was the main reason I called this meeting. We received the CogniSort summary on him and I printed it out.” Jack held up what looked like fifty sheets of paper. “Thought I’d familiarize you all with some of it before we get to Mercury.”

“Fantastic!” Jim laughed. “This is just like story time around the campfire!”

“You know, a full dose of SynMorph might not’ve been necessary,” Harri observed.

“Okay,” Jack said, scanning the document. “Full name, Samuel Jay Hergs. Born April 19, 1999, in Maine, specific town not known. Had a police record from fourteen: drug use, drug dealing, gang activity. Never made it through high school, and nothing more in the database on him after 2017 until 2032, when he was arrested for helping turn an anti-space protest in New York into a riot.”

“Oh, so he was one of those,” Joe observed. Jim remembered the massive protests when the USSF began grabbing bigger and bigger chunks of the federal budget by 2032. In the wake of the Neptune explosion, the Uranus flyby, and the destruction of Jupiter and Saturn, there was no way the USSF was going to be stopped. Nevertheless, there were significant numbers of people who thought exploring space was foolish and that the money should go to repairing the gravitational disasters caused by the Uranus flyby.

“Later in 2032 Hergs published Towards a Socialist Solar System, which advocated the violent overthrow of the United System, the deaths of everyone currently in power, and the rise of a ‘solar proletariat’ to govern the system,” Jack went on. “He wanted any existing spacecraft to be used, and I’m quoting, ‘for the people, not for the exploitation of space and whatever indigenous peoples we may find there.’”

“I somehow missed that book,” Harri said.

“Cripes, what a loser,” Joe added.

“He does sound a little bit like Huey Vespertine,” Ken Garrison put in.

Jack winced. Jim knew that the rupture of that old friendship still hurt. “Yeah, same anti-space rhetoric, I guess, but I still don’t think he could be in league with Hergs. Huey’s much too passive for that.” Jack returned to the report. “Hergs was one of the people opposing the Evacuation last year. He was even openly calling for sabotage of passenger shells and evacuation ships.”

“Sheesh,” Joe said. “It makes you wonder how many of those accidents were really accidents.”

The passenger shells losses had hit Joe hard, Jim knew, maybe harder than anyone else on the crew. The Typhoon’s record was better than most: only six shells lost out of 523. Still, losing only six thousand people wasn’t anything to feel good about.

“The records show he evacuated Earth on November 14, 2033,” Jack went on. “But then he disappears once he gets to Mars. He never registered a Mars address. His cohort Al Carson did the same thing.”

“So what’s he been doing all this time, recruiting disaffected Martians for the cause?” Mickey Michaels put in. “And disaffected humans, too, I guess. But how did he find Martians when nobody else ever has?”

“I haven’t read more than a couple pages of this, but I’ll bet the answer’s not in here.”

“If he, or anyone who was even slightly psychic, I guess, just tuned in to whatever thoughts were coming out of Martian minds ...” Ken Garrison mused.

“Yeah, maybe they could track the Martians down,” Joe said.

“Weird!” said Craig Reynolds. “But why didn’t more people tune in, or pick up those stray thoughts, or whatever we think we’ve been picking up?”

“C’mon, this is all speculation,” Jack said.

“Because the rest of us have been busting our asses building a new civilization on Mars, that’s why,” Harri put in. “We haven’t got time for this fancy psychic tuning in crap. I grant you we’ve all felt something out of the minds of those Martians we’ve encountered, but you know it’s all faint and contradictory. But there must be some people who’re more sensitive to that stuff. Like Joe here evidently was picking up more, or Jim here was picking up more from M’rrpla than the rest of us. Maybe Hergs was holed up in some pressure shack in the desert, high on drugs, and somehow started finding Martians.”

“That’s it! That’s it!” Garrison said. “He’s messed on something like AlphaFlare, lying around, totally screwed up, but open to alien minds!”

Was that why he’d bonded with M’rrpla? Jim wondered. Because he was higher than the Andromeda galaxy on Alpha SynMorph? But what burst out of him was: “Wow, this really is just like a ghost story! We’re all around the campfire, telling stories about scary things! That we know nothing about!”

There was another long silence. “Well, this really is all speculation,” Jack said. “We need to get back to work, check over our systems, and get ready. I’m just hoping that Samuel Jay Hergs is at this Mercury base.”

Jim shook his head. Bad idea. His mind felt like a toy balloon, blown up, released, and rocketing around the room.

“We definitely need to off that bastard ASAP,” Joe added, to Jim’s wonder. When had his two older brothers turned into such killers?

“John, we’ll need you fully alert on sensor readings,” Jack said. “This is your chance to really show us what you know about your systems. We’re going to have to check the entire surface of the planet for their base, and we’ll also check to see what might be in orbit around the planet.”

“Forget it, I’ve got it all set on automatic!” John laughed. “I managed a hack on the sensor array that lets me just sit back and sip my coffee as all this data just funnels in! You can have any kind of report you want in seconds!”

Jack sighed. “Well, that’s all fine, I guess, but we need you to be ready to perform any sort of sensor probe we need. The situation will be changing from moment to moment, and we’ll need you to be on top of it.”

“No, look, here’s my plan! You’re all tired, Jim’s tired, hell, he had a finger lasered off! But I’m not tired! I could pilot the ship while everyone else rested! The sensors are running on automatic, I don’t need to be in there!”

“John, if you only knew!” Jim laughed. “If you only knew!”

“Jim, that’s enough,” Jack warned.

“Let him pilot!” Jim laughed. “Pilot!”

“I don’t see what’s so funny,” John sniffed. “I am a pilot, after all. It’s about time I had my own ship!”

Jack stood so fast that his metal chair collapsed with a bang on the steel hull. “All right, that’s enough. Gentlemen, we are now in a combat situation. This meeting is over. Everyone to their posts. John, pick up these chairs and put them back in the storage room. Then return to your post in Sensors.”

All the men stood. Only Jack, Joe and Jim had any idea why Jack was so angry.

“I’m not putting up any chairs!” John whined.

“John. The chairs. Now,” Jack said, pointing. “No backtalk. Not another word.”

The ship got so quiet that the whir of the ventilation fans seemed overpowering. John finally scowled, put his head down, snatched up Jack’s collapsed chair, and stomped back to the storage room. The other men gingerly stepped backwards and found their way to their posts.

Jim had the hardest time of all. It took every shred of his willpower not to cackle maniacally. But Harri hadn’t said anything about not being able to perform his navigational duties, so he quietly ascended the metal stairs to his job.
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“Deceleration complete,” Joe said, punching in commands on his console as his words went over the intercom to the entire crew. “Taking up orbit ... now. Altitude 115 miles.” He flipped the intercom off. “Want it nose in so we can see?”

Jack nodded. “Flip us around.” Joe fired thrusters that swung the craft to orbit nose down. They were on the dark side of the planet, and Jack’s console automatically lightened its images of the craters below. “Looks like the moon. You know, I still can’t get over that.”

“The moon being gone?” Joe said.

Jack nodded. “Somehow the concept of the earth being ruined is easier to accept than the moon being nothing but fragments.”

“Yeah, but did you see that crackpot idea in Mars Magazine about actually moving Mercury out of its orbit and sending it to Earth to orbit there? Something about reestablishing tides as part of renewing the earth.”

“Someone told me about it. I didn’t read it,” Jack said. “But think of the energy required to do that.”

“It said we should revive the old Project Orion and fire a whole mess of Xon bomb bursts from the planet. We’d just need this spring-loaded thousand-mile-wide contraption on the surface that’d absorb the explosions and shoot the whole damn thing to Earth.”

Jack wanted to share his brother’s mirth, but the subject revived the uneasiness he’d tried to quell the entire trip. The Xon bombs. Yes, they could probably destroy the Mercury base with just their PlanetBlasters, but at wide dispersion it would take some time to complete the destruction. And who knew whether the Martians might be able to fire the death ray even as the Typhoon’s PlanetBlasters began frying their facilities?

But the Xon, launched in stealth and accelerating to twenty million miles per hour, would obliterate the entire facility before anyone knew it.

Yet one Xon had blown up the moon. Jack had no doubt that one Xon would destroy Mercury, if not right away, then over the next few weeks as destabilizing forces built within the planet.

Jack had two Xon bombs aboard the Typhoon. If he really wanted to see Mercury explode within the next few minutes, he could probably do it.

But he was uneasy for another reason. He wondered whether Joe shared it. Because whoever wrote that article for Mars Magazine had to be thinking of whatever forces had flung asteroids into the sun, hurled planets like Pluto and Uranus out of their orbits, and blown up the other gas giants.

There were unknown forces at work in the solar system. There were so many things people simply didn’t understand. And here they were charging around with Xon bombs slung in their torpedo tubes as they were really in control of it all.

“Man ...” Joe said. “I can’t believe we’re really here.”

Jack nodded. He felt that way too. He felt the dread in his gut of what they had to do. But there was only one direction for any of this. Get into the middle of it.

“Gentlemen,” Jack spoke into the intercom. “The search for the Martian base is underway. I know you’ve all been sitting for three and a half hours and we’re all tired, especially after our skirmish in the desert this morning and ... our stowaway. But we all need to be on high alert now. With any luck we’ll be able to knock this enemy base out shortly and head on home. You all have images of the surface feeding to your monitors now. Joe and I have turned the ship nose down so we can see out the cockpit window. Report anything suspicious immediately. John, what are your sensors picking up?”

“Scanning the entire surface as it comes into view,” John said. “I’ll be able to pick up anything artificial. I’m also rescanning our known older bases down there and comparing them with what’s in the database, just to make sure.”

Jack blinked. When John was on top of things, he was definitely on top. “Thanks, John. Great idea. I’m getting your data on my console now.” Jack hadn’t considered that the Martians might disguise their facility among some of the old USSF experimental stations scattered across Mercury. A dozen of these had been set up over the years, none manned at present.

So John was over his sulk. Good. It had probably sunk into all the men, sunk even below their exhaustion, just what was at stake here. Jack knew everyone was shocked at his abrupt breakup of the meeting and the way he’d made John pick up the chairs. But they knew where the command responsibility lay on this ship and that there could be no challenge to it in a combat situation. Jack was shocked at how angry he’d gotten, but over the past couple hours he’d realigned himself. The John question was just another problem to solve. Jack simply had to tune it out, tune out sending Dad the email. They were all exhausted, but they simply had to perform.

Jack peered at the barren surface of Mercury. They’d passed the sun on the way here, and now, swinging around the planet, they were on the verge of seeing a sunrise over the dark rim. Jack bit back the urge to shout back to John about whether he’d found anything yet, but he knew a planet three thousand miles in diameter had a lot of surface area.

The sun popped over the horizon and Jack adjusted the cockpit windows to compensate. Before long the Typhoon floated over craters and mountains in full sunlight. Jack scanned crater after crater, knowing he’d never be able to find the base just by looking, that they’d have to rely on John’s sensors. He drifted into considering the aesthetic qualities of the desolation below. Like Earth’s former moon and much of Mars, the surface of Mercury looked as if unimaginable space wars had been fought down there. Jack could feel the scars of cosmic violence, the comet bombs and meteor bombs raining down. He could feel the millions of centuries it had taken to pummel the planet into this curiously static chaos. The craters were mathematically round. One directly below looked as if someone had deliberately added to the circle’s perfection by scraping the walls to a uniform width and height.

“Hey!” John called out. “That crater right below us—it’s not a crater! There’s a huge doughnut shape in the center! With machinery!”

Jack snapped out of his trance. “Damn! You’re right! I was staring right at it! Size?”

“Crater’s forty miles in diameter. Diameter of the torus itself about half a mile! I have imaging on it. It’s a gun of some sort! Pointing straight up!”

“That’s the base!” Jack cried.

“But it doesn’t have a shot at Mars yet, maybe not for a couple weeks until Mercury rotates into position,” Joe said. “Mars is below that thing’s horizon right now.”

“Who cares? We’ve found the damn thing!” Jack said. “Right on the equator! PlanetBlasters! Target and destroy!”

Joe pointed. “Jack! Jack! Do you see? The entire tube’s glowing!”

Jack gaped at the entire doughnut shimmering brighter and brighter blue.

“Energy output increasing exponentially!” John shouted.

“PlanetBlasters charging!” Mickey Michaels called.

“McNarri!” Jack ordered. “Come to the Control Room to the Xon targeting station. If we can’t take this thing out with the PlanetBlasters—”

Jack’s window filled with blue light and the Control Room crackled with energy. He felt every hair standing on end. Joe dove for cover.

Harri McNarri climbed into the Control Room. “Was on my way here anyway. Figured you’d need the—”

“We’ve been hit! We’ve been hit!” came John’s voice. “By some ray!”

Jack peered through yellow afterimages to see the Typhoon’s twin PlanetBlasters striking the planetary surface. “PlanetBlasters firing!” Michaels shouted. “But we’ve only got one-tenth power!”

“Even at one-tenth—” Joe grunted from the floor beside Jack. Jack couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing. Was Joe really encased in blue-white ice?

“We’re all right! We’re all—” Jack said, or tried to, as he found he could barely move his mouth. He looked down. He was also covered with ice. “I—I can’t move!”

“This—this is impossible!” McNarri cried, pulling out his med kit.

“You’re okay—” Jack grunted.

“I wasn’t in the room when it hit. What the hell’s going on?”

“Base destroyed! Base destroyed!” Michaels called.

“Wow ...” Jack mumbled, managing a slight turn to the window where he could see a cloud of dust billowing where the Martian base had been. “We got it!”

“Man, I just don’t understand,” McNarri said, moving between Jack and Joe, taking readings from his medical monitor. “This is crazy!” He spoke into the intercom: “Anyone else have—have ice on them? Repeat: ice anywhere on the body?”

“No, not here,” said Ken Garrison.

“None here,” said Jim Commer. “What’s going on there?”

“We don’t know!” McNarri said. “Jack and Joe are covered with ice. The ray hit right on the nose of the ship. Maybe somehow it could penetrate the cockpit plastiglass? Turrets? You guys have any—any ice?”

“No, none up here,” Michaels replied. “Did you say Jack and Joe are covered with ice?”

“Cold ... I’m so cold,” Jack muttered. “Can’t move at all, ’cept for my eyes a little.” His entire body was sheathed in half an inch of ice. Joe looked almost as bad, but he had his left arm free and was trying to pull himself onto his chair.

“The turret glass has that deflector coating,” McNarri said. “Why the hell the cockpit windows don’t have it I don’t know. Looks like the ray came in through the windows, but I don’t see how it could affect PlanetBlaster power.”

“Forget it,” Joe said. “If all their damn death ray could do was coat two of us in ice, well, hell, I’m not worried. We’ll just thaw out.”

“Well, I don’t want to alarm you,” McNarri gulped. “But both your life signs are—are failing! Jack’s more than yours, Joe.”

“Is ... that why I’m so cold ...” Jack whispered.

“I got beneath the console when I saw the ray,” Joe gasped. “I can move a bit, but I’m cold, too.”

“Hey! My PlanetBlaster’s used up!” Craig Reynolds called down. “I don’t even have one-tenth now!”

“Me either!” Mickey Michaels said.

“Maybe the ray shorted some of our systems,” Jack said. “Doesn’t matter. Can fix later.”

“The important thing is to get you guys back to Mars right now,” McNarri said. “We’ve gotten the base.”

“No, need to ... confirm that,” Jack mumbled.

“I’ll radio Mars to send more ships to confirm the destruction,” McNarri said. “Meanwhile, sorry to say, Jack, but I need to assume command here. According to USSF regulation 645-80—”

Jack tried to smile. “Forget the regs, Major. I see the problem. You have command. What are your orders?”

“We’re getting our pilot and copilot back to Mars right now,” McNarri said. “I don’t have the medical supplies here, or hell, I don’t have the expertise, to deal with this.”

“Aw, c’mon, Harri, you’re the best, we know that,” said Joe. He was turning grayer by the minute. Jack imagined he himself looked worse.

McNarri continued to take readings. “I just don’t know. I’ve never seen—”

“WARR-NIINNG! WARR-NIINNG! WARR-NIINNG!” came a hideous shriek through the Control Room speakers.

“What the hell?” McNarri demanded, jamming his hands over his ears. Jack wished he could’ve done the same, but to him, the sound wasn’t that loud. In fact, everything was getting quieter.

“DIIEE DIIEE DIIEE DIIEE DIIEE FOOLISSHH HYUMANNS!” came another scream. “I AM KLA’L-P’RT, SCIENTISSTTT OF FURST HOMME!”

“You! Where are you speaking from?” McNarri shouted.

“He can’t hear you,” Jack began, but was cut off by another screech:

“I AMM ONN PLANNETT CINDERRR BELOWW YOOO, EURTHMANN! HAKKINGG INTOO YORR KOMMUNIKAYSHUN SISSTEMMS! YOOO ARRR DOOMMED! YOOO GOTT WUN OF OURR EISSE RAAY DEEFENSS BASSESS BUTTT DOO WEE CARRE? NOO BECOZZZ WEE HAVE TWENTEE-NINE MORR EISSE RAAYS! HAA-HAA-HAA!”

“Damn you!” McNarri cried. “If you have twenty-nine more, then we’ll destroy ’em all!”

“WITHOUUT ENERGEE? OURR EISSE RAAYS SUKK ENERGEE FRUMM YORR SHIPP’S SISSTEMMS! THEYYY FRYY ELECTRIKKALL SISSTEMMS AND TURRRN ORRGANNIKK BEINGGS INTOO EISSE!”

“Sheesh, these guys like to turn people into glass, and now ice,” Joe said. “They must like shiny transparent stuff.”

“God, that’s it!” McNarri exclaimed. “You guys are turning into ice!”

“TAAKES ABOWTT FORR DAAYS TOO TURRRN YOOO INTOO EISSE! HAA-HAA-HAA!”

“Garrison, pinpoint that transmission!” McNarri shouted.

Ken Garrison came on the line. “I can’t, Harri! It seems to be coming from everywhere at once. I’ve been sending all this back to Mars as soon as I thought of it, but it’ll be several minutes before they receive it.”

“Do we have any armament?” McNarri said.

“Just the two Xons,” said Michaels. “Our PlanetBlasters are useless right now.”

McNarri checked Joe’s console. “We do have propulsion. Looks like one-tenth. We can still get around.”

“WEE DONN’T CARRE IFF YOOO GETT AROUNNDD ORR NOTT! BECOZZZ WEE WILLL FIRRE THEE REALL DEATTHH RAAY NOWW ANND DESSTROII FURST HOMME, WHATT YOOO CALLL MARRSS!”

“Dammit, target—target something,” McNarri muttered, looking over both Jack and Joe’s consoles.

“THE DEATTHH RAAY ISS ELSSEWHERR ONN THE PLANNETT, FOOOLLZ! BUTT I GIFF YOOO A CLOO—ITT ISS MUCHH BIGGGER THANN ANN EISSE RAAY! HAA-HAA-HAA!”

“I’ve got it! The death ray!” John cried. “My sensors are almost gone, but up ahead, in the sunlight, right before the terminator!” Jack craned at the image coming to his console.

A vast doughnut dominated the limb of the world.

“Five hundred miles in diameter! The doughnut tube itself is fourteen miles in diameter!” John called. “The central assembly is thirty miles wide! And the ray gun—”

They could all see it on the screen as the ship’s orbit slowly brought the base closer. The gun seemed to stick ten miles into the blackness of space.

“It’s pointed at Mars! Repeat, pointed at Mars!”

“WEE WILLL TURRN FURST HOMME INTOO RAYDEEOAKKTIV SLAGG! ENTIRRE PLANNETT INTOO SLAGG! EVREEWUN DIIIES HORRIBLEEE! EVREEWUN!”

McNarri snapped the speaker off. “We don’t need to hear that crap. We can’t even think! He’s certainly not telling us anything we need to know.”

“I’m so cold ...” Jack whispered. “Feel so drained.”

“I’m getting that way, too ...” Joe grunted.

McNarri punched in a command that changed the ship’s attitude to horizontal flight. Now they could see the immense base slowly coming to them. The doughnut glowed light purple.

McNarri flew into the seat at the Xon bomb command station behind Jack. Jack couldn’t turn to see what McNarri was doing, but it was obvious the decision the ship’s engineer had to make.

“Good choice,” Jack whispered.

“Dammit!” McNarri spat. “The launch mechanism is fried! On both Xons! The ray hit the launch tubes right on the front of the ship!”

“Can we pull them out manually?” Joe said.

“Great. We could do a spacewalk and pull out the Xons, but they don’t have propulsion either. Their Augmented Nukes are fried, too.”

“How about their detonation electronics?” Jack said.

McNarri checked his console. “Xon 1’s is gone, but Xon 2’s still seems to be online. Great, we could set it off if we could get it down there.”

“I’ll take it down in the escape craft,” Jack said. As the only possible decision came into his mind, he felt a renewed burst of energy and well-being.

McNarri blinked. “Well, that’s very noble of you, Captain Commer, but here’s a better idea. Use Arkonsky clamps to lash the Xon to the escape craft, then send it down on autopilot.”

Joe had painfully climbed back into his seat and managed to punch in some commands with his free left hand. “If the escape craft autopilot survived the ice-ray. Which it didn’t. It still has some preset escape routes that look functional, but autopilot’s gone. It does have 10.12 percent propulsion capability.”

“That’s two million miles an hour,” Jack said. “I only need it for a second.”

“And blow yourselves to bits too?” McNarri said. “Forget it, Jack, I’ve assumed command here, and I’m ruling that out. You’re in no shape to pilot the escape craft anyway.”

“That’s why I’ll be piloting,” Joe said. “I have my left arm free and that’s more than enough. Jack can sit in the back and navigate for me, call out the commands.”

“Forget it!”

“We’re dying anyway,” Jack said. “We both know it.” He managed to meet Joe’s eyes. Yes, they both knew it, and this last adventure together was all that sustained them, all that fought back against the genocidal monsters below.

“I won’t let you do this!”

“You’re not used to command, Major. Let me tell you that when you’re down to only one possible decision, you have to make it. It doesn’t matter who dies at that point. The only possible alternative is to take the Typhoon itself down and detonate the Xon, and that means eight men dead and the loss of the USSF’s best ship. Which just happens to be my ship, which I’m damned if I’ll see lost to them.”

“God, Jack ...” McNarri moaned.

John rushed into the Control Room. “I’m ready to pilot!”
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Everyone exchanged glances. As far as Jack could see, John had no emotion whatsoever on his face. But maybe John was coming into his own. Maybe John too knew that there was only one possible decision, and that it had come down to him to save the ship. That it didn’t matter if his brothers died, as long as the mission was completed and the ship was saved.

“Harri, hoist me out of this chair,” Jack grunted. “John, you sit there.”

McNarri threw his hands up in the air. “I can’t remember who’s in charge anymore!” he snarled, pulling Jack from this seat and then hitting a button on the console that took them all to zero gravity. “If I’ve got to put two men into the escape craft and haul an Xon out of the torpedo tube, damn if I’m not gonna do it in zero-g. Still have the mass to move, but everything oughta be easier.” He grabbed Jack.

Jack felt himself floating towards the Control Room hatch like a beach ball in a swimming pool. “Hold on,” he said. “Turn me to John.” McNarri did so. “John.”

“Yeah?” John said, not turning back from the console.

“You’re the pilot, Lieutenant. You control the ship while I’m not on board. But Major McNarri is now commanding this mission. Is that clear?”

John nodded. “I can pilot her. Don’t worry. I’ve got command.”

“Command of ship’s functions, but you take orders from Harri as to the entire mission,” Jack repeated. “You’re the chauffeur for this mission. It’s the only way to carry it out. Everything depends on you carrying that out.”

“Sure, sure.”

“We’ll need to hover over the target. Don’t try for geosynchronous orbit, that’s gonna waste a lot of time and energy getting higher. Just use thrusters to hold us in position right over the target.”

John nodded. “Makes sense. That’s what I would’ve done anyway. Sort of like a glorified helicopter, huh?”

Jack nodded back. There was something in John’s eyes that said he finally understood that Jack and Joe weren’t coming back, that all this wasn’t just an excuse for John to get in some flight time. “I’m placing my full trust in you,” Jack said.

*
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The escape craft floated free. Joe tested the thrusters and found that, while the little ship was sluggish, he had full control. “You okay back there?” he called.

“Yeah, I’m here,” Jack said from the seat behind him. “I feel stupid. I can’t do anything.”

“You can talk. Just keep your eye on the scanner and let me know if you see any hostiles, any more ice rays, anything.”

“Thanks, I will. This all feels ... I don’t know, somehow appropriate. Can’t say why.”

“I know what you mean,” Joe said, forcing his left arm through the necessary motions to thrust the escape craft away from the Typhoon. “We’re here to do our duty. And that does feel good.” He punched a button to talk to the Typhoon. “Hey, Harri!”

“Yeah?”

“When you get back, have them make an eight-person escape ship! I’ve always wondered why this thing only seats two people.”

Brief silence from the other end. “Well, there are plans for a six-person escape ship for the Typhoon III, whenever that gets built,” McNarri finally said. “That would accommodate its whole crew. Of course the III will be a lot bigger, too.”

“Yeah, but the Typhoon oughta have an eight-man ship now.”

“C’mon, Joe, forget it,” Jack said. “Let’s just do the mission.”

“Yeah, yeah. You know that’s all I’m focused on. I don’t care about anything else.” Joe looked out the canopy where the Xon bomb, a little longer than the twelve-foot escape ship, was lashed to the side of the craft by seven mini-Arkonsky force field clamps. “We’ll do it. I’m programming the Xon now to take our speed into consideration so that no matter how fast we’re going, it’ll detonate a millisecond before we hit.”

“Sheesh,” Jack said, “At least we’ll never feel a thing.”

Joe punched in commands. “Crap! What’s wrong with this thing?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

Joe patched his radio to McNarri again. He was grateful the idiotic Martian scientist hadn’t chosen to reappear on this frequency. “Harri! Did we attach the wrong damn bomb by any chance?”

“Great, that would be just like this whole day,” Jack groaned. “Okay, Harri,” he called up to the giant fuselage floating above them, beginning to move left of the escape craft as John kept maneuvering to keep the Typhoon directly over the enemy base. “Haul us back in and we’ll get this straightened out.”

“No, you’ve got the right bomb,” McNarri called down. “You’ve got Xon 2, the good one. Running a diagnostic on 1 now. Nope, it’s still fried.”

“Well, 2 isn’t responding to any detonation program commands,” Joe complained. “I’ll run a diagnostic on that—ah, man! It’s out now, too!”

“Damn,” Jack said from behind him. “So the Xons won’t launch, they won’t self-propel, and they won’t detonate. I’d say we have two useless weapons of mass destruction on our hands right now. Okay, haul us in, we’ll rethink this.”

“This is Garrison! I took over Sensors!” came Ken Garrison’s cry over Joe’s headphones. “Something’s building up down there! Power levels are a thousand times that of the ice-ray, and increasing!”

Joe looked down. They were directly above the five-hundred-mile-wide doughnut, the entirety of which glowed bright blue.

“WEE LAWNCHING DEATTHH RAAY! YOOO HYUMANNS DEDD! YOOO ISS DEDD MEET AS YOOO SAAY!”

“Screw that! Take this ship down now!” Jack ordered. “Two million miles per hour! Rupture their gun barrel at least!”

“Got it,” Joe said, maneuvering the escape craft to point directly at the giant barrel probing for Mars.

“New plan! New plan!” came the cry over the headphones.

“John?” Joe and Jack cried together.

“One escape craft can’t knock that thing out! You’ll only disable it! They’ll just repair it and fire it again!”

“Forget it! We’re going down!” Jack shouted.

“No, we’re going down.” Joe gasped as the Typhoon I expertly swung into a straight-on trajectory. “We still have one-tenth propulsion, 4.9 million miles per hour. I’ve set the Augmented Nuke to rupture one-thousandth of a second before impact. That’ll take out the entire facility.”

He was right, Joe knew. A Typhoon-class Augmented Nuke rupture packed about a fourth of an Xon blast. It never would’ve occurred to Joe to deliberately rupture his Augmented.

“No! John, no!” Jack screamed. “Let me talk to McNarri! Let me talk to Jim!”

“Goodbye, Jack—Joe—”

“You’re not in command! McNarri is in command!”

“There’s only one possible decision, Jack. Everything has come down to this one moment. Goodbye.”

“Joe!” Jack whimpered. “Make him—”

Above them the Typhoon I flared into acceleration. Within an instant it was a dot of light sinking towards the center of the glowing blue torus.

“Jack!” Joe cried.

“I forbid it! I forbid it!” Jack screamed into the starfire engulfing the planet.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Marooned
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The canopy filters blocked the worst of the glare, but it was a long time before Jack could see. From the cramped seat behind Joe, he began to make out the thousand-mile-wide cloud of dust billowing towards them. He felt Joe firing thrusters.

“Don’t know if it’ll do any good,” Joe muttered, “but I’m moving us to a higher orbit. Don’t know if that crap will get blown this high or not.”

“Well, who cares?” Jack said. “What the hell does it matter? Let’s just jettison the damn canopy and finish this.”

There was a long pause from the front seat. Finally Joe said: “I’ll have us at four hundred miles in a bit. Think that’ll be enough?”

“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. We’re finished.” Some of Jack’s ice had melted, and he found he could speak normally.

Their orbit carried them past the churning debris cloud and into Mercury’s night. A bad orange glow at the base of the cloud slipped below the horizon.

“Okay, I’m checking our options here, and we’ve still got the preset escape routes,” Joe said. “The rest of autopilot is out, but we’ve got escape routes to Venus, Mars, or Earth. So ... Jack? C’mon, Jack, we need to figure out what to do!”

“The ship’s gone! They’re all dead, every last one of them!”

“I know that! What are your orders, Captain?”

“John destroyed the Typhoon! He’s dead, Jim’s dead, Harri’s—”

“Don’t get like this! Don’t get like this! The Typhoon completed its mission! We got the base! We saved Mars!”

“You ... you ...” Jack gasped. “Okay. Jettison the canopy. Those are my orders.”

“That’s very dramatic. But then your EnviroField would just kick in. And even though it won’t last very long against hard vacuum—”

“I’ll turn mine off!”

“Sheesh.” Joe punched in something on the pilot console. Jack saw he was shutting down command functions to the copilot seat. “Well, we’re not gonna do it. I guess there’s some part of the mission left for us to do.”

“Then radio Mars. Tell ’em what happened, what John went and did.”

Joe shook his head. “Radio’s out, too, transponders out, the whole communications package. Don’t know why. I just tried it. But Mars will know our telemetry stopped, and any astronomer will have seen the explosion. They’ll figure it out, send some ships over.”

“But they won’t know to look for an escape ship. They won’t know that two cowards abandoned the Typhoon!”

Joe shrugged. “I noticed your ice is melting. Mine’s been for a while. I have both arms free now. You think maybe McNarri was wrong about the effects?”

“What does it matter? And why do these damn escape ships only have three days’ rations?” Joe didn’t respond. The top of the debris cloud sank below the horizon. The escape craft floated in darkness. “We could’ve ruptured our own Augmented,” Jack grumbled. “We could’ve saved the Typhoon.”

“We didn’t think of it,” Joe said. “And you know an escape craft Augmented wouldn’t pack the wallop anyway. It’d be like a BB gun compared to the Typhoon’s. There was no time to delay. John was the one who thought of it. He acted within a split-second.”

“It ... didn’t really happen, did it?”

Another long pause from the front seat. “I know what you mean,” Joe finally replied. “It doesn’t seem possible. But it did happen. We can’t just hit the replay button. There’s no replay button.”

“John blew up the Typhoon!”

There was a long silence. “You wanted to try the same thing with this escape craft,” Joe said.

“I should never have left John in charge! I tried to leave McNarri in charge, but John took full command, and—oh, God!”

“And he took full responsibility. John did exactly what you would’ve done. He completed the mission the only way possible. I have to say ... I’m damn proud of him.”

“How can you say—how can you say—when they’re all dead!”

“Jack, you have to pull yourself together! You just have to!”

“But everyone died!”

“Do you think it’s easy for me? For me? Those were my brothers there too! And we spent the last conversation with Jim talking about what a jerk John was! I can’t stand that, you know!”

“You—you—”

“And did you consider that maybe he sacrificed himself, and everyone, for you? That maybe he was trying to save your life? You know he worshipped you!”

“Dammit! Dammit to hell, Joe!”

“Okay, forget it. We can’t afford to be arguing about this. Look, I have a plan. I’m gonna offer it to you, I assume you’re still in command, but if you don’t want command, just say so. Just let me know.”

“Crap ... crap on it ...”

“I just don’t see how you can give up your command.”

Jack nodded miserably. “I can’t, dammit! You know I can’t give it up!”

“Well, there, then you have it. You need to assume command.”

“Look, you’re right. There’s no way I can throw it away.” He waved at the planet. “This is all my responsibility. Whatever’s going on in front of my eyes, is my responsibility. That’s what I swore when I became captain, after all.” He took a deep breath. “Okay. Let me have your idea.”

“Well, about all we do have in our favor is the fact that I’m still showing we have ten percent propulsion. That’s a miracle. Two million miles per hour is a damn miracle. And we’re maintaining air pressure and have three days’ air supply. And the inertial dampers are online. We’re maintaining 1G now and they should kick in fine for any acceleration and deceleration we need. On the negative side, we have no navigation system other than the preset escape routes. We don’t have radio, communications, or sensors of any sort. So I vote we just stay in orbit and wait for one of our ships to do a routine scan of objects orbiting Mercury.”

Jack sighed. “And get rescued like a pair of half-drowned kittens. Great. I can see the headlines: ‘Captain and Copilot Sneak Out and Leave Typhoon to its Fate.’”

“Damn, Jack, if I could somehow just pop back into the past about half an hour ago, yeah, I’d have wanted to stay with the ship, too. But things don’t work that way. Whatever happened, happened. Our mission as I see it is to survive, and offer our years of military training back to humanity.”

“Great. Who’d want a captain who let his ship go down without him? And what about after our air runs out and they find this rusty little piece of crap with our dead bodies in it? They’ll all know we were cowards!”

“Well, we’re not cowards. And if we want ’em to know what happened, we better get to work leaving some sort of testament.” Joe reached for a microphone. “Damn! Wouldn’t you know it? The computer won’t let me record anything. Even the QWERTY keyboard’s offline.”

“Hell, get yourself a pencil and a little notebook.”

“I don’t have a pencil and a little notebook! But if I have to, I’ll carve out the story on the metal plating here!”

Jack shook his head. “Give it up, Joe. Just give it the hell up. We’re cowards. We deserted the ship. Everyone’ll know that.”

“Jack, stop. Just stop. You’re distorting everything. We need to keep fighting this to the end. Everyone on the Typhoon would want us to carry on. Destroying the Mercury base was just part of the job. There’re still Martian marauders on the loose, on Mars, maybe around the solar system. We’ve got to get the rest of ’em.”

Jack took a ragged breath. “Look, I know you’re right. I know it’s the only way, but I just can’t believe ... John ...”

“I guess he saw the only possible decision. And he didn’t hesitate for a second.”

“There was so much more to him than we knew.”

“The way everything was set up, the family ... I mean, it just wasn’t possible. I mean, to really know who he was.”

“Yeah ...” Jack nodded. “Hey! Down there!”

A circle of blue light glowed on the dark planet.

“Damn! We forgot about those other ice rays,” Joe said. “We can’t just stay in orbit waiting to be rescued.”

“What are the preset options? Distances and times?”

Joe keyed in commands. “Okay. Mars, 169.5 million miles. At our top end, eighty-five hours. We don’t have the air supply for that. We’d have to hope we get sighted and picked up on the way.”

“Way too iffy. They probably wouldn’t be looking for a tiny escape craft heading back to Mars.”

“Okay, Venus is actually closest at 57.4 million miles. 28.7 hours there.”

“And we’d better damn well hope we can decelerate two million miles per hour at the end of that,” Jack said. “Hope the electronics hold out that long.”

“Of course that’s true in any case. So we take up orbit and wait. But would they look for us there, either? Pretty unlikely. Then there’s Earth at 60.17 million miles. About a thirty-hour trip.”

“Same thing. Mercury is the most feasible place they’d look, but we can’t stay here.” Jack eyed the glowing blue circle below, but it slipped away as they continued their orbit. It never got as bright as the one they’d seen on the day side. Had it just picked up a small object and concluded it was space debris? Were they out of its range if it decided otherwise? And up ahead another blue glow flickered to life. “Damn, there’s another one.”

“Look, we’re about to swing into daylight again, and we can do two things: one, we fire our first burst to break us out so we’re heading right for the sun. I can do that without the autopilot, even if it’s not the most precise thing in the world. And then I manually jettison the Xon and send it into the sun. Even if the thing is fried, we can’t take the chance of the Martians getting hold of an Xon.”

“Yeah, right. Good thinking.” Jack eyed the huge Xon cylinder lashed to the side of the escape craft. “I’d forgotten about that thing. I know I’m just not thinking right.”

“The other thing, we just hit the preset for Earth. It’ll figure out how to cancel our heading toward the sun and accelerate us to Earth. A little over thirty hours.”

“Earth ...” Jack muttered.

“If we head to Earth, we can park the escape ship inside the TerraProbe 5 sensor satellite. It has a little airlock for maintenance ships. We’ll be able to radio Mars from there and we’ll have supplies until they rescue us.”

“Yeah. Okay. Looks like our best chance.” And if they didn’t do another orbit, they’d never have to look at that debris cloud again. The escape craft passed the second glowing blue circle without incident. The line of Mercurian sunrise was before them, but it dimmed in Jack’s eyes and slipped out of focus. “Ah, man ...”

“Jack, are you all right?”

“Just feel so tired ... still freezing. Ice getting thick again ... can’t see. All of a sudden I’m so sleepy I could just ...”

“I’m feeling pretty sick, too. I’ve had the cockpit heaters on high this whole time. I don’t know if Harri was right or not, but we’ve got to keep trying, even if the ice ray has ...”

“Has already killed us ...” Jack yawned.

“Manually breaking orbit now,” came Joe’s voice from far away.

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Commer Crater

Sunday, June 11, 2034, 0445 hours
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Thrusters firing ... noisy ... bumpy ...

Arms and legs tangled themselves over the top of the pilot’s chair. Some dark human form had come loose, jammed spreadeagled in the cramped space in front of Jack.

Yeah, it was Joe, dark, unconscious, eyes closed, mouth puffy. And there was so much brilliance. Was there a fire out there? A blue fire?

Jack moaned in his sleep. He sprawled half on the floor, his neck crammed further and further into the bottom of his chair. “Man, I’m so tired, jus lemme sleep ...” The thrusters were kicking too hard. Shouldn’t the inertial dampers be canceling that out? Damn, if the dampers were out they’d be squashed against the walls, the ship would disintegrate, and it’d all be over before they knew it.

A warning buzzer came from the pilot’s console in front. The gravity was too high. It was a wonder Joe wasn’t flung over his headrest and right onto Jack.

Jack pulled his head off his seat. Again, less ice. He could move his arms and legs. He strained against the gravity until he could peer over the rim of the fuselage. To his right and behind, a blinding blue sphere laced with thick gray swirls of death shot up at sickening speed.

“Planet Marble ...” he groaned. “I mean, Earth!”

They were about to crash into it at two million miles per hour.

Now the main engine, pointed back at the planet, opened up in earnest. The earth stopped growing quite so fast, but the little ship shook madly. Jack felt himself pressed further and further into his chair. His neck, craned backwards at the approaching world, felt as if it would snap off. The warning buzzer was replaced by a stern synthetic female voice: “ATTENTION: DECELERATION EXCEEDING 5G ... 5.5G ... 6G ...”

“Joe ... Joe!” he grunted.

“7G ... 8G ...”

Well, the dampers had to be mostly working, or else the deceleration would’ve been orders of magnitude above a puny eight gravities. Unable to move, out of the corner of his eye Jack regarded Joe plastered against the back of his chair, twisted sideways, unconscious.

Maybe dead already?

Jack moved his eyes the other way. The entire glaring planet was upon them, filling the sky. What about the preset orbit? They were coming in way too fast. Jack recognized the upside-down coast of Africa as they hurtled east, coming down over—

Over the Commer Crater.

Was he really awake? Was such cruel justice possible? Wasn’t he just delirious, hallucinating the last seconds of his life? Wasn’t this all a dream?

Nobody had ever seen the Commer Crater. There’d only been radar maps. The clouds had never cleared like this since October 8, 2033.

The escape ship flipped over to point the canopy down. It demanded Jack experience this horror to the fullest. Five hundred miles wide, no clouds for a thousand miles in any direction, the entirety of the Commer Crater glowed psychedelic orange.

Two billion people right there, Captain Jack Commer, United System Space Force! That’s what your Xon bomb did right there, Captain Commer! October 8, 2033! Just following orders, Captain Commer!

“God, no ...” Jack moaned. “Joe, we weren’t meant to come here! It was all a mistake! Joe! Wake up, Joe!”

Would they have evacuated if it hadn’t been for the Xon? Scott had always said yes, that the Final War itself had already polluted the planet far beyond repair. But Jack was the one who’d finished off Gaia. He was the one who’d carved that chunk out of her and wrecked her for good.

Gravity slacked off and the escape craft seemed to linger over what had once been the Himalayas.

“And you got us back, didn’t you?” Jack gasped into the glowing pit. “You got us back ... got us right back. John and Jim, and Harri ... and Ken and Mickey and Craig. You got us back, didn’t you? Didn’t we pay ...”

Rounding the earth into darkness, the escape craft was rocked by new forces as they plunged into thickening atmosphere. Now the little ship would break and blow.

Jack felt himself going dark. Again he was fully encased in ice. Maybe the symptoms came and went, maybe it was all part of the process of turning completely into ice. Cold and sick, Jack longed for the last bright burn-through as the escape craft came apart. Even now it was flipping end over end.

*
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Sunday, June 11, 2034, 1015 hours

Jack blinked into sunshine. Pine trees high above. The canopy was open. Shocking cold splashed across his cheeks and down his neck.

“Wake up, wake up!” Joe said. “Man, you gave me a scare there!”

“You—you’re alive! You gave me a scare,” Jack grunted at his brother, who stood outside the craft heaving handfuls of water at Jack’s face. “Where are we?” Jack pushed himself out of his chair. “Ow! Damn!”

“That was my first response as well. I’m pretty banged up myself.”

Jack took in a mixture of smells he hadn’t experienced in ages: fresh wet air, dirt, and plants. He hoisted himself out of the escape craft and onto soft ground under tall trees, blue sky and sunshine. “Man—ow!” Behind the ship lay five thousand feet of gouged earth the tiny ship had dug. “We’re on Earth? I can’t believe it! Have ... have we died by any chance? I know that’s a stupid question, but is this ...”

“I know. I thought that, too. But then I thought, what sort of paradise is it when you feel your spine’s been snapped in fifty places?”

“Huh.” Jack felt his feet ooze into the mucky ground. Joe had been flinging this same filthy water into his face.

“This is all so beautiful. One second I was pressing the button to launch the preset, the next we’re here.”

Jack shook his head. He decided not to tell Joe what he’d seen over the Himalayas. Or whatever he’d thought he’d seen. Had it all been a dream? Nothing seemed real, not his footsteps on the soft earth, not the cool air coming down his throat, not even his aching back. In their smudged red, white and blue USSF uniforms, both still covered with patches of ice, he and Joe looked like a pair of muddy clowns.

“I can’t figure out why we landed,” Joe said. “Why didn’t we orbit and link with TerraProbe 5?” He pointed to the escape craft. “There’re huge holes in the fuselage now. Even if our propulsion systems survived the crash, we’d never make orbit.”

“Ah, man! We never reprogrammed the preset! Back before the war, back before we evacuated—”

“Oh, right! The Earth preset would just take the escape ship back and land it on Earth. Man, is that stupid! All the other presets put you in orbit, but the Earth preset landed you.”

“We forgot to change it. I’m sure we never thought we’d need it. I bet McNarri had it on a to-do list and just forgot about it. But it’s my damn fault. I should’ve checked it. Dammit, I’ve screwed up everything from the beginning!”

Joe regarded the clearing, much of which had just been created by the escape ship. “Aaah, forget it. We’re here, safe and sound. We really can’t complain. But if that’s really the case, why didn’t the ship take us back to USSF Command in Nebraska?”

“Hell, I don’t know. The software might’ve been damaged by the ice ray. Or maybe the ship was avoiding high radiation areas.” Jack shuddered, thinking of the H-bomb hit USSF Command had taken.

“Then it should be easy to query the computer and see what it thought was the safest place. It’s still running its EnviroProgram.” Joe leaned into the command console and tapped the screen. “Southern coast of Alaska. Or at least that’s what the ship thought it was aiming for.”

“Is that why I’m so cold?” Jack pointed to his ice-covered uniform. “It seems to melt off, but then it comes back.”

Joe inspected his own ice. “The computer says it’s sixty-two degrees out here. It’s summer here, after all. But I’m still freezing.”

Jack was too weary to stand. He made his way to the root ball of a toppled pine and plopped down. “The hell with this. You know none of this matters. We’ve apparently landed in a pocket of livable environment, but so what? We have three days’ rations, and then what? And we’re dying of this ice ray thing anyway.”

Joe blinked. “I think the main effect of the ice ray on you is to make you thoroughly depressed and negative, is what I think.”

“Don’t hand me that! We had no option to do anything but come here and die!”

“We don’t know the ice ray will kill us. Here you are, abdicating command again!”

“I’m not abdicating command! I’m just saying that we have no realistic options!”

“Except to sit here arguing until we die, is that right?”

“You give me a better option, then!”

“Okay, here’s one. We cut some of these tree branches off and make a lean-to, then we forage for food and water.”

“That’s crazy! Everything’s polluted here! Anything we eat or drink will kill us!”

“You don’t know that!”

“Yes I do! We screwed this planet over royally, and you know it!”

Joe’s angry brown eyes locked with his own. They were both thinking about October 8th. But again Jack held back from screeching about the Commer Crater. Angry as he was, he couldn’t hurt Joe like that. He’d always suspected that Joe’s guilt about the Crater was a hundred times worse than his own.

Finally Joe trudged over to Jack and sat on the root ball beside him. “You know, this gravity is hard to take. Even with all our 1G rules on the Typhoon, you know you can turn it off at any time. But now I can feel this massive planet below us.”

“I know. I can feel it, too.”

“Yeah, I think Mars has spoiled me. That one-third G ...”

“I think of all of us, you were the one who transplanted the easiest.”

Joe smiled. “I love Mars. I really do. But listen, Jack. I’m sorry. I really am. About what I said about you abdicating command. I know you’d never do that.”

“No, I’m the one who should be sorry. I’ve really lost it here. I’ve been saying crap all this time. I have been abdicating command, and you’re right to point that out.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re right, after all. We can’t contact Mars, and we’re marooned here. We missed our chance to get to TerraProbe 5. And now we’re dying. You’re right. I can feel it, inside me. I can feel myself turning to ice.”

Jack patted his brother on the arm. They never showed affection like this. “No, maybe there’s hope. And if not, well, we gave it our best shot.” Moving his arm took a lot out of him. It did feel as if his muscles were freezing solid.

“Hell, I don’t know if I’ll be able to cut those branches down after all,” Joe grinned, feebly pointing to the trees. “At first I thought I could climb up there and just hack them.” Then his mouth dropped open. “Man, what is that?”

*
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Jack followed where Joe pointed, in the blue sky beyond the pines.

“Something’s moving in! A ship!” Joe cried. “But it’s too big to be a ship!”

“No, it’s—it’s a world! You can see some of the moon fragments in front of it!”

Zooming in from the far right, a gray planetoid absurdly lurched to a stop amid the white fragments of the old moon.

“It—it just came!” Joe shouted. “Weren’t we discussing Mercury? Could that goddamn planet really come here?”

“No, that can’t be Mercury!”

“It looks just like Mercury! It can’t have followed us here! That’s too insane! Are we losing our minds?”

“No, it doesn’t have any craters! It’s just a smooth round moon!”

Joe jammed his hands over his ears and fell off the root ball. “No, we’re hallucinating! The ice ray is making us crazy! There’s nothing up there!”

“There is! There is! Just take a look!”

Joe stared at the gray ball. “Oh my God! They’re here! They’re here!”

“Who’s here?”

“They’re in my head again! I can hear them! And they’re as crazy as we are!”

“Who’s—” Jack began, but then felt faintly, in his own mind:

DEFINE perigee = 225,744 mi., apogee = 251,966 mi.; INSERT routine moonOrbit, line 336,556, PUSH VAR X,Z; DEFINE period of revolution = 27.322 da.; GET Q,; IF Q=MOON GOTO line 7,367,777; ELSE—

“No, that can’t be!” Jack said. “Those thoughts have the exact same flavor as—”

“I know! I know! The damn Martians! They’re here!”

“They’re moving in a new moon! It’s the exact same size as the old one! You can feel the math in your brain!” The gray planetoid wobbled back and forth as if settling into a comfortable position.

“Why? Why?”

“I don’t know!”

RECHECK mean radius = 1,080 mi., density = .605 of Planet Marble; IF Error > Z, GET routine reFashion, line 2,004,735—

“How can Martians be here? What are they doing?” Joe cried.

Jack launched himself off the root ball and jabbed his finger at the new world. “I don’t know! But they built this one specially for Earth! I can feel their equations! I can feel what they’re doing! What they want!”

But the equations were too much to sustain. Jack’s legs gave way. Dark ice expanded in his brain.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Boards Are Erased

Wednesday, June 14, 2034, 0700 hours

––––––––
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Joe opened his eyes to sunlight. At least he could still open them. He guessed that meant he still existed. He’d made it to another day.

He still couldn’t turn his head. Where was Jack? There, just out of the corner of his eye. Jack’s ice looked even thicker, maybe two inches. But Joe could see Jack’s chest rising and falling. His brother was still breathing. Why were they still alive?

Joe guessed he looked about the same. But he didn’t feel cold. He hadn’t been able to move for the whole last day. Jack hadn’t moved since the first day when he fell down. But Joe found he could at least blink. That had to be worth something.

It’d been three nights, he calculated, so this was their third dawn on Earth. He couldn’t see that damn moon or whatever it was. But the last time he’d seen the thing, it had been full, which meant it would be setting about dawn, so it would be behind his head. Joe missed it. It had been fun watching it crawl across the sky just like old Luna. And if this new Luna was a hallucination, it was a damn regular one and maybe Joe would get to see it around sunset. If he was still alive. He was surprised he’d survived last night with all those crazy fever dreams. Was Jack having them too? Getting serenaded by that crackpot AresNet jerk who’d gotten himself shattered in the desert? What was his face, that T. Jasper Marktholomew guy?

AND HERE, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, IS A THREE-DIMENSIONAL GRAPHIC OF HOW THE MARTIANS FUSED CHUNKS OF ASTEROIDS INTO A GIANT GRAY BALL, THAT’S RIGHT, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, A GIANT GRAY BALL EXACTLY THE DIAMETER OF OUR DEAR DEPARTED MOON.

“No, forget it, man ...” Joe croaked, surprised to find that his mouth worked. Hey, this was great. He was awake, he could blink, he could talk. “Screw off, man, I’m not gonna sit here and take that crap all over again,” he added, proud he could form the syllables.

HERE YOU CAN SEE THE MARTIANS ACCELERATING THE MASS TOWARDS THE EARTH. IT’S QUITE SIMPLY DONE, OF COURSE, YOU JUST CONVERT ENERGYMASS Z, CALL SUBROUTINE FUSIONWELD, LINE 34,556, AND IF RADIUS > S, THEN OF COURSE GOTO LINE 3,445,640, PUSH MASS Z, ACCELERATION = .4 Z, WHERE S = MOON AND MOON = 1.

“Naw, man, you’re just a buncha fever talk, man. Gotta shake it off, man, it’s morning, y’know.”

THE BATTLE IN THE DESERT! THE MARTIANS! THAT HUGE SAUCER LIFTING FROM THE SAND TO SPIRIT THE MARTIAN GENERAL AWAY! I DIDN’T SEE THAT PART, OF COURSE, I WAS DEAD BY THEN, SHATTERED LIKE AN OLD BEER BOTTLE TOSSED ON THE CONCRETE!

“Forget it,” Joe muttered. “You’re not real. There’s no T. Jasper Marktholomew. At least not anymore. I don’t wanna hear any crap about—”

THE SICKENING IMPACT OF THE TYPHOON INTO MERCURY! THE DEATHS OF JIM AND JOHN! THE DEATHS OF EVERYONE, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, SIMPLY EVERYONE! HARRI, MICKEY, CRAIG, AND KEN, ALL GONE! ALL BECAUSE JOHN WANTED TO PLEASE JACK! TO SHOW HIM HE WAS IN CONTROL!

“The hell with it! You don’t know what you’re talking about. You AresNet twerps are always the last to figure out what’s going on!”

WE AT ARESNET KNOW ALL! WE KNOW ALL ABOUT THE IDIOTIC ADVENTURES OF JACK AND JOE IN THE ESCAPE CRAFT! HOW JACK PLEADED TO BE ALLOWED TO KILL HIMSELF! HOW DEAD PLANET EARTH WAS ASSIGNED AS THEIR TOMB! IT WAS ALL IN VAIN, ALL IN VAIN!
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