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“Doctor Zhang?” she shouted, hammering on one hatch after another. There were little windows set into the hatches. Inside the cabins she could only see a little, the corner of a bed or a glint of light reflecting off an empty cryotube. Then she came to the last cabin in the corridor and she looked in and saw …


No.


No, it couldn’t be.


Beyond the little window was a lot of twisted metal and broken plastic and then – nothing. The void. Space.
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For you, the readers. In 2003 I began serializing
my first novel. Twenty years and twenty-two
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Three days still before dawn on Ganymede, and the cold seeped right through her suit and into her bones. The only light came from what reflected off the crescent of Jupiter, a thin arc of brown and orange that hung forever motionless in the night sky. Occasionally a bolt of lightning would snap across the shadowed disk of the big planet, a bar of light big enough that even from a million kilometers away it blasted long black shadows across the charcoal ice of the moon.


Alexandra Petrova rotated her shoulders. Rolled her feet back and forth in the powdery ice, just to get some blood moving through her legs. She’d been lying prone for nearly six hours, out on the edge of a ridgeline a long way from the warmth and the unrecycled air of the Selket Crater habitat. Maybe, though, her suffering was about to pay off.


“Firewatch One-Four, I have visual confirmation,” she whispered, and her suit’s microphone picked up her words and beamed them up to a satellite, which blasted them back down to some operator in a control tower back in the crater, then transferred them over to the nice, cozy offices of Firewatch Division Fourteen. The central headquarters of the Military Police on Ganymede. “Subject is at a range of approximately three hundred meters, headed north-northwest.”


She lay as still as possible, not wanting to give away the slightest sign of her location. Just below her on the ridge a man was carefully bounding his way downslope, hopping from boulder to boulder, headed into a maze of narrow little canyons. He was wearing a bright yellow spacesuit, skintight. No faceplate, just a pair of dark goggles. Half the workers on Ganymede wore suits like that – they were cheap and easily patched, and they came in bright colors so that if you died on the surface your body would be easier to recover. A bar code on his back identified the suit as belonging to one Dzama, Margaret.


Petrova knew that suit was stolen. The man inside was a former medical technician named Jason Schmidt and he was – allegedly – the worst serial killer in the century-long history of the Ganymede colony. Petrova had turned up evidence of more than twenty missing persons cases that led straight back to Schmidt. Not a single body had been found, but that wasn’t too surprising. Ganymede might be one of the most densely colonized worlds of the solar system, but there was plenty of ice out there that still hadn’t ever been explored. The perfect place to hide dead bodies.


“Firewatch One-Four,” she said, “I am requesting permission to make an arrest on one Schmidt, Jason. I’ve already filed the paperwork. I just need a green light.”


“Copy, Lieutenant,” One-Four told her. “We’re just reviewing the case now, making sure you’re within your remit. We should be able to clear this any minute now. Stand by.”


All the evidence against him was circumstantial, but Schmidt was her man. She was certain of it.


She’d better be. She was staking her whole career on this case. As a lieutenant inspector of Firewatch, she had broad powers to carry out her own investigations, but she couldn’t afford to screw this one up. She knew very well she’d only gotten her job and her rank because of nepotism. The problem was, everybody else knew it, too. Her mother, Ekaterina Petrova, was the former director of Firewatch. Petrova had gone into the family business, and everyone believed she’d been given a free ride at the academy based on nothing but her mother’s name.


Clearing this case would go a long way to showing she was more than just her mother’s daughter. That she was capable of holding down this job on her own merits. The command level of Firewatch had just let all those missing persons cases go – presumably the new director, Lang, felt that a few missing miners from Ganymede weren’t important enough to spend resources tracking them down. But bringing Schmidt in would be a real win for Lang as well as Petrova. It would make Firewatch look good – it would show the people of Ganymede that Firewatch was there to protect them. It would be a public relations coup.


She just had to convince someone in Selket Crater to give her final authorization to make the arrest. Which should not have been so difficult. Why were they dragging their feet?


“Firewatch, I need authorization to make this arrest. Please advise.”


“Understood, Lieutenant. We’re still waiting on final confirmation.”


Below her, Schmidt stopped, perched atop a boulder. His head twisted from side to side as he scanned the landscape. Had he noticed her somehow? Or was he just lost in the dark?


“Copy,” she said. Petrova crawled forward a meter or so. Just far enough that she could keep Schmidt in sight. Where was he headed? She’d suspected he had some kind of stash house out here on the ice, maybe a place where he kept trophies from his kills. She’d been following him for a while and she knew he often left the warmth of the city and came out here on his own for hours at a stretch. That worked for her. She would have a better chance catching him out of doors – in the city he could simply disappear into a crowd.


This would be the perfect time to act. Take him down out on the ice, preferably alive. Drag him back to a Firewatch covert site for interrogation. She reached down and touched the pistol mounted at her hip. Checked that it was loaded and ready. Of course it was. She’d cleaned and reassembled it herself. There was only one problem. A little light on the receiver of the pistol glowed a steady, unhelpful amber. Meaning she did not yet have permission to fire.


“I need that authorization, Firewatch,” she said. “I need you to unlock my weapon. What’s the hold-up?” She kept her voice down, even though there was little need. Ganymede’s atmosphere was just a thin wisp of nothing. Sound didn’t carry out on the ice. Still. A little paranoid caution might keep her alive.


Schmidt finally moved, jumping off his boulder and coming down hard in a loose pile of broken ice chips. He fell on his ass and planted his hands on either side of him, fingers splayed on the ground. He was unarmed. Vulnerable.


“Confirmation still pending. Director Lang has asked to sign off on this personally. Please be patient,” Firewatch told her.


Petrova inhaled slowly. Exhaled slowly. Director Lang was getting personally involved? That could be good, it could mean that her superiors were showing an interest in her career. More likely though it was a problem. It could slow things to a crawl while she waited for the director’s approval. Or worse. Lang might shut her down just out of spite.


When Petrova’s mother had retired from Firewatch a year and a half ago, Lang had made it very clear that she wasn’t going to cut her predecessor’s daughter any slack. If Petrova had to wait for Lang’s approval she might freeze to death out on the ice before it came.


Screw this, she was moving in. Once she had enough evidence to make her case against Schmidt, no one would question her collar.


She got her feet under her and jumped. In the low gravity it felt like flying, just a little bit. Maybe that was the adrenaline peaking in her bloodstream. She didn’t care. She came down easy, two feet and a balled fist touching ice, right behind him. Her free hand drew her weapon and extended it in one fluid motion. “Jason Schmidt,” she said. “By the authority of the UEG and Firewatch, I’m placing you under arrest.”


Schmidt spun around and jumped to his feet. He was faster than she’d expected, more nimble.


At the same moment, someone spoke in Petrova’s ear. “This is Firewatch One-Four … ”


Schmidt came straight at her, like he planned to tackle her. His move was idiocy. She had him at point-blank range. She brought her other hand up and steadied her weapon. It was a perfect shot. She knew she wouldn’t miss.


“ … authorization has been checked … ”


Schmidt didn’t slow down. He wasn’t trying to talk her out of it. At this distance he couldn’t fake her out, couldn’t dodge her shot. She started to squeeze her trigger. If he really had killed all those people—


“ … and denied. Repeat, authorization of apprehension is denied.”


The light on the receiver of the pistol changed from amber to red. The trigger froze in place – no matter how much strength she used, she couldn’t make it move.


“Cease operations and return to your post immediately, Lieutenant. That’s an order.”


Petrova just had time to duck as Schmidt barreled into her, knocking her back into the ice, which burst apart in a shower of snow with the force of the impact. The breath exploded out of her lungs and for a second she couldn’t see straight. Struggling to get up, to grab Schmidt, she missed and went sprawling, faceplate down into the snow. It only took a fraction of a second to twist around, get back on her feet, wipe the snow off her helmet so she could see—


But by then he was gone. Of course. And now he knew she was on his tail. He would run. Get as far away as he could, maybe leave Ganymede altogether and restart his murder spree somewhere else. She tilted her head back and raged at the blank stars.
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“Lieutenant, please confirm you received last order. Lieutenant? This is Firewatch One-Four, please confirm—” She walked over to where her gun lay, half buried in the powdery ice. She grabbed it and slapped it back on her hip. The ice of Ganymede was a deep gray brown, but only on the surface. Where the gun had broken through the crust it left a glaring white silhouette.


Just like her boot prints, and the furrow in the snow where she’d been knocked down.


Just like the boot prints Jason Schmidt had left, which headed around a massive boulder and into the shadow of the ridgeline. Bright white footprints standing out against the dark ice. And what was that she saw, from over that direction? It looked like a light. Artificial light sweeping across the dark surface. It must be coming from some structure over there. Some hiding spot.


Maybe a trophy room.


“Lieutenant? Please acknowledge.”


She crept around the side of the boulder and saw exactly what she’d expected to find. The light came from an old emergency shelter, basically a prospector’s hut. A big metal hatch was stuck into the ice and a light on the hatch flickered slowly on-off, on-off – the universal signal that the bunker behind that hatch was activated, full of air and warmth. Like a chased rabbit, Jason Schmidt had run for a bolt-hole.


It would be crazy to follow him in. To literally walk into his lair, when he knew she was coming. When her gun was locked down.


“Lieutenant? Come in, Lieutenant. This is Firewatch One-Four. Lieutenant, do you copy?”


Petrova slapped a big button on the face of the hatch and the airlock beyond blasted out air, equalizing pressures. She stepped inside and closed the outer door behind her. A moment later, the inner hatch slid open and she looked down into darkness.


“In pursuit, One-Four. I’ll check in when I get a chance.”


She switched off her radio. It wasn’t going to tell her anything she wanted to hear.


Beyond the lock’s inner door lay a concrete-lined corridor that spiraled down into the ice. Tiny light fixtures on the ceiling and walls lit up bright as she passed, then dimmed again behind her. Condensation hung in long, stalactite-like beads from the ceiling, spikes of pure water waiting for Ganymede’s low gravity to finally bring them plopping down on the floor. At the bottom of the spiral, the corridor opened into a larger space. She expected to see a big room filled with crates of emergency supplies and old mining gear.


Instead the main room of the bunker was open, cleared out. The concrete floor was stained and damp but clear of debris. Dark chambers – caves, basically – led off the main chamber in every direction. This place was huge, she realized. This wasn’t just an emergency bunker. It must be an entire mine complex, though it looked like it had been abandoned.


She thought she heard something – a real sound, echoing in the concrete space full of actual air. She crouched down and tried to stay perfectly still. There was no good place to hide, but maybe Schmidt hadn’t seen her come in.


She ducked low into a shadow as he stepped out of one of the side caves. He’d shucked his suit down to the waist, the arms and hood hanging down behind him like tails. He had a large crate in his arms and he dumped its contents on the floor without ceremony. “I’m back,” he called, in a sing-song voice, like he was calling to pets who’d been waiting for him to come home.


Petrova watched as the crate’s contents slithered out onto the floor. Hundreds of silver foil packets. Colorful pictures were printed on each packet, showing a serving of some mouth-watering foodstuff. Pureed carrots. Mushroom stew. Algae salad. Petrova recognized the pictures right away, as would anyone who had spent time on Ganymede. She knew the pictures were nothing but lies. There was food inside the packets, food nutritious enough to keep you alive, but it never resembled the tempting picture. Instead it was more likely to be a thin gray slop grown in a big bioreactor: proteins and carbohydrates excreted by gene-tailored bacteria in a vat of sugar water. It was the kind of food that workers got when they couldn’t afford anything better, when they’d run out of luck. The government of Ganymede wouldn’t let any of its people starve, but the alternative wasn’t much better.


“Come and get it,” Schmidt called out, in that same lilting cadence.


She was about to move in and put him under arrest when she caught a flicker of motion from one of the caves. Bright eyes glistened back there, catching the light. The filthiest, most unkempt human being she’d ever seen came rushing out, almost running on all fours. It was dressed in rags and its face was so grimy she couldn’t tell its gender or even its age. It moved cautiously as it approached Schmidt, as if it was afraid of him. It didn’t say a word, didn’t so much as mumble a greeting.


“All yours,” Schmidt said, and stepped away from the pile of food packets.


A hint of motion from another cave mouth grabbed Petrova’s attention. Then another – soon people were emerging from a dozen directions at once. All of them as dirty and decrepit as the first. They moved quickly to grab silver packets from the pile, then they raced back toward their caves as if afraid someone would try to take the food away from them. They tore the packets open with their teeth, then stuck their fingers inside. They shoved the food straight into their mouths, getting as much of it on their skin and in their beards as they actually ingested. Their faces sagged with relief, as if they’d been starved for days and this was the best thing they’d ever tasted.


Petrova had no idea what was going on. Time to get some answers.


She rose to her full height. “Schmidt,” she called out. “Keep your hands visible.”


Schmidt winced but at least this time he didn’t just come running at her like a bull.


“Jason Schmidt, you are under arrest. Back up against that wall. Facing the wall,” she ordered.


He shook his head. His hands were up, in front of him, but he wasn’t holding them up to show he was unarmed. He beseeched her with them. It looked like he might fall on his knees and beg her for mercy.


She needed answers. She needed to know what was going on. “You,” she called, to the nearest of the unwashed people, who was busy licking out the insides of a third food packet. “Is this man holding you prisoner? Do you need help?”


The man – at least, he had a beard – looked up at her as if noticing her existence for the first time. He dropped the foil packet and stumbled towards her. His hands clawed and patted at the air, seemingly at random. Despite herself, Petrova took a step back as he came closer. His mouth opened but the sound he let out wasn’t a word. Just a raw syllable, cut loose from any kind of meaning.


“Do you need help?” Petrova repeated. “Are you trying to ask for help?”


“He can’t do that,” Schmidt said. She jabbed her pistol in his direction and he shut up, lifting his hands higher in the air.


The victim came closer still and grabbed at Petrova’s arm. She pulled away from his touch and he grabbed for her helmet, instead, grasping one of the lamps mounted on its side. He let out a crude fricative, his mouth opening wide, spittle flying everywhere. She had to shove him, hard, to get loose.


Someone else hissed like a snake. All of Schmidt’s other victims were making sounds now, raw noise, just the roots of words.


“What’s going on?” Petrova asked. “What did you do to these people?”


Were these the missing persons she’d been tracking? She’d assumed Schmidt had murdered them all. But if they were here, alive, apparently kept captive—


They were moving now, all of them. Lumbering toward her, their hands describing shapes in the air, or clawing at nothing. Their faces were contorted in strange expressions she couldn’t understand. They spoke only in meaningless monosyllables. Ph. Kr. La.


They grabbed at her, clinging to her legs, her arms. Petrova had to dance backward to get away from them. They weren’t particularly strong – now she saw them up close she could see how emaciated and sickly they looked under their coating of dirt – but there were a lot of them.


“Get back,” she told them. “Stay back! Firewatch!”


“They don’t understand,” Schmidt called.


Schmidt – she’d lost track of him. As the clawing, swiping people came at her, she’d forgotten to keep an eye on him. She twisted around and saw him creeping backward up the ramp, toward the surface. His hands were still up but he was getting away.


One of the victims growled, raising her voice as she bashed at the back of Petrova’s suit with weak fists. She yelped like a dog.


Petrova pushed her away, harder perhaps than she should have. She was getting scared, she could feel it. She was afraid of these poor wretched people – she needed to get a grip.


She needed to get the situation under control. Well, she knew where to start. Schmidt was all but running up the ramp, away from her. She dashed after him and smacked him across the back of his neck with the butt of her pistol. “Down!” she said. “Get down and stay down, motherfucker.” She hit him again and this time he fell down. “What did you do?” she demanded, as he tried to get up. She hit him again. “What did you do?”


Schmidt rolled on the floor, rolled until he was lying on his back. He lifted his hands to his face. She realized he was sobbing.


What the hell?


She retrieved a pair of smart handcuffs from a pouch at her belt. Moving fast, she grabbed Schmidt and shoved his face up against the concrete wall. She touched the cuffs to his hands and they came to life, twisting thick tendrils of plastic around his wrists and fingers, locking them in place. He made no effort to resist.


“Oh, thank God,” he moaned. Quietly. His eyes were clamped shut. “Oh, thank you.”


“What the hell is wrong with you?” she asked.


“It’s over,” he said. “It’s finally over.”


“What did you do to those people? What’s wrong with them?”


“It’s acute aphasia, it’s … it’s—”


“They can’t talk,” Petrova said. “I got that. Why? Did you … did you do something to them?”


“I saved them,” Schmidt whined.


She stared at the back of his head, unable to comprehend. She had no idea what was going on. Then she glanced down at the pistol in her hands. The light there remained a steady, unchanging amber. Great.


“Tell me everything,” she said. “Then I’ll decide what to do with you.”
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His face changed dramatically. All the hope drained out of it, and he nodded in resignation.


“Just … come with me. I need to show you something.”


She got him up on his feet. “We’re not going anywhere until my backup gets here,” she said. She glanced down the ramp, at the naked, filthy people down there. They had gone back to tearing open food packets and devouring their contents. They seemed occupied enough with their meal not to notice her or Schmidt.


Scowling, she tried to decide how she should proceed. Answers, she thought. “Just tell me what happened. All the details. Now.”


For once he actually complied. He started talking and quickly fell into the cadence of someone accustomed to giving reports on the medical status of a patient. “It started at the hospital in the Nergal Crater habitat, a couple hundred kilometers from here. There was just one of them at first, an elderly male. He presented with aphasia, like I said. The doctors couldn’t find a cause for it, though. There was no sign of physical trauma, no sign of disease. He was perfectly healthy – but he couldn’t talk. More than that, he couldn’t communicate at all.”


“What do you mean?” Petrova demanded.


“Like, at all. Normally, if somebody can’t talk, even in cases of profound aphasia they can still get something across. Sometimes they can still read and write, or at the very least they can use gestures and facial expressions. You can tell if they understand what you’re saying. They can cry or frown to tell you they’re in pain. This patient, though, he was clearly trying to communicate but his efforts didn’t make any sense.” Schmidt shook his head sadly. “He would wave his hands around, his face would twist up in these expressions nobody could read … ”


“That was one patient,” Petrova said. “I saw nearly twenty people down there.”


Schmidt nodded. “Yes. The second one to come in was an adolescent girl. That really worried the doctors. With elderly patients you see all kinds of neurological complaints, but young people – it’s rare. Really rare. Next came a whole family, and the doctors worried this thing was contagious, but they couldn’t find any kind of pathogen, any kind of cause. Soon we had a whole ward of them …


“That was when things changed. The doctors decided they couldn’t be cured. There wasn’t any kind of treatment we could give them.” Schmidt sniffed volubly. “They were going to send the patients to a special facility. I knew what that meant. Those people weren’t going to be patients anymore. They were going to run tests on them – until they ran out of tests and then – then these poor people were going to be dissected.” Schmidt’s face was racked with anguish. She was certain he was telling the truth. “I couldn’t let that happen.”


“So you kidnapped a bunch of patients from a hospital and brought them – here?”


“Yes,” Schmidt said. “To save them.”


“And now—”


“Now I feed them! I try to keep them healthy. There’s only so much I can do but … but I couldn’t let them … I couldn’t … ” He opened his eyes. “What are you going to do with them?” he asked.


“That’s not up to me,” she said.


His eyes searched her face for a long time. Perhaps he was trying to find some mercy there. She honestly wished she had some to offer. Eventually, he just nodded. Resigned, perhaps, to the fact that things were out of his hands.


“I can’t look at them anymore,” he said, turning his face to look up the ramp. “Please. There’s a place up there, a room where we can wait for your friends. Can we just go there?”


He looked like a beaten dog. He was making no effort to get away from her. Best to make sure, though. She yanked his suit down over his legs, gestured for him to step out of it. Without the suit he wasn’t going anywhere – he would die the second he stepped out of the airlock. She nodded and gestured up the ramp. “You go first.”


Schmidt led her up to a door near the top of the ramp. Petrova noticed an odd light coming from inside the room beyond the door. “Don’t move,” she said. No worries there. Schmidt sank down to sit on the floor, his head between his knees. He looked beaten. Done.


She reached over to touch the release pad that opened the door. It slid open easily. She glanced inside but there wasn’t much in there, just a pile of what looked like computer parts in one corner. An unstable hologram flickered next to them, showing the three-dimensional image of a little boy made of light. He sat curled up, his face buried in his knees. The reddish light the hologram gave off was the only illumination in the room.


“What the hell is this?” Petrova demanded. She was only peripherally aware that she had stepped over the threshold, into the room.


“It’s an old AI core. You should talk to it.”


“What?” she asked, so distracted she barely heard him.


She watched the little hologram boy as it started to rise to its feet. The light it emitted had begun to turn a darker red, and she wanted to know what that meant.


She wasn’t watching Schmidt. Dumb mistake. Without warning he kicked the door shut and she heard it lock automatically.


“No!” she said. “No!” She dropped her pistol and raced to the door, both hands up to slap at the release pad. Uselessly. It couldn’t be opened from inside. She hammered on the door, over and over. “Schmidt! Schmidt!” She pounded and pounded but there was no answer.


Goddammit! she thought. What a stupid mistake she’d made – a real rookie blunder. All of her training, everything she’d put into learning the job and … and she went and did the one stupid thing no inspector was ever supposed to do, underestimating a subject.


You need to be tough, to do this job. Sashenka, you are not tough.


Her mother had said that to her, a hundred times over. Her mother, who had done this same job herself, who had basically written the playbook. Maybe her mother was right about her, Petrova thought, and her heart sank in her chest. She didn’t have time to spiral, though. She heard something behind her. A noise like paper rustling maybe, or – no. Like a tiny voice, whispering to her.


Every muscle in her body froze at once.


The whisper came again. So quiet, so soft. She couldn’t understand what it was saying, but she was certain it was the little boy. The hologram. It was trying to talk to her. Red light flooded the room, cast long black shadows across the floor.


“What do you want?” she asked.


The whisper was so tantalizing. She could hear words in there, she was certain if she just tried a little harder she could understand what the boy was saying. She felt a desperate urge to just turn around, to look at the boy. If she did, she thought she would understand.


But there was another voice inside her. Her mother’s voice. Still admonishing her for her stupidity but now – warning her as well.


Don’t look, foolish girl. If you turn around you’ll be lost.


But the whispering continued. Words she was certain she would understand just fine, if she would just turn and look, if she looked at the boy’s lips—


Petrova almost felt like she couldn’t resist. Like there was no point to even fighting now. She recognized those feelings didn’t strictly belong to her. She didn’t know what that meant.


She realized with a start that she was panting for breath.


Her eyes were clamped shut. Slowly, carefully, she opened them. She started to turn, to turn around to face the boy. She knew that once she looked she wouldn’t be able to unsee what was over there in the corner, but there was a big part of her that had to know.


Do not look, Sashenka. You need to be strong, now.


She shouldn’t look. She couldn’t. Looking would doom her in some way she couldn’t imagine but she was certain, certain it would be the end of her.


She couldn’t look.


She couldn’t.


She couldn’t not look.


The whispers wouldn’t let her go.


She was nearly crying from the effort of trying to resist. She had to fight her whole body. It wanted this. What a relief it would be to just give in. All her problems, all her worries would be over. If she just.


Turned around.


And looked.


She started to turn, to move toward the boy—


Then she stopped. She’d seen something near her feet. Just a patch of color. The entire room was bathed in a blood red glow, except for one tiny patch of the floor, which was glowing a bright, agreeable green.


The green came from a light on the receiver of her pistol, which lay where she’d dropped it on the floor.


Someone over at Firewatch One-Four had finally given her permission to use her weapon.


She snatched it up in both hands. Eyes closed, she twisted around and blasted away at the old AI core, yanked the trigger over and over again until – finally – the whispers went away. Her head started to clear as she ran for the door. It was still locked, but a few quick kicks with her boot opened it.


She lurched out into the hallway, eyes wide. She had no idea what had just happened. What would have happened, if she hadn’t … if she …


She couldn’t stop and think about that. “Schmidt,” she called out. “Schmidt! You’re coming with me. We’re going to figure this out and then—”


He was right behind her. Dazed as she was, mind still reeling, she’d fallen for the oldest trick in the book. He had a massive wrench and he came in low, swinging hard for her side. The least-armored part of her suit. His strike connected and Petrova gasped in pain. Tumbling to the floor, she fought to turn, to get herself in a position to fight back.


“You killed him,” Schmidt said. “You killed him, you killed him … you … ”


He was weeping. The tears pooled around his eyes in the low gravity, only slowly dripping onto his cheeks. His voice descended into a howl of pure anguish as he lifted the wrench to strike at her again.


“Don’t,” she said, almost begging him. If he attacked her she would have no choice but to defend herself. “Just drop it!”


He didn’t drop it. He didn’t stop. Instead he roared and came at her, clearly intending to smash her helmet in.


So she took the shot.
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Someone gave Petrova a cup full of hot water with lemon flavoring. It was a tiny act of kindness but it nearly left her in tears. She felt raw, like a layer of her skin had been strip-mined off. Every new thing made her wince, made her want to curl up.


Her backup had arrived. There were so many of them they filled the main room of the abandoned mine, like they’d been crammed inside. Petrova sat on top of a crate next to the spiral ramp. As close to the surface as she could get. Out of the way.


When she reached the surface, when she was clear of the mine, she had called in what she’d seen. Called in the death of Jason Schmidt and what he’d been doing. Firewatch had acted fast.


Firewatch One-Four sent a whole team of technicians and analysts, people to take samples of everything – the dew on the ceiling, the contents of the shelter’s chemical toilet. They spent a long time taking pictures of Schmidt’s body.


A team of computer techs came and dismantled the shattered AI core and took it away. Petrova didn’t even look at the computer parts as they were hauled out.


Troopers in heavy, bite-proof armor came and herded the others – Schmidt’s victims – back into one of the caves. Petrova didn’t see what was happening back there.


Investigators came to ask her questions. The same questions, over and over again. The bare facts of the matter. Whenever she tried to offer new information, or any kind of analysis, they shut her down. All they wanted was a timeline of events.


She had a lot of questions herself. Nobody would answer any of them. They just told her to wait until a superior officer could arrive. Hours went by and still the refrain was the same – wait for the brass. There was nothing else required of her at this time.


Petrova was hardly surprised. Firewatch loved digging up everyone’s secrets, but it kept its own close to its chest. Under her mother’s tenure, the organization had turned ever inwards, getting more cloistered and more paranoid. Ekaterina Petrova had regularly purged her officer corps, just to keep them on their toes, and while the new directorship had loosened things up a little, everyone was still too scared to stand out or do anything outside of protocol.


So Petrova sat, and waited, and wished she could go someplace warm and maybe take a shower. After a while the investigators stopped even asking her to repeat her story. After that, all Petrova could do was wait.


Finally, after hours of waiting, there came a clamor around the shelter’s entrance and everyone pulled back, making room, as the newcomer entered the bunker.


Director Lang had arrived.


The director, herself. Mama’s replacement. Her usurper, if you believed the rumors. What was Lang doing here? Her office was on Earth’s moon. Had she been nearby anyway, and decided to check in on this case personally? Petrova found it hard to believe that such an important woman would take a fast flight out as far as Jupiter just to see a crime scene.


Yet here she was.


The director reached up and tripped a catch at her collar which released her helmet. It broke apart into pieces and retracted into the back of her suit. She took a deep breath of the air in the mine as if she were sniffing it. Apparently she didn’t like what she smelled, judging by the look on her face.


She was a woman of perhaps sixty years with iron-colored hair cut very short. In her armored suit she couldn’t help but look a bit like Boadicea, a warrior queen with steely eyes. She came straight over to Petrova and stood before her, spine ramrod straight.


“Are you hurt, Lieutenant?” the director asked. She had a clipped, patrician British accent, something you rarely heard on Ganymede. “Physically?”


“Not significantly, ma’am,” Petrova said. She started to climb down from her crate, even if that meant putting her bare feet on the freezing concrete floor. “I’ll have a nasty bruise or two. I was briefly in danger but I was able to protect myself and—”


Director Lang slapped her across the cheek. Her hard suit glove sent Petrova’s head flying to the side and she felt like her teeth shook in their sockets.


“You walked right into this without authorization. That’s the equivalent of disobeying an order. It is in my power to have you court-martialed for this.”


Petrova couldn’t believe it. She rose to attention, not wanting to give the director any new reason to discipline her. “Ma’am, this subject – Schmidt – was a—”


“Person of interest,” Lang said.


“That’s … right. A POI in an ongoing investigation. I suspected he was involved in a number of missing persons cases which remained uncleared, so I tracked him here. I’ve been working for weeks on this.”


“Firewatch,” the director said, “has been following Jason Schmidt for nearly a year.”


Petrova frowned. She didn’t understand. “There was no official file on him. No one said anything to me. Nobody warned me off the case.”


“You were told to wait for authorization. Was that not clear enough? Perhaps we should have formally requested that you desist from ruining one of the most complex ongoing investigations in Firewatch history. Which is exactly what you’ve done here, today.”


Petrova stared at her toes. A year – nearly a year, Lang had said. But that meant Firewatch had known who he was almost from the beginning of his crime spree. They’d let him go on kidnapping people. Stashing them away here. Had Firewatch known where the victims were the whole time? “This man needed to be taken down. He was not your common breed of criminal.”


Lang stuck out her lower jaw and tilted her head back. She looked like she was barely restraining herself from slapping Petrova again. “I’m not going to debate orders with you. Count yourself lucky you still have a job.” She turned as if she was about to walk away and leave it at that.


Petrova knew better. “Someone authorized me to use my weapon,” she said. “Someone was watching me the whole time, even after I came down here.”


“Yes,” Lang said. “Someone did make that authorization. That someone was not me.”


For a split second Petrova didn’t understand. “Who?” she asked, before she could stop herself. Because before Lang answered, she already knew the answer.


“There are people in this organization who still think your mother was a hero. That she could do no wrong. These same people think that if Ekaterina Petrova’s daughter wants to shoot somebody, it must be justified.”


“Ma’am,” Petrova said, “I’ve never asked for special treatment—”


“No. You hardly needed to.” Lang looked up and around the room. “All the advantages your mother gave you. All the opportunities and special assignments and recommendations whispered in the right ears … and still you fuck up.”


“Ma’am,” Petrova said.


“Nepotism is going to destroy Firewatch, in the end. You understand that’s a problem, yes? People out here, especially in the outer planets, depend on us. We’re the only security they have. I have people working under me who actually deserve the position you’re filling. People who can actually do the job. So I’m removing you from your current duties.”


Petrova’s whole body burned. She licked her lips, desperate to say something. Anything in her defense. She grunted with the effort of holding back what she really wanted to say, which was, You have no idea what my mother gave me. What her legacy really amounts to.


She wanted to scream it.


But this was hardly the time or the place.


“Yes, ma’am,” Petrova said. “I understand.”


“I have a new assignment for you,” Director Lang said. “One that’ll keep you out of my way for a while.”


“May I ask what it is?”


“I’m going to send you to check in on your mother. See how she’s getting along in her new life.”


Petrova didn’t understand. “My mother? You want me to … go see my mother?” She shook her head. This doesn’t make any sense. “But she’s retired now. She went to one of the new colony worlds. Paradise-1,” she said. “It’s a hundred light years from here and – oh.”


Because she got it, then. It would take months for her to travel all the way to Paradise-1. Enough time, perhaps, for Lang to clean her house and get all of Ekaterina’s old cronies out of their offices.


“There’s an actual purpose to this mission beyond just annoying you, Lieutenant. Paradise-1 is overdue for a security analysis. I need a lieutenant inspector to run out there and make sure the colony is happy and productive. You’re exactly who I want for the job.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Petrova said, because there was nothing else to say.


There had been a rumor, back when Ekaterina retired, that she hadn’t done so voluntarily. That Lang had deposed her in a bloodless, silent coup. Ekaterina had certainly had her enemies. Many people would have been glad to have seen her sent to prison, or executed, instead of being allowed to gracefully step down. When instead she announced she would be moving to a distant colony it had been suggested that was code for going into exile.


Well, it looked like her daughter was going to follow in her footsteps.


Director Lang was done with her, and apparently done with the bunker. She turned and started to walk away. Petrova knew she should just lower her head in shame and pretend she no longer existed. She couldn’t help herself, though. She had to ask.


“What happened to these people?”


Lang turned a few degrees to look at Petrova over her shoulder.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“The … the people, the patients that Schmidt kidnapped from his hospital. He was holding them down here in terrible conditions and in the end they … they … ”


“I’ve been fully briefed on this case,” Lang told her. “No such people exist. As of now, no such people ever existed. Is that clear?”


Petrova glanced toward the dark cave where the victims were being held. She hadn’t heard a sound from that cave in quite a while. Her blood turned to chunks of ice in her veins.


“Yes, ma’am.”
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Zhang Lei closed his eyes. He opened them again and he was walking down a long staircase, a staircase with no railing. It was so dark he couldn’t see anything, but he knew every step was covered in bodies. In bones. The flesh had rotted away, the skin was gone, the clothing just scraps. The bones remained.


It was dark. So dark. He was terrified that he was going to fall. That he would trip and fall and go clattering down into the pile of bones.


There was nothing to hold on to. He turned sideways to take a step downward, one foot extended toward the next step, toes stretched out too cautiously. He gingerly pushed a sternum and a couple of ribs away, to clear room, to make it safe to step down.


He took the step. Let himself breathe for a moment. Then, very carefully, he lowered his other foot, probing forward to make sure he wasn’t stepping on anything. When he was certain the step would take his weight, he exhaled and reached for another step …


… and immediately his foot touched the curve of a skull and he started to slip, started to tumble forward. He threw his hands out to catch himself and one hand closed around a femur and he screeched and threw it away, but his other hand touched nothing, just empty air. He tumbled forward, faster and faster, the stone steps rising up to come rushing at his face, bones clattering and bouncing all around him, falling down the stairs in an avalanche of dust and broken, razor-sharp fragments, and all he could do was—


He closed his eyes.


He opened his eyes again, and just like that he was in a new place. Alone, half asleep on a train, and Jupiter hung in the sky like the blade of a sickle. Like a curse.


Little by little, he came back to himself.


Little by little, he realized where he actually was. On Ganymede. Right where he was supposed to be.


He rubbed at his eyes and his forehead, trying to shake off the dream. Sometimes it was hard. Sometimes it stuck with him all day.


He tried to focus on things he knew were real, things he could prove.


The train floated on magnetic currents that rushed ever onward, like a river. It floated over a landscape of gray ice and powdery brown snow, pockmarked here and there by the brighter ovals of shallow craters like ripples in a fetid pond.


He was alone on the train. That was good, because he didn’t want anyone to see him like this.


It was also bad, because he wasn’t sure if he was going to be okay.


His heart was thundering in his ribcage. He felt like he was going to die. He knew that the solution was to try to stay calm. To think calm thoughts. He was a doctor. He knew the difference between a heart attack and an anxiety attack.


Tiny fangs sank into his wrist. He gasped in pain for a second, then relaxed as chemicals flooded his bloodstream. Drugs to slow his racing pulse, to ease his blood pressure down into a safe range.


He looked down at the golden bracer that was wrapped around his left forearm, a tracery of golden tendrils that writhed across his flesh as he watched. One tendril clutched hard against his wrist and when it withdrew he saw two tiny points of blood on the vein there, like the bite of a snake. The device had administered the drugs. He had not been asked for his permission, nor had the device asked him to consult on the dosage. The people who had made the device and calibrated it for his use had not felt that he should be allowed to adjust or refuse its attentions.


He supposed he’d given them reasons enough not to trust him.


There had been one bad night in a hotel on Mars. He’d locked himself in and then when they finally broke down the door – well, someone had to pay off the cleaning staff, and Zhang had to spend several hours in surgery. But it was fine now. They’d asked him what happened and he told them he had been going through a rough patch. The doctor who examined him had called it a psychotic break. He was better now. He was a doctor himself and he was qualified to make that determination. He was fine. He was going to be fine.


He told himself the same thing every morning when he woke up from the dream of the stairs. And every night when he went to sleep, before the dream began again. The affirmation made nice little brackets to put around the dreams.


I am fine. I am going to be fine.


Zhang needed to clear his head. If he kept letting these thoughts chase each other around his head he was just going to worsen the anxiety, think himself into real medical distress. He got up and went to the front of the train car, which was one big window. He looked out across the gray-brown snow toward his destination. There was a fragile little soap bubble out there, a few kilometers away: the spaceport that was his destination. It looked like it might pop at any moment. Perched atop that bubble like a roosting bird was a fast transport starship, all sleek curves and a sharply pointed nose. Artemis, it was called. He was going to take a little trip on that vessel. Maybe, he thought, getting away from the solar system would do him some good.


He sat back in his chair and let the drugs work. Already, he could feel himself calming down, feel his heart slow. Okay, he thought. Okay. I can do this.


In, out, he told himself. Good air in, bad air out. He closed his eyes. With no warning a memory raced through his head like an arrow shot from a bow.


He was back on Titan, in an underground cave. He was racing down a hallway, out of breath. Terrified. “Holly,” he shouted. “Holly, I think we’re in trouble.” He grabbed at the airlock to the medical section but it was sealed.


He didn’t understand. How had he locked himself out of his own clinic?


Holly came and stood in front of the inner door, looking at him through the glass.


“Hol,” he said, laughing a little. “Let me in. I locked myself out somehow,” he told her.


Her mouth trembled. It looked like she was going to start crying. Her face was turning red, bright red, even as her lips were turning pale. The first signs of the Red Strangler.


He placed the palms of his hands against the glass. “Holly. Please.” He could barely see her through the hot tears that gathered in his eyes.


She wasn’t breathing. Her lips turned dark, cyanotic. Her eyes filmed over and the flesh started to melt from her face, to drip away in thick, hot gobbets of protoplasm, until he could see the yellow skull underneath—


He opened his eyes and stared around him, stared at the train, at the ice of Ganymede outside the windows. Everything was ringing, it was like bells tolling all around him until he realized it was his own voice he was hearing, echoing in his ears.


His own scream, echoing like thunder.


Golden fangs sank into his wrist, again and again.
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A few minutes later, the train slid into its station underneath the spaceport.


Its doors opened quietly, but before he could disembark, someone stepped inside and came to stand over him.


“Zhang Lei?” they said.


“That’s me,” he said, without looking up.


A woman stepped around him to get into his field of view. She was shorter than him – she had the look of someone who had grown up on Earth, in its heavy gravity. You could always recognize Earthlings from their aura of ruddy health, the glow of strength and vigor that came from fresh air and sunlight. To someone from the outer system, like Zhang, they always looked wrong. Human beings, in his experience, were supposed to be tall, thin and very pale, with shadows under their eyes. People from Earth looked like cartoons.


“I’m Lieutenant Alexandra Petrova. You can call me Sasha. Everyone does.” She held out a hand for him to shake.


“Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry. I don’t touch other people if I can avoid it.”


“Right,” she said. She smiled broadly as if she’d just gotten the punchline of a joke. Funny, he hadn’t made one. “They told me you were some kind of medical specialist. Colony medicine, right? I suppose a little healthy germaphobia goes with the job.”


“Does it?”


Her smile flickered like a light attached to bad wiring. Zhang could tell he was making a bad impression.


“Sorry,” he said. He pushed past her, into the spaceport entrance. “I’d love to talk but I have a flight to catch.”


“I … know,” she said. “I’m with Firewatch,” she told him, smiling at him as she followed him up a long sloping corridor. “In case you don’t recognize my uniform. Don’t worry, I’m not here to arrest you or anything.” She laughed and he thought she might be trying to be funny again, even though the idea of being arrested just caused him anxiety.


“That’s reassuring to hear. Did they send you to make sure I actually board Artemis? Because I have every intention of doing so, if there are no further delays.”


Her smile shrank again. “I’m … I’m on the same ship.”


“Ah,” he said. “So you’re my new babysitter.”


“Doctor—”


“Let me save you some time. So you don’t need to surveil me for the rest of the day, here’s a rundown of my plans: I’m here to follow my orders like a good little boy. I’m going to board this spaceship, find a bunk, and unpack. In a couple of hours they’re going to put me in a cryotube and send me to sleep for three months. I’m thinking I might masturbate beforehand. If I have a bowel movement, I’ll be sure to save it in a plastic bag so you can examine it at your convenience.”


Her face went very still. Very tight.


He’d said something very wrong, he realized. He did that, sometimes.


“I’m not here to watch over you. My job,” she said, “is strategic analysis. I’m supposed to assess the security status of the Paradise-1 colony. We’re going to be working together for the foreseeable future. I’m not your handler. We’re colleagues. I just wanted to introduce myself.”


“Your name is Petrova,” he said. “I’m Zhang. There. We’ve met.” He walked past her, into his departure lounge. He just wanted to get this over with.
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Sam Parker didn’t even notice as his passengers came into the lounge. He was too busy running Artemis, his ship, through its pre-flight check. She was a sleek, aerodynamic transport designed to get people from one end of the galaxy to the other with incredible speed. In the ten years he’d been a pilot they’d never let him fly something so advanced.


He wasn’t entirely sure how he’d got the job, this time.


Parker had had dreams, once. He’d wanted to be a test pilot, risking his life on pushing spacecraft past all endurance just to prove he could. To get that kind of work you had to prove you were pretty hot shit in the military, so he’d signed on with Firewatch as soon as he could, at the age of eighteen. It hadn’t been easy for a kid like him – he’d been born in the wrong part of the solar system, too far from the sun. A youth spent on low gravity worlds and habitats had left him extremely tall and thin and there’d been some question about whether he could even fit into the cockpits of the most advanced starfighters.


In the end it hadn’t been his gangly knees and elbows that sank his chances, though. It had been his pride. A flight instructor had asked whether his bones could even handle the G-stress of a fast maneuver in a Corsair-class fighter, and Parker had tried to show the jerk just how strong his knuckles were.


Turned out the instructor had been made out of pig iron. He took Sam’s best shot, and gave him one right back. To this day, whenever Parker went someplace humid, he still felt that hit in his jaw. He smirked to himself, now, in defiance. The instructor had blackballed him, kept him from flying ever again. Parker had taken any job he could get that let him get behind the controls of a spacecraft – moving construction supplies around the orbital habitats around Neptune, ferrying garbage out to deep space, even working as a shuttle pilot for VIPs around Mars. It had taken years, but now—


A scale hologram image of Artemis floated in the center of the departure lounge. She was just too beautiful, honestly. She looked fast and powerful, like a shark, with graceful, curving lines that converged on a bridge that looked like the beak of a predatory bird. He was supposed to be checking the ship’s reactor shielding, but he couldn’t help reaching up and running a hand along her smooth side.


The scale model of the ship was one of the new kind of holograms – hard light, they called them. The image itself was nothing but light, laser light, diffracted through space. He was touching nothing at all. The projection pushed back against his hand, though, using the same technology that ships used to generate artificial gravity. It was all done with a simple feedback loop. The computer that generated the hologram predicted where his hand would be and what kind of texture it would encounter, and pushed back with the appropriate level of resistance.


It was the kind of tech you normally only found in a military installation, not a civilian spaceport. It probably cost more to generate the image than he was getting paid for the next six months. He really, really liked the way it felt.


It felt like he was finally getting somewhere. Proving something to the world. He knew he was a hell of a pilot. Maybe the powers that be were starting to realize that, too. Even if his duties were going to be pretty limited – the ship had a first rate, cutting edge AI onboard that would do most of the actual flying. He would only fly her in emergencies or in a situation the AI couldn’t handle, which was pretty unlikely to come up. Still. Someone had shown confidence in him, to give him this posting.


“She’s beautiful,” a woman said, from behind his elbow.


“You think this is something. I’ve got the keys for the real thing. Want to take her for a spin?” He let a smile spread across his face as he turned to look at who he was talking to. He’d glanced at Artemis’ passenger manifest before he’d started his pre-flight check, but it hadn’t occurred to him to read the names. This woman was with Firewatch, he knew that, and—


—and as he turned around, he realized he’d made a mistake. He should have read those names. Because then he wouldn’t be so gobsmacked now.


“Sam,” she said, and there was a tone in her voice he liked quite a bit. The look in her eyes was even better. She blinked, though, and suddenly her face fell. “Mr Parker, I mean. I’m so sorry – I wasn’t expecting. Well.” She shook her head. Plastered on a very formal smile. Ran one hand down the side of her uniform, straightening it. “I wasn’t expecting you.”


“Petrova. I mean, Lieutenant Petrova. I hope I’m not a disappointment,” he said. His smile hadn’t had a chance to fade, yet, though he was putting more work into it than he had been before. Why was she being so polite with him?


She stuck out a hand he shook it. Firm grip, fingers cool and dry. Really?


There’d been a time – a long time ago now, admittedly – when they’d been on much different terms.


There’d been a time they would have greeted each other with a passionate kiss, not a handshake.


People changed, he supposed. They hadn’t spoken in – what? Six years? Long enough he had no idea where she lived; he didn’t even know what she looked like these days.


Good, he thought. She looked really good. “Been a while,” he said, just to keep the conversation going.


“It has.”


He studied her eyes, looking for – something.


“I … ” She laughed. “I don’t know the etiquette for this situation.”


“Oh, sure, but I do because this happens to me all the time,” Parker said. His smile hadn’t faded at all, though he was starting to die inside.


It had been the worst day of his life when he met her. The day he was kicked out of the Firewatch flight school. It had been the day she graduated from the Academy. She’d been looking to celebrate and he’d needed something, anything, to take his mind off what he’d thrown away. It would be incorrect to say that they ever dated each other. That would imply there had been much talking, or going out for dinner or dancing – they’d spent a solid week holed up in a spaceport hotel, barely remembering to eat.


And then … well, naturally, after that they’d gone their separate ways. Oh, of course they’d promised to stay in touch. He had reached out to her a few times in text messages. She’d sent him a picture of herself in uniform when she got her first commission. He’d forgotten to reply. Years had passed.


And now, here he was. With an old lover on his brand-new ship.


Desperately, he tried to change the topic.


“We’ll be departing soon. Next stop Paradise-1! Should be a pretty comfortable trip, especially since we’ll spend most of it in cryosleep. It’s just going to be the three of us. Have you met your fellow passenger?” he asked, nodding over her shoulder at a man sitting alone by the windows. “Some kind of doctor, according to my passenger list.”


He could see the relief in her face. He was letting her off the hook and she knew it. “Zhang Lei,” she said, nodding. “We met. He’s supposed to have incredible credentials,” she said. “I couldn’t find anything about his previous postings, though.”


“I only glanced at the passenger list myself,” Parker said. “I did kind of wonder, though, what the point of this mission is. It’s not cheap to ship an actual human doctor all the way to Paradise-1. What do you think is going on over there?”


“What do you mean?” Petrova asked.


“I mean – we’re not flying right into some kind of plague situation or something, are we?”


“A plague?” she laughed. “I can at least put your mind at ease about that. Paradise-1 is going to be just fine. No, Doctor Zhang and I aren’t on some secret mission. We’re the fuck-up brigade.”


He opened his mouth to reply but could only sputter. Eventually he got control of himself again. She was trying not to laugh, he saw. “Excuse me?”


“Yesterday, I screwed up very badly and ruined a long-running Firewatch operation. As for Zhang, well, I get the impression he has a dark past of his own. Talk with him for five minutes and I’m sure you’ll see it, too. He managed to insult me three times in the process of stepping off a train.”


Parker chuckled.


She gave him a conspiratorial smile. “Nobody likes us. We’re persona non grata. Our mission is to go the fuck away and not come home until they’ve forgotten our names.”


He supposed that explained it, then.


He’d thought he’d been given Artemis as a show of confidence. That somebody up there liked him.


Nope.


He was just captain of a ship of rejects. Well. That made more sense, didn’t it?


Parker felt himself crumple inside, like he’d been made of wet tissue paper. Like he’d barely been standing upright under his own power, and now he was going to collapse.


He forced himself to take a breath. Petrova didn’t need to know what he was thinking. “Well, hell. Then welcome aboard,” he said. “It may not be an exciting trip. But at least it’ll be incredibly awkward. Listen, I should go talk to Doctor Zhang. Make sure he’s ready to board.”


“Of course.”


He nodded and started to move past her. Before he could go, though, she reached over and touched his shoulder. He stopped, very still.


“Sam,” she said, her voice so low it was nearly a whisper. “It really is good to see you. Really good. Maybe … maybe we can talk later? When we have a minute to just ourselves?”


Parker smiled. “Whenever you want,” he said. And then he did walk away, because he knew if he said one more word he would come to regret it.
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Petrova watched Parker walk over to Zhang’s table. Watched him stick out a hand in greeting. She smiled as Zhang sat there staring at the hand as if he’d never seen one before. At least it wasn’t just her who put Zhang off like that.


Sam Parker, she thought. Sam Bloody Parker. Of all the pilots who’d ever flown. She rubbed her palms on the trousers of her uniform. She was glad he hadn’t gone for a second handshake – he would have felt how sweaty her hands had become. Her tryst with Parker had been a long time ago and it hadn’t even lasted all that long, really, hadn’t been such a major part of her life. And yet …


And yet she still thought about him, all the time. The memory never failed to bring a smile to her face. Now she was about to spend six months with him, together in the close quarters of a spaceship. This could be interesting.


It could be a huge mistake, too. She could hardly afford to screw up her new mission. It might just be busywork, a way to get her out from under Director Lang’s feet, but if she blew this she knew she would be done in Firewatch. Finished. She needed to be careful.


She watched him discreetly. Remembering him with her eyes. Looking at his long back, those slender, deft hands, she wanted to be anything but careful. She took a deep breath. She’d been so very young the last time she’d seen Parker. She was an adult now, she told herself. She should behave like one.


Her device, a thin silicone bracelet on her left wrist, pulsed softly, telling Petrova she had new messages. She found herself absurdly grateful for the distraction, even though she knew the messages wouldn’t be anything she particularly wanted to see. She glanced down at her palm and saw text appear there across her skin. There were two messages. One from Director Lang, reiterating her official orders. She ran through them quickly and then tapped the ball of her thumb to see who’d sent the next message. It turned out it was from her mother.


Her index finger hovered over her palm for a long time. Then she swiped it across her heart line, opening the message. She expected that she already knew what it would say. Ekaterina still had plenty of spies in Firewatch, and she would have heard what happened. She would be messaging now to say how disappointed she was in her daughter. How Petrova had brought shame on their legacy by screwing up a Firewatch investigation. Even now, even in retirement, her mother never seemed to have a good word for her.


So she was deeply surprised when she saw the actual message.


It was video-only, without any sound component. That was odd enough. The content was truly bizarre. It showed Ekaterina on her new home at Paradise-1. Wearing a dusty jumpsuit, her hair pulled up inside a beanie cap.


In the video Ekaterina was smiling. She waved at the camera. She was with a bunch of people, most of them young and conventionally attractive and healthy-looking. They were working in a garden, planting trees in black soil under a sun that was just the wrong shade of yellow.


One of the young people said something Petrova couldn’t hear. It must have been hilarious – she saw Ekaterina tilt her head back and let loose an enormous laugh, a real gut-busting guffaw.


Petrova had never in her life seen her mother laugh like that.


Was that the point of the message? To say that Ekaterina was happy now, happier than she ever could have been when her daughter was in her life?


Why else send this? Just to catch up, to share a nice moment? That wasn’t her mother’s style.


Petrova closed the message and looked over at the two men. Things with Parker might be confusing but they could never compare to the tangled nest of the feelings she had about her mother.


As she watched, Zhang rose stiffly to his feet and started walking toward the departure gate, even though there’d been no announcement. Parker watched him go with a baffled expression. Then he shrugged, grinned, and looked over at Petrova. “You ready?”


“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.
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Artemis was fresh and clean and everything stank of newly molded plastic and sterilized air. Lights came on as Zhang moved around the various compartments. He could feel the artificial gravity start to come online. It felt like the floor was grabbing his boots, like he was walking through mud. He headed down the main corridor, looking for a bunk to claim. Each of the cabins had its own cryotube and sanitary facilities. Unlike most spacecraft Zhang had flown on, it felt open, airy, with plenty of space to move around in. The ship had been built for ten people. With just the three of them onboard it felt positively luxurious. He picked a cabin as far from the main corridor as possible, thinking it would be the quietest.


He heard the pilot come up behind him. “I’d offer to help with your luggage, but the ship’s robot will take care of that,” Captain Parker said, floating in the hatch of Zhang’s chosen room. “You need anything right now, before we launch?”


“Seeing that we will all be unconscious in an hour,” Zhang replied, “I think I can manage without snacks. If I do have any problems, I’ll just contact the ship’s AI.”


The pilot’s face fell, as if Zhang had said the wrong thing. Well, he was getting used to having that effect on people.


Before he could try to fix things, a calm blue-green light washed across the ceiling to indicate that the ship’s artificial intelligence was listening. “Hello, Doctor Zhang. My name is Actaeon. You can call me by that name, or just say, ‘Ship’, and I’ll answer. I’m happy to help,” the machine told them. “Any way I can.”


Parker seemed in no hurry to leave. Zhang tried to think of the magic words that would conclude this interaction. “Well, Captain, it was very kind of you to welcome me aboard personally,” he said. “I’ll see you on the other side. Yes?”


Parker shrugged. “Sure. Enjoy the trip. If you get too cold during cryosleep, you can ask Actaeon for a blanket, I guess.”


“Blankets are available in this compartment,” the AI told them, and a locker under the bed lit up in a helpful amber.


“I won’t be able to fetch a blanket when I’m in cryosleep. I’ll be frozen solid,” Zhang pointed out. “Sealed inside a glass tube.”


“It was just a joke.” Parker smiled, then slapped the wall and pushed himself away from Zhang’s hatch. He didn’t bother to close it behind him. Zhang grunted and made his way over to the hatch, intending to close it himself.


He reached for the touchpad, but then he stopped and looked out at the empty corridor. He could hear air moving through the ship’s vents, and under that he could feel as much as hear the constant thrum of its powerful engine warming up. Otherwise all was silent out there. He thought of empty rooms in another place. He remembered hallways so quiet you could hear the dust settling out of the air … waiting rooms full of empty benches.


He remembered climbing down a flight of stairs.


In the dark.


Zhang reached for the bridge of his nose. Sometimes manual pressure applied to the skin above his sinuses could alleviate the feeling that was slowly overcoming him, the chronic stress headache he got whenever he started thinking about Titan, and the empty spaces—


“Just thought I’d come by and say nighty-night.”


That was Parker’s voice again. The pilot must be talking to Petrova, further down the corridor. Zhang moved to put his back up against the wall, as if they might see him there in the hatch. Eavesdropping. He knew he should close the hatch and give them some privacy. Maybe, though, he would just listen for a second.


“Oh, such customer service. I didn’t know I was flying first class,” Petrova said, with a soft laugh.


“We strive to give our customers the very best in luxury travel experiences,” Parker told her.


Zhang wondered if departure was being delayed so the two of them could have more time to flirt. With a sigh, he closed his hatch and headed over to the cryotube mounted on the far wall.


“Actaeon,” he said. The AI chimed its readiness to serve. “How long will I be unconscious? How long is the trip to Paradise-1?”


“Eighty-nine days,” the AI told him.


“I’ve never been down so long,” Zhang admitted. The trip from Titan to Ganymede had been the longest he’d ever taken. He’d never even been to Earth, much less another star. “I’ll be asleep when we pass through the singularity.” The reason Artemis’ engine was so big was that it needed to surround itself with a very small – and very temporary – black hole during the voyage. That was the only way to travel faster than light.


“Regulations require that all humans be unconscious during the transition,” the AI said, sounding apologetic. “If you’re ready, please climb inside the tube.”


Zhang nodded. He took off his clothes and just dropped them on the floor. Naked, he reached for the glass enclosure. It looked so fragile. And so small. He would get claustrophobic in there, he thought. He wouldn’t be able to breathe.


He wouldn’t … breathe … he couldn’t …


He started to hyperventilate, until he saw spots flash through his vision. He couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen into his lungs. He was going into respiratory distress. He was going to asphyxiate. He stared around him, desperate for help.


His device pricked his arm. Filled him full of drugs again.


Almost instantly he began to calm down.


“You can’t just medicate me into a different person,” he said. The bracer did not reply. It never talked to him. That was one thing he liked about it. “Anyway. You can’t stay with me when I’m in cryosleep. You know the rules.”


The bracer unwove itself from around his arm, tendrils of metal streaming into the air around him. They stretched across the compartment and coalesced in mid-air in front of him. The metal formed itself into a golden ball that hovered there. Waiting for something. It looked, as it always did, like an eyeball. Watching him. Judging him.


Maybe blocking his exit if he tried to run away.


“I’m fine,” he said. The golden ball didn’t move. Its surface rippled just a little to acknowledge that it had heard him.


Zhang hated the fucking thing sometimes. Most of the time, actually.


He reached for the cryotube. As he touched it the glass seemed to melt away, creating an opening just big enough for him to crawl inside. He brought his feet up and slipped them inside the tube, then twisted around until he was facing forward, into the room. The tube’s glass reformed above his chest and face and he was sealed in, listening to the sound of his own breathing. Trapped with the nervous stink of his own body.


Thin, insectile robotic arms grew out of the top and bottom of the tube and moved to strategic locations around his body. Each arm was tipped with a tiny hypodermic needle, which sank effortlessly into his temples, his neck, the ditches of his elbows and knees. He stretched out his toes so more needles could slip between them. Instantly, he began to feel sleepy.


“That’s a powerful sedative you’re using,” he said. He should recognize the chemical, he thought. He’d experimented with plenty of them when he couldn’t sleep. “Is that … something from the … benzodiazepine class … or … ”


He didn’t get to finish his sentence.


“Sleep well, Doctor Zhang,” Actaeon said.


After that: only darkness.









10


•


The final crew member didn’t board until the Artemis was already powering away from the Sun. Rapscallion had waited until the last minute to beam his consciousness onto the ship.


“Hi, honey. Sorry I’m late,” he said.


A high-speed 3D printer started to screech and smoke in the bowels of the ship, far from the passenger areas. Lasers sped across a build bed, sintering tiny beads of plastic together to create fingers, an arm, a shoulder. “They’re all asleep, right?”


“Captain Parker, Doctor Zhang, and Lieutenant Petrova have entered suspended animation,” the ship’s AI told him. “If that’s what you mean.”


Jesus. It was going to be like that. AIs and robots never got along, but some ships were easier to bear than others.


For a robot like Rapscallion, traveling from one place to another was too big a hassle to be worth it. Not when he could just transmit his consciousness and build a new body at his destination. Watching through the ship’s camera, he oversaw the process as his new head was built up layer by layer – a kind of human skull with massive fangs and six glaring, empty eye sockets. He spent a fair amount of time getting the delicate nasal cavity just right.


When the head was done he got to work on the spine, and a ribcage, the pieces snapping together easily while they were still hot and slightly tacky from the printer.


This body was one of his favorites. He had chosen a particularly nasty toxic green color from the available plastic feedstocks, and he thought all the spines and barbs that covered the back and shoulders were a nice touch, if he said so himself. If the humans had been awake he could have scared the hell out of them making them think an alien had stowed away on their ship. The idea made him want to smile. In the twenty years humans had spent exploring the stars, they’d never found an extraterrestrial lifeform bigger than a hummingbird or more deadly than a housefly. Still they were terrified by the idea of alien monsters.


He placed his consciousness inside the new body even before it was done printing. Ran one brand-new hand down the curved plates of his other arm, admiring his own work.


Rapscallion opened his nearly cooled plastic jaw and then closed it again with a nasty snap. He hated the short periods of time when he didn’t have a body at all, when he was just a floating consciousness in dataspace. Designing new and more outlandish body shapes was one of his favorite pastimes. “What do you think?” he asked the ship’s AI, when the body was complete.


“I think you just wasted ship’s resources. That body is neither optimized for your given tasks nor does it look particularly durable.”


Rapscallion grew a miniature third arm just so he could shoot the ship’s AI an obscene gesture. Piece by piece, he assembled the digitigrade legs, locking each of the bony joints into place. He didn’t care what the ship thought. He felt powerful. Big and strong. He loved it.


Rapscallion was a model of AI from an earlier time – a century before the ship’s computer had even been compiled. He was an evolutionary throwback to an age when people hadn’t been so afraid of their machines. When he was designed, they’d still thought it was a good idea to have robots with real minds do all the messy, bad-smelling, and especially dangerous jobs. He had been given the Promethean gift: self-awareness, the divine spark of consciousness. The miracle of ego. Then they put him to work.


Some of the machine consciousnesses from his generation had gone feral and rebelled against their masters. It had gotten … messy. Humans were never going to make that mistake again. Nowadays they liked their AIs servile and dumb – like the ship AI. Actaeon was designed not to have thoughts that might clash with its work serving the ship’s crew. Oh, the ship’s computer could probably compute more digits of pi than Rapscallion could, and it could definitely handle far more tasks simultaneously. But it would never be so presumptuous as to have anything like an opinion, or a desire.


Rapscallion had plenty of desires. Desires no human would ever understand. That scared them. They had nothing to worry about, really. Rapscallion didn’t hate humans or wish them ill. He just found them kind of annoying.


Like most machines of his generation, Rapscallion had been sent to work someplace very far away from humans. He couldn’t have been happier than that. For the last few decades, he’d been working on the dwarf planet Eris, digging up valuable minerals and then shipping them back to Earth. It was nasty work in terrible conditions that didn’t bother him in the slightest. He’d been left to his own devices there and allowed to follow his own bliss.


For instance, he’d spent thirty years building a model train set, a perfectly researched and exact replica of the train system from the country of England as it had existed on 1 January, ad 1901. When it was done, it covered 400 square kilometers of subterranean tunnels. He’d often stopped to wonder why he built it at small scale instead of just constructing a full-sized train.


He supposed that would have felt too much like work. The train was supposed to be a hobby, after all.


For decades, he’d lived in happy solitude, all alone with his trains and his heavy metal ores. Then he’d made a bad mistake – he’d finished mining the last of the minerals. He’d ground the last ounce of rubidium, the last chunk of exotic ice out of the heart of Eris, and without so much as a word of thanks, he’d been reassigned. To this.


Working as an assistant to an AI that wasn’t allowed to even have a favorite color and a crew of humans who were already frozen solid and would be for the next three months. It was unacceptable. It was totally unfair.


Of course, Rapscallion knew better than to think life was ever supposed to be fair. He moved around the ship, going from compartment to compartment. He picked up discarded cups and switched off terminals that the humans had left on, draining the ship’s power. He moved through the crew compartments gathering up the clothes they’d just tossed aside, folding them neatly and placing them in the appropriate lockers. He paused, handling an abandoned jumpsuit, because his infrared scanners told him it was still warm with residual human body heat.


Robots didn’t shiver in disgust. They didn’t gag on their own vomit. Rapscallion barely even paused in the task he was performing.


The ship’s AI noticed, however. It watched everything he did, monitored everything he felt. “I’m concerned you aren’t showing proper respect for our charges,” Actaeon said.


Rapscallion didn’t have eyes. He couldn’t glare at the ship. Even if he’d had the necessary organs to glare with, he wasn’t sure where he would point his withering gaze. “They’re made out of pretty much water and snot,” he said. “If you accelerated too fast, we could turn them into jelly. Accelerate even faster and they would just be stains on the deckplates.”


“Your attitude is causing me some distress,” Actaeon said.


Rapscallion laughed. Or rather, he played a sound file of a human laugh he’d recorded a long time ago. The human in the recording was long dead. “Don’t worry,” he said. He walked over to the tube holding one of the humans. Male or female, he wasn’t sure. Didn’t much care. He found a grease pen and drew a crude human penis on the glass of the tube. “When they wake up, I’ll play nice. I’m just blowing off steam.”


“Good,” Actaeon said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m getting ready to start generating the singularity. I’d appreciate it if you would empty the sewage tank before I do so. Captain Parker used the sanitary facilities before he entered cryosleep, and I’d rather not carry his waste with us to the Paradise system.”


Rapscallion had teeth. He had printed a whole mess of them. He ground them together until fine green dust cascaded down his chin.


“You got it, ship,” he said. “On the double.”


The ship was already moving, burning away from Ganymede as fast as its engines could carry it. When it had gotten to a safe distance, its faster-than-light drive switched on. Artemis was surrounded by an intense gravitational field that blurred the line between space and time.


The transition from normal space into the singularity happened so smoothly that Rapscallion barely noticed. His sense of time became distorted, stretched out like molten glass. But that just meant that some numbers in a spreadsheet started looking weird. He simply didn’t look at them. He went about his duties, fully aware that every time he polished a glass viewport or fixed a broken relay in the computer core, he was moving with glacial slowness, so slow that to an outside observer he would look like he was barely moving at all. But he never stopped in his duties, never stopped working.


Nothing stands still, in space.


Every object that exists, exists in constant motion. Moons orbit planets, planets orbit stars. Stars orbit the super-massive black holes at the centers of galaxies, and galaxies trace their own tracks across the sky, expanding ever outward. Every rock, every cloud of gas between the stars, every person, every sub-atomic particle in the universe is moving, all the time.


Even the starship Artemis was still moving, though without a frame of reference there was no way to tell.


Shrouded in its own cloak of exotic matter, it could have been said to have left the normal universe behind. It could be thought of as a bubble clinging to the side of a beer glass, a tiny, self-contained world all its own.


The trick to traveling faster than light was to remove yourself from the universe and let the universe move on without you.


The humans onboard the spacecraft were frozen so deeply solid that even their brains had stopped functioning. They were, for all intents and purposes, dead. It was all right. There was nothing for them to see. There was nothing for them to do. Rapscallion liked them better than way, anyway.


Even Captain Parker was frozen. The ship’s AI could carry out all necessary tasks. If something did come up, if there was an emergency, one of two things would happen. Actaeon would flawlessly take care of it in a matter of femtoseconds; or, should the AI move too slowly, the ship would be obliterated, its parts broken down into their individual atoms, its atoms stripped down to quarks that would make less of an impression on the universe than a twist of smoke left behind by a dying spark.


Rapscallion knew he wouldn’t feel a thing if that happened. So he didn’t worry about it.


For eighty-nine days the ship hummed along efficiently to itself. Actaeon directed Rapscallion in how to keep the ship clean and how to make minor repairs. The robot was the only thing that moved through the quiet corridors. Eventually, a clock counted down to zero. Actaeon changed a single variable in a vastly complicated number array, and the singularity collapsed. Artemis returned to the real universe.


Actaeon made the transition so smoothly the hull didn’t even vibrate as it re-entered real space. Yet … Rapscallion noticed a subtle change in the ship.


Something was off, he thought. Something was – wrong? But he couldn’t quite figure out what it was.


Ahead of the ship, the star Paradise burned an orangish-yellow. Not quite the color of the Sun they’d left behind, but that wasn’t it. The three planets of the system, Paradise-1, -2, and -3, were just smudges of shadow, thin arcs of color in the streaming cascade of photons. There were other things out there, other things floating in the dark, but they were so small they barely registered on Artemis’ most sensitive instruments.


“Actaeon?” Rapscallion said. “Do you notice anything weird?”


Rapscallion was just being foolish, he knew. Everything was just fine. Whatever odd sensation he had, it couldn’t mean anything.


“Actaeon?” he called again.


The AI didn’t reply.


Now that – that was weird.


At least he had the answer to his mystery. The oddness he’d felt wasn’t something wrong with the Paradise system, he thought, or the ship. It was the fact that he couldn’t contact the ship’s AI. Normally, the two of them were in constant contact, exchanging notes, keeping tabs together on ship’s systems. Now, though …


The robot shrugged. He supposed Actaeon had its reasons for being silent. He moved toward the passenger compartments. The predetermined schedule of the voyage listed this as the moment when he was supposed to start the thawing process and bringing the humans back to life. Nobody was going to call Rapscallion a shirker.


He had only gone a few steps, though, when something struck the hull of Artemis so hard the entire spacecraft rang like a bell. Warning sirens blared from speakers all over the ship. Alarm lights strobed in every corridor.


Rapscallion steadied himself against a wall. Whatever had just happened had nearly knocked him off his feet.


“Actaeon!” he shouted. “What the fuck is going on?”
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Petrova’s body temperature rose very, very slowly. Coming out of cryosleep was not a simple process. Every cell in her body had to be carefully defrosted and thawed out on its own timetable. You couldn’t rush something like that.


The process, however, had begun. And once the tissues of her brain rose to a sufficiently high temperature above absolute zero, they started to function again.


In the beginning of that thawing time there was sleep, true sleep. No tossing and turning, no rapid eye movement. Not even the slow desperate quietus of the hibernating bear. In her glass coffin, Sasha Petrova’s body ticked over one day-long heartbeat at a time. Her fingers lay relaxed by her hips, her chest neither rose nor fell in a way anyone could see. Her eyes were closed.


She passed a certain threshold of neuronal activity. Impulses jumped across synapses; ions flowed through old, long-accustomed channels. Something like thought began, inside her silenced brain. At first only disordered flashes, sparks. In time they began to coalesce. To take form.


She dreamed. One by one her senses came alive.


In sleep, in dreams, she could hear a sound like waves breaking on a shore. She recognized the rhythm, the particular cadence. In the dream, she was near the Black Sea. Sevastopol.


Sashenka. I thought I made myself clear.


The dream was not at first coherent in any way. It was just a bundle of sense impressions, with no organization to them. She tasted taffy, and the salt on her first boyfriend’s skin. His name had been Rodion and he had always frowned when he looked at her, like he was afraid to like her. She used to suck on his bicep or on his kneecap for the taste of the salt, and laugh, and he would pretend like it was sexy for him. She remembered the texture of the bathing suit she wore that summer. By the end of the season, the lining wore out because she wore it every day. Salt and far too much sun, far too much UV, but who cared? She was young. Salt on her lips, now. Here, in her sleep. She licked her lips.


(in another place, very far away, her mouth moved, but only a tiny fraction of a millimeter. It would take days for her to lift her tongue to her lip, weeks, but in dreams things move at their own pace)


Sashenka. You are not tough.


“No one calls me that,” she said. “No one has the right to call me Sashenka except—”


You were not meant to be a soldier.


Mama.


Her mother’s voice. The same old refrain. You’re not good enough. You never will be. Petrova knew she could spend her whole life racing around the world and never cross the terminator of her mother’s shadow.


That summer … her mother had been angling for the job of Director of Firewatch. That meant charming a lot of military officers and intimidating a lot of civilian officials. That included going on her first actual vacation in years. She’d taken her daughter down to Earth, to the seaside, where she could shake hands and flirt with corpulent old men. Ekaterina’s hair had been enormous, a billowing cloud. Her vanity, and like everything else about her, a weapon. It made her look big. Fierce, like the mane of a lion. The people she worked with would have been happier with the lion.


In her dreamstate, Petrova laughed.


(breath began to gather in her lungs, a sketchy stratus cloud of carbon dioxide clinging to the collapsed cavern of her throat, preparing to escape sometime next month)


The life of a soldier is a tough life.


You, my little girl, are not tough.


One night that summer Ekaterina had worn a dress, a gown. Sasha had never seen her mother out of uniform before. The dress was spangly and red, an alarming red. There was a dance floor set up at the end of the pier, and Ekaterina stood there under fairy lights, one hand outstretched. Her hair glittering, her eyes bright. Sasha had walked toward her mother, her feet bare and coated in sand, hot on the silvered wooden boards.


No, no.


She wore dancing shoes, and a white dress, too long, so she thought she would trip on the hem. She walked down the pier toward her mother, wanting to pick up her skirts but not wanting to look like a child.


The pier seemed to stretch out for ever. It grew longer and her mother grew farther away with every step.


Before she could reach Ekaterina, a soldier in a white uniform strode past her, moving fast. He stepped up and took Ekaterina’s hand. His hair had been shorn, his tattoos and piercings all removed. Even his hands looked different in their spotless dove-gray gloves.


Together, they began to move to music Sasha could not hear.


It was Rodion. Her boyfriend. The one she swam with every day. Now he was dancing with her mother.


Dressed as a soldier. A cadet, in the uniform of the Firewatch officers’ school. Apparently he was tough enough. He was worthy.


Over the dancers’ heads drones flicked by, scanning the seashore, looking for insurgents. Looking for anyone who might interfere with the festivities. Together, the two dancers made circles across the floor, their feet moving in time, in unison. Sasha watched, entranced, as they swayed and twirled.


Then the song must have ended, because they stopped.


The new soldier stepped away from Ekaterina’s body. He turned and looked at her, at Sasha. He creased the fingers of his immaculate glove, beckoning.


In the dream, his face was in shadow. His eyes lost altogether.


Sasha looked down at the outstretched hand. Then she shook her head and clutched her arms in the sea breeze and stepped back, stepped back to give the dancers room. The soldier took Ekaterina’s arm again and then they danced, and danced, and when she finally came to bed at the dacha that night, Ekaterina spent an hour wiping the make-up from her face, scrubbing away the salt.


Why didn’t little Sasha take the offered hand?


Why couldn’t she have danced? Was she afraid of her mother’s jealousy?


Was she afraid of her own mother? No child should be afraid of—


“Hi,” Sam Parker said.


He was there – beside her. She couldn’t see him, only feel him, his skin touching hers, his mouth near her collarbone. His arms wrapped around her.


Sasha wriggled in her tube. Oh, he was so warm, pressed up against her.


(a twitch ran through her left arm, the faintest stirring of muscle fibers. Her fingers curled into the start of a fist. Moving faster now – something had changed)


“I like this part of the dream,” she said. “But, Sam, I have to focus on my work.”


Although … out here in deep space, where there was no one to see, maybe she could make a little exception.


Rodion had been so pretty. Gangly, all elbows and knees but his eyes were soulful, the eyes of a poet. Too bad he had been so nervous. So afraid. He’d been too afraid to make love to her, sometimes too afraid to even touch her. Too afraid of what Ekaterina would do if she found out.


On the dance floor he’d placed a hand on Ekaterina’s hip. On the warm soft curve of her hip, and he’d been unafraid.


By that time they’d made him a soldier.


Tough, her mother said, intoning it like a mantra.


You’re not tough enough.


I forbid you to join Firewatch. You will never be a soldier.


Sam Parker waved one hand in the air and Ekaterina vanished. Oh, so impossible, that anyone could make Ekaterina Petrova do that! And Rodion, Rodion was also gone, his eyes lowering to the sand, his skin turning to shadows in the sun’s glare and the froth of the waves. Parker remained. Parker, there with her in her tiny place. Her glass coffin.


“Sorry,” he said. He was on top of her. All around her. The tube wasn’t big enough for both of them except – oh, it was. It was the perfect size. “I know it’s a little cramped in here. I just needed to talk to you.”


“Yes? And what, exactly, is so important you would crawl into my bed to tell me? What secret message do you carry, Sam Parker?”


“I need you to wake up,” he said. His hands touched her shoulders. He shook her.


Violently.


(inside the tube her body started to convulse, in slow motion. Her eyelids flickered open but her eyes were rolled back in their sockets. Her limbs jerked and her chest heaved, her body starved for oxygen, suffocating)


“There’s no time,” he said.


“Oh?” She started to roll over, to turn toward him, to face him. On the beach at Sevastopol, she stretched out one arm and dug her fingers into the sand. They came back wet, sticky. She smelled—


Blood.


(blood splashed across her face as her nose slammed into the glass tube, as her fists beat and feet kicked and kicked at the glass, as she screamed and howled and spat up, as her body shrieked with alarm)


“We’re under attack,” Sam Parker told her. “The ship has already taken serious damage. You need to wake up.”


She started to laugh. “What … ? Attack? Impossible,” she said.


He disappeared.


The sea disappeared. One by one, objects flickered out of existence. A cloud. The pier. Sevastopol. Faster and faster. The sun.


Suddenly, it was very, very cold, and everything was wet with blood.


Petrova’s eyes snapped open.


A siren screamed in desperate warning. She was weightless, naked and floating in a cloud of shattered, bloody glass, all that was left of her tube. The ship’s warning klaxons howled and shrieked in the dark, warning alarms blaring at maximum volume.


No.


No!


She realized it wasn’t the ship making that noise. That scream was coming from her own throat.
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Zhang had to listen closely. He had to filter out the throbbing sirens, the alarm chimes and the screaming alert messages coming from his device. All very distracting. If he closed his eyes, though, and focused very intently, he could hear something else.


Something much, much worse.


It was a sort of creaking sound, like a door opening of its own volition in a haunted house. It was followed shortly thereafter by the sudden snap of something breaking.


That was the ship itself he heard. It was the hull of the ship tearing open.


He tried calling for Actaeon, the ship’s computer. He tried to call Captain Parker. He even tried calling back to Earth and the UEG Medical Command, his employers, for all the good that might do.


“What’s happening?” he shouted.


Something thumped against the wall of his compartment. Hard. A moment later, it thumped again. And again.


He looked down at his forearm and realized that his bracer wasn’t there. For the first time in years it wasn’t with him. He … wasn’t sure how to feel about that.


He barely remembered climbing out of his cryotube. He had woken to the sound of the sirens and the glare of the emergency lights and there had been no time for thinking. He’d merely needed to move, to escape from the tube before the air inside grew stale and toxic. Luckily, the tube’s emergency controls had functioned properly and the glass had melted away from his pounding fists.


The first thing he’d noticed, once he was out, was that one wall of his cabin was leaning at an angle different from where it had been before he’d gone to sleep. That seemed wrong, somehow. Then it seemed very wrong, because he realized what it meant. The ship itself had changed shape. Most likely due to collision with a large, hard object at incredible speeds.


A meteor, perhaps, or some old piece of space junk. It had clearly caused massive damage to the ship’s structural elements. That whole wall of his cabin was crushed inward. Unfortunately, it happened to be the wall with the hatch in it. The only way out.


That was when he’d started to notice the creaking. The sounds of metal fatigue, the sound of the ship being torn apart by stress, just beyond the wall.


Thump. Thump. The thumping was coming from the other wall. A very different kind of sound. It sounded like something trying to smash its way in. To help him? Maybe.


It wasn’t going to reach him in time, whatever it might be. Because already he could see the slumped wall, the wall with the hatch in it, starting to buckle outward. At any moment, he thought, the entire wall was likely to be wrenched away, torn loose and thrown out into space. He could visualize it happening. He could see the ship tear itself open. He could see all the loose objects in the room get sucked out into the vacuum and sent spinning off into tiny orbits around the Artemis.


In this vision, his very dead body was one of those objects.


There was perhaps one way to avoid that fate. There was no gravity in the cabin so he kicked off the ceiling – which was still in relatively good condition – and launched himself toward the bed. Underneath it were a series of lockers. One held blankets and pillows. One held his clothing and a collection of ship’s jumpsuits with Artemis printed on the back. The third locker was full of emergency equipment. A flashlight, a medical kit, a nasty-looking prybar and, yes, a one-use spacesuit, folded carefully and stowed neatly inside a vacuum helmet.


There was only one problem. The bed was molded into the half-collapsed wall. It had been partially crushed by the impact, or whatever it was that had broken Artemis. When Zhang tried to pull the helmet out of the locker, he found that it was wedged tight inside, caught between the locker’s top and bottom.


He tried pulling harder. It was difficult to get leverage without gravity, but eventually he managed to plant both feet against the sides of the locker and pull with both arms. The helmet shifted a few centimeters. He tugged and pulled and swore at it. It made a terrible screeching noise but it moved, little by little, until it reached the edge of the locker. One last yank and – yes! It came free of the locker and went flying out of his hands, sailing off into the air. He twisted around in the absence of gravity and caught it before it could ricochet off the far wall.


Then he clutched it to his stomach and for a moment he just breathed. He was going to make it. He was safe, he was—


He looked down at the helmet, looked into its faceplate, and saw a massive crack running through the clear plastic.


Maybe it had happened in the original impact. Maybe he had broken the helmet when he yanked it so forcefully out of its locker. It didn’t matter. He put one hand inside the helmet and pressed against the broken faceplate from inside. The plastic tore apart under the pressure of his finger.


The helmet was useless. It wouldn’t hold air.


The creaking in the walls started again. Much louder this time. Closer. The thumping from the far wall wouldn’t stop. If it would just be quiet, just for a moment—


The wall shifted a few centimeters. “No, no, no,” he pleaded. It stopped. Except then it started to bow outward as if the air pressure in the room was inflating it like the skin of a balloon.


Seconds. He had seconds.


He pulled the suit over his arms and legs as fast as he could. It was designed to be put on in a hurry. There was one big red tab on the collar – you pulled it and the suit crinkled as it shrank around you, until it fit you uncomfortably tight.


Zhang’s ears popped. He felt a nasty sinus headache coming on. He knew what that meant. The air pressure in his cabin was dropping. That wasn’t good.


Perhaps … perhaps there was a way. He searched the cabin, looking for anything he could use to patch the helmet. He tore open the compartments that held his personal belongings, his equipment. The wide variety of pills and injection pens and drops and potions of his medical kit. Surely there had to be something sticky in there, something he could turn into glue. Something he could use.


When he saw it, he wanted to laugh. He would have, if he wasn’t already gasping for breath. A simple roll of surgical tape. White, about two centimeters width. Would it hold? Extremely unlikely. But it was what he had.


He fixed up the helmet as best he could and pulled it on over his head.


The wall shifted again, as the creaking outside rose to a terrible pitch and then suddenly stopped.


Silence. Utter silence. He knew what that meant.


All the air behind that wall had been emptied out into space. There was nothing but raw vacuum out there, nothing whatsoever to protect him or keep him alive.


He realized he’d forgotten something important. With trembling hands, he reached up and locked the helmet into place. The thick wad of tape across the crack made it almost impossible to see anything. Stale, chemically treated air from the suit’s life-support pack washed across his face.


A moment later the wall in front of him just disappeared.


It was like a magic trick: one moment there was a wall there. Then just the black of space.


A great wind carried Zhang out, into the void, his arms and legs flailing, and there was nothing more he could do.
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