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			Part One

			Partisan

			Year 348 of the New Enlightenment

			Hellas, Mars

			Redspace Jurisdiction

			I still don’t understand how a guy in IPC custody can escape, and then evade the biggest manhunt in history for the next twenty years. I’ve seen his dossier; I know he’s clever. I know he has experience with strategy. And I see that he has friends in strange places. But still, twenty fucking years??? 

			It’s also aggravating that whenever I ask why he pulled his vanishing act, I get the bureaucratic runaround. As if his motivation is a kind of contagion that would convince others to break with the IPC, too. I’d really like to know why a high-ranking special investigator with the InterPlanetary Council decided to commit multiple counts of sabotage and murder, if only because his motivations might’ve helped me locate him for you sooner. 

			Those gripes aside, I’m happy to give you the news: we’ve received actionable intel on the location of Gethin Bryce. 

			He fled to Mars.

			No idea how long he’s been there, or what he’s been doing. But your fugitive is presently hiding out on the redworld. 

			Of course, Mars did secede from IPCnet, breaking off all diplomatic and commercial contact, so we can’t legally drop in and grab him. And since they’re in the middle of the worst civil war since the collapse of the United States, there’s that to deal with, too.

			But hey, I did my job. Gethin Bryce is on Mars. Now, about my finder’s fee….

			–Operative Mithridates, Listening Post 417

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Casualty of War

			“We killed you,” the unknown woman was saying as she squatted beside me. “We had to. You weren’t responding to the reactivation protocols. Left us no choice but to take you down manually. I need you to sit up slowly. Breathe deep. Get your bearings.”

			There was a chalky texture in my mouth, as if I’d been eating dirt. My vision cleared and I considered the person before me. Pale eyes in a lean face. Cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass. Spiked hair. She was Martian-tall and ensconced in beetle-black armor. On her left breastplate, a military insignia depicted two dots flanking a large circle – Mars and her moons.

			The insignia of the Order of Stone.

			The enemy.

			“We don’t have a lot of time,” the woman insisted. “But I can’t send you back into the field until we’ve determined the upload has taken.”

			“What upload?”

			“Sit up, soldier.”

			I didn’t have the vaguest idea what she was talking about, but there was no harm in complying with her demand. For some reason, I’d been lying on the floor. Mouth still gritty with Martian dust – that shit gets into everything, like talcum powder. My back felt like it had been knifed just under the left shoulder blade. I rubbed my eyes and took stock of my surroundings.

			We were in an airy building that had apparently come down on our heads: slabs of masonry lay scattered like giants’ teeth. Twisted I-beams snaked through the debris. The green of an algae-lamp reflected in crumbled glass. That solitary glow steeped everything in a swampish, sickly hue, providing just enough light for me to read the placard on a nearby wall: BAGGAGE CLAIM – GATES D, E, F.

			Beneath that was a large poster, red background and stylized silhouette of a Partisan soldier, accompanied by the words:

			TRUE MARTIANS STAND TOGETHER. REPORT ANY SUSPICIOUS ACTIVITY, PEOPLE, OR CONVERSATIONS TO THE TIP LINE.

			YOUR ANONYMITY IS GUARANTEED.

			“Look at me, soldier,” the woman commanded.

			My gaze flicked from the poster to her stare.

			“Tell me your name, rank, and current mission.”

			“My name?” Memories shuffled like mah-jongg tiles. Despite the rubble, I recognized that I was in Bradbury Shuttleport in the city of Hellas, Mars. I remembered being in a dropship, skimming the city’s medinas and ziggurats. Remembered seeing sandclaws roaming the streets like the oversized metallic crabs they were, striding over makeshift barricades as easily as I might step over a rolled-up towel. Hellas was a war zone.

			Mars was a war zone.

			At war with itself.

			I remembered the thrum of the dropship beneath my boots. Remembered it hovering above the shuttleport like a dragonfly over a pond.

			The feel of a rappel cord in my hands. My heartbeat pounds in my temples. The excitement and fear of fast-roping out of a dropship never ebbs. The airport tarmac is deserted – the sitrep is that civilian air-traffic in Hellas is grounded. But that didn’t mean the enemy wasn’t already here.

			My six-man squad clutches their rappel cords alongside me. We slide out together like spiders on silk tethers. Hit the tarmac. Spread out, advancing three-by-three formation, into the empty shuttleport. The dropship tilts away and vanishes over the building, keeping mobile until we signal for evac.

			I remembered all this.

			But my name? It was a blank spot in my mind. Like a sun-bleached corner of brocade.

			“Soldier!” the woman snapped. “Your name, rank, and current mission. Report!”

			“I don’t know my name,” I breathed, astonished to be saying the words. “But I know yours: Lieutenant-Commander Natalia Argos, First Sentinel with the Order of Stone.”

			The woman nodded. I abruptly sensed tension pouring off her. Her fingers whitened around the trigger of her multigun.

			Following this one bright thread through faded tapestry, I continued. “You’re Number Eight on the Partisans’ Most Wanted list. Dead or alive.”

			Alive was the preference, because the Partisans employed uniquely skilled interrogators against enemies of the state. They would strip out Natalia Argos’s neurals and plumb them for every scrap of information she had. Mars had been embroiled in a civil war for twenty years. The legally elected Partisan government had been increasingly challenged by a loose grouping of insurrectionists who, as the years rolled by, had coalesced into a formidable opposition: the so-called Order of Stone.

			The Partisans therefore needed to know the enemy’s battle plans, supply lines, covert operatives, sympathizers, intelligence cells. Needed to pinpoint the locations of their underground factories where they printed weapons of war. We especially sought to ascertain the names and locations of their leadership…the shadowy, ever-secret commanders of their resistance. And Natalia Argos would have that intel. She probably had a killswitch – an implanted bomb to blend her brain into useless soup. But a skilled interrogator could render her unconscious before she could activate it….

			Natalia abruptly shoved the muzzle of her multigun into my neck. A standard-issue Greely model with default 3.33 millimeter unjacketed lead-alloy haze-release fleschettes, five additional magazines in the ammo wheel, and an EMP carriage beneath it.

			“Last chance, soldier. What is your—”

			“Harris,” I blurted, the name seeming to outpace my conscious thoughts. “My name is…Harris Alexander Pope.”

			“Rank?”

			Another blind spot. I was wearing the rust-red armor of a Partisan soldier, but I suddenly realized it was just a costume. Like one of Prospero’s guests at his ill-fated masquerade.

			And then the knowledge welled up within me, and I said, “I’m Special Operations for the Order of Stone.”

			“Very good,” she muttered, a bead of sweat rolling down her neck.

			Squinting in the algae-light, I considered further details of my environment. Martian dust had invaded the facility. It formed a granular residue on my tongue. It was also hazardous – prolonged exposure killed lung and brain tissue alike. Yet I wasn’t wearing a dust-mask. Neither was Natalia. And I didn’t remember my six-man squad from the dropship wearing them….

			Which suggested that the terminal had been intact not so long ago.

			I finally noticed a third person in the ruined chamber with us. He was an imposing, tank-like figure, framed in the algae-lamp’s backsplash. Like Natalia, he carried a multigun. His armor, however, was bone-white and packed with ablative, tortoise-style layering. Nestled in shadow as he was, I couldn’t make out his face.

			Other details of the terminal collected in my sphere of awareness. Bullet holes and needle-spray perforated the rubble. Dead bodies lay scattered in the dust: a mix of Partisan and Order corpses.

			“Looks like I missed quite the party,” I muttered.

			“The hell you did,” Natalia snapped. “You were the guest of honor, you just didn’t realize it.” She glanced to her sole compatriot and nodded. The mysterious fellow moved off, making a patrol through the debris.

			“Where are my weapons?” I asked, realizing how defenseless I was.

			“In safekeeping for now. Get your bearings, Harris. Let the upload take.”

			“What upload?”

			“You’ve been undercover with the Partisans for a long time. I need you to remember who you truly are. Take all the time you need, but be quick about it.”

			“Yeah, sure.” I shook my head. My thoughts coalesced like proto-planets wheeling around a newborn star.

			My name is Harris Alexander Pope.

			Having a name seemed to make things easier. It was attracting other memories.

			I’d grown up in the coastal town of Lighthouse Point, where meltwater from the Amazon Sea was pumped into Canal Penthisilea and, from there, to the branching watercourses nourishing the cantons. In terms of human habitation, Mars was barely two centuries old, a child compared to the storied layer cake of Brother Blue and her moon. I remembered scampering along weedy shores as a kid, the velvet-soft, rust-hued sand between my toes. Remembered the sea’s muddy, thick consistency, the polar caps melted by heating coils to return a long-extinct ocean to life after a billion-year slumber. Remembered, too, how sandstorms continually choked the canals and turned the water as red as an Egyptian plague. My first dust-mask was painted with vampire teeth.

			More puzzle pieces clicked into place. I had a younger brother, three years my junior. Together, we’d scamper along the shore looking for oddly shaped rocks to pretend they were alien fossils. We’d buy pastries from kindly Mrs. King’s bakery stall. On weekdays, we’d run to the seaport to meet Dad coming off his shift; Dad worked the sandships. My brother and I, sitting on the boardwalk, legs swinging over the water, eating our pastries and watching Dad’s dragon-shaped vessel dock.

			My brother! His name was….

			“Dave!” I cried. “Where is David?”

			Natalia frowned. “The exact location of General David Julius Pope is classified. But he authorized this operation himself. When we received word that you were back in Hellas, he acted immediately. Sent my squad to intercept you.”

			Life in the Partisan ranks fell away. The battles fought, late-night patrols of bombed-out cities. Years of memory unspooling as some grisly scroll in a dusky necropolis. Years of undercover operation. Years of battle….

			Years?

			“How – how long was I under?” I stammered.

			“We’re reactivating you for an important mission,” Natalia said, breezing past my inquiry. “We embedded its details with the upload, so you should know it. Your orders are—”

			“To infiltrate and destroy Partisan High Command and everyone with them.” It was like someone else speaking for me, or having the words of an unfamiliar script appearing on my optics. Appreciating what I’d just said, I raised an eyebrow. “Infiltrate and destroy Partisan High Command? On fucking Phobos? How the fuck am I supposed to pull that off?”

			Natalia bristled at my tone. “You’ve been undercover with the Partisans, Harris. As far as they’re concerned, you’re one of their most trusted operators. You’ve been working as a shadowman in their employ.”

			“That doesn’t mean I spend my shore leave on a goddam moon!”

			Partisan High Command was nestled deep within Mars’s largest natural satellite. Decades earlier, Phobos had been a waystation and trading post, launching and receiving shipments to and from the rest of the solar system. Back when we were the ruby in the InterPlanetary Council’s crown.

			The election of 325 had changed that. The Partisans captured executive and legislative control of Martian government, and immediately made good on their campaign promise to secede from IPCnet. Mars broke off diplomatic and commercial relations with the rest of Sol society. Kicked out the IPC. Kicked out that planet-spanning corporate juggernaut known as Prometheus Industries. Kicked out the foreigners, the offworlders, the parasites on Martian society….

			Mars was free.

			For two years, the Partisans enjoyed control of the planet. They consolidated power in every canton. Took control of planetary media to free it of Earth influence. Arrested Earth loyalists…as well as those suspected of being Earth loyalists. Dissolved political opposition under the auspices of emergency powers.

			And converted Phobos Base into a secure military bunker to keep a watchful eye on the planet below. Gods above Olympus itself.

			How the hell was I going to infiltrate there?

			“How the hell am I going to infiltrate there?” I demanded.

			“You’ve been there before,” Natalia informed me. “According to our intel, as a Partisan shadowman, you’ve been to Phobos several times.”

			I hesitated, sifting memories for the truth of this. Something ugly swam in my thoughts. I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to remember Phobos.

			“How many years was I undercover?” I asked again.

			“Twenty.”

			Her words hit me like a grenade blast. “Twenty years!? I’ve been undercover for twenty goddam years?”

			“We encountered unexpected circumstances.”

			“For two decades?” A sick feeling uncoiled in my stomach. “The plan was never for me to stay undercover that long! David would never have allowed—”

			“I don’t have time to explain it all to you.”

			“Make the fucking time!”

			Natalia flushed angrily at my tone, but I could see her struggling to control her response. She needed me, that much was obvious. And it gave me a measure of power.

			“Harris, you’ve been undercover as a shadowman. No one’s ever been able to do that. The plan was to keep you embedded as a sleeper cell until needed.”

			“And I wasn’t needed for twenty years?”

			Natalia was sweating again, as if worried I might revert. “We couldn’t find you, soldier. Shadowmen operate all over the planet. They’re the best at what they do – infiltration, assassination, and straight-up combat. As one of their operators, you dropped off the ladar. It was only a week ago that your presence triggered a patmatch to local resistance cells. That’s when the general – your brother – hatched this plan.”

			I was still reeling from the shock of it all. “My brother rose to the rank of Order of Stone general?”

			“When General Pope realized you were back in Hellas, he devised an operation to end the goddam war. You don’t want these twenty years to be for nothing, do you?”

			I shook my head.

			“Then listen up. You are to infiltrate Phobos Base and plant a bomb at the fusion core.”

			“But how do I get to Phobos? I doubt I can just dial up the brass and request a pickup!”

			“High-value suspects are sent to Phobos for interrogation,” Natalia said. “You’re about to get your hands on a suspect as high-value as they come. An offworlder who many, many people have been searching for. We let it slip to Partisan intelligence that he was in our possession, that he’s been a part of the Order since its founding, and that he was being moved to a safehouse.” She pointed a finger at me. “Twelve minutes ago, your team shot down his transport. All you have to do now is go fetch him.”

			“And that’s why the Partisans sent me and my squad here,” I said, remembering. “We were to intercept and grab the target. We splashed his shuttle and were moving to retrieve him when—”

			“When my squad hit yours. All for the purpose of reactivating you.”

			“Where’s the target?”

			“Exactly where you shot him down: Hellas Market. He’s your ticket to the moon.”

			I stood on shaky legs, taking stock of the scattered corpses. Grisly halos of blood-spatter and viscera. Ropy brains, spent casings, empty magazines. The detritus of combat. A final chapter of life expressed in red footprints.

			The shuttle is a blip on our dropship’s ladar, flying low over Hellas. A dust storm rages, reducing visibility to only a few meters. We open fire and splash the vessel, knocking it out of the caramel sky like a duck clipped by birdshot. It comes down hard through the market dome.

			Rappelling out from the dropship. Hitting the tarmac.

			My squad enters the shuttleport. Beresha, Hammill, Conway, Shea, and Cuddy. Three-by-three formation. Zeroing in on our navpoint, numbers ticking down.

			The ambush hits us near baggage claim.

			Invisible attackers strike from all sides. Conway goes down first, then Hammill. Beresha and I leap into hyperacceleration and return fire. Needle-spray whispers by my face in slow motion. Trajectories burn in red arrows across my HUD. I thumb the switch on my multigun, selecting phopshire, and spray it in a glowing arc across the terminal. Invisible assailants are splashed as bright targets. Another thumbing of my rifle, selecting armor-piercing rounds. I fired center-mass, double-tap. One hostile goes down. Beresha is pulped three meters from me and I fall back to the cover of a column and—

			Nothing.

			The memory spool ends.

			Natalia seemed to read my thoughts. “Like I said, we had to kill you. You fought like a fucking demon, Harris. You wrecked the goddam place. We killed you and healed you before you could become a permanent corpse like the others here.” She indicated the bodies with a disgusted sweep of her hand.

			“Who killed me?” I demanded. “You?”

			Sighing impatiently, she pointed.

			I turned to see that the mysterious third man had returned from his patrol. This time he stood in the full glow of the algae-lamp. His face was the stuff of nightmares, festooned with piercings and a web of chains. His flesh was scarred in tribal rows and glyphs. His teeth were fangs and his eyes were a rich violet. Tattoos glowed at his neck like neon gills. His hair was a lion’s mane, dyed red.

			A trog.

			A goddam trog!

			One of Mars’s homegrown barbarians. Criminals, murderers, thieves, and pillagers, mostly hailing from the original and long-abandoned shipyards in Ybarra District. The Order of Stone must have been desperate indeed to have recruited one of them into the fold.

			I met the trog’s fiery stare. “Can I know the name of my murderer?”

			The man was fully a head taller than me. Tall even by Martian standards. As massive and muscular a specimen as I’d ever seen.

			“Not that it matters,” he growled. “But my name is Eric.”

			“You don’t look like an Eric.”

			“And thanks to me, you don’t look like a corpse. I killed you clean.”

			“Um, thanks?”

			The shuttleport thundered, spilling dust from the partial cave-in above. A marsquake maybe, or (more likely) an Order-versus-Partisan battle in our vicinity. Maybe the sandclaws in the streets were encountering resistance.

			Natalia regarded the rubble as if ascertaining the likelihood of it collapsing on our heads. “Get to the transport, grab the asset, and complete your mission, Harris. This is the homestretch of the war if you do this right.”

			“No pressure.”

			Natalia smiled. It was a cold, cruel expression, and for a moment my memories clashed so vigorously they nearly gave off sparks. I was Harris Alexander Pope, soldier in the Order of Stone resistance, and in that capacity, Natalia Argos was my commanding officer. She was fearless, a tough taskmaster, an experienced combat veteran, and a key figure in their ranks. Her name and face were constantly parading around Partisan-controlled media.

			But residual impulses from the past twenty years rang out like klaxons. Natalia Argos was the enemy. The Partisans wanted her alive or dead.

			Preferably alive.

			“Harris?”

			“I understand my orders,” I said.

			“Then good luck, soldier.” She gave me a brisk salute, but it seemed there was something mocking in the movement.

			It was Eric who returned my weapons to me. I hefted my multigun, slid my shieldfist gauntlet over my left hand. Then I glanced back to Natalia.

			“How am I supposed to blow up the most secure bunker in redspace?”

			Natalia said, “We’ve given you something special. Outfitted your multigun with two very unique rounds.”

			I checked my weapon’s ammo menu. The display pinwheeled open to show available ammunitions. Sure enough, there was a new tab there. And whoever had installed it wasn’t bothering with clever codewords.

			ANTIMATTER ROUNDS (2) – OPTION SELECT

			I blinked. “Holy fuck.”

			“Two is all we could give you. Don’t waste them. You can set them for instant or delayed detonation. You need one at least to puncture the fusion core on Phobos.”

			“How is David?”

			“He’s the best hope we have. With your help, he’s going to end this war.”

			“The Pope brothers save the planet, huh?”

			Natalia was one of those rare people who can grin and glower at the same time, like a double-exposed Janus. “That remains to be seen. Get going, soldier.”

			I pivoted and fled into the darkness, setting my navpoint to Hellas Market. A hundred meters south, I turned down an inactive escalator and found a tram station. The trams weren’t running. The shuttleport was a ghost town.

			I hopped down onto the tracks, jogging along the black tunnel towards a distant point of light.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Man in the Shuttle

			The distant point of light was Hellas Market, the shuttleport’s colorful central hub. I reached the station platform and hoisted myself into a jungle of high-nutrition plants – beets, spinach, red peppers, watercress, cauliflower, lemons, strawberries, pink grapefruit, white grapefruit, and sweet potatoes. The produce sprouted along floor-to-ceiling trellises, interrupted by placards showing the way to terminals, baggage claim, ground transportation, and the high-speed rails that crisscross Mars like radials of a spiderweb.

			I hesitated, memories stirring.

			Hellas Market!

			It had been a monthly pilgrimage for my family – a jaunt my mother made with Dave and me as her helpful shopping assistants. Hellas was the premier supplier of fresh food, shipping its goods to every canton. But Mom liked to go straight to the source on the monthly Ides. I recalled the joy of those sojourns. The way our shopping carriage would gradually transform into a veritable arboretum.

			The memory faded as I saw the shattered ceiling dome. Spokes of metal bent inward. The dust storm whipped across this breach, making a hollow sound like breath over the top of a beer bottle.

			A message spiked into my audio:

			*Harris! You’re alive?*

			Instinctively, I took cover behind a support column. At the same time, I plucked an airhound from my utility belt and flung it into the air. A 360-degree view of the market bloomed in my HUD.

			Two hundred meters southeast of my position, Hellas Market had become ground zero for a shuttle crash. The vehicle was indeed the one my Partisan squad had blasted out of the sky. It had crashed through the dome, skidded across the agora, and lay sideways against a tangle of market stalls, splattered vegetables, and the sudsy foam of fire suppression systems.

			A woman crouched by the shuttle, blowtorch in hand, cutting into the hull. She wore a flight suit and mirrored visor. As I gazed through the airhound, her blowtorch cut out and she turned in my general direction.

			*Harris?* she repeated. *Are you receiving this? I’ve got eyes on your position. Respond please!*

			“I’m here,” I said carefully, sifting memories for the correct protocol. “What’s your status?”

			The woman laughed bitterly. *Relieved that you’re not dead, that’s my status! I’ve got airhounds all over the market but I’m alone here!* A hesitation. *Where’s everyone else?*

			“Dead.”

			*What happened?*

			The woman’s voice was instantly, intimately familiar. A rich, throaty voice that I could feel as well as hear. Watching through the airhound feed, I couldn’t make anything of her face behind that reflective visor; the market’s colors warped on its surface. Yet her voice was bringing memories into orbit.

			“We were ambushed,” I said, skirting parallel to the truth. “An Order patrol hit us in the terminal.”

			*Fuck.*

			Committing to my course, I emerged from cover and advanced, vision split between immediate and overhead perspective. The woman slid up her visor.

			I saw a lovely face, brown-skinned, with playful eyes that suggested mischief. Black curls peeking out from her helmet. She was of medium height, with features indicative of Persian or Pakistani genotype; her beauty was obvious even at a distance of fifty meters. Seeing me, she flashed a high-watt grin that made my heart skip.

			Umerah.

			Her name is—

			“Umerah,” I breathed.

			“Your comlink went dead,” she said, breathing hard. “I was circling overhead when I lost contact with the squad.” Her grin grew larger. “Together again, huh?”

			“Never apart for long,” I said automatically.

			The words leapt out of me spring-loaded, propelled by some autonomic function of wired-together neurons. And as I beheld her grin, a memory crawled to conscious light.

			I ascend the stairwell of a burnt-out office building, climbing to the ninth floor. The Martian dusk is crushed velvet through the windows. At the ninth landing, I step into an empty corridor, watching my navpoint diminish to a pre-established rendezvous point. Rifle out, vision shifted to thermal. Ready for trouble. I don’t know who my local contact is, and it’s possible this is a trap: the Order of Stone has cyberwarfare specialists who can hackcast false breadcrumb trails, leading soldiers straight into an ambush. I watch the navpoint tick down in rhythm to my heartbeat.

			There’s a doorway ahead spilling faint light. I creep closer, peek inside.

			Umerah Javed sits against a wall. She’s laid a blanket out on the floor as if for a picnic. An MRE – chicken-and-broccoli by the smell of it – steams in her lap. A small lamp glows in the corner.

			“U-Umerah?” I stammer.

			She looks up from her ration, grins marvelously. “Harris! Together again, huh?”

			“Never apart for long.”

			The memory pulled at me like mud at a boot. With difficulty, I brushed it aside. “Where’s the dropship?”

			Umerah pointed to the ceiling gash.

			“You parked it on the roof?” I cried. “In a storm?”

			“I’m something, aren’t I?”

			“And you came down here without support?”

			“I thought you were all dead. What was I supposed to do, bug out? Our target was sitting here, prize inside…though I don’t know if he’s alive or dead.” She wiped her dusty brow and her grin returned. “Stars, it’s good to see you, Harris!”

			I glanced skyward, saw her thin rappel line dangling there. “You have any idea how dangerous it is, what you did?”

			She shrugged. “And yet here I am, without a scratch.”

			“Umerah….”

			“Cover me while I finish cutting, okay?”

			She snapped down her visor, and I saw my own scowling reflection on its surface. Then she resumed her blowtorch work. I scanned Hellas Market and tried to remember more. Tried to remember….

			Everything. About this woman, about the war. Memories were there, but without reference. Like being dropped into someone else’s VR photo album. Where do you start? Sifting twenty years of undercover life – twenty fucking years! – I found my only anchor to be the market itself. Being a little boy, wandering the aisles of produce and pretending I was some Old Calendar pulp adventurer like Doc Savage, pushing my way through a Congolese jungle towards a lost temple.

			My attention slid back to Umerah. Sparks rained and danced around her handiwork. At last, a slab of metal dropped away like a fallen scab.

			Beige crash-foam spilled from the breach. A shape moved, coughing and stumbling forward.

			“Hold fast!” I yelled, snapping open my shieldfist and drawing my multigun over the transparent rim. “Let me see your hands!”

			The shape hesitated. My optics auto-outlined him in the gloom. He was a man. An Earther, judging by that dense body.

			He held out his hands.

			“Come out slowly,” I ordered.

			“I’m unarmed,” he said.

			“For your sake, that better be true.”

			The shuttle’s occupant emerged into the market’s light. He was black-haired, handsome in a rough way, and sinewy. His eyes were as green as heated emeralds. My patmatch scanner read his face and threw a name onto my HUD.

			I blinked, hardly believing what I was reading. Umerah must have been receiving the same data, because she gasped in surprise.

			The man gazed directly at me and seemed to gauge my disbelieving expression. “Gethin Bryce,” he said. “At your service.”

			The most wanted man in the universe! Holy shit!

			Umerah’s shocked expression mirrored my feelings. Awkwardly, she said, “Mister Bryce? Partisan High Command would like to have a few words with you.”

			His green eyes glinted in amusement. “Yeah? They’re just the latest in a long line.” He considered the state of his shuttle and sighed. “I really don’t have good luck with these things, do I?”

			* * *

			We dashed through the market, following signs for the space elevator. Umerah had cuffed our quarry’s hands, and she steered him along while I stalked ahead as vanguard, scanning for signs of ambush.

			But there won’t be an ambush, I realized. If we ran into Partisans, they’d think I’m one of them, as surely as Umerah still thought I was one of them. And the Order wasn’t going to trouble us, because they needed me to reach Phobos intact.

			We’re safe.

			The shuttleport concourse opened into the S-E tram’s departure gate. I steeped myself in securing the premises. The western wall was a colossal sloping window, and Martian daylight – filtered through the dust storm – flooded the waiting area. My airhound was still with me, so I sent it to affix to the ceiling; its view took up a small corner of my own.

			Umerah went straight to the empty reception desk and punched up tram controls. “Car is on the way, three minutes,” she said.

			I pushed Gethin Bryce into one of the waiting area’s plastic seats. Then I viewed the scene through the window.

			Beyond the tarmac and grounded shuttles, the tramline ran straight to the S-E for a half-mile. I felt my pulse quicken, much as when I was a kid, at the sight of the space elevator. Even through the dust storm, it ascended into a bruise-hued heaven like a mythical world tree. The sandstorm momentarily parted like a smoke-colored curtain; I saw two immense dust-devils chasing each other, hundreds of meters tall. They skittered in and out of each other’s trail, and then the storm snapped shut over them.

			A Martian sandstorm was deadly business. Its hurricane gales claimed dozens of people annually.

			Umerah leaned against the reception desk. “So, what happened back there, Harris? I was sightjacked with the squad for about twelve seconds before the feed cut.”

			“Like I said, an Order squad hit us.”

			“You eliminated them?”

			“Right down to the last.” The lie came as smoothly as chilled wine.

			“Whoever they were, they were a crack team.” She looked thoughtful. “I only had a glimpse, but if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear one of them was a trog!”

			“Imagine that.”

			She looked sidelong at me. “You okay?”

			I touched my fingers to the window. “I’m surprised the S-E is still standing.”

			“You kidding me? If either side lobbed so much as a spitball against it, the IPC would have pretext to ‘protect their interests’.” There was a sharp, bitter edge to her words – a pulse of emotion like a supernova lighting up an otherwise serene quadrant of space.

			I glanced to Bryce. He sat obediently, hands cuffed in his lap.

			Did he realize the Order was using him? Had he volunteered to help me get to Phobos? Or was he an innocent, sacrificial lamb?

			I turned back to Umerah. Knowledge spooled from buried wellsprings.

			Umerah Javed, pilot in Partisan employ. And a superb pilot at that. Taking a dropship into a hot zone was one of the most dangerous jobs in war. She handled her ship as if it was an extension of her body; she’d have been a Flying Ace in the Old Calendar’s first big war. A nachthexen in its second. She’d even been with me at….

			“The Siege of Noctis,” I gasped.

			Umerah raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

			“Sorry. Was taking a walk down memory lane.”

			“Tell you what, when we get to Phobos I’ll buy you a drink and we can walk that lane together.” She pursed her lips. “Do they have alcohol up there?”

			“They’re stocked with enough supplies to get through half a century.” I spoke so automatically that I wondered if it was truth or pure bullshit. Natalia had said I’d been there before. I tried to remember.

			It was a cramped place, set deep in Stickney Crater. I remembered the scene of its hangar from which craft darted off like falcons. Remembered how HubCentral sat within a network of corridors leading to the dormitories, supply caves, com array, and prisoner cellblocks. Ugly memories stirred, and I thought: I don’t like Phobos Base. I’ve been there several times over the past twenty years, and it’s a place of fear.

			“I’m looking forward to seeing it,” Umerah said. “Not for nothing, but Mars is a small planet. All this fighting? It’s like microbes duking it out on a holiday ornament.”

			My attention flicked to our prisoner.

			Umerah followed my line of sight. “Do we know why the brass wants him?”

			“He’s the most wanted man in the solar system.”

			“I know that, babe. But the IPC has been after him. Why do the Partisans give a shit?”

			I shrugged and glanced to the tram display board. 1 MINUTE, 40 SECONDS to arrival. Squinting through the window and storm, I observed the covered track and pictured the car propelling towards us.

			Umerah’s hand brushed against mine. Instinctively, my fingers parted to allow the interlace. I remembered—

			—being in a CAMO tent in the foggy basin of Noctis Labyrinthus. The sight of Umerah skinning out of her flight-suit. Her tawny thighs straddling me. Her hips rolling in steady, relentless circles. Our hips and lips sealed together.

			The tent is unlit – we can’t afford to betray our position to enemy snipers. My hands skate along the smooth geometry of her body. Her spine is a string of pearls….

			Heat bloomed in my cheeks. Beyond the window, the dust storm was a tempest. It had swallowed not only the shuttleport, but the city as well – maybe the entire canton. Hellas appeared like some sunken Atlantis: an intricate warren of classical Greek-style structures set in concentric circles.

			Still holding my hand, Umerah gave a toneless whistle. “Earlier this year, Hellas was firmly in our control. Now it’s a goddam death trap.”

			“The entire planet is a goddam death trap.”

			She looked at me curiously. “You’re usually more optimistic than that.”

			Thinking quickly, trying to choose the right words and not sure I’d find them, I was opening my mouth to reply when an explosion took out ten meters of track.

			The blast made the window tremble in its molding. An instant later, the high-speed tram burst from the wreckage and went careening across the runway like an oversized tumbleweed.

			Umerah’s eyes went wide. “What the hell?”

			“That was a missile strike,” I gasped. “Somebody fired a missile at the—”

			And then several things happened at once.

			Gethin Bryce leapt up and spun towards the window, his previous calm replaced by instant, visible dread. Hands shackled, he strained to see the destruction that – even now – was being engulfed by the storm.

			The airhound feed remained in the corner of my HUD; it suddenly switched to full overlay as it detected movement.

			From the balcony overlooking us.

			A narrow shadow had appeared there. A long thin shape suggestive of a rifle’s stock, taking aim at Gethin Bryce.

			I activated my blurmod. Umerah seemed to freeze in place, lips poised in mid-speech.

			I rushed towards Bryce, shieldfist flowering open on my left hand, when a bullet whined through the ultrasonic and streaked towards his head.

			* * *

			My shield flared scarlet from impact. I grabbed Bryce – to my hyperaccelerated state he was as easy to move as a polystyrene dummy.

			Another round splashed against my shield. I pushed Bryce away from the balcony’s view towards a maintenance door. Then I looked back to Umerah. My blurmod shrieked as the charge timed out.

			One second left….

			I dropped from hyperacceleration.

			Umerah was where I’d left her, blinking at my unexpected vanishing act. Her eyes found me thirty meters from where I’d been standing.

			“Get down!” I screamed.

			It was clear she didn’t know what was happening, but neither did she hesitate. She leapt over the reception counter as rounds flattened against the window where she’d been standing.

			*The balcony!* I transmitted to her. *The attacker’s on the—*

			In mid-transmission, an invisible shape leapt down to the waiting area directly in front of me.

			I’d faced CAMOed soldiers before, the real-time optic camouflage and heat-sink capabilities turning such engagements into a deadly contest. Hell, Natalia Argos’s team had been CAMOed when I’d faced them not twenty minutes earlier. Yet the technology had limitations: there was pixilation, battery power depleted rapidly, environmental conditions like rain or dust storms betrayed your position, and you had to vent heat before you literally cooked inside your armor.

			The invisible attacker before me was wearing CAMO so perfect that I only knew he was there by the blocky shadow he cast. He was colossal in stature, far larger than the trog I’d met.

			“Get behind me!” I shouted to Bryce, and expanded my shield’s circumference.

			A fusillade of rounds exploded off the nanofilament barrier, whining and ricocheting into the wall and floor. I fired back over my shield-rim.

			And then I got my next surprise.

			In response to my attack, green light sprouted over my attacker’s invisible body. It was like he had transformed into a jade suit of armor. Shielding – not coming from a wrist-gauntlet but from his armor itself! He was encased head-to-boots.

			The sight staggered me.

			Who the hell had tech like that?

			Behind me, Bryce was fumbling uselessly at the maintenance door controls. Security doors could only be opened by biometric profile, so he had a better chance of eating his way through.

			Umerah popped up from the reception desk and returned fire. The shielded enemy fired back. My compatriot ducked as the counter erupted into chaff.

			Behind me, Bryce shouted, “Let’s go!”

			“What?” I cried. “Door’s open!”

			Hardly daring to look away from my assailant, I rotated just slightly, amazed, to see that the maintenance door had indeed slid aside.

			“How the hell did…never mind! Get in there and wait for me and…oh shit!”

			My attacker’s body-length shield vanished and he was invisible again. There was barely time for Bryce to slip through the doorway when I was struck as if with a battering ram.

			I strained in opposition, amping my leg muscles. The would-be assassin shoved hard, pushing me backwards through the door. I expanded my shield so it was several inches wider than the doorway, snagging some leverage.

			Not much leverage, as it turned out. The door’s framing began to deform beneath the pressure. I amped my muscles to full power, trying to plant myself like a goddam tree.

			Then I saw something through my attacker. The terminal window darkened as a shape hovered into view.

			Umerah’s dropship.

			She must have called it by remote. Under her control, the vessel floated just outside the window. It opened up with a pair of fifty-calibers.

			The glasstic window sheared away in seconds. My attacker grunted – a man’s grunt – as he came under fire and sprouted his jade shielding anew. No defense I’d ever heard of could withstand a sustained barrage; to my relief, his was no exception. He bolted from the doorway and was lost to sight.

			Umerah’s head rose warily from the counter. Somehow, she managed to hoist her famous grin.

			*A window of opportunity has just opened,* she transmitted.

			I turned to Bryce. In the corridor behind me, he wore a haunted look.

			“Our ride is here,” I told him. “We’re going to sprint to the ship and—”

			The dropship exploded. The detonation was so near that it flung the desk Umerah had been using for cover and sent her flopping across the carpet.

			Another missile strike.

			But from where, goddam it?

			Umerah recovered from the blast, lurched drunkenly to her feet, and blurred – transforming into something like a dust-devil to my eyes. My own mod automatically kicked in as its sensors detected her approach, the signal pinging back to my augmentation’s receiver. The dust-devil coalesced back into my companion, while everything else became a slow-motion dream: the sandstorm a languid Ferris wheel, fiery debris from the dropship drawing incandescent trails through its eddies.Umerah had crossed twenty meters of terminal when a barrage of bullets streaked towards her. I leapt out, shield extended, to provide cover. Her face set in tight determination, eyes fierce, legs stretching in an Olympic sprint to attain the maintenance doorway.

			In nearly the same movement, I thumbed my ammo switch, selected phosphire, and sprayed the waiting room.

			It hit everything: plastic seats, floor, and walls were drenched in bright fluid. Some of the splash had caught a humanoid shape. Left leg, flank, shoulder, and part of a helmet. It looked like some transdimensional monster stepping into our reality.

			My HUD auto-outlined the rest, extrapolating from what was revealed. The mysterious opponent was unlike anything I’d ever seen. His armor was an eccentric landscape of plating. The helmet sported diamond patterning. There was no visor.

			Umerah and I retreated through the doorway. Bryce palmed the lock and the security door slid shut.

			“Whoever’s out there won’t be stopped by a door,” I said.

			Umerah scowled. “And they’ve got a ship, too. Probably as CAMOed as he is.”

			“You saw it?”

			“No, but that missile strike was close range.” She jerked a thumb at Bryce. “They’re trying to kill him! Why is the Order trying to kill him?”

			She was right – it didn’t make sense. Gethin Bryce should have been one of the safest people on a planet embroiled in war. Safer even than the neutral cantons, who were still susceptible to errant bombs or waspbot swarms with corroded IFFs. The Partisans wanted him alive. The Order needed him alive.

			“It’s not the Order,” I guessed. “It can’t be.”

			My compatriot stared at me, uncomprehending. “Why can’t it be? What are you talking about?”

			My gaze drifted to Bryce. He looked scared.

			“The important thing is getting to the S-E,” I said.

			Umerah shook her head bitterly. “How? We’ve got no tram, no ship….”

			“We can use the maintenance tunnels. Thing is, the blueprints would be encrypted—”

			Bradbury Shuttleport’s blueprints swiftly appeared on my HUD.

			Umerah frowned, the movement of her eyes telling me she had received the same data. “How in the hell…?”

			I looked hard at our quarry. “Did you do that?”

			“You needed them,” he replied.

			“There are lots of security doors on the way to the S-E.”

			“I can override them.”

			“All of them?”

			Bryce nodded.

			I ejected my multigun’s spent, steaming phosphire cartridge and loaded a fresh one. “Swell. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sacrifice Play

			At the end of the maintenance corridor another door courteously slid aside for us. I went through first, followed by our quarry, as Umerah covered our six. On the other side, a short platform and staircase overlooked the Martian underdark.

			My breath caught in my throat.

			Most of the cantons had a subterranean dimension, a remnant of Old Calendar colonization attempts. In the New Enlightenment (with its successful marsforming projects) the ancient burrows had been expanded into fully functioning underground cities, ideal for when sandstorms went on their weeks-long rampages.

			And sure enough, a portion of Hellas citizenry was gathered below us. Seeking refuge from the storm. From the war. From the upper world that had become a deadly game of Go between Partisan and Order  forces.

			I studied the narrow alley. Algae-lamps dotted the gloom, and people shuffled past these swampy constellations to gather at benches or underdark storefronts. I even spotted the indigo pyramid of a Brockhouse coffee shop; a few early risers were huddled at the patio there, sipping coffee and watching news holos. Mount Olympus appeared in a blazing hologram – verdant foothills, red midsection, and icy cone summit – while celebrity newswoman Victoria Nightfire of The War Word reported live from the volcanic battlefront.

			I reviewed my available options. Always hated claustrophobic environments like this.

			Umerah pointed. “We could try losing our attacker down there.”

			I jerked a thumb at Bryce. “He’ll stand out like the Earther he is.”

			“Throw a shawl over him. Pretend he’s our kid.”

			I considered that. It wasn’t the worst idea. The problem was that the crowd would restrict our mobility, and if a gunfight erupted it would turn into a stampede. Besides, whoever the hell was pursuing us would almost certainly have airhounds – they were probably watching us right now. Our silhouettes would be tagged and flagged. Grimly, I remembered an old story from the Abraham’s Flock cult – a bizarre tome called The Bible. In it, people had painted goat’s blood on their doors as a sort of IFF signal to the Angel of Death, who spared them on its way to slaughter the first-born of Egypt.

			I pulled a fleece from my backpack, tossed it to Bryce.

			“Here’s your shawl,” I snapped. “Wrap it over your mouth and nose. There are multiple routes to the S-E and I don’t want your face triggering any—”

			Red spikes shot through my HUD. Hostile indicators from the northwest, above the Brockhouse.

			My blurmod kicked in again.

			I grabbed Bryce and jumped into the crowd below as a bullet whistled past and missed his head by two inches.

			Landing hard, I expanded my shield until it was dangerously thin. Then I manually dropped back to real-time.

			“Stay behind me!” I cried, positioning myself between the sniper and Bryce. Above, Umerah laid down covering fire at a catwalk above the coffeehouse. An instant later, she too dove off her perch as the bastard returned fire.

			The crowd screamed, scattering in all directions.

			Umerah crouched behind my shield and pointed to a boarded-up store façade reading PHARMACY. “How’s that for cover?”

			We shouldered our way to the store. The door had a manual lock; I amped my leg muscles and kicked it off its hinges. Then I shoved Bryce through the doorway and followed.The pharmacy’s interior was a pillaged, ramshackle space. It was the doppelgänger of the shuttleport’s pharmacy on the main level, aping the general look and floorplan of its topside outlet. The shelves had been looted, however. Several young men and women lay against the walls, legs sprawled out, their heads ensconced in VR rigs. They were alive, if the occasional twitch of their bodies was any indication. But by the body odor, they had been here a while. Hiding out in virtual playgrounds.

			Umerah propped the door back in place. “Think it’ll dissuade?”

			“Maybe we could paint it with goat blood,” I suggested.

			“What?”

			“Never mind.” I regarded Bryce. “You seem to be taking this very well.”

			The green-eyed man shrugged. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been hunted.”

			“Do you know who’s trying to kill you?”

			“No, but I can guess.” He sighed in a kind of resignation. “It’s the IPC.”

			Umerah darkened. “Bullshit!”

			“There are no bulls on Mars.”

			“The IPC can’t be operating here!”

			Bryce raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Oh no? Just because you kicked them offworld doesn’t mean they’ve gone quietly into the night. They’ve got special operators for this sort of thing.”

			But my companion was adamant. “That’s ridiculous! That has to be the Order of Stone out there!” When he said nothing, she looked at me. “It has to be, right?”

			I pursed my lips. “This is Gethin Bryce. The IPC has been after him for….”

			“More than two decades.” He said it with a certain pride.

			“Why?”

			“Maybe because I’m so likable.”

			Umerah and I exchanged a look. The legend of Gethin Bryce had been infamous when I was a kid; I recalled seeing his name and face on the newsfeeds. A hero-turned-criminal, a celebrity-turned-fugitive, and Sol’s Most Wanted. The expression hiding out with Bryce spread like a dust storm from school playgrounds to my own college campus at Edlund.

			And now…here he was.

			In the flesh.

			In my custody.

			Back in 322, there had been some kind of incident on Earth. The blueworld found itself on the brink of war between the IPC and the corporate monstrosity known as Prometheus Industries. Ships from both sides had deployed. People had died. After three hundred years of peace, Earth was poised to collapse into Armageddon, threatening to take half the solar system with it.

			Except in the end, the IPC and Prometheus stepped back from the brink. Peace was brokered…and it had been a special investigator in the IPC’s employ by the name of Gethin Bryce who, along with a small group of comrades, had helped broker it.

			Yet it’s a reality of all decadent cultures that major events must pass through the filter of conspiracy theory. The newsfeeds entertained a parade of witnesses and experts who insisted that both the IPC and Prometheus Industries had been manipulated into the conflict by some mysterious third party. As to who or what that third party had been, gossip ranged from the mundane (blueworld terrorists) to the outrageous (alien terrorists).

			As it turned out, a third party was officially blamed for the conflict. In January 323, the IPC and Prometheus Industries issued a joint statement regarding the mysterious Incident of the previous year. Together, they claimed that malevolent artificial intelligences had been responsible for the near-brush with destruction.

			It wasn’t so far-fetched. After all, for three hundred years Earth had been home to a single AI city – a place known as Avalon. The strange intelligences behind its walls seemed neither beneficial nor hostile; rather, they kept strictly to themselves. People warily studied them from afar, and maintained a policy of non-interference.

			With the joint statement, that policy ended. Orbital bombardment commenced, scorching Avalon off the planet. Earth was once again home to a single intelligence. Human intelligence.

			And as for Gethin Bryce?

			He vanished.

			Rumors arose that he’d  opposed the AI genocide. What was known for certain was that in 323, Gethin Bryce sabotaged a research facility, killed everyone working there, and went AWOL.

			The IPC scoured Earth for him. Planetary governments were deputized into the hunt. Twenty years passed and he’d managed to stay hidden from the biggest manhunt in history. Had managed to smuggle himself to Mars. Had kept his head down as the redworld seceded from IPCnet and erupted in civil war.

			Until now, I thought with a chill. And here I am, the latest link in that tale. Hiding out with Bryce.

			Umerah strode to the back of the pharmacy. A spiraling stairwell led up to a ceiling hatch – the topside pharmacy above us. She craned her neck. “This way! Let’s get up there, take our chances in the storm.”

			“There’s an IPC ship out there,” I reminded her.

			“Then we exit through—”

			The north side of the store exploded. The force threw Umerah like a rag doll, showering me, Bryce, and the VR zombies at our feet with debris. One young woman was crushed beneath a portion of wall, a length of rebar spearing her chest. Her mouth was slimed with blood, but she kept smiling at some virtual fantasy…even as she died.

			In the breach, I caught sight of an armored body leaping from one catwalk to another. I jerked my multigun, but the guy vanished.

			Umerah crawled out from a sheaf of wall, coughing and spitting. “Hey babe? Time to leave, yes?”

			I snapped open my shield as I crossed to her. To my amazement, a diagnostic warning flashed across my HUD:

			SHIELD MALFUNCTION IMMINENT

			“What!?” I erupted.

			Umerah’s eyes grew wide. “I said we should leave. Do you…not like that idea?”

			I tapped my wrist-gauntlet’s readout. Impact-data crawled. I stared, stunned, at the mount of conclusions.

			My shield’s nanofilaments were being dissolved. Already, the shield warped and withered in the store’s dim lighting.

			Hurriedly, I ejected the diseased cartridge and inserted my only spare. But how deep was the infection? Would it rot the new cartridge too? I’d never heard of such a thing, and it was screwing with my assessment of an already deteriorating tactical situation.

			Gethin stared at the breach. He was covered in dust, his eyes like two holes in a mask of grime. “That was an IPC praetorian,” he muttered.

			“A praetorian?!” I cried.

			“Yep.”

			The top-line defense from the Interplanetary Council. Jacked to the eyes with the latest tech. The archangels in Heaven’s army….

			Umerah brushed chalk dust from her uniform. “I’ve got an idea, if anyone’s— Harris! Look out!”

			A black cloud swarmed at the breach.

			Waspbots.

			I fired an EMP cannister. There was an electrical burst, and the ‘cloud’ collapsed into a rain of dead machines, circuits fried, bodies jackknifing as they peppered the floor.

			To Umerah, I said, “You were saying?”

			She didn’t reply in voice, but through subvocal transmission:

			*Our attacker thinks we’re trying to get to the S-E.*

			*We are trying to get to the S-E!*

			*We’re trying to get to Phobos. The S-E isn’t the only option for doing that.*

			I was watching the breach for signs of another waspbot swarm. But at her words, I gaped at her. *You mean…but…are you serious?*

			*As the star. You take Bryce and head to the loading docks. I’ll lead our attacker away on a goose chase.*

			*What the hell is a goose chase?*

			Umerah closed the distance between us and kissed my cheek. “Download a slang app, babe. Your life will never be the same.”

			“Wait! Don’t do this!”

			She squatted and examined the VR-addled people below us. Working swiftly, she pulled the dead woman free of rebar. Then she tore the shawl from Gethin’s head and wrapped it around the corpse’s face. Umerah hefted the body over her shoulder and gave me a final grin.

			I blinked, heart pounding. I tried reminding myself that I – Harris Alexander Pope – had only known this woman for a half hour. She was expendable.

			And she was handing me the opportunity I needed, to escort the asset to Phobos.

			“We should stay together,” I heard myself say.

			Umerah shook her head, black curls dancing. *Just get to the loading docks. And when you’re safe on Phobos, raise a toast to me.*

			“Umerah—”

			*It makes sense for me to go out against the IPC.*

			*Why?*

			*Long story, babe.* She kissed me on the lips. Her mouth lingered there. I kissed her back.

			“Please don’t do this,” I whispered.

			She cradled my face. “I’m not afraid, Harris.”

			And then she ducked through the doorway, body over her shoulder, and was gone in a literal blur.

			* * *

			I activated the CAMO functionality on my armor, slapped down my visor to complete the concealment, and buried my anguish. It was a live burial, however; kicking and muffled screams within the coffin of my mind.

			I shepherded Bryce towards the spiraling staircase and we climbed to the ceiling hatch. Some forgotten engineer had screwed a brass placard into it, faded and scratched over the centuries, with an ancient coin – a United States of America New Hampshire quarter from 2061 Old Calendar. The words on the placard read: LIFE IS A COIN FOR YOU TO SPEND ANY WAY YOU WISH, BUT YOU CAN ONLY SPEND IT ONCE.

			I lifted the hatch and pushed Bryce into the topside pharmacy. It was a brighter, cleaner replica of its Stygian shade. The shelves here were not looted, and there were no VR addicts present. The entrance was protected by a steel mesh like a castle portcullis; as with the rest of Bradbury Shuttleport, it would take specific decryption and biometric keys to lift it.

			I glared at my quarry. “Open it.”

			The man nodded. In seconds, the mesh rattled and retracted into the ceiling.

			“That’s quite a talent you’ve got,” I said. “The shuttleport uses military-grade encryption.” He said nothing.

			We stepped into the corridor and hurried along its length, passing other topside shops that had sealed up during the storm and conflict. Following the blueprints, we pivoted towards a dead escalator and raced up its stairs.

			“Where are we going?” Bryce asked, breathless ahead of me.

			“The loading zone.”

			“Why?”

			“Quiet!”

			The way ahead was deserted. I tried not to think of what was occurring beneath us: Umerah, without any support, being pursued by an IPC praetorian through the congested bowels of the underworld. Was she already dead? Covered in waspbots? Screaming in agony, alone? Memories of a thousand deaths I’d witnessed during the war paraded through my mind. 

			I needed to get to Phobos.

			For the orders I’d been given. For the sake of my brother’s grand strategy.

			For Umerah’s sacrifice.

			Please, I thought, don’t let these twenty years be for nothing.

			* * *

			The loading zone of Bradbury.

			It looked like a scene from a machine-dominated future on pause. The inclinator ran supplies to the roof for drone pickup and Lofstrom launch. Bots, cranes, and loaders were frozen halfway through packing an expansive inclinator with steel shipping crates, piling them into careful geometries like Mayan pyramids.

			Gethin Bryce frowned at the fix-in-place machinery. “What the hell are we doing here?”

			Ignoring him, I went to the control station and powered on the dashboard. Unlike the rest of the shuttleport, my admin rights would work here; the Partisans had appropriated all Lofstrom launchers on the planet. Partly, to have the option of getting emergency care packages to Phobos when other options were unavailable. Partly, too, to prevent anyone else from sending us care packages – namely, the explosive kind.

			“Get onto the inclinator,” I told Bryce.

			My quarry blinked. “We’re riding it to the roof?”

			“Yes.”

			“As in, outside? We both know there’s an enemy ship flying around there!”

			“We’ll have to chance it. The S-E tram was destroyed, and it’s too far to make it on foot.”

			“So your solution is to cannonball us like in a Jules Verne—”

			I seized him, threw him against the control station. “My job is to take you to Phobos, by any means necessary. Got that, Bryce?”

			He met my gaze with a cryptic, dispassionate stare. The guy was cool under fire, I had to admit. Immortals tended to be that way; when you live long enough, you don’t react the way younger generations do. You’ve seen so much, for so long, that it reshapes your emotional parameters.

			At least, that’s what I’d heard; I was only forty-five years old, whereas Bryce hailed from Earth arcologies. Those people tended to run long in the tooth….

			Releasing him, I punched up the inclinator’s warm-up cycle. Yellow lights dappled the shadows. “So how old are you, anyway?” I asked.

			“Eighty-four.”

			I gave a sidelong look. He looked slightly older than me, which is to say, in our late twenties. Still, I didn’t exactly hobnob with the ancients. We might all look in the prime of life, but there were people in the solar system closing in on their three hundredth birthdays.

			“Made a lot of enemies in that time, huh?” I asked.

			Bryce shrugged. “Must be my charming personality.”

			“Get your charming personality on the inclinator.”

			He complied, heading towards the crate-filled platform.

			I set the inclinator timer for ninety seconds. Then I departed the control station, and managed to take a single step in Bryce’s direction when my blurmod kicked in. A jagged arrow, like an angry lightning bolt, sprang to my eyes.

			Something was rushing at me from the left.

			In the microseconds it took for me to turn, my reflexive thought was that it was another bullet. Snapping open my shield, I twisted to face the attack.

			It wasn’t a bullet.

			What was rushing towards me, like a derailed train-car, was the praetorian himself. Still invisible, though partly revealed by phosphire. He seemed a manic, vengeful phantom charging headlong at me.

			Holy.

			Shit.

			There was no time to wonder how he had gotten back on our tail. No time to grieve for Umerah.

			He struck my shield like a mass driver. The force was stunning, nearly shattering my shield-arm – my strength servos locked up. Energy exploded off the barrier.

			The collision knocked me through the control station, shattering glass and support columns. Dazed, stunned into imbecility, I stared helplessly through my cracked shield, waiting for the follow-up assault.

			It didn’t come. A ghostly half-shape flew past me.

			He was going after Gethin Bryce.

			I drew myself up, blurmod screeching out its last bit of juice. And I saw Bryce, moving at the molasses crawl of normal speed. He was hoisting himself onto the inclinator.

			I sent him a databurst, knowing it was useless, that his brain would never be able to process it in time. Yet I sent it anyway:

			*Get behind the crates! Now!*

			Antimatter is the most illegal weapon in the universe. It had decimated entire swaths of Earth during the Warlord Age. It was the doomsday weapon, an awful specter arising from the dust of a failed civilization. Since the New Enlightenment, the IPC had worked to dispose of any ancient storage facilities housing the stuff. Only the IPC was allowed to legally possess it.

			Natalia Argos had outfitted my multigun with two capsules, each containing antimatter in a miniaturized Penning-Malmberg trap.

			I didn’t have to be accurate with it. The praetorian rushed towards the platform at normal velocity, his blurmod recharging.

			I aimed five meters in front of his trajectory and fired a single capsule. It hit the floor at twice the speed of sound.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Moonshot

			The explosion still rang in my bones when, to my amazement, a familiar female voice pierced my comlink. “Harris! What the fuck was that? Are you okay?”

			I rose unsteadily, grappling with the fact that I was still alive. The capsule’s display had advertised as ‘low-yield’, complete with a ballooning diagram of the detonation’s projected radius. Nonetheless, it still amounted to firing off an untested weapon. They don’t teach antimatter munitions in any branch of the Partisan military. Exactly how the Order of Stone (and by extension, Natalia) had gotten hands on the stuff was anyone’s guess.

			The blast radius had gouged a perfect concavity in the floor. Everything within that blast zone had disintegrated. Including the praetorian. My armor was plastered with the chalky patina of what had been floor, crates, and several hundred tons of metal.

			“Harris?”

			“You’re alive,” I said stupidly.

			Umerah Javed laughed across an unknown distance. “I’d love to say it’s because I’m so totally amazing, but the truth is our opponent didn’t fall for the splitting up routine.” A hesitation. “How are you?”

			“The praetorian is dead.”

			“Serious?”

			“As the star.” I felt tears welling in my eyes. “Umerah, I’m glad you’re okay. I….”

			“Where’s Bryce?” It was a good question; I looked dubiously at the Mayan pyramid of shipping crates. They had toppled like building blocks, flung clear of the explosion. Bryce had been outside the blast zone, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been crushed into a gooey pile. Like the VR addicts in the pharmacy.

			Umerah’s voice sounded: “Harris? Do you have eyes on Bryce?”

			I was just about to tell her that no, I didn’t have eyes on the asset, that the best I could hope for was to stumble upon the Earther’s carcass in the rubble, when I found him. Caked in debris, curled up beneath the small space afforded by collapsed crates. Coughing, sputtering, looking as dazed as I felt…

			…but alive.

			“You’re – you’re alive,” I stammered.

			Bryce nodded. “Either that, or the afterlife is an awfully pedestrian place. Got your message. Dove for the nearest cover I could find.”

			I stared at him. “You got my message? You read it, processed it, at hyperaccelerated speed?”

			The cool, measured expression was back on his face. “I’m a fast reader.”

			Umerah was still listening through my audio. She made a scoffing sound that tickled my ear, sending a pleasant shiver down my neck. “Stars, Harris. Glad you’re both okay. Meet you on the roof.”

			As if responding to her cue, the inclinator completed its countdown and thrummed to life.

			* * *

			I had my doubts whether the thing would still work, considering the low-yield antimatter detonation. Yet the ninety-second command was nestled in the lift’s computer, and whatever else had been obliterated, the lift itself proved functional. Dust shook loose as I paced anxiously, the inclinator crawling up the shaft. I could see the caramel sky. Could hear the banshee cry of the storm.

			“We won’t have much time,” I said to Bryce. “Remember, that praetorian had air support.”

			He nodded. Dust powdered his face and hair, making him appear as his true age. “Even the IPC isn’t immune to a Martian sandstorm. They’ve probably landed somewhere, waiting for their ground team’s evac signal.”

			The howling grew louder. The inclinator completed its ascent and we hopped off, watching the storm shriek across the wind levees.

			Umerah sprinted to us, looking absolutely stunning in her form-fitting battle armor. Her face reminded me of a warrior-queen from a Mahabharata tapestry I’d once seen.

			“Together again, huh?” she teased.

			“Never apart for long,” I said, and almost kissed her right there.

			Her eyes flicked over my body. “What the hell was that explosion?”

			“Something the praetorian had,” I lied. “He must have been wired with a suicide bomb.” I glanced around the rooftop. Helipads were painted in neat quadrants. The main attraction, however, was what appeared to be a comically massive cannon.

			And, of course, that’s precisely what it was.

			Bryce blinked. “That’s a Loftstrom!”

			“That’s our way offworld,” I countered.

			Umerah stole a glance skyward, as if expecting to find the enemy ship hovering there. “All aboard,” she said. “Next stop, Phobos.”

			Bryce swallowed, visibly unnerved by the sight of the Lofstrom. They didn’t have Lofstroms on Earth; the blueworld’s gravity-well was too steep to make them feasible. But on Luna and Mars, they were the fast and convenient way of pitching materials into space. Far speedier than the slow crawl up an S-E.

			I grasped Bryce’s arm, dragged him to the launch pod. “It’s not so bad,” I told him.

			“You’ve used these before?”

			“No,” I said, “but I’ve heard they’re not so bad.”

			Growing up in Lighthouse Point, we were visited each autumn by the Dark Carnival. For the month of October, it unfolded its rides, funhouses, Arcadium stalls, food kiosks, and sensoramics. One of its contraptions was a reverse bungee ride unimaginatively named The Rocket. It was a test of manhood in my young life. You strap into the chair between two gantry towers, and then you wait, heart pounding, for the electromagnetic release of the bungee cords that sends you whipping skyward to a morbid height of almost three hundred meters. The Rocket. Memento mori machina.

			The Lofstrom reminded me of that ride. Its cylinder curled upwards, supported by gigantic concrete pylons, aiming for heaven.

			Umerah was at the control station, punching up a secure channel to Phobos Base. Across my cranked audio, I heard her say, “This is Umerah Javed, service number 77831-D-Talon. Prepare to receive supply shipment. Code Red. I repeat, Code Red.”

			The radio crackled. “Code confirmed. We are ready to receive.”

			She hit a final sequence of buttons and hopped into the pod, drawing the door shut. Pressurization hissed around us.

			Bryce gripped his seat harness, adjusting it to his terrestrial form.

			Umerah watched him for a time. There was curiosity in her gaze, and a tinge of sympathy. Again, I wondered how much Bryce knew of my brother’s plan. When the Order packed him into that transport and sent him off to be captured by my team, did he have any notion of what was going to happen? Had he volunteered to be bait, or had he been thrown like chum into the water, ignorant of what awaited him?

			And what did await him?

			Fear squirmed in my thoughts.

			I don’t like Phobos. True to its mythological namesake, I’m afraid of it. Why? What the hell is up there?

			Sitting beside me, secure in her harness, Umerah nudged me with her boot. “You okay?”

			“Never better.”

			She gave a small smile. “For what it’s worth, something big is happening at Olympus. Radio chatter is that General Monteiro is mobilizing her sandclaws for a massive offensive. Looks like the Order is about to be boxed in and cut to pieces.”

			“Terrific.”

			She touched my hand in the darkness. Our fingers brushed, interlaced, locked. I thought of other times we’d shared this gentle intimacy. Her fingers linking with mine in the shadow-rich privacy of pitched encampments, CAMO tents, dugout bunkers, and dropships. Closing my eyes, I focused on the rough quality to her fingertips. The creamy softness of her palms. The intimate space between her fingers.

			“Launch in ten seconds,” the Lofstrom VI spoke over the intercom. “Nine, eight, seven….”

			Umerah whispered in my ear, “I want this war over as much as you do. Maybe we’re on the cusp of good things.”

			I said nothing in response to this. I kept my eyes shut, held her hand, and read Natalia’s embedded orders in my private blackness:

			Infiltrate and destroy Partisan High Command on Phobos…

			…and kill everyone up there.

			The Lofstrom shot us off the surface of Mars, like a cannonball aiming for the moon in a flatfilm from another time and place.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Vampire Heart of Phobos

			Phobos Base sat deep in Stickney Crater like a mythic abbey, sunken and forgotten. As the ugly moon filled our view through the crate’s slot, Umerah and I pressed to the glasstic. We had sailed past Mars’s orbital defense arrays – half-convinced they were going to blast us to smithereens despite the communication we’d sent. Now we were falling into Phobos’s gravity-well, Stickney looking for all the world like a circular black lake ringed by the moon’s elaborate point-defense network. As we plummeted into the crater, it looked less like a lake and more like some disease, a livid pustule festering on a plague victim.

			I’ve been here before, I reminded myself. I sifted my memories, felt a convulsive shudder, and withdrew the attempt.

			“Hey,” Umerah said, prodding me again with her boot. She was strapped into place beside me, legs dangling. “You feeling all right?”

			“The gravity,” I lied.

			She stared hard at me. Strapped across from her, Gethin Bryce looked as calm as a goddam monk.

			Because he doesn’t know what’s up here, I thought. He comes from Earth, and he’s been living on Mars. But all he knows of Phobos is that it appears in the sky and careens like a hurried celestial rabbit to the eastern horizon. Might even know something of its history, geology, and orbital mechanics. But he doesn’t know what’s become of it. 

			Sickness bubbled in my stomach. I tried remembering the last thing I’d eaten, and when.

			The answer came to me: earlier that morning, in the Partisan-occupied corner of Hellas. My squad and I had woken at 0400 and cracked open an MRE breakfast consisting of vat-grown bison meat, lemon rice, and spinach. That had been many hours ago. There couldn’t be so much as a rice grain left in my digestive tract.

			The crater swallowed us. Everything went dark.

			As if I’d been killed again.

			Moments later, the clang of pitons thumped our pod, grabbing it and arresting our descent. Reeling us into anchor. And then an unusual, steady thrumming sound, like some chintzy sci-fi sound effect….

			Umerah stiffened in the blackness. “What the hell’s that sound? That pulsing….”

			“Ultrasonics,” I explained.

			“Ultrasonics?”

			“They’re scanning us. Your message aside, they want to make sure we’re not a Trojan Horse of explosives.” I tried not to think of the remaining antimatter capsule in my multigun.

			The multigun!

			All visitors to Phobos had to relinquish their weapons. Heart pounding furiously, I shifted my vision to infrared. Umerah and Bryce appeared like glowing-eyed arboreal creatures in their harnesses. Quietly, I hefted my weapon and ejected the capsule Natalia had given me, tucked it into my palm, and slid it into a thigh compartment of my armor.

			Our launch pod docked in an airlock. Clamps snapped around us.

			I felt Bryce’s eyes on me in the darkness.

			Does he know what I’m here to do?

			I couldn’t believe the Order would have told him. It wasn’t merely plausible deniability, but actual deniability that counted in an age when neurals could be ripped out and pasted into an interrogation box. The Partisans would scour every dendrite, shake loose every quantum of data from his cerebral matrix.

			I stole a glance to Umerah. She had overcome her initial anxiety and was smiling now, a happy girl who had gone into space.

			The pod door slid aside. We squinted at a transparent corridor leading across the hangar to the base proper. Several ships were clamped into moorings – small, nimble transports designed for planetfall drops. There were rows of colorful shipping crates, too, supplying the brass with what they couldn’t make or grow or print on the moon.

			“I feel like the blood is pooling in my head,” Umerah muttered, walking beside me.

			“The low-G here takes a while to adjust to.”

			“How many times have you been here?”

			“Enough times to know you’ll get used to it.” My evasive answer felt like truth; the corridor was familiar, and my body was attuning to the gravity in a way not dissimilar to an experienced mariner’s sea legs. The conduits of my brain hummed with knowledge of Phobos’s floor plans, dormitory, mess hall, and…other, shadowy chambers.

			Another pressure door opened. There was a blast of recycled air. Just beyond the threshold, picosurv scanners ringed the chamber like the ribs of a whale.

			“Please discard all weapons and stand with your arms and feet apart,” a woman’s voice said from the intercom. Scanners appeared on the ceiling like clusters of radioactive blisters.

			I nodded to Umerah. “You first, sweetheart.”

			She had her mirrored visor tucked under one arm like a fencer after a match; now she placed it on a sliding rack and proceeded to shed her service pistol, multigun, and grenades. Then she stood, arms out, legs slightly spread, as the scanning arc passed over her. Cold and clinical, it proceeded to sniff her biochemistry, measure the tilt of every motion, pressing an invisible ear to her speech and breathing patterns.

			“Please state your name and service number,” the voice commanded.

			“Umerah Javed, service number 77831-D-Talon,” she said.

			A wall light flushed green, inviting her to proceed through the hatchway. Umerah passed out of sight with a wondering expression on her face that made her look like a child. I tried to remember the last time I’d felt awe like that.

			Bryce went through next; the scanning arc seemed to pay extra attention to him.

			“Please state your name and service number.”

			“Gethin Bryce, prisoner number 24601.” He glanced back to me. “Fugitive first class.”

			He studied the scanning equipment even as it studied him, and when the light flushed green it matched his eyes.

			It took me three full minutes to shed all my weapons: multigun, shieldfist gauntlet, service pistol, grenades, stiletto knife, ammo wheels, EMP charges, waspbot cannisters, and a diverse array of spare ammo clips. Then I edged forward and listened to the arc actuators as they spun. My heartbeat tapped at my wrists. An imp of the perverse rang in my thoughts, dwelling on the antimatter capsule in my thigh compartment.
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