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To Laurie and Fred Towers: new friend,
old friend, dear friends both.
And to Lloyd McDaniel, for suggesting one of the themes
of this novel; thanks, buddy.




I do not believe in a fate that falls on men however they act;
but I do believe in a fate that falls on men unless they act.


—G. K. Chesterton





BOOK I
ATTACK AND SURVIVAL


I wage not any feud with Death
For changes wrought on form and face;
No lower life that earth’s embrace
May breed with him, can fright my faith. 





ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
MAIN POWER BAY


Don’t touch that switch!”


“Ow!”


His father’s shouted warning made Theo Zacharias jerk upright. He banged his head painfully on the steel shelf that jutted out over the power bus recess set into the floor plates of the cramped compartment.


“You could trip all the breakers on the power bus,” Victor Zacharias admonished his son. “The whole damned ship would go dark.”


Fifteen-year-old Theo sat there surrounded by relays and circuit breakers, his knees poking up from the recess like a pair of folded ladders. He rubbed his throbbing head with one hand and glowered sullenly at his father.


“How many times do I have to tell you to be careful?” Victor demanded. “Do you have any idea of how many megavolts are in those circuits?”


“Twenty-two point six,” Theo muttered. “You’ve told me often enough.”


Victor offered a hand to his son and helped to pull him out of the recess. “I’ll handle it,” he said, climbing down to where the teenager had been.


“Yeah. Right,” said Theo, thinking he knew what his father had left unsaid: Never send a boy to do a man’s job.


Nearly an hour later Victor clambered out of the recess and hunched beneath the low overhead alongside Theo.


“That ought to hold until we get back to Ceres,” he said. “Come on, Thee, help me put the deck plates back in place.”


Theo skinned his knuckles wrestling with the heavy deck plates, but he avoided mashing his fingers, as he’d done once before. The fingernail on his left ring finger was still black from that one. They finished and crabbed out into the passageway, where they could at last stand erect. Theo stretched to his full height, several centimeters taller than his father. While Victor was thickset and bullnecked, his once-trim midsection had spread, stretching the fabric of his coveralls. Theo was tall and slender, but youthfully awkward, all gangling arms and legs. Victor’s hair was jet black and thickly curled; Theo’s was a light sandy brown, like his mother’s.


“How’s your head?” Victor asked gruffly as they started back toward the living quarters.


Theo rubbed the spot he had whacked. “No lump,” he said. He flexed the fingers where he’d skinned his knuckles; the hand stung, but not badly.


“This old vessel needs a lot of tender loving care,” Victor said, more to himself than to his son. “We’ve got to nurse her along until we put in at Ceres for a major overhaul.”


Theo started to reply, but his mouth went dry. He knew what he wanted to say, but found that it wasn’t easy to speak the words. At last, working up his courage, he tried, “Dad, when we get to Ceres …” But the words dried up in his throat.


His father’s expression turned hard. “What about when we get back to Ceres?”


Theo blurted, “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life taking care of this rust bucket.”


“Neither do I, son. I thought we’d spend a year or two out here in the Belt and then cash in. But it hasn’t worked out that way. The years just seem to slip past.”


Theo had heard the sad story many times before. “I don’t want to be a rock rat all my life,” he said.


“You don’t want to be like me, is that it?” Victor asked, his voice suddenly sharp.


Feeling miserable, Theo replied, “It’s not that, Dad. It’s … jeeze, there’s got to be more to life than running around the Belt picking up ores and delivering them to Ceres, for cripes sake.”


“Don’t let your mother hear that kind of language. She expects you to be a gentleman.”


“Yeah, I know,” Theo sighed.


More softly Victor said, “Theo, this ship is our home. It’s our whole life—”


“Your life,” Theo muttered. “I want something more.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. I’m not sure. I’m getting good grades in my science classes.”


“High school classes over the ednet are a far cry from real science, Thee.”


“The guidance program says my test scores are good enough for a scholarship.”


“Scholarships pay tuition. Who’s going to pay all the other expenses?”


“I can work, support myself. Selene University scholarships include transportation, at least.”


“Selene?” Victor stopped in the middle of the passageway, forcing Theo to stop and turn to face him. “You want to go to the Moon?”


“Just long enough to get a degree in biology.”


“And then what?”


“Maybe I could go to the research station at Jupiter. They need biologists to study the life forms there.”


“Jupiter,” Victor murmured, shaking his head. He clutched at his son’s arm hard enough almost to hurt. “A biologist. At the Jupiter station.”


“If I’m good enough to make it.”


“You’ll have to be pretty damned good,” Victor told his son. Then he chuckled and added, “If you don’t kill yourself first trying to keep this ship going.”


Theo did not laugh.





ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
GALLEY


Let’s face it, Mom,” Theo mumbled into his bowl of yogurt and honey, “Dad doesn’t trust me. He thinks I’m still a kid.”


His mother, Pauline, stood at the one microwave oven that was still functioning and smiled understandingly at her son.


“I don’t think that’s true, Theo,” she said gently.


“I’m fifteen!” Theo burst. “Almost sixteen! And he still doesn’t trust me with anything.”


“Your father has an awful lot of responsibility on his shoulders,” Pauline replied. “This ship, our lives … there’s a war going on out there, you know.”


“And he doesn’t trust me.”


Pauline sighed, wondering if the microwave was functioning properly. Syracuse was an old, creaking bucket of an ore carrier. The family spent most of their time on maintenance and repairs, just trying to keep the vessel going on its lonely circuit through the Asteroid Belt. The galley was a tight little compartment, its bulkheads and deck scuffed and dulled from long years of use.


Theo sat hunched over his bowl, muttering unhappily into his unfinished breakfast. His sister Angela, sitting across the galley’s narrow table from Theo, was slightly more than two years older; she was still carrying more weight than she should, still wearing an extra layer of teenage fat. Theo taunted her about it. She responded by calling her lanky, gawky brother “the giraffe.”


When Pauline looked at her daughter she could see a dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty waiting to blossom. We’ll have to be careful about her once we put in at Ceres, she reminded herself. There’ll be plenty of young men chasing after her.


“Dad’s got enough to worry about, Thee,” Angie said, in the authoritative voice of an older sister.


“I could help him if he’d let me,” Theo grumbled.


“Like you fixed the leak in the fuel tank? Dad had to come down and—”


“Hydrogen’s tricky stuff!” he protested. “It seeps right through ordinary seals.”


“Never send a giraffe to do a man’s job.” Angela smirked.


“Like you’d do better, hippo?”


“Mom! He’s calling me names again!”


“You started it!”


“Both of you, stop this at once,” Pauline said firmly. “I won’t have you calling each other ugly names.”


The microwave dinged at last. As Pauline opened it and pulled out her own breakfast of steaming oatmeal, she said, “Let me talk to your father about this, Thee. Perhaps there’s something that we can do.”


Theo brightened a bit and sat up a little straighter. “I could pilot the ship into Ceres!”


“I don’t know. …”


“Dad lets Angie pilot the ship sometimes.”


“I’m more mature than you,” Angela said loftily. “You have to be reliable, you know.”


But their mother smiled. “We’ll see.”





ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
MASTER BEDROOM


Pauline Zacharias looked into the mirror as she sat at her dresser. I’m getting old, she realized, studying the fine lines that were beginning to spiderweb across her face.


She had never been a beauty, not in her own critical estimation. Her jaw was too long, she thought, her lips too thin.


Her gray eyes were large and Victor often called them luminous, the dear. But her hair. It was sorrowful. Dirty blonde. Victor called it sandy. It never behaved. Pauline had cropped it short, close to the skull, and still it stuck out all around in a sea of cowlicks. She tried to consider her good points: she was tall and her figure still slimly elegant. She had always strived to carry herself proudly, chin up, shoulders back, head erect. Now she was beginning to wonder if it was worth the effort.


Victor stepped into the bedroom and slid the door shut. The lock didn’t catch at first; he had to jiggle it a few times.


“This whole tub is breaking down around our ears,” Victor Zacharias muttered.


He was right, Pauline knew. Glancing around their bedroom she saw that the dresser and cabinets were badly in need of upgrading. Even the wall screens had developed an annoying little flicker. But the bed, she would never replace their bed. Victor had ripped out the compartment’s built-in bunk when they’d first leased Syracuse, and he’d built a handsome oversized bed with his own hands. Painted the plastic paneling to resemble real wood. Made a mattress out of discarded elastic water bags. Their one luxury, their bed.


“We’ll do an overhaul when we get to Ceres, won’t we?” she asked.


“I was just talking to Ceres,” he said, walking across the little compartment and kissing her absently on the crown of her head. “Three more ore ships have been hit, so prices are up.”


“Three ships?” she asked, alarmed.


“Corporation ships, Pauline. Nobody’s attacking the few independents, like us. Not even the mercenaries.”


“Still …”


Ignoring her unspoken fears, Victor mused, “If we can get this cargo of ore to the market before prices dip again, we’ll make a nice profit. Then we can overhaul the ship good and proper.”


“Will we be able to afford a rejuve therapy, too?” Pauline blurted.


“Rejuvenation?” Victor looked genuinely shocked. “You? Why?”


She loved him, not least because her husband always seemed to see her through adoring eyes. He was short, barrel-chested, starting to get potbellied. That hardly mattered to her. His real strength, Pauline knew, was in his character. Victor Zacharias had pride, yes, but more than that he had intelligence. When she’d first met him, Victor had been strong enough to bend steel rods with his bare hands. What really impressed her, though, was that he was sharp enough to talk his way out of confrontations, clever enough to win fights without violence.


And he had that beautiful, thick, curly, midnight black hair. Pauline envied her husband’s luxuriant dark ringlets. This many months out in the Belt, he had allowed his hair to grow down to his collar.


“I think it’s time for a treatment,” Pauline said. “I’m not getting any younger.”


“Pah!” He dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “People back at Ceres think you and Angie are sisters.”


“That’s not true, Vic, and you know it.”


“It is true,” he insisted. “You just don’t notice it.”


“Nonsense.” But she smiled.


He sat beside her, just one hip on the corner of the dresser’s little padded bench, and put an arm around her slender waist.


“You’re gorgeous, Pauline,” he said into the mirror.


“Not as gorgeous as I used to be.”


He raised his dark brows, then took a breath. “I think it’s gilding the lily, but if you want a rejuve treatment when we get back to Ceres, go ahead and do it.”


“We’ll be able to afford it?”


He nodded. She leaned her head on his shoulder and he curled around and kissed her.


And slid off the bench, plopping onto the threadbare carpet. They laughed together.


Later, as they lay in their handsome waterbed together, Pauline said into the shadows, “Victor, Theo thinks you don’t trust him.”


“What?”


She turned toward him, sending a gentle wave through the bed. In the darkened room she could make out the curve of his bulky shoulder, the outline of those raven ringlets.


“He wants more responsibility, darling. He’s almost sixteen now—”


“And he’s a terrible klutz,” Victor said, chuckling. “All arms and legs, no coordination.”


Pauline smiled, too. She remembered Theo’s disastrous attempt to repair one of the galley’s faulty microwave ovens. It was functioning poorly when Theo started tinkering with it. It was a complete loss by the time he gave up.


But she coaxed, “You could let him relieve you in the command pod now and then, couldn’t you? Like you let Angie sit in. After all, the ship’s cruising on automatic, isn’t it?”


“We’re on course for Ceres, yes.”


“Couldn’t Thee watch the panels for an hour or two? It would free you up to work on repairs. And it would mean so much to him.”


“As long as he doesn’t touch anything,” Victor muttered.


“Maybe he could even work with you on more of the maintenance chores,” Pauline suggested.


“I’m not sure I have the patience for that,” he said.


“But you’ll give him a chance?”


She sensed him smiling.


“He wants to go to Selene University and study biology,” he said.


“Leave us?” She felt startled by the thought.


“Sooner or later,” said Victor. “I can’t keep him on this ship against his will. Not for long.”


“But he’s not even sixteen.”


“He will be.” Victor fell silent for a moment. Then, “I wonder what kind of a man he’ll turn out to be. I’ve tried to teach him. …”


“Give him a chance,” Pauline urged. “Show him that you trust him.”


“I suppose you’re right,” he said softly. “I’ll have to give him a try.”





ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
APPROACHING CERES


Syracuse was shaped like a giant wheel, with two long intersecting spokes bracing the rim: a pair of three-kilometer-long buckyball tubes running perpendicular to each other. The ship’s control center was nothing more than a pod attached to the rim at the end of one of the spokes: The ship spun slowly through space, producing a sense of almost a full Earth gravity along the rim of the wheel.


“Now remember,” Victor said to his son, “watch everything, touch nothing.”


Sitting in the control pod’s command chair with his father standing at his shoulder, Theo nodded unhappily.


“This is a big responsibility, son. I’m going to leave you in charge for a couple of hours.”


To Theo, his father’s heavy-browed, dark-haired face looked somehow menacing. Victor looked like a solid, sawed-off stump of a tree, his torso thick and powerful. He wore faded gray shorts and a sweatshirt, the sleeves cut off to show his hairy, muscular arms. Theo kept his own skinny arms hidden inside long sleeves.


The command chair in which Theo sat was wedged into a curving bank of screens that displayed every aspect of Syracuse’s systems: propulsion, navigation, life support, logistics supplies, communications, emergency equipment, and the fourteen thousand tons of asteroidal ores held in magnetic grips at the center of the slowly turning buckyball tubes.


“We’re on the approach course for Ceres. The controls are locked in, so you don’t have to worry about navigation. Are you sure you can handle the responsibility of being in command?” Victor asked anxiously.


That’s a laugh and a half, Theo said to himself. The ship’s on automatic and I’m in command of nobody. Plus I’m not supposed to touch anything. Some responsibility.


Misunderstanding his son’s silence, Victor said, “It’s a dangerous world out there, Thee. There’s a war going on.”


“I know,” Theo muttered.


“Ships have been attacked, destroyed. People killed.”


“Dad, the war’s between the big corporations. Nobody’s bothered independent ships, like us.”


“True enough,” Victor admitted, “but there are mercenaries roaming around out there and out-and-out pirates like Lars Fuchs—”


“You told me Fuchs only attacks corporate ships,” Theo said. “You said he’s never bothered an independent.”


Victor nodded gravely. “I know. But I want you to keep your wits about you. If anything unusual happens—anything at all—you call me at once. Understand?”


“Sure.”


“At once,” Victor emphasized.


Theo looked up at his father. “Okay, okay.”


With a million doubts showing clearly on his face, Victor reluctantly went to the command pod’s hatch. He hesitated, as if he wanted to say something more to his son, then shrugged and left the pod.


Theo resisted the impulse to throw a sarcastic two-fingered salute at the old man.


At least, he thought, it’s a beginning. I’ll just sit here and let him take over once we’ve entered Ceres-controlled space. It’s a beginning. At least Mom got him to let me babysit the instruments.


Slightly more than an hour later, Theo sat in the command chair, his brows knitted in puzzlement at the fuzzy image displayed on the ship’s main communications screen.


Syracuse was still more than an hour away from orbital insertion at Ceres. But something strange was happening. Theo stared at the crackling, flickering image of a darkly bearded man who seemed to be making threats to the communications technician aboard the habitat Chrysalis, in orbit around Ceres, where the rock rats made their home. The image on the display screen was grainy, the voices broken up by interference. The stranger was aiming his message at Chrysalis: Theo had picked up the fringe of his comm signal as the ore ship coasted toward the asteroid.


“Please identify yourself,” said a calm, flat woman’s voice: the comm tech at Chrysalis, Theo figured. “We’re not getting any telemetry data from you.”


The dark-bearded man replied, “You don’t need it. We’re looking for Lars Fuchs. Surrender him to us and we’ll leave you in peace.”


Lars Fuchs? Theo thought. The pirate. The guy who attacks ships out here in the Belt.


“Fuchs?” The woman’s voice sounded genuinely puzzled. “He’s not here. He’s in exile. We wouldn’t—”


“No lies,” the man snapped. “We know Fuchs is heading for your habitat. We want him.”


Theo realized that something ugly was shaping up. Much as he hated to relinquish command of Syracuse—even though his “command” was nothing more than monitoring the ship’s automated systems—he reluctantly tapped the intercom keyboard.


“Dad, you’d better get up here,” he said, slowly and clearly. “Something really weird is going on.”


It took a moment, then Victor Zacharias replied testily, “What now? Can’t you handle anything for yourself?” There was no video: voice only.


“You gotta see this, Dad.”


“See what?” He sounded really annoyed.


“I think we’re sailing right into the middle of the war.”


“Ceres is neutral territory. Everybody knows that and respects it.”


“Maybe,” Theo said. “But maybe not.”


Grumbling, Victor said, “All right. I’m on my way.”


Only then did Theo notice that the blank display screen’s indicator showed his father was in the master bedroom. He felt his cheeks redden. He and Mom … No wonder he’s cheesed off.





ORE SHIP SYRACUSE:
CONTROL POD


Theo sat in the command chair, watching and listening to the chatter between Chrysalis and the strangely menacing stranger.


His father stepped into the control pod, dark face scowling.


Theo swiveled the command chair and got to his feet, crouching slightly in the confined head space of the pod. Gangling, awkward Theo had his father’s deep brown eyes, but the sandy hair and tall, slender build of his mother. There was the merest trace of a light stubble on his long, narrow jaw. His denims were decorated with decals and colorful patches. “What’s got you spooked?” Victor asked in a heavy grumbling voice as he lowered himself gingerly into the command chair. He had injured his thigh months earlier while loading Syracuse’s cargo of ores from one of the rock rat miners deeper in the Asteroid Belt. The leg still twinged; Victor had scheduled stem cell therapy when they arrived at the Chrysalis habitat.


Gesturing to the main display screen that covered half the curving bulkhead in front of them, Theo replied, “Take a look.”


But the menacing stranger had apparently cut his communications with Chrysalis. To Theo’s dismay, the main screen showed nothing more than a standard view of the approaching asteroid and its environs. At this distance Ceres was a discernable gray spheroid against the star-spattered blackness of space. Circling in orbit about the asteroid, the habitat Chrysalis glittered light reflected from the distant Sun: a Tinkertoy assemblage of old spacecraft linked together into a ring to make a livable home for the rock rats. They had built the makeshift habitat to escape the dust-choked tunnels that honeycombed Ceres itself.


Radar displays superimposed on the screen showed the images of nearly a dozen ships, mostly ore carriers like Syracuse or massive factory smelters, in orbit around the asteroid; their names and registrations were printed out on the screen. Two other ships were visible, as well. One was labeled Elsinore, a passenger-carrying fusion torch ship from the lunar nation of Selene. The other had no name tag: no information about it at all was displayed on the screen. From the radar image it looked like a sleek, deadly dagger.


Victor Zacharias scratched absently at his stubbled chin as he muttered, “By god, that looks like a military vessel—an attack ship.”


“She’s not emitting any telemetry or tracking beacons,” Theo pointed out.


“I can see that, son.”


“They were talking to Chrysalis before you came in,” Theo explained. “Sounded threatening.”


Victor’s blunt-fingered hands played over the comm console. The main screen flickered, then the image of the bearded man came up.


“Attention Chrysalis,” he said in a heavy, guttural voice. “This is the attack vessel Samarkand. You are harboring the fugitive Lars Fuchs. You will turn him over to me in ten minutes or suffer the consequences of defiance.”


Theo said to his father, “Lars Fuchs the pirate!”


“The rock rats exiled him years ago,” Victor muttered, nodding.


The voice of Chrysalis’s communications center said annoyedly, “Fuchs? God knows where he is.”


“I know where he is,” Samarkand replied coldly. “And if you don’t surrender him to me I will destroy you.”


His image winked out, replaced by the telescope view of Ceres and the spacecraft hovering near the asteroid.


Victor began to peck intently on the propulsion keyboard set into the curving panel before him, muttering, “We’ve got to get ourselves the hell out of here.”


“Huh? Why?”


“Before the shooting starts.”


“Chrysalis is unarmed,” Theo said. “They don’t have any weapons. Everybody knows that.”


“We don’t have any weapons either,” said his father.


“But they wouldn’t shoot at an unarmed ship. That doesn’t make sense.”


“You hope.” Victor’s fingers were flicking across the controls.


Turning a massively laden ore ship is neither a simple nor a quick maneuver. It takes time and lots of space. Theo glanced at the control screens and saw that Syracuse was slowly, painfully slowly, coming about.


Something flashed on the main screen.


“He’s fired on her!” Victor shouted.


Theo saw a red-hot slash cut through the thin metal hull of one of Chrysalis’s modules. A glittering cloud puffed out and immediately dissipated. Air, Theo realized. The module seemed to explode, shards of metal spinning out dizzily. And other shapes came tumbling, flailing into the airless emptiness of space. Bodies, Theo saw, his heart suddenly thundering, his guts clenching. Those are people! He’s killing them!


“Stop!” screamed a voice from the habitat’s comm center. “Stop or you’ll kill—”


The voice cut off. Theo watched with bulging eyes as invisible laser beams from the attack ship methodically sliced one module of the habitat after another, slashing, destroying, killing. A cloud of spinning debris and twisted bodies spread outward like ripples of death.


“You’ve got to do something!” Theo shouted.


“I am,” his father replied. “I’m getting us the hell away from here.”


“Something to help them!”


“What can we do? You want to join them?”


As Syracuse slowly, ponderously turned away from its approach to Ceres, its telescopic cameras maintained their focus on the slaughter of the Chrysalis habitat. Module after module exploded soundlessly, corpses and wreckage flung into space.


Tears in his eyes, Theo leaned over his father’s broad shoulder and shouted into his face, “You can’t just leave them there!”


His eyes fastened on the carnage displayed on the main screen, Victor told his son, “The hell I can’t! I’ve got to protect you and your sister and mother.”


“You’re running away!”


Victor nodded bleakly. “Just as fast as I can get this ore bucket to fly.”


Theo glanced up at the main screen once more, then down again to his father’s grimly determined face. He saw beads of perspiration on his father’s brow; his knuckles were white as he gripped the chair’s armrests.


“But there must be something we can do!”


The bearded man’s image appeared again on the main screen, sharp and steady. “Ore ship Syracuse,” he said, “just where do you think you’re going?”


Theo’s blood froze in his veins.





BATTLE FRENZY


Are you harboring the fugitive Lars Fuchs?” asked the stranger, his voice dagger-cold.


Victor replied evenly, “We’re inbound from the deeper Belt, carrying fourteen thousand tons of ore.” Then he added, “No passengers.”


“How do I know that’s the truth?”


“You’re welcome to come aboard and see for yourself.”


The dark stranger lapsed into silence, apparently deep in thought. Theo thought his eyes looked strange, their pupils dilated wider than he had ever seen before.


“Damn!” Victor growled. “The intercom’s down again.”


“We just fixed it yesterday,” Theo said.


“Not well enough.” Victor leaned on the comm console’s mute button and whispered urgently to his son, “Get down to the habitation module and get your mother and sister into suits. You suit up too.”


“What about you?”


“Do it!”


Theo scrambled out of the control pod, nearly banging his head on the rim of the hatch, and clambered up the rungs set into the tubular passageway that ran the length of the three-kilometer-long buckyball tube. With each rung the feeling of weight lessened, until he let his soft-booted feet rise off the rungs and started scampering along the ladderway like a racing greyhound, his fingers barely flicking on the rungs. The closer he got to the ship’s center of rotation the less g force he felt: soon he was literally flying through the narrow tube.


Meanwhile Victor sat alone in the control pod, his mind working in overdrive. He’s a killer. He’s wiped out the habitat, must have killed more than a thousand people, for god’s sake. The nearest help is days away, weeks. Hell, it takes more than half an hour just to get a message to Earth. We’re alone out here. Alone.


The stranger aboard the attack vessel seemed to stir to life. “Well? Where is Fuchs?” he demanded.


“Who am I speaking to?” Victor asked, stalling for time. “You know who I am but I don’t know who you are.”


The man almost smiled. “I am your death unless you surrender Fuchs to me.”


His fingers racing across the control keyboard like a pianist attempting a mad cadenza, Victor Zacharias answered, “Lars Fuchs isn’t aboard this ship. Send an inspection party if you want to. I assure you—”


Syracuse shuddered. We’ve been hit! Victor realized. The bastard’s shooting at us!


A bank of red lights flared angrily on the control panel. The main antennas. He’s silenced us. And the fuel tanks below the antennas; he’s ripped them open! With a swift check of his other diagnostics, Victor hesitated a heartbeat, then punched the key that released the ship’s cargo. Syracuse lurched heavily as fourteen thousand tons of asteroidal rock were suddenly freed from their magnetic grips and went spinning into space between the ore carrier and the attack vessel.


That’s the best shielding I can provide, Victor said to himself as he punched up Syracuse’s propulsion controls and goosed the main fusion engine to maximum acceleration. In the main display screen above his curved control panel he saw glints of laser light splashing off the rocks that now floated between him and the attack ship. Come on, he silently urged the fusion engine. Get us out of here!


“You can’t run away,” came the voice from the attack ship, sounding more amused than angry.


I can try, Victor replied silently.


[image: image]


Theo banged painfully against the rungs protruding from the central passageway’s curving bulkhead. Dad’s accelerating the ship, he thought. Trying to get away. He grabbed a ladder rung and pulled himself along the tube. Within seconds he was no longer weightless but falling toward the habitation module, where his mother and sister were. Careful now, he told himself, remembering how he’d broken his arm a few years earlier in a stupid fall down the tube. He jackknifed in midair, banging his knee painfully against the rungs, and turned around so that he was falling feet first.


He heard a hatch creak open down at the end of the tube and, glancing down, saw his sister Angie starting to climb upward toward him.


“Go back!” he yelled at her. “Get into a suit! Mom too!”


“What’s happening?” Angie shouted back, her voice echoing off the tube’s curving bulkhead. “The intercom isn’t working.” She sounded more annoyed than frightened.


“We’re being attacked!” Theo hollered, scrambling toward her as fast as he dared. “Get into suits, you and Mom!”


“Attacked? By who? What for?”


The lights flickered and went out. The dim emergency lights came on.


“Get into the goddamned suits!” Theo roared.


Angie began backing toward the hatch. “No need to swear, Theo.”


“The hell there isn’t,” he muttered to himself.


He clambered down the rungs and dropped the final couple of meters through the open hatch and onto the bare metal deck of the auxiliary airlock. Long habit—backed by his father’s stern discipline—made him reach overhead to close the hatch and make certain it was properly sealed. Then he pushed through the inner hatch and entered the family’s living quarters.


The accommodations were spare, almost spartan, but they were all the home that Theo remembered. A small communications center, crammed with electronics equipment; its deck was polished plastic tiles, its overhead decorated with a fanciful ancient star map that showed the constellations as the beasts and legendary heroes of old. When he was a little kid Theo loved to sneak in here at night and gaze at the glow of the fluorescent figures.


No time for stargazing now. The next hatch led into the main living area, with its wide glassteel port that looked out into the depths of space. Well-worn comfortable sofas and cushioned chairs. Through the port Theo saw a jumble of rocks spinning off into the distance, flashes of light glinting off them.


Dad’s jettisoned our cargo, he realized. And that bastard’s shooting at us, whoever he is.


The lighting was normal here. Theo hurried through the living area and into the equipment bay that fronted the main airlock. His mother was helping Angie into her space suit, sliding the hard-shell torso over his sister’s head and upraised arms. Angie’s head popped out of the collar ring; she looked as if she’d been swallowed by a robotic monster.


Angie glared at Theo, more nettled than scared, he thought. She thinks this is all my fault, as usual, he said to himself.


It was hard to tell if his mother was worried or frightened. Pauline Zacharias seemed calm, unruffled. Theo couldn’t imagine anything that would rattle his mother. She knows Dad wouldn’t tell us to get into the suits unless we were in deep spit, but she seems totally in control of herself.


Angela was tucking her thick dark hair inside her suit’s collar, looking thoroughly annoyed. Funny, Theo thought, how Angie got Dad’s height and coloring and I got Mom’s light hair and long legs. Genes can be peculiar.


His mother reached for the gloves resting on the locker shelf beside Angie’s helmet.


“You can put these on yourself,” she said in a low, cool voice. “Quickly now. I’ve got to help Theo.”


Angie took the gloves, her eyes still on Theo. “You sure that Dad wants us in the suits, Thee, or is this just one of your little stunts?”


“Didn’t you feel the ship lurch?” he answered hotly. “We’re being attacked, for god’s sake!”


“That’s stupid,” Angie said as she tugged on her gloves. “This old boat is always shaking and groaning. Besides, who’d want to attack us?” But she sealed her gloves to the cuffs of her suit’s arms and reached for her helmet.


“Who’s attacking us?” his mother asked. “And why?”


Pauline was a handsome woman with the steady gray eyes and firm jaw of someone who had weathered her share of troubles. She was slightly taller than Theo; he had always measured his height against her, not his stubby father. She wore her sandy blonde hair cropped short, not the stylish shoulder length that she allowed her daughter to flaunt.


“I don’t know who’s attacking us,” Theo said, “but he’s smashed up Chrysalis pretty awful.”


“But Ceres is neutral territory!”


“Not anymore.”


Pauline opened her son’s suit locker.


“Mom,” Theo said, stretching the truth only slightly, “Dad said I should help you with your suit before I get into mine.”


“What about me?” Angie snapped.


Theo smirked at her. “He knew Mom would have his precious little chubbo all suited up by the time I got here.”


“Mom!” she yowled.


Pauline sat down on the bench that ran in front of the lockers. “Don’t you two start,” she warned. “This is no time for bickering.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said Theo. But he saw Angie stick her tongue out at him behind their mother’s back. As he pulled his mother’s suit torso from its rack he thought that his sister might be two years older than he, but she was still nothing more than a bratty girl.


Dad had spoken more than once about buying new nanofabric space suits for them, the kind you could pull on like plastic coveralls and be suited up in a minute or less. But they cost too much. All they had aboard Syracuse were these old-fashioned cumbersome hard-shell suits, with their big ungainly boots and heavy backpacks and glassteel bubble helmets. At least the suits ran on oxygen at normal air pressure; you didn’t have to spend an hour prebreathing low-pressure oxy like the earliest astronauts did.


They said little as they donned their suits. The ship shuddered and jolted a few times, whether from being hit by the attacker’s laser beams or from Dad jinking to get away, Theo had no way of knowing. Dull booming noises echoed distantly. Angie’s eyes widened with every thud and shake; their mother looked grim.


Leaving the visors of their helmets up, the three of them inspected each other’s suits, making certain all the connections were in place and the seals tight. Theo noticed that his hands were trembling slightly.


“What do we do now?” Angie asked. Theo thought her voice sounded shaky. She’s scared now, he realized. I am too, but I can’t let them see it. I’ve got to be the man here.


Pauline said, “Now we wait. If the ship is badly punctured we can live inside the suits until we repair the damage.”


Theo pressed the stud on his left cuff. “Dad, we’re suited up. Waiting for your orders.”


No answer.


“I told you the intercom wasn’t working, chimpbrain,” Angie said.


“The suit radios are on a different frequency, dumbbutt,” Theo told her. “Dad, we’re in our suits. What’s your situation?”


Nothing but silence. Not even the crackle of the radio’s carrier wave.


“Dad!” Theo shouted.


Angie’s face went ashen. “Do you think …”


Theo turned from his sister to his mother. For the first time in his life she looked fearful.





VICTOR SULEIMAN ZACHARIAS


He was born in one of the tent cities strung along the craggy ridges of eastern Kentucky; his parents were refugees from the greenhouse flooding that had inundated most of Chicago. Victor’s father had once owned a restaurant in the part of that city called Greek Town. His mother was a Palestinian exile who had barely managed to escape the nuclear devastation of Israel and Lebanon. Victor was their only child; his father refused to bring another baby into a world ravaged by the savagery of nature and the cruelty of men.


At sixteen his mother died and Victor ran away from the tattered city of tents to join the army. He was short, underweight and underage but the recruiters asked few questions. After four years of guarding food warehouses and putting down riots, he won a scholarship to study—of all things—architecture at Syracuse University in the middle of New York state. He graduated just as the earthquakes in the Midwest brought on a new wave of flooding, and the Gulf of Mexico washed halfway up the Mississippi valley. Returning home, he found that his father had drowned while doing forced labor on a press gang building levees.


There was plenty of work for builders, but little for young architects who wanted to create something more than barracks for flood victims or cookie-cutter new cities for refugees. Victor was attracted to the lunar nation of Selene, far from the miseries and despair of Earth: he heard there were plans afoot to build an astronomy complex on the Moon’s farside.


He won a job over several other aspiring young architects and went to the Moon, spending the next four years of his life shuttling between the underground city of Selene and the complex of astronomical observatories and housing units being built on the farside. There he met Pauline Osgood, a Selenite by birth who had never been to Earth. They returned once, to get married, and stayed for the funerals of Pauline’s parents, victims of a food riot in Denver.


Back on the Moon, Victor settled in to work on the slow but steady expansion of Selene’s underground accommodations. For more than a year he helped to design the resort complex at Hell Crater, then signed up with Astro Manufacturing when they began their new manufacturing base at the Malapert Mountains, near the lunar south pole. He’d become the father of a baby girl by then, and while still working on the Malapert designs Pauline became pregnant once more, this time with the son that he so badly wanted.


Victor was dragged into the Asteroid Wars almost by accident. Pancho Lane herself, CEO of Astro Manufacturing, asked him to head a small design team working on a space habitat that could serve as Astro’s military headquarters. Flattered, Victor completed the design within three months. He was aboard the unfinished habitat in its L-2 libration point site when it was attacked by ships of Humphries Space Systems. Victor was not injured, but seeing his construction project slagged into twisted structural beams and shattered living compartments angered him beyond words.


The Asteroid Wars had started as a personal feud between Martin Humphries and Lars Fuchs. An uneven battle: Humphries was the wealthiest man in the solar system, founder and master of Humphries Space Systems. Lars Fuchs was a lone individual, too proudly stubborn to bow down to Humphries. He had taken to piracy out in the dark depths of the Asteroid Belt as his only means of survival. The First Asteroid War ended in the only way it could, with Humphries triumphant and Fuchs exiled from the rock rats’ habitat at Ceres.


With peace came unemployment. Astro Corporation was not building any new facilities and Selene’s expansion had been halted for no one knew how long. Victor cashed in his modest savings, borrowed a lot more, and leased an aged ore vessel from Astro, which he dubbed Syracuse. With his young family he headed out to the Belt.


He became a rock rat, content to ply the Belt buying ores from the miners who worked the asteroids and transporting them to ships waiting at Ceres to carry the raw materials to the Earth/Moon system. While billions of international dollars changed hands, very little profit remained for Victor Zacharias’s pockets. Yet he was contented. His children were growing, his wife was happy. Life was serene.


Until the Second Asteroid War broke out. This time there was no pretense: the war was a struggle for control of the Belt and its enormous resources, a struggle between Humphries Space Systems and Astro Corporation. Lars Fuchs was nothing more than an excuse for the two giant corporations to go to war.


Now Victor Zacharias sat hunched in Syracuse’s control pod, sweating hard as he desperately tried to maneuver the lumbering ore ship out of range of the attacker’s fire.


The attacking ship, much more agile, was swinging clear of the jumble of rocks that Victor had released. In another few minutes, he saw, the attacker would have a clean shot at Syracuse; then it would be merely a matter of time before the ship was utterly destroyed and everyone aboard killed. Pauline, he thought. Angela. Theo.


He couldn’t even call his attacker and surrender, Victor realized. The bastard’s knocked out my antennas. We’re mute. And deaf. He could be singing Christmas carols to me and I’d never hear him.


The intercom link with the ship’s living quarters was down, too. He saw the sullen red lights glaring at him from the control panel.


How can I … ?


A desperate idea popped into his head. Looking up at the display screen again he saw that the attacking ship was at the edge of the swirling, tumbling cluster of rocks he’d released. It was only a matter of seconds now.


His pulse hammering in his ears, Victor lifted the safety covers over the escape system’s dual butter yellow buttons.


“Goodbye, Pauline,” he murmured. Then he pressed his stubby fingers against the twin buttons.


Explosive bolts blew away the connectors holding the command pod to Syracuse’s main body. The pod’s internal rocket engine lit automatically; Victor felt himself pressed deep into the command chair’s padding. The control panel’s lights flickered madly, then winked out.


He stared fixedly at the main screen. The camera view jerked violently, then swung its focus back on the attack vessel. Just as Victor had hoped, just as he’d prayed, the attacker swerved to follow him.


They both left Syracuse far behind, dwindling into an invisible speck against the starry black of space.


He thinks I’m carrying Fuchs with me, Victor thought gratefully. He thinks I’m trying to help Fuchs escape. He’s following me and leaving Pauline and the kids alone. I’ve saved them. I’ve saved them.





ABANDONED


Dad’s going to be boiled at me if he ever finds out, Theo thought as he hesitated at the lip of the auxiliary air lock hatch. He was fully suited up, with his helmet visor down and sealed. Standing on the ladder leading up to the hatch set in the ceiling, his head and shoulders above the hatch’s edge, Theo saw the long tube leading from the family’s living quarters to the control pod stretching above him, a narrow dimly lit tunnel of buckyball filament, stronger than steel, lighter than plastic.


So he boils, Theo said to himself. This is an emergency. And he started climbing up the rungs set into the tube’s circular interior. It was laborious work in the cumbersome space suit. The emergency hatches were closed tight, he saw. Every hundred meters the tunnel was divided by double hatches that served as mini-airlocks. Usually they were kept open, but if a part of the tunnel was punctured, the hatches automatically sealed shut to prevent all the air from escaping into space. Now they were closed.


Not a good sign, Theo told himself. The tunnel’s been punctured somewhere.


Gravity melted away as he climbed; soon he was taking the rungs three, four, five at a time. As he approached the tunnel’s midpoint, where the g force was effectively zero, his booted feet weren’t touching the rungs at all.


Once past the ship’s center, he allowed himself to fall, slowly at first, then with increasing speed as he neared the end of the tunnel. But the closed hatches of the airlocks stopped him from dropping all the way. He had to stop and manually open each hatch, then proceed to the next one. No tunnel diving, they way he used to when he was just a kid, eight or nine years old. Just drop from the midpoint to the end of the tunnel, let yourself fall like a stone. When his father had found out, the old man had exploded with fearful anger.


“You could kill yourself falling against the rungs!” Victor had roared. “Tear your arms out of their sockets when you try to stop! Break every bone in your empty head!”


But tunnel diving was too much fun to ignore. Theo had even gotten Angie to dive with him. Of course she banged herself up, broke an arm, and loudly wailed Theo’s guilt. Dad had confined Theo to his sleeping compartment for a week, with nothing to do but watch old vids.


Now, encased in the hard-shell suit, he worked his way down the tunnel from one sealed hatch to the next. Finally he planted his boots against the last hatch, the one that opened into the command pod. Theo let out a gust of breath. The journey had been hard work instead of fun.


No time for complaints, though. At his feet was the airtight hatch that opened into the command pod. Dad’s in there, Theo said to himself. Maybe his comm system’s been shot away. Maybe he’s hurt, wounded.


He had to carefully, painfully turn himself around so he could see the hatch’s control panel. Its status light glared bright red. Vacuum on the other side of the hatch! Cripes, did Dad have enough time to get into his suit? The pod must be punctured!


Theo was literally standing on his head, clinging to the ladder’s rung with one gloved hand. He reached for the hatch’s control panel, but stopped his shaking hand just in time. If I open the hatch to vacuum it’ll suck all the air out of the tunnel. But the tunnel’s already been punctured and the emergency hatches are shut. Whatever air we’re gonna lose we’ve already lost. Still he hesitated. Be better to conserve the air we’ve still got, he thought. We might be out here for who knows how long. Chrysalis is all torn up; there’s no help back at Ceres for us.


Standing on a ladder rung, he punched at the suit radio’s keyboard on the wrist of his suit.


“Mom?” he called.


She answered immediately, “Yes, Theo.”


“I need you to pump the air out of the tunnel.”


He heard her sharp intake of breath. “There’s vacuum on the other side of the hatch?”


Sharp, Mom, he thought. “That’s what the hatch pad says. And the tunnel’s been punctured someplace; all the emergency airlocks are closed. Pump out the air and store it in the standby tanks.”


Pauline said, “All right. Can you talk with your father?”


Theo hadn’t even tried that. “I’ll see.” He called over the suit radio. No answer. He pounded a gloved fist against the hatch. No response.


“He … he doesn’t answer,” he said at last.


Again his mother hesitated before replying, “The tunnel’s evacuated.”


“Right.”


It took Theo two tries to peck out the combination that opened the hatch, his hand was shaking so much. When it finally did slide noiselessly open, his heart clutched in his chest.


There was nothing there! The entire control pod was gone! Gasping, wide-eyed, Theo slowly climbed three more rungs until his head and shoulders were through the open hatchway.


He was in empty space. Hard pinpoints of stars stared down at him from the black depths of infinity. The ship that had attacked them was nowhere in sight. Their cargo of ore was a distant cloud of rocks, spinning farther away every heartbeat. The wheel-shaped structure of the ore ship curved away on either side of him but there was no trace of the control pod. Theo saw the severed stumps of the struts that had held the pod in place, blackened by the blast of their explosive bolts.


Gone. Dad’s gone. He’s left us.


“Theo?” his mother’s voice called in his helmet earphones. “Is your father hurt? Or …”


“He’s gone,” Theo said, feeling a deadly cold numbness creeping over him. “He’s abandoned us, Mom.”





ADRIFT


Your father did not abandon us,” Pauline Zacharias said firmly.


Theo thought she looked angry. At me. She’s boiled at me because Dad took off and left us. She’s not mad at Dad, she’s spitting mad at me.


He was sitting tensely on the sofa in the family living room, feeling tired and angry and scared. Angie sat on the armchair at one end of the sofa, rigid and staring hard-eyed at him, as if he’d done something wrong. Mother was pacing slowly across the room, past the family portrait they’d taken years ago, when Theo was barely ten.


“He didn’t abandon us,” Pauline repeated.


“He blew the explosive bolts and took off in the control pod,” Theo said, his voice low, stubborn. “He left us here drifting.”


His mother stopped pacing and looked directly at him. “What your father did,” she said in a hard, cold voice, “was to draw that attack ship away from us.”


“Yeah,” Theo retorted. “And he left us without controls, without the navigation computer, without communications. The main tunnel’s been punctured, spit knows what other damage the ship’s taken.”


Pauline stared at her son for a long moment, then sank into the nearest chair, her face frozen in a mask of doubt and worry.


Angie broke the silence. “But we’ll be okay. Won’t we? I mean, we can get back to Ceres and—”


“There’s nothing left at Ceres!” Theo snapped. “He killed them all! And we’re heading outward, deeper into the Belt, toward Jupiter!”


For an instant Angie looked as if she would burst into tears. But Pauline reached across the space between them and grasped her arm.


“It’s not that bad,” she said calmly. “We have plenty of food and water. We have the main engine—”


“Which we can’t control.”


“Can’t control?” Angie’s eyes went wide.


“The command pod’s gone. All the controls’re gone.”


Pauline fixed her son with a stern look. “There’s the backup command pod.”


“If it works,” Theo said sourly. “Nobody’s even been in there for more’n a year.”


“It will work,” Pauline said flatly. “That’s your responsibility, Theo. Yours and Angela’s. Get to the backup command pod and get it up and running. We can’t let ourselves continue to drift outward; we’ve got to get control of this vessel back in our hands.”


“Yeah, sure,” he groused.


“Yes, certainly,” Pauline said, with iron in her voice. “We’re not going to sit on our hands and do nothing. If we’re going to be saved, we’ve got to save ourselves.”


“Can we … ?” Angie murmured.


“Of course we can,” said Pauline. “And as soon as you get into the backup pod you set up a tracking beacon so your father can home in on it and get back to us.”


Theo started to answer that his father had run away from them and wouldn’t be likely to come back, but he held his tongue. Some things you just don’t say to your mother, even if they’re true, he thought.


Turning to Angie, Pauline said, “I want the two of you to work together. No bickering. Do you understand?”


Angela nodded. “I will if he will.”


“I’ll be all right,” Theo said to his sister. Then he added, “As long as you don’t try to lord it over me.”


“Lord it over you? When did I ever—”


“You’re always pulling that older sister stuff, like you know it all.”


“That’s not true!”


“Yes it is, dammit!”


“Stop it!” Pauline shouted. “Stop it this instant! Theo, I won’t have you using such language. And Angela, you will treat your brother with respect. Is that clear? Both of you?”


Angela nodded, her lips pressed into a thin bloodless line.


“Theo?” his mother demanded.


“Yes, ma’am. Sorry about the language.”


“You should be. If your vocabulary is so limited you should study your dictionary.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled again. It was Mom’s old line, about the dictionary. He looked over at Angie; she glared back at him.


“You two have to work together,” their mother insisted. “We don’t have time for your little spats and name-calling. You both have to start behaving like adults.”


Angie behave like an adult? Theo grumbled silently. When the universe stops expanding, maybe.


Pauline stood up. “Now then, if we all work together we can get through this. It’ll be quite an adventure to tell your children about!”


“Your grandchildren,” Angie said, with a faint smile.


Theo shook his head. Busywork, he said to himself. Mom just wants to keep us busy so we won’t have time to think about the fix Dad’s left us in. But she’s right; nobody’s going to help us, so we’ll have to help ourselves. Or die.


“Theo, we need the backup command center up and functioning. The sooner the better.”


“Right,” he said, thinking, Maybe she’s right. Maybe, if I can get the backup command pod on line, maybe we can patch up this bucket and steer it back to civilization. There’s nothing left at Ceres; we’ll have to get back to the Earth/Moon vicinity. Or maybe the exploration base at Mars. Where is Mars now? On our side of its orbit or all the way over on the other side of the Sun? I’ll have to check that once I get the nav system running.


Or maybe, he thought, we could make contact with the research station around Jupiter. We’re heading in that direction anyway.


His mother clapped her hands lightly, interrupting his thoughts. “Very well, then. On your feet, both of you! We all have work to do.”


Theo started toward the auxiliary airlock, but his mother stopped him. “Thee, you’ll have to get into your suit.”


“I know.”


“And before you do, I want you to take a shower and put on clean clothes. You don’t smell very good, you know.”


“Aw, jeezus—”


Pauline leveled a stern finger at him. “Language, young man!” Then, despite herself, the beginnings of a smile curled the corners of her lips. “You’re not so big that I can’t wash out your mouth with detergent.”


“Why should I take a shower now?” Theo protested. “I’m just gonna get sweated up again inside the suit.”


“Then you can take another shower when you get back.”


Angie smirked at him. But Pauline went on, “Angela, you’ll have to suit up and check the damage to the tunnels.”


“All right.”


“I’ll try to save some hot water for you, Angel face,” Theo said, grinning maliciously at his sister.


“He’s going to use up all the hot water on purpose, Mom,” Angela accused.


Pauline shook her head. Some things never change, no matter what, she thought. Then she added, Thank god.


I’ve got to be strong, she told herself. For both of them. They’re only children and they’re frightened. I’ve got to get them working, get them to repair the damage to the ship and put us on a trajectory that will take us back to civilization. It’s up to me. There’s no one else until Victor returns to us. I’ve got to make them feel that they’re contributing to our salvation, make them understand that they can save themselves—and me.


After a lightning-quick shower, Theo went alone to the main airlock and started pulling on his suit leggings. Mom’s being a pain in the butt, he said to himself. Shower first. Shower afterward. You’d think I smell like a garbage dump, the way she talks. And Angie just sits there and sneers at me, the dumb hippopotamus. As he wormed his feet into the insulated boots he thought, What if the backup pod’s been hit? Maybe that bastard took it out on purpose.
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