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			Chapter One

			Reborn in the House of the Dead

			Fourteen and a half hours after being killed in the shuttle explosion, Gethin Bryce found himself in a newly sculpted body staring at his hands.

			The transition of locations happened in a single eyeblink. A moment earlier he was standing naked in the claustrophobic steel locker at Olympus Save with two hours to go before his flight, thinking of the ticket in his bag for VG Flight 3107. Thirty minutes of hot white light crawling in his head, capturing the position of every neural synapse and stored memory, and the green holoprompts changing configuration before his equally green eyes. He blinked. The backs of his eyelids were a map of blazing red veins in the probing luminosity.

			Then he opened his eyes and the steel locker was gone.

			Gethin squinted at a dull red ceiling globe. He caught a whiff of fresh-cut plastic. And he was naked, lying on a mattress, as if he were a corpse on a mausoleum slab, washed in ruby-colored gloom. It was like he had been teleported.

			He felt his throat constrict as he recognized the place from brochures.

			A Wyndham Save clinic.

			But where? And what the hell happened?

			Gethin propped himself up on his elbows. The sensor screen at his bedside flashed its annoyance.

			“Please lie down,” the cool male voice said.

			“Tell me where I am first,” he snapped.

			“There’s been a fatal accident, Mr. Bryce, and we’ve downloaded your last Save from—”

			“Olympus Station, I know. Where am I now?”

			“This is the Wyndham Save Center in Tanabata City, Luna. Earthtime 0512.”

			“What’s the date, damnit!”

			“July 18, 322.”

			Gethin rubbed his head, numbly staving off the rise of panic. Twelve days were unaccounted for. It was the length of time for a Martian shuttle, sailing brightquest to Luna. The abrupt transition was terrible, disoriented him like a fever dream, and he felt the impulsive twitch of needing to catch his flight…despairing of staying on Mars any longer. Twelve days! Luna! For an awful moment he wondered what would have happened if the machine had said six days, and his purchase signal would hover on that interplanetary threshold, calculating how many picoseconds he was to the point of no return only to ultimately decide to resurrect him on Mars, like a looping nightmare unwilling to let him go.

			The sensor screen whirred away from his bedside, inviting him to stand with silent courtesy. And he did, right away and a little too quickly, so colored dots swam before his eyes. He pictured his life in them: blue dots for Earth, red for Mars, white for Luna. It made him think of an away-message he’d seen long ago, taken from an antebellum flatfilm in which a child was teleported across a room as lots of cheesy, noisy, beeping, colored dots in the air.

			“What happened?” Gethin asked. “Tell me—”

			“You will have all your questions answered, Mr. Bryce, if you would please fill out the post-regeneration paperwork.”

			Gethin grumbled but obliged, not wanting to hear it from his insurance company. He reviewed his file on the monitor and signed off on the screens with a touch of his new fingertips, while invisible sensors studied his heartbeat, blood flow, breathing. He was able to review his credit charges, and tried imagining what the rosemary chicken with asparagus he’d eaten for his first meal on the shuttle had tasted like. Asparagus, even aeroponically grown, usually disappointed him.

			Naturally, his nagging impulse was to fire up his newly replaced sensorium and check his messages. But he kept looking at his hands. Not the tanned mitts he’d sported on Mars. Gone was the ropy red scar on his left arm, when a skiing mishap sent him into a generator cable. The calluses from cold Martian hikes…gone. The tiny brown spots, even a beauty mark near the wrist…missing. His new body was virgin to the cosmos, molded from rapid-process flesh-gel grown from his DNA on file, imprinted with the data transfer, and sliced free of the amniocube. Then it was rinsed, like hosing down a rubber suit, while metal needles raped its tissue with quick incisions. Virtuboard circuitry imprinted onto his fingertips. A shiny new sensorium grafted into his skull. His blurmod and biocells and everything else specified by his Save-file.

			I’ve never eaten, Gethin thought, steeping in the new experience. Never slept, made love, gotten a paper-cut, lifted a coffee mug, read a book, skinned a knee, or climbed stairs.

			“You may experience some muscle pain over the next 48 hours,” the voice told him. “This is entirely natural and can be countered with simple pain relievers. Wyndham Pharmacies are ready to supply you if you wish.”

			“No,” he grunted, prodding his leanly muscled arms, the knobs of bone in his sinewy shoulders, his firm neck and the sharp contours of his jawline, and then he cupped the face he hadn’t yet seen. Like a blind creature, he explored his high patrician nose and traced the pattern of his thin eyebrows. He caressed his ears like a child handling seashells for the first time. In his mouth, his tongue moved like a pink tentacle over perfect teeth.

			Okay, he thought. Now for the important part.

			Gethin cautiously pressed behind his left ear, afraid that nothing would happen, that he’d be truly naked, cut off from the webwork of humanity, amputated from the chorus of media, friends, ancestors, and email.

			He pressed it again.

			“Please be calm,” the machine warned, concerned by the wild acceleration of his heart rate.

			Gethin swallowed in dread. Nothing was happening.

			He pressed the subdermal button a third time, harder than before. There! His access screen swirled into focus like a lavender pinwheel over his left eye. Program tabs hugged the circular perimeter of his Heads-Up-Display: Map, Notes, Contacts, Charge, Messages, Wetware, Web, Cave, and Special. The gentle thrumming of his active sensorium filled his head.

			Gethin stood, naked but no longer feeling it. The reflective basalt created a glassy doppelganger under his feet, like a reflection in a crimson pond.

			The screen flashed. “You have been cleared for checkout, Mr. Bryce, at your convenience. Do you wish to order replacement luggage? Wyndham Supplies has 89 percent of your registered inventory in stock, and will gladly send them to whatever address you designate. Your insurance policy will cover the expense.”

			Gethin shook his head. A black robe was hanging from a hook; he garbed himself in it, slid his feet into its black magfiber slippers, which, like all Lunar footwear, bonded molecularly and magnetically with the floor to counter the low-G. He went to the door, placed his fingers on the handle.

			And hesitated.

			He had left Earth – a youth in London, a career and marriage in Athens – to become a Martian. He would be returning as a virgin creature.

			“Wyndham Save advises you to have a calm, relaxing week while you adjust to your reconstructed body,” the voice told him. “You should avoid stressful encounters as much as possible.”

			Gethin grimaced. “I’ll try.”

			Then he left the room.

			* * *

			Luna was the most successful colony in human history.

			Almost right from its founding in 84 NE, the moon had become the symbol of humanity’s new ascendancy, the tangible achievement of a species that had shaken off the radioactive dust and made a long-delayed return to the stars. Spearheaded by Earth’s new zaibatsu in the first years of the trilobed Republic, seedling colonies sprouted in the gray Lunar desert, spread their glossy petals, and attracted a hive. The mining camps were first to come, followed by swarms of industry, commerce, and tourism.

			Luna still bore the cultural fingerprints of its founders. Even Tanabata City, long the mixing bowl of Sol system, sported the circular doorways of Han Dynasty China, the Thai fondness for gold on stairwell rails and storefront awnings, and the distinctly Japanese minimalism of rock gardens offsetting lobbies of jet-black granite. There were even aeroponic greenhouses that exclusively grew cherry blossoms, to be carted off to the many atriums of New Tokyo, Tiangong Palace, and Zhejiang.

			Yet Gethin felt like a dazed pharaoh, of all things, as he emerged from the red-lit recovery chamber into the center’s lobby. The black robe clung loosely to his body like funeral cerements. It was an odd, giddy thought:

			Egyptian Osiris himself, renewed and ready for the afterlife’s endless delights!

			The lobby bustled with forty other people wearing black robes. They looked like he felt: disheveled and glassy-eyed, a dispossessed band of resurrectees grappling with their born-again life. Some were chatting to friends via comlink, or typing on virtuboards. Most, however, were transfixed by the overhead holopanel showing the leading news item.

			VG Flight 3107 on approach to Tanabata City, beginning its descent…

			…and then a brief splash of light, the shuttle vanishing into debris like slow-mo footage of a rupturing balloon.

			The image was suddenly interrupted by vivid blue letters:

			DURING YOUR RECOVERY

			The human brain is the most complex device in the universe. While regen technologies can replicate your neural pathways with perfection, the fact is that brain balance doesn’t restore immediately. This is nothing to be concerned about. Your biochemical and neuroelectrical levels will balance themselves. Typically this happens within just a few days of regeneration. Think of it as jet lag. A week of good rest is all it usually takes.

			The practical consequence of this is you may experience excessive tiredness or hyperactivity, fits of hunger or sexual energy, moodiness, emotional imbalance, dizziness, nausea, fever, itchiness, numbness, depression, or excitability. This is perfectly normal in most cases and will pass. Allow your body and brain to find their balance.

			Thanks for choosing Wyndham Save, and welcome back! Your life is waiting for you once again!

			The advisory vanished, replaced again by the looping shuttle explosion.

			Gethin went straight to the lobby’s narrow security booth. An unpleasant-looking Wyndham officer stood there, blocking the doorway with his bulging Teutonic body. His wide mouth twitched in the whiskery tangle of a golden goatee. Gethin could practically smell the Wasteland on him.

			“Make sure you have everything you need from the recovery room,” the guard barked. “You won’t be allowed back in.”

			Gethin looked him over, from ID badge to shoes, and comfortably held his hostile gaze. “Tough day for you, is that it?”

			The guard’s face turned purple. Over his shoulder, the lobby of the spaceport was a mirage through tinted glass. Gethin watched spaceport foot traffic shuffling about. He noticed, too, that just on the other side of the door stood three Faustian monks. They were unmistakable: long flaxen hair, sleeveless tunics displaying circuitboard tattoos, and glowing amber eyes of their acolyte class.

			“I’ve told them to keep away,” the guard said sullenly, following his stare. “Port security should be here any minute.”

			Gethin nodded absently. Behind him, a young girl emerged from a recovery room, looked at the others, and burst into tears.

			Gethin sighed deeply, took a breath, and left the facility.

			Instantly, the crowd beyond engulfed him. Live-journalists eager for the story, news of the shuttle accident having drawn them here like worms to a corpse. A glance was all they needed to match him up with the passenger manifest. Not that the black robe left any doubt. His public history would follow in a speed-of-light instant.

			“I’m declining all interviews,” Gethin said, making sure they heard the severity of his tone. IPC regulations revoked web privileges for up to three years if a citizen journalist harassed someone. “But see Officer Fran Allaire over there? He sent me out to explain that he’s now taking your questions, and will arrange one-on-one sessions with the other survivors on a first-come basis.”

			In a whoosh they were gone, crossing the distance to the befuddled security officer in seconds.

			The three Faustian monks remained. One nodded amicably at Gethin.

			“Nicely done, Mr. Bryce.”

			Gethin smiled coldly. 

			“Keep your distance from me,” he warned, his grin as welcoming as a sickle.

			The monk studied him. “We have been waiting for you, Gethin. We have a special message that will help you during all that is to come.”

			“I doubt it.”

			Gethin ducked into the nearest department store. He took the escalator down one level and bought a gray-hooded reversible jumpsuit and satchel. He changed into the jumpsuit right there in the store, stuffing the regen robe into his new bag, and then hopped onto a people-mover. Pulling the hood down to defy any patmatching gazes, he melted into Tanabata’s Southern Wing of bustling markets and shoppers.

			He found a little café shaped like a Buddhist temple. Hastily, he grabbed a curtained booth in the back and collapsed, breathless. A smiling Japanese waitress took his order for coffee; he paid with a tap of his fingertips on the shaded tabletop.

			Gethin opened his HUD and accessed the blueweb. Flight 3107’s explosion was, unsurprisingly, the top story. Three A-list actors were among the deceased, returning from Mars for the filming of Cry of an Alien Midnight. Big names too – press favorite Salvor Bear, Gong Li IV, and Angelica Shivanand. The women were already resurrected, but Bear’s absence was now the lead headline:

			BEAR ESTATE CONFIRMS: NO DC ON FILE. WILL NOT BE RESURRECTED

			Gethin skimmed past this and hit pay dirt. There was a breaking companion piece to the shuttle explosion story: officials were reporting an accident at a Prometheus Industries lab just seconds before 3107’s explosion. Two employees were confirmed dead, and there was rumor of a survivor.

			Coincidence?

			Gethin smiled for the second time that day. His drink arrived and he sipped it eagerly. It was the first drink of his reborn body, outlining his esophagus in a hot trickle and pooling into his new stomach. The porcelain cup burned his fingertips slightly.

			Cool blue lights flashed in Gethin’s vision, signaling the arrival of a message.

			For an instant he thought it might be Lori. But she was all the way back on Mars. Did she even know of the accident yet?

			Would she care?

			He opened the message with an eyeblink. The blue-and-gold header of InterPlanetary Council official letterhead unfurled in his optics.

			TO: Gethin Bryce

			FROM: Lt. Donna McCallister, Colonel Leon Tanner

			DATE/TIME: 07/18/322, 0507 ET

			SUBJECT: Welcome back

			ATTACHMENT: CodeKey Shiva

			MESSAGE: Anomaly

			Gethin glanced around the café.

			“Anomaly?” he whispered.

			He hadn’t investigated one in nine years. He’d even figured that the IPC was done with that nonsense.

			Except this one wasn’t nonsense. Gethin promptly forgot about his coffee as he began reading the attachment.

			Not nonsense, he thought.

			This anomaly had killed him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Wastelander

			Celeste Segarra didn’t think the heist would be easy.

			From the remains of an old concrete divider that in times past had been used to separate lanes of highway, she waited in her CAMO suit on the road’s western side. The dawn sky was a witch’s brew of overcast, bubbling clouds spilling from the south, and the suffocating humidity gave the world a glassy residue. Grass burst from cracks in the divider, bees darted like fuzzy choppers, and moisture turned the corrugated steel garage ahead of her into a glistening dome.

			A bee hovered by her ear, sensing her but unable to see through the CAMO’s real-time optic camouflage. She swatted at it; to an outsider, it was as if the bee were walloped by the unseen hand of Zeus. It skittered across the asphalt and twitched. Then it flattened into a yellow pancake under the invisible shoe of her nearest squadmate.

			We have the advantage, she told herself, and hoped it was true. She noticed the pale orb of Luna between clouds, like a cold eye studying her.

			Celeste felt damp moisture where she breathed against her facemask. She closed her eyes and her squad appeared like green phantoms, arranged like trapdoor spiders on both sides of the overgrown road.

			There was no longer any doubt that the missiles were real. Celeste didn’t know what resources King D. had tapped to locate the buried antimatter mill of the old Carolina coast, yet she was no longer surprised by such things. The man had a way of ferreting out data. And all under the Republic’s greedy little nose.

			A sound like thunder caught her attention. For a second she worried that it was real thunder – weather reports promised rain. Celeste was gambling the attack could be carried off before her entire camouflaged team became visible in a downpour’s outlining splashes.

			But the thunder was coming from the garage.

			“Get ready,” she whispered, and the subvocal command transmitted instantly to her squad. The steel portcullis over the garage’s entrance lifted in a rattling cacophony, and two men in forest fatigues jogged out, automatic rifles cradled in their arms. They both wore dark green caps and black boots. One was a grizzled, hawk-faced guy who passed so close to Celeste that she could see a pimple where his ear wasn’t covered by wooly gray hair. His boots crumpled a patch of sun-blanched grass as he went.

			Thunder, real thunder, shivered in the sky. The parched ground began to dimple with scattered raindrops.

			“Celeste!” Jeff’s voice came into her ear as a strained whisper. “We’ve got to hurry!”

			“Hold fast!” she said severely. “Here it comes.”

			The truck chugged out like an aged tortoise engineered for battle, lumbering onto the disused road on reinforced glasstic tires, belching noxious biofuel. The merc traders sat in the back, multiguns slung at their shoulders.

			A bird hopped out of the truck’s way, flapped its wings twice, and settled a foot from where Celeste waited. It shook rain from its beak.

			There were ways of spotting CAMOed fighters. Celeste amped her vision and ran the truck’s silhouette through a filter. No signs of a scanning array. Even the advance scouts now waiting at the road’s bend were surprisingly low-tech. Wastelanders were shrewd, dangerous folk…but they tended to see the world in provincial terms.

			Rain thumped on her suit.

			Celeste swallowed hard.

			“Allie, Jamala, hit them.”

			From both sides of the road, two columns of smoke shot forth and struck the truck’s tires. The impact whirled the vehicle into a perfect half circle, handily bursting one tire off its axle.

			The truck’s spin put the traders directly in front of Celeste. She fired three bursts, killing them before they could return a single shot.

			“North!” Jeff’s voice shouted, and every invisible muzzle swung towards the garage doors. The trading camp’s security forces shot wildly at them. Bullets whined past Celeste like hornets.

			Her entire team was visible now; the storm drew them in vibrating silhouettes of white rain-splash. One of these freakish shapes flattened out – Celeste didn’t need her augs to recognize the weapon it carried: a Greely barracuda-class heatlance. Jamala’s favored peacekeeper.

			The mercenaries at the garage burst like balloons. Jamala ejected the steaming battery – it sizzled, invisibly, on the ground in the rain.

			It was quick, brutal wetwork from there. Rajnar and Allie darted to the garage; Celeste marveled at the way their camouflaged bodies were illustrated in the downpour, as if they were a pair of transdimensional predators pushing in from a hellish nearby dimension.

			A spurt of gunfire.

			“Garage is clear,” Rajnar barked.

			Celeste killed her CAMO. She materialized as a sinewy, tall woman clad entirely in the blacked-out fiberoptic bodysuit. She removed the suffocating headmask and welcomed the cool rain on her face and neck. Her hair was dyed scarlet, tightly woven back by a mesh skullcap. The world might have called her pretty if not for the famished lines of her face, or the taut muscles beneath her caramel skin, or the hard eyes.

			Celeste breathed deep of the air, tasting gunpowder, ozone, and the stench of burned flesh. She checked her battery gauge: Fifteen minutes of CAMO power left.

			“Power off!” she said. “We may need it still.”

			The ghost shapes surrounding the idling truck appeared like black puma people. Jeff, freckled and blond, was the first to the truck. He yanked open the door and jerked the dead driver to the road. Working swiftly, he released the locks on the tarp-covered cargo. The team set to work instantly on extricating the prize.

			Jeff and Allie were already unpacking their moving straps. Onto its lightweight cushion they set the first of the missiles, the weight shared between them. Rajnar and Jamala took the second one.

			“Eighty-three seconds,” Celeste said, giving a playful slap on Jeff’s back. “Are we hot or not?”

			Jeff grimaced, his freckled, scarred face grimy with rain-defying dirt. “I’m still hot to the tune of 101 degrees. Had to do this in July, huh?”

			Celeste regarded the missile. “Scan it.”

			Jeff splayed one hand over the nanosteel shell and shut his eyes.

			Celeste was afraid to hope.

			The Earth Republic, along with the InterPlanetary Council, had done a good job of combing the birthworld for Old Calendar nukes. Their sniffer bots patrolled the Wastes like biblical angels, seeking the toxic burial chamber of radioactive kings.

			But nukes were easy to find. Other things were far more dangerous, and far more difficult for arkies to steal away.

			“I see six magnetic ventricles,” Jeff said, eyes still closed. He licked his lips excitedly. “Looking good so far. Wait a minute…there’s heavy shielding in here.”

			Celeste held her breath.

			Jeff’s eyes snapped open. “Stasis field, people! This here’s the real deal!”

			For just an instant, the group stared at the missiles with glassy-eyed adoration. Then in a blink they were back to their old selves, all business, carrying the missiles into the marsh.

			The real deal! Celeste felt like skipping.

			“We should make it through the gloplands in two hours,” Allie said. “If those traders have got air support, it’ll be tight.”

			“The rain will give us cover,” Celeste said.

			“It won’t last,” Allie countered.

			“Double-time it, people!”

			Into the wilderness they went, sinking to their knees in scum-covered water. The green filth pooled around their thighs. But they moved like bot troops, disciplined (except for Jeff’s good-humored ranting) and keenly aware of possible ambush. The water was good cover; anything shy of an airhound would lose them at its rancid shores.

			Unless someone dispatched waspbots to pursue them.

			The thought made Celeste swallow nervously. She absently touched the EMP canisters at her beltline.

			“Underground,” she commanded, and the team changed direction to the large drainpipe protruding like a beheaded serpent from the swamp. It led to the old subway catacombs. Most were tribe turf. The Butcher Boys ran these tunnels and they owed Celeste a favor. She intended on collecting.

			“The really smart glops have built entire communities down here,” Jeff was saying. “This guy from Taconic, Jimmy Howard, he got lost in the underdark about a year ago. He stumbled on these weird lights. They were candles. Scanner told him they were made from the fatty deposits of corpses. And carrying the candles? The strangest glops he ever saw. Mollusks. Floppin’ on the rusted tracks in a creepy dance, candles coiled in their tentacles. They were holding some kind of Mass!”

			Jamala wiped her brown neck and shot him a glare. “Would you shut the fuck up, Jeff? I’m so sick of hearing about glops.”

			“If we get through this, I’ll show you the eyecapture Jimmy took.”

			Silent Rajnar usually lived up to his name. But at this comment he said, with considerable interest, “You’ve got a clip of them? For real?”

			“I do,” Jeff said proudly. “Swear on my family’s honor.”

			“Like that means a goddamn thing,” Jamala snapped.

			They pushed deeper into the tunnels, deliberately steering off from the main tracks and taking a maintenance shaft. Here, the tunnel was narrower and less drafty. Flames burned in oil drums, turning the maze into shades of red and black.

			Jamala and Jeff had shifted the subject from glops and were now trading insults over each other’s genealogy.

			“Quiet!” Celeste hissed.

			The tunnel branched into two equally dark paths. Graffiti plastered the mouths of each, recounting a record of tunnel defenses, turf wars, and adventurous exploits in the old subway network.

			To the right-hand tunnel, she called out, “Requesting permission to cross! Calling on past favors, Miguel!”

			“What favors, lady?” came a faraway voice.

			“Tell Miguel that Celeste is coming to collect what she’s owed.”

			There was an awkward silence. Jamala caught Celeste’s eyes and asked, all with a jerk of her head, if they should CAMO. Celeste shook her head.

			The voice called out, “Miguel’s away.”

			She laughed with cynical aplomb. “Away? Is that the codeword for, ‘Miguel is buried up to his neck in tunnel pussy’? Tell him to tuck in his dick for five minutes and get out here.”

			There was a painful silence. “If he do owe you, I doubt he owes all your friends there.”

			Celeste forged a smile. She had considered whether to chance a stealthy pass through the tunnels. At a flat run she knew they could scoot by the Butcher Boys’ village in under fifteen minutes before the battery on their CAMO suits died. The only quandary was they couldn’t run and stay silent, they couldn’t run with two antimatter missiles held between four of them, and Miguel had outfitted his tunnels with booby traps. He might even have waspbots set to kill anyone not of the tribe’s pheromones. Celeste had once seen a CAMO-clad merc assailed by two thousand waspbots. In seconds his outline was covered with crawling metallic bugs. They got into his eyes, mouth, and suit. By the time the swarm was stopped with an EM pulse, their stings had liquefied 50 percent of his tissues. He had poured out of his armor.

			Celeste continued the bluff. “Tell Miguel to get his skinny ass out here right now or I’m coming to get him.”

			She heard footsteps slapping the hard concrete. Miguel emerged from the gloom. He cut an attractive figure, a puff of black hair on his chin. “So what’s this crazy shit about me owing you? I owe nobody.”

			“Assassin job with the Disaster Chief.”

			“You hated that pigfucker too.”

			Celeste’s grin was a flash of white teeth. “I hate lots of people. Doesn’t mean I kill them all. Give me free passage here and we’re even.”

			Miguel studied her face. “What’s in the bags?”

			“Candy.”

			“The kind you chew, or the kind that pops?”

			“The kind that’s eyes-only.”

			Miguel’s smile didn’t fade, but his eyes remained as lustrously feral as a wildcat. In the Wastelands of North America, life was short and fortunes were made or lost in an instant. The Butcher Boys were nothing special in the grand scheme; there were bigger fish in the rubble up north or down south. But he was no dummy, either. The Butcher Boys had been around for thirty years, and they had managed to expel some iron competition from the tunnels in this grid.

			“You want through, I get to see up your skirt.” He shuffled past her and approached the covered missiles. Her team members started to recoil, but Celeste tapped a quick “Cooperate” command to them.

			She came up behind him just as he was pulling the tarp off one of the missiles. Miguel’s eyes were hard, fascinated, and merciless. The torpedo-shaped object was small, slightly bigger than a Davy Crocket artillery shell. The difference was in the contents: if Miguel had his mechanics open the thing up, they would find something very different amid the dissected framework of guide-beam and gyro control. The entire length of the missile was filled with suspension traps for the devastatingly destructive, absolutely priceless, material within.

			Miguel walked to the other tarp, lifted it, and scratched his head. Celeste held her breath, counting on him underestimating the value here.

			“Some people come looking for these?” he asked at last.

			“No one’s missing them yet.”

			“There was some attack on the other side of the marsh a couple hours ago. Any chance these tarts came out of that?”

			Celeste struggled to keep her composure. How the fuck did he know about that? Quickly, she said, “An attack in the gloplands? Say it ain’t so!”

			Miguel was silent a long while. He peered at the tunnel behind them.

			Finally, Celeste sighed sharply. “You know what, Miguel? Go to hell. We came here to avoid all that filthy water and to see an old friend. You gonna harass me? I’ll just make a grand tour through the gloplands. And I promise to remember this shit.” She started marching back the way they’d come.

			“Hold up,” Miguel called. “No need to be rude. You can pass this way, babe. Last thing I want is to disappoint you.” He clapped her affectionately on the back, kissed both cheeks, kissed her lips, and let her into the tunnel, through the checkpoint.

			Celeste lost a little color when she saw not one, not two, but three emerald green waspbot-nests bolted into the ceiling. In the dark, their crawling metal bodies glittered.

			Jesus.

			“What about the glops, Celeste?” Jeff complained.

			“Shut up!” Jamala countered.

			They were through.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Night Train, Tomatoes, Corpse

			They called it the Night Train not only because it was the solitary tunnel-route to Luna’s farside, but also because it was entirely underground. Gethin’s window seat was black the whole way, with intermittent pale lights marking maintenance hatches and walkways in the blasted-out Lunar crust. It reminded him of his youth spent riding the industrious PRT network in the London enclave, where if you lived in the stalks of the arcology (as the Bryces did) you always took the shuttles, escalators, or inclinators to access other levels of that human hive. You spent your life in a honeycomb of tunnels that might as well have been the moon.

			Gethin had the chance to eat during the forty-minute Night Train route – the stewardess brought him a chilled cup of plum tomatoes, cheese cubes, and rice cakes. It was fascinating to eat again. Like never before he was aware of the primal savagery of consumption. The tomatoes popped into his mouth like Aztec hearts, his tongue feeling them over with a wet swipe, his teeth crushing them so the juices squirted out in gory ribbons. His tongue tossed the pulverized mass down the hatch, and Gethin noted how it fell, outlining his esophagus, reaching his belly. His digestive juices were frothing for something to destroy. He washed the mass down with another coffee.

			Then he checked the rest of his messages.

			There was an email from a repatriation company, promoting their services in helping secure a new home, job, and any training he might need. Gethin deleted it without reading past the header.

			To his amazement the second email was from Lori, blinking for attention; Gethin hastily buried it, knowing he didn’t have the time for such personal matters now. But feelings rose in his throat, anyway.

			Anomaly. It was the reason he had gone to Mars. The IPC wanted him to investigate reports of subterranean Martian cities – as in alien cities – which of course proved to be absurd. Gethin had climbed down into the lava tunnels with local archaeologists as his guide. One of them was Lori. Twenty-four years old, less than half his actual age, cool and mysterious. Bemused by his mission. Unimpressed by his recounting of Earth’s mighty arcologies, technologies, virtualities.

			They made love within the week…a mile down in the redworld’s underdark.

			The investigation took two months. When it proved to be just another tribute to humanity’s superstitious, belief-driven nature, Gethin let himself be persuaded into applying for a teaching post at Olympus University. Thinking back, he couldn’t believe it now. Athens on Earth was his home, its university his life. His impulsive decision was incredible, shocking testament to how beguiling Lori could be. Waist-length dark hair, her freckled pretty face, the mischievous flash of her smile, the impish bedroom eyes…

			Her youthful optimism.

			That was really it, wasn’t it? Gethin looked young but he felt ancient, listless, oddly cornered in his Earthly life. Lori Gossamer Ambermoon exuded the fresh aura of someone not jaded by the dazzling distractions of the birthworld. Her youth – in mind, spirit, body – sucked Gethin in as if to a singularity’s gravity-well. His adopted Athenian culture still quoted the timeless truism of Sophocles: A girl’s glance working the will of heaven…merciless Aphrodite! The Greek goddess was still at work, playing the harp strings of the double helix with wicked skill.

			He and Lori married, opting for a standard ten-year contract without children. It took Gethin only an hour to realize his mistake. At the wedding reception, he met her people – family, friends, colleagues – only to discover that maybe he really had found an alien civilization: the Martian colonists themselves.

			Mars was the one and only consideration in Martian colonial life. Despite being a frontier people, Martians scoffed at the larger universe. Rolled their eyes at his ‘Earthly’ values of science, art, and self-improvement. Aren’t you scientific? he’d counter, pointing out the vast terraforming projects they were involved in (oh! Don’t dare call it terraforming! It was Marsforming!) And to that they’d reply: Ours is the science of the practical. We use it to make things grow and prosper, while Earthers wield it like a flashy toy to see how much noise and color it will produce. Gethin was even willing to concede there was truth in that observation, if not for the fanatical extent the Martians took their argument. Their zealotry vibrated into the very coffers of their language; they spoke Terran to outsiders, and Quenya and Sindarin – the invented languages of ancient British writer J.R.R. Tolkien – among themselves.

			Gethin realized with dawning horror that he had been pulled into a cult. A cult on a planetary scale.

			Life at Olympus University was just as bad. It seemed impossible to form any meaningful relationships within a culture so pathologically independent. His only solace was spending time with offworlders who were on Mars for a short stint. Then he would miss Earth painfully. The blue of Earth! Day by day, he felt like his eyes were being burned out by the merciless rust deserts of the Red Planet.

			And Lori was the worst eccentric of all. She’d be gone for months at a time on geological excavations. She’d return like a passing comet, flaring bright and beautiful but cold and fleeting. Soon enough she’d be gone again.

			The only people Gethin truly got on with were the steel guilders he met at Carter Concourse, about forty minutes west of the Olympus campus where he sometimes trekked just to vary his surroundings. The Concourse was a commercial mecca as large as an airport, set amid a jungle of meticulously tended gardens. The steel guilders took over an entire wing of the facility for their lunch breaks, laughing, swearing, drinking, conversing in their tight-knit gaggle with the kind of camaraderie usually found in army barracks. They were not born-again fanatics like other Martians, but plebian realists who labored at the practical alchemy of metalworks: everything from gratings, girders, and fasteners to ship hulls, engines, and shielding. They were frontierists who still seemed to realize that there was something beyond the frontier. A universe that glinted at the edges of humanity’s narrow yard. Not so surprising, perhaps, given that many of them pulled lengthy rotations in the light orbits of Phobos and Deimos. You could see more of the universe from those lofty perches than planetside isolationists who toiled in dirt and dark.

			Gethin settled into a loose habit of lunching with two guilders in particular: Natalia and Jason Argos, brother and sister. They were the nearest he ever had to friends on Mars. Gethin felt a sudden throb of remorse for not saying goodbye to either of them.

			Nine years, eleven months, three weeks.

			A week before his departure, he and Lori made love for the last time. There were four days left on the marriage contract. In her bedroom gloom they coupled in languid, dreamy rhythm that seemed to last many hours. Afterwards, he felt like an empty shell.

			“Will you be okay here while I’m gone?” she asked. She was heading to the glaciers again in the morning.

			He didn’t answer.

			“Gethin?”

			His breath came out in a warm sigh, wordless and pregnant with meaning.

			Lori looked at him. “So that’s it? We end in whispers and silence?”

			“Lori…”

			“We don’t have to renew our vows. Just…stay if you want. Stay while I’m away. You can look after Cody.” Cody was their eight-year-old calico. “And when I come back, we can talk.”

			“Talk?” he mimicked. “When the fuck do we do that?”

			“We can talk at Evermist,” she said excitedly, “at our table in the skydome.”

			“You’re going to be gone three months.”

			She laughed acidly. “So? What are three months in—”

			“Listen to me, will you?”

			“Then fucking go!” she screamed. The sound was terrible at such close range. “Just make sure that everything you own goes with you, so when I get back this place will be mine again!” And she pounded the pillow in helpless rage, fled to the guest room. In the morning she was gone, with her equipment and no note.

			That’s how Martians were. Proud and independent, frowning on emotional outbursts until they had them…and then, those outbursts were as huge as they were short-lived.

			Mars is not for me, he said over and over to himself, repeating the mantra as he packed. Dust, rust, and ice. I hate it here.

			And so he’d slogged through a lonely breakfast in an empty house. Packed his things. Set the housebot to care for Cody. Made a final tour of the rooms and, anxiety mounting, stopped off at the space elevator’s Save Station, his ticket to VG Flight 3107 folded in his bag.

			Gethin swallowed his emotions. On the Night Train he accessed the web. Images of shuttle debris on Luna continued parading atop every newsfeed. Investigators were now confirming there had been an explosion in a Prometheus Industries laboratory just seconds before the shuttle accident. Two fatalities; again there was an ‘unverified report of a possible survivor transferred to an undisclosed medical ward’.

			He grinned mirthlessly and swallowed his coffee. The caffeine was already working on him, exciting his heart into a gallop. The tomato mush gurgled in his stomach, stewing in virgin stomach acids.

			He attempted to contact Id and Ego.

			*Gethin,* Id said amicably, shuffling out from its neural hideout like a groggy bear called forth into April thaw. The presence of the Familiar hovered over his shoulder like a shadow. Following it down the synaptic tunnel came another shapeless entity.

			<Hello Gethin. This train was manufactured by TowerTech Transport Inc. They have no trade charter with the Martian Bureau of Transportation.>

			“We’ve left Mars,” Gethin explained. “I need to know if all your files are intact.”

			*Why wouldn’t they be?* Id asked.

			<All files are intact,> replied Ego.

			Two passengers in baggy black suits walked by, eyes glowing slightly with artificial nightshine, common among miners. In the blackness they looked like panthers on the prowl.

			Gethin shivered unexpectedly. “Ego, we’re going to Tycho Hospital, and there’s a sporting good chance they won’t let me in to see the patient I want.”

			<There are currently eighteen patients listed as active in the hospital database.>

			Recalling the details of the IPC mission dossier, he asked, “Is there a listing for Kenneth Cavor?”

			<Yes. He is in the intensive-care wing. No visitors are permitted.>

			“I need a security guard login, granting access to the ICU wing.”

			The train trembled on its tracks. Gethin flagged the stewardess down and requested another coffee, aware that his hands were starting to shake. Outside the window, recurring pale lights flashed by like stars against the blasted-out engineering of the Lunar tunnel.

			<Done,> Ego replied. <Is there anything else you need?>

			* * *

			Fifteen minutes later, the train doors opened on a glossy black platform. It was deserted except for a lonely cleaning bot vacuuming the floor. Gethin stepped off the train into the cold draft of the Lunar underworld. The hospital’s subterranean revolving door faced him.

			Behind him, the Night Train sped away, beckoned to other locales.

			Gethin approached the doors. Purple graffiti suddenly materialized on the nearest wall and, before he could react, sprayed him with a pressurized hiss. Gethin leapt back, drawing an arm up to his nose.

			It was too late. A big-breasted woman with nipples like daggers slid across his body in his mind. Prowling behind her were other temptresses, flashing black-lit smiles. He felt greedy suction around the head of his penis. Lips kissed his ear and whispered: “We’re waiting for you at Lilith’s. Twenty-three Eaton Avenue, Lowell Station.”

			Gethin cursed and went through the revolving door.

			The lobby was an eerily empty rotunda, murky and dim. A camera studied him as he went to the desk.

			“Hi,” he said.

			There was no one there. His voice bounced across the antiseptic hospital like in a mausoleum. Gethin swallowed, heart pounding. A morbid thought raced in his head:

			What if I’m dead?

			He thought of the deserted platform where the train had left him. Black floor like in the regen center. Perhaps this really was death; he had been killed on Mars, not on a shuttle ride he couldn’t remember, and these desolate locations were simply the deranged flashes of neurons in his head, the post-mortem tautologies of dying sentience.

			A pale, pretty nurse stepped out from a fileroom. Her ruby lips drew into a smile.

			“I’m sorry!” she laughed. “I didn’t hear you come in. We get used to quiet during the graveyard shift.”

			“No doubt. A friend of mine was careless with a moon drill. Some people will do anything for some paid comp time, eh? Harold Sikorsky. I think he’s on the third floor?”

			The nurse touched her screen. “Sikorsky is in room 302. Yes, third floor.”

			“Thanks.” He hesitated. “By the way, someone sprayed a pheromod on the wall outside.”

			The nurse sighed. “Again? I’m so sorry! Please accept our apologies. I’ll have it scrubbed right away. Those people at Lowell have no shame.”

			Indeed, he thought, alerted by something in her voice and bearing that suggested she knew more about the pheromod than she should. He was half tempted to continue the conversation just so he could activate his sniffers and get to the bottom of it; her body language and stress patterns would likely reveal a fascinating story of after-hours employment.

			But Gethin only nodded and turned to find the elevators.

			On the third floor he got out, located the stairs, and climbed them.

			<Security pass engaged,> Ego spoke in his head.

			Despite the cameras, Gethin climbed the next two flights of stairs unseen, knowing that to the security system he was now registering as part of the hospital’s staff. No one looked at faces anymore. They only looked at what computers told them; if anyone happened to be glancing at the stairwell camera, they’d pay more attention to the bright green letters hovering over his head informing them that he was a hospital security guard. If they didn’t recognize his face, it didn’t matter.

			He opened the fifth-floor doors. A beige hallway ran east to west, with a floor the color of coffee. Helpful wall signs pointed to the nurses’ station. By his optics’ compass, he knew Cavor’s room was westward. Room 542.

			With Ego hooked into the medical database, columns of info sprouted on his eye each time he passed a room. <536, Harold Stapledon, admitted three days ago for chest pains. 537, Anya Bach on her second day of nanite scrubbing for ovarian cancer. 538, Patrice Carlotta, admitted yesterday for six pulverized spinal disks. 539>

			“Cut that,” Gethin whispered. The columns blinked away.

			542. Cavor, Kenneth. The information displayed black on the door’s infopanel. Gethin slid the door open, closed it swiftly behind him.

			The room had a strange smell. Gethin breathed deep, letting it curl into his nostrils. It was like burned insulation, or the rancid smell of charred matter from a rocket pad when some unfortunate glop got caught beneath the blastoff.

			Gethin approached the plastic curtain of Cavor’s bedside and drew it back.

			At first he didn’t know what he was looking at. Kenneth Cavor was supposed to have been in the bathroom when the explosion happened at the research lab; the IPC dossier reported that had been his last biometric login. He was supposed to have been badly burned. He was supposed to be able to recover.

			Gethin felt a bead of nervous sweat trickle down his face.

			The hospital bed was fused with black, charred remains. It might have been tar, if not for the scorched-meat smell. Through the immolation, bones were visibly melted with the carbonized remains of clothing, ash, and the rubber bed beneath.

			But the bed itself was unburned. Even the IV line was intact, snaking like a transparent umbilical cord to the obliterated mass on the bed.

			Gethin felt bile in the back of his throat. He backed away from the bed.

			Then he noticed the room’s vent. The metallic grate was melted. He peered down its narrow shaft. The walls were streaked with scorch marks like tigerstripes.

			<An alarm has just been activated,> Ego said, jarring him. <Four security personnel are bearing down on this room. The video feed has been cut off for the past ten minutes. An encrypted message has been sent to the following destinations…>

			Gethin buried Ego and ran for the door, in time to collide with the hospital’s armed security officers.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			A Babylonian Mystery

			Sixteen hours into the Flight 3107 tragedy, the newsfeeds were coalescing into a single mind like a living, gestalt organism, demanding answers in fear and fury. Luna’s corporate hydra was livid, and officials swarmed over the moon’s surface in a dance of desperation. Experts descended on the recovered debris, detained hapless cleanup crews, nabbed spaceport logs, and waited breathlessly for answers. Even Mars was putting pressure on the locals. And the Actors’ Guild was sure to be next.

			Earthside on Level 299 in the Babylon arcology of New York’s Hudson Valley, Jack Saylor, sector chief for Prometheus Industries Babylon, rubbed his bearded jaw in mute anxiety. The Lunar landscape displayed as a sprawling holo across his office.

			“There,” Internal Affairs Officer Keiko Yamanaka said, pointing to what resembled an igloo village built from Lunar dirt. “We’re looking at the PI Base 59 complex, Kepler crater, at 1451 Earthtime yesterday.”

			Supervisor Drake Fincher was the only other person in the room. A handsome Zulu officer transferred from the great African state, his uniform sported the Zulu sideways green Y in addition to the green and silver PI colors. Fincher was frowning, hugging himself.

			Jack watched the unchanging moonscape, waiting for something to happen. When nothing did, he nervously cleared his throat. “I don’t see what—”

			One of the lab igloos exploded soundlessly.

			Through the breach emptied a river of light. It shot overhead like a luminous arrow. The lab vomited desks, chairs, and assorted office inventory, and then the view was motionless and serene once more.

			“They were blown up?” Jack cried.

			Keiko tapped her fingers and the footage changed. A new holo swapped in, this one offering an Earthrise view from Tanabata Shuttleport. Flight 3107 was a speck in the black sky, descending towards an available landing pad.

			The luminous arrow from the lab struck it head-on, shattered it like a clay skeet. Keiko moved her hands, zooming the view. Jack’s stomach lurched in sympathetic inertia.

			Flight 3107 was a floating debris field, its torus ring shattered. But the focus of the zoom was the luminous arrow. Having struck the shuttle, it appeared to be on a trajectory for deep space…

			…when it banked sharply towards Earth. A turn of almost ninety degrees.

			Jack’s mouth was suddenly dry. “What in the holy hell?”

			The luminous arrow was no longer visible. But that turn! Veering off as if by a magician’s trick.

			Keiko replayed the image twice more, finally freeze-framing the moment of the impossible change of direction.

			Jack stepped into the hologram for closer inspection. At six-foot-eight, two hundred and sixty pounds, he towered over it even at magnification. “At the apex of its turn, it changes shape. See?”

			“I see,” Keiko replied crisply.

			“There’s a complex pattern there. Fraying all along the edges.”

			“Yes.”

			“Like cilia, if I had to match it to something.”

			Keiko was watching Drake. His ebony skin lost some luster.

			“Level with us,” she said. “What did we have up there?”

			Their supervisor raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

			“What were they working on at Base 59?”

			“Nothing that could cause an explosion.”

			“Not good enough.”

			“I don’t care,” Drake said irritably. “You don’t have the clearance, I don’t have the authority to—”

			“Then what are we talking to you for?” she yelled. “Have you accessed the web lately? Mars, Venus, the AF…all joined in a demand for answers! All flights to Luna delayed or rerouted! The IPC is going crazy and the only reason they’re not crashing down our door is that they haven’t seen this footage yet.”

			Jack sucked in a breath, delighted to see that Keiko’s incendiary temper hadn’t cooled from her two years away in the Belt. The company encouraged employees to pull rotations out there – it was seen as a fast track to promotion. But it wasn’t for everyone. Jack had known men and women who went to the deeps full of arrogance and ambition, only to return…changed. As if the void had broken something in their spirit. Reduced them to an odd reticence and economy of movement.

			But not Yamanaka. The firebrand he’d worked with for five years was undiminished. Great stars! She really is destined for a lofty office within the company. For all her dainty appearance, with a doll-like face and small brown eyes, she had a way of going on the attack that could freeze a bot in its tracks.

			She was also a true believer. Convinced that the Promethean destiny was to propel the human race beyond the reaches of Sol…to hell with the IPC ban.

			“Where did you get the clip?” Drake demanded.

			Keiko’s eyes glittered in challenge. “From a friend who works at the base’s comm tower. He was driving a buggy topside when he came across debris. He saw the wrecked base, hurried back to the tower, and found this playback from its security camera.”

			“Why are we only seeing this now?”

			“Because he didn’t find the debris until five hours after the shuttle explosion. Base 59 is remote, Drake. By the time he discovered the aftermath, scoured the camera feed, and sent it to me…”

			Drake paced once through the room. His moustache twitched.

			“What did we have up there?” she asked again.

			“Nothing.”

			“I can already see the headlines!” She was still connected to the holomodule, so words appeared on the holopanel’s field in bold white letters as she spoke: “What Happened on Luna? ‘Nothing,’ Says PI Spokesman Fincher.”

			Drake’s retort caught in his throat. His forehead creased and he muttered something. It took Jack a minute to realize the man was in communication with the corporate brass. Finally, he nodded and returned to them.

			“It was TNO material,” he said.

			Keiko hesitated. She exchanged glances with Jack.

			“Okay,” Jack said, “Was there any TNO material that could—”

			“No,” Drake said sternly.

			“Nothing combustible?”

			“Nothing. Virtual testing environments only. The most dangerous thing they had up there was a goddamn toaster.”

			Jack flushed. “Then it was an attack. What about visitor logs to the base?”

			“The Merrils were there. Both killed in the explosion. And assistant Kenneth Cavor was in the bathroom at the time of the explosion.”

			“Have the Merrils been revived?”

			“Yes. They’re being held for questioning by our query team, but of course they can’t tell us what happened.”

			“And Cavor?”

			“Burns over eighty percent of his body. Comatose. He was taken immediately to Tycho Hospital in secret.”

			Keiko started to talk, then caught herself. “We wish our brother a speedy recovery and absence of suffering.”

			Both men bowed their heads respectively. “May our brother recover with speed and without suffering,” they chanted.

			Keiko let several seconds pass, thinking of the disfigured man in the Lunar hospital ward. She cleared her throat. “If…once he has recovered, when can we expect to interview him?”

			Drake lifted his head. “We have a query team stationed there now.”

			“If he dies…”

			“They can perform a DC within seconds of death.”

			Keiko nodded and tried not to pace. Suppressing one nervous habit conjured another; her feet clenched and unclenched in her shoes.

			They can do the DC now, she wanted to say, but bit her tongue. A Digital Capture took thirty minutes, sometimes longer, and for a man already damaged like Kenneth Cavor, it would cause suffering beyond what the drugs could handle. The company had self-preservation as part of its tripart masthead; but devotion to an employee’s spirit shared that core, as did the ‘pursuit of human progress’. Out of the past and up to the stars, the corporate jingle went.

			“Who would have attacked us?” Jack asked.

			“Unknown.” Drake hesitated and regained his Zulu calmness. “All PI facilities are on high alert. Curfews are in effect for all arcologies. No one in or out.” He started towards the door. “I want a press blackout.”

			Jack was appalled. “But—”

			“Do it,” Drake said. And then he was gone.

			* * *

			The sector chief’s office had a small balcony affording a stunning view of Babylon’s golden ziggurats, geodesic domes, skyways, and commercial enclosures. Jack liked spending his coffee and lunch breaks out here, soaking in the view. The Hudson River was turning scarlet in the rising sun, resembling an artery cleaving the corporate vista of North America’s biggest city-state. Beyond this sprawled the vast agricultural fields tended by bots, and the border spires separating civilization from the Wastes. Jack was immensely fond of maps, and the Babylonian horizon suggested an infinite cartological fantasy. At moments like this, he liked to wonder about what kind of window he would be staring through when he was one hundred, two hundred, even five hundred years old. On what world would he be living? It was a staggering ascent for the Saylor clan, just two generations removed from the Wastes…a bloodline bred as bodyguards for an ancient Warlord, now working as sector chief for the opulent god-city of Babylon.

			Keiko joined him in watching the sunrise over the Hudson. Two plush chairs and a glass table were at hand, but neither of the Prometheans bothered to sit.

			“It’s good to have you back,” Jack said without looking at her.

			She touched the glass, squinting at the fiery hues of Sol. “I forgot how big the sun is here.”

			“What do you think?”

			“That the base was destroyed by industrial saboteurs, night-dropped on Luna.”

			“And the energy stream?”

			Keiko pursed her small lips. “I’ve put that question to our own physicists. They tell me they’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“If we were attacked, where did the saboteurs go afterwards?”

			She pointed to the moon hanging low in the sky. “They might be part of the base wreckage.”

			Jack frowned. “But they’d know we’d comb through everything with an electron microscope.”

			“Ever seen a golem? No DNA. Just a block of uninfused flesh-gel with enough neural wiring to carry out basic instructions. Stuff them with explosives, wind them up, and set them loose.”

			Jack flushed. “Who would risk that? Who would dare?”

			“We use them sometimes.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			Keiko looked back to the window to hide her faint smile. She was fifty-six, elixired to prime. Saylor was thirty-four, and he was good; the right combination of intelligence, experience, and willingness to act. But he was also amazingly naïve.

			Staring again to the moon, Keiko said, “This is about the Trans-Neptunian Outpost contract. Our enemies want to rain disaster on it, convince people that we aren’t responsible enough to handle it. President Song orders a recall on our contract and allows a new bidding war, without us.”

			Jack grumbled. “It could just be an accident, Keiko. I doubt Drake really knows what the hell they were doing up there.”

			“It isn’t an accident.”

			“So certain, are we?”

			“An accident at this stage is highly improbable.”

			Jack grinned and looked down at her. The height difference made them seem two separate human species out of Gulliver’s Travels. “Talking like a machine again, Keiko…”

			“Machines are the enemy,” she quipped, playfully punching him.

			“Hey,” Jack suggested, “there is an AI colony on the moon. Maybe they’re starting trouble.”

			“Maybe,” she said, but didn’t sound convinced.

			Jack scratched his beard. “But you’re probably right about the night-drop. Vector Nanonics. TowerTech. Even the Jade Kingdom. Any one of them would love to see us fail.”

			“Agreed.”

			“The TNO challenges their power structures. Their very way of life.”

			“It does.”

			“If we light up the deeps…”

			Keiko gave a crisp nod. “Then we rule out there. A truly interplanetary corporation with more power than anyone in history. Sort of paints a target on our backs.”

			“We’ll find out who did it,” Jack said at last, bristling at what she was describing; his family knew well what it was like to be targets. “And then…”

			Keiko’s pretty face turned even more radiant as she smiled. But the smile gave Jack a chill. “Then we kill them all,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Stillness

			Two miles from Miguel’s fiefdom they emerged from the underdark into a soggy ravine trilling with crickets. Jamala and Jeff crept up opposite banks, and for several anxious minutes they scanned the countryside for enemies.

			The Hudson was just a sprint away. No one claimed turf at the waterway; trade was too important for territorial pissing, and any Warlord challenging this neutrality would be quickly disposed of by arky powers. Even the graffiti was neutral.

			The morning was wreathed in a silver haze that stung the eyes. A mist floated above the Hudson River, billowing around the irregular outlines of an invisible vessel in the water.

			Celeste touched her ear and sent the message: “We’re home.”

			Her vessel instantly materialized, a vivid blue-black craft like a monstrous scarab beetle. It cut the waters in a slow, foaming eddy to reach them.

			They piled aboard the loading ramp and hastily secured their dangerous cargo.

			[Welcome back, Celeste.] The voice of the Mantid entered her head like chilled liquid.

			“Thank you,” she replied. “Set course to Quinn’s and proceed.”

			The ship pushed easily through the water, gliding upstream past the agricultural farms that produced for Babylon arcology. Armored bots guarded those fields. Even if a gang war went topside (which they often did) it was forbidden to scrap with arkies. No one wanted to incur the uncompromising wrath of the civilized world.

			Yet.

			The thought filled Celeste with smoldering excitement. She leaned back in her pilot seat, hands folded behind her head. Two antimatter missiles! She didn’t know how many more King D. was stockpiling. Each acquisition was a terrible risk, another roll of the die. But surely they were in the final stretch. StrikeDown was brewing; she could feel it thrumming like something under high pressure. Was it five years out? Five months?

			One thing was certain: the acquisition of two additional antimatter missiles would push up StrikeDown’s secret schedule. It mattered.

			Quinn’s compound overhung the river several miles upstream. It was a peeling old warehouse that had once been painted red, containing a marina of six hovercraft. But Celeste knew this quaint appearance masked a subterranean structure of luxury and paramilitary design, where Quinn kept his sultan’s harem of whores, underground pools, supply caches, telecommunications web, and probably an escape route to one of the many Outland villages.

			“Celeste!” Quinn cried once the Mantid arrived and she was unloading the missiles into the shade of his hangar.

			Quinn was tall, lank, black-bearded and brown-skinned. He looked so spindly that people often referred to him as the Skeleton – even his face appeared shrink-wrapped over his skull – but his wire-thin body was tightly packed with enhanced muscle. His abdomen showed a chiseled eight-pack that looked resistant to bullets, and his arms were like hardened amber. At this early hour, his portside market was mostly deserted. Bodyguards patrolled the borders, brushing aside gnats, cigarettes hanging loosely from stubbly lips.

			Quinn was wearing his usual getup – a gray robe and black pants.

			“Great Stars, Segarra!” he cried, pointing to the tarps. “And look at you. Not a scratch!”

			He embraced her, but clearly had eyes only for the missiles. Celeste regarded his little marketplace. In the world’s cracks and corners, people traded for arky medpacks, nanonic upgrades, nanoblades, glop transgenics, and tailor-made viruses. Even as she looked, two sail-backed reptilian glops raced past her feet and chased each other around the trading tables, chirping playfully, their ancestors having escaped from markets like this decades or even centuries earlier.

			But Quinn didn’t deal in biologics. He was strictly a gun-and-ammo man, with arky meds thrown in for an added price.

			Celeste surveyed the market stalls disinterestedly. A balcony was built into the rafters, where Quinn’s private office overlooked his domain. Five men were crowded at the window. They were dressed in shiny green armor like folded beetle wings.

			Celeste scowled.

			Stillness soldiers.

			“You really should work as my permanent retainer, Celeste,” Quinn was saying. “I’ll even buy your recording of the heist, if you’re selling.”

			“My tactics aren’t for viewing.”

			“Containment is stable, I presume?”

			“The Hudson is still in one piece, isn’t it?”

			Quinn licked his lips. “Any survivors?”

			“Not that we saw.”

			“Good.” He gave her a curious look, then motioned to his guards. Two of them came up bearing a metal payment crate. “Before you open it, I need you to promise me something.”

			She sighed. “Why is everything so fucking complicated with you, Quinn?”

			He smiled weakly, his teeth like pegs in his skeletal jaws. “Promise to be a good girl. Promise you’ll behave.”

			She had been talking just to pass the time, to get paid, and then hold still for King D.’s people to make the pickup. Now, Quinn’s strange line of conversation confused her. “What are you talking about?” she demanded.

			He knocked on the crate. “There’s a lot more in here than what you were promised. Oh, it’s the same percentage for acquisition, but it’s cut from a much larger pie.”

			Celeste’s face hardened. “Get to your point, Quinn.”

			He shrugged. “I’ve got a new buyer for the missiles.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Got a better offer.”

			“Better offer?” she echoed, incredulous. “We were brought on by an exclusive contract…” She stopped, the pieces coming together in her mind. She looked fiercely to the balcony where the green-armored Stillness soldiers were leaning, watching her. “You double-crossed StrikeDown to make a deal with Stillness?”

			Quinn sighed. “They contacted me—”

			“When?”

			“The reps arrived last night with an insane offer. There was no way to ignore it.”

			Celeste’s mind spun over at the possibilities. “You backstabbed King D! Just what do you think he’ll do when he hears this?”

			Quinn’s veneer of calm melted beneath her vehemence. His playful eyes turned flat. “I’m prepared for the fallout. Stillness has deep pockets.”

			“King D. will kill you.”

			“He’s welcome to try.”

			She sucked in a breath, stunned by this response. Jeff and Jamala strode forward, glowering, and Quinn’s bodyguards brought up their multiguns.

			“Call off your dogs, Segarra,” Quinn snapped. “And think this through, will you? You got your money, and there’s plenty more work waiting for all of us. I’m striking deals, looking to the future. Going interplanetary soon. We all need to start preparing for the change that’s coming. Don’t let ideology gum that up.”

			“This isn’t about ideology!” she lied, thinking helplessly of the damage this betrayal would cause StrikeDown. The acquisition of antimatter was imperative. StrikeDown needed to happen soon. Pieces and schedules were being juggled with the precision of a chess match. The virtual meetings had a nervous energy now, a sense of joyful inevitability. Sometimes she couldn’t believe it. The whispers had been circulating since her Wastetown childhood.

			And King D. was serious. He inspired and delivered. He was going to end the Pax Apollonia (or as he called it, the Faux Apollonia) in the most brilliant coordinated attack on ‘civilization’ ever. Give those lofty fucks a real taste of mortality.

			Grab the world and bring it down

			steal the scepter and the crown

			StrikeDown! StrikeDown!

			Burn the arkies to the ground!

			StrikeDown! StrikeDown!

			Celeste steadied her breathing, struggling to regain her composure. But she was too stunned, rocked to her core, by this betrayal. “You burn StrikeDown,” she heard herself say, “and we lose one of our biggest clients.”

			Quinn spat over her shoulder into the water. “Stillness is bigger and they’re growing. They have momentum. Things are happening, Segarra.”

			“The IPC will turn your compound into a glass crater if—”

			“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. The IPC is about to get challenged from all directions. Stillness is a rising tide that we’re gonna surf, and it’s just the start. I even nabbed us a contract with some tough hombres on Mars called the Partisans, and they fucking despise the IPC. Don’t you see? Now’s the time to earn our fortunes.”

			Celeste trembled in fury. But she said nothing.

			Quinn turned away from her. “StrikeDown’s days are numbered. Now go freshen up, and fuck one of my boys if you want. You’ll get over this.”

			“King D. won’t. Ever.”

			“This conversation’s done.”

			She surged forward. She didn’t know what she intended to do. Probably grab him by his sinewy arm and whirl him around. Maybe choke the life out of him in front of his boys. All she knew was that StrikeDown was depending on her at this moment and couldn’t be thwarted by a traitorous king-shit local smuggler.

			Then she halted. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

			Directly above her, positioned on the rafters of the warehouse, a blue-black mech-spider had moved into position. Its eye-cluster studied her with cold, seething malice.

			She looked back to Quinn. He smiled.

			“You’re in my parlor, Segarra. Don’t forget that.”

			Two more mech-spiders scuttled across the rafters.

			Celeste marched back to the Mantid. Her posse gathered on the pier, cursing quietly.

			Jamala’s hard face was a battle-mask. She pushed the payment chest on its wheels to the edge of the pier; Silent Rajnar’s foot stopped it from going into the river.

			“He’s out of his mind,” Jamala muttered.

			Celeste stared at her feet.

			For four years she had run a tight team, handpicked by her from the East Coast Wastes and Old Minnesota ash bowls. That alone made them an atypical bunch; most gangs were culled from one locality, bonded to one another by blood-ties and provincial history.

			But more importantly, all of them were StrikeDown believers.

			Jamala hawked and spat into the river. “King D. is going to eat his fucking heart.”

			“What do we do?” Jeff asked.

			Celeste turned aside, her mind clawing fruitlessly for a course of action.

			“Celeste?”

			She stared into the water, the sunrise drawing a jagged golden bolt across its coppery undulations.

			A private message splashed into her optics. It was a photo of some European villa in the shade of an arky Ringtown. A bustling café set among flowering trellises, two glasses of wine glowing on a candlelit table centered in frame.

			But the chairs were empty.

			Waiting.

			She glanced to Jeff.

			He chanced a smile. A second message sprang to her eye:

			Tomorrow is ours, my love.

			Celeste felt a pang of desire, a mad need to grasp Jeff’s hand and rush off into that mysterious villa, to a place where there were no explosions and death. Memories of the night before the heist pulsed in strobe-light intensity: her lover sliding his length into her, his strong hands latched onto her hips. The hunger in his eyes. The way he groaned as she locked her legs around the small of his back in a fleshy vise, the delirious pleasure as they coupled in the ruins of an ancient office lobby, reception desk ringing a tree and faded corporate logos draped in ivy and mold.

			She turned away from him. Tapping secretly on her virtuboard, she sent him a reply:

			Tomorrow is ours, but forever you’re mine.

			The squad didn’t know about her and Jeff. It was essential that they didn’t. Their working dynamic required absolute trust honed into near-psychic powers; their blips on her map were like extensions of her own body.

			A romantic entanglement would adulterate that faith. She’d seen it happen in other tribes. The accusations of favoritism. The resentment of special favors real or imagined. There was even the possibility of jealousy, however unlikely that might be; Jamala and Jeff hated each other, and Allie’s sexual orientation precluded men. But even harmless gossip could poison the dynamic.

			“Celeste?” Allie waved a hand to get her attention. “What do we do?”

			Celeste blew the hair out of her face and closed her eyes. “We take the missiles back.”

			* * *

			It wasn’t possible to assail Quinn’s port. The place was a fortified citadel built from the wealth of his coffers. It looked like shit, but the subterranean levels would be impregnable to all but a goddamn drillbot, and there were guards, mechs, and enough wetware to discourage an arky assault. Quinn was a savvy survivor. He wanted the future.

			But he wasn’t their target anyway. The missiles would need to leave port sometime, and Quinn never permitted anyone to enter his airspace. Stillness would have to cart the missiles off-site for a pickup.

			And we’ll be ready for them when they do, she thought.

			Celeste’s first order of business was to launch a Hassan airhound from the Mantid. The probe stayed low to avoid detection, and quickly confirmed that the missiles were still topside. The news made her smirk. Quinn wasn’t about to risk his ass (or the perfect asses of his prized harem) by carting antimatter missiles through his underground tunnels. One misstep and he really would end up in space.

			While her squad waited, they recharged their CAMO and loaded all weapons. Everyone realized what this meant.

			The time had come to abandon the Americas.

			She called King D. through the Mantid’s secure channels.

			“It was going to happen sooner or later,” she told him via comlink.

			King D. was a black silhouette onscreen. In person he was a bear of a fellow, thick, with hands like catcher’s mitts and arms like tree trunks, but he carried the pounds well.

			“The time has come to put your skills to better use anyhow,” D. said thoughtfully. “The timetable, Celeste. It’s approaching fast.”

			She felt herself wanting to grin. “And Quinn?”

			“Rest assured I won’t forget him.”

			“How did Stillness even know about this trade?”

			King D.’s black silhouette sighed. “There are no secrets in the world anymore. We’ve all become the guy who whispers his secrets into a hole in the ground…”

			Celeste nodded. “…and every flower opens the next morning to broadcast it to the world.”

			“Get my heirlooms back, Celeste.”

			“I will. I promise.”

			The comline cut. Celeste cracked her back and joined her compatriots in the main room.

			Twelve minutes later the Hassan pinged an alert. A small truck was departing Quinn’s. The airhound tracked it into the Wastelands north-east of Quinn’s compound. Celeste tapped behind her ear and a map sprang onto her eye. Old roads crisscrossed the country.

			Then she saw the airfield.

			Stillness was going to fly the missiles out of here.

			“Suit up,” Celeste said. “The Hassan counts twenty-four soldiers accompanying the missiles.”

			Jeff shot her a look. “Twenty-four soldiers? Really?”

			She slapped a needle-cartridge into her assault rifle, ignoring him and feeling an irrational flare of anger at his doubt. The Mantid’s interior glowed in winter blue; the squad moved in machinelike synchronicity, like figures in a grim clockwork panorama. Allie popped two canisters into her haze guns, her tightly cropped blond hair and palish skin giving a metallic patina in the light. Silent Rajnar strapped his CAMO suit on and sleeved a shieldfist on one arm, like some futuristic gladiator about to perform before a Roman crowd. Jamala was already suited and loaded, her heatlance in hand and a Gauss sniper rifle slung at her back. She gave Celeste an inscrutable look.

			The cargo ramp dropped behind them. Jamala glanced once more to Celeste, her eyes flicked to Jeff, and then she hopped down into the Hudson’s ankle-deep shallows. Allie and Rajnar followed.

			Jeff didn’t move. He swiveled on his chair, looking less like a seasoned soldier and more like an Old Calendar small-town football player with rosy cheeks, freckles, and promises of Mom’s apple pie in his eyes.

			“Celeste,” he began, “Twenty-four soldiers…”

			“We’ve handled numbers like that before.”

			“In an open airfield? With no cover except for fucking grass?”

			“Move your ass,” she hissed.

			Jeff stood fluidly. “Quinn will expect this.”

			For a horrible moment Celeste thought her lover was actually going to defy her. But he only brushed past her and leapt into the river below with an empty expression that made Celeste want to cry.

			To the Mantid, she said, “Standby if we need aerial support. Let me know the instant an aircraft enters the vicinity.”

			[Of course, Celeste.]

			The night was cold for July. Reeds slapped at them as they pushed towards the airfield with the Hassan’s datamap feeding them real-time updates. At Celeste’s command they went CAMO a half klick from their target, spreading out and approaching the field from as wide an angle as possible. Celeste found her eyes straying to the dark sky. The Mantid would detect approaching aircraft far before her eyes could spot one.

			She decided to focus on the twenty-four Stillness soldiers. That constituted a formidable opposition.

			Stillness was a fanatic’s fanatic. Decrying the perversion of humanity through technology.

			Meaning they rarely had wetware or augs of any kind.

			Stillness tapped the Wastes for recruits, whipped them into shape, and set them to work. Twenty-four soldiers, even well-armed, couldn’t stand up to a pair of experienced arky hunters.

			But technology wasn’t everything. Twenty-four armed opponents equated to a lot of chances for something to go wrong.

			Celeste exhaled forcefully and steeled herself.

			The reeds ended at the airfield’s circular perimeter. She pressed on, careful not to rustle the vegetation more than what a riverside breeze should produce. She amped her optics and studied the visible troopers, each armed with low-grade fleschette rifles, each surveying the airfield with insectile thermoptic lenses.

			No aircraft yet.

			She frowned at this. The Mantid’s sensors weren’t picking up anything en route, either. Why the hell did they bring the missiles out here so early?

			She gazed at the trucks. There was a huge guy patrolling between them, a cigar in his mouth, and a beebomb launcher cradled in both bulging arms.

			Celeste tapped out commands on her virtuboard fingertips. She ordered Silent Rajnar to take the beebomber, and advised him to be careful around the trucks. A single round puncturing the missile carapace could disrupt stasis, and the IPC would spot the resulting explosion from Mars.
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