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INTRODUCTION

As a science fiction fan, the first thing I think of when I think of Mars is Edgar Rice Burroughs’ classic, A Princess Of Mars. Though the science of the book doesn’t hold up to what we know from modern explorations, Burroughs created a world that both encapsulates what it means to be on the red planet, as well as the thematic elements of Mars being a God of War.

The Green Martians in his book exemplify this theme in their lifestyles. Their entire way is destruction, and they know nothing different. They destroy the eggs of other tribes, pre-emptively preventing the next generation of warriors from doing battle. In order for a warrior to become a chieftain, he must kill another, “taking his metal” as the aliens call it. Their entire lives are war and conflict, and the dead Martian landscape is a result of thousands of years of their ceaseless conflict.

And that is the essence of Mars in our zeitgeist. Conflict. War. Death. Destruction. The harshest of elements. These concepts were associated with Mars prior to Burroughs’ visionary science fiction epic. The Roman Empire hailed Mars as their second most important god, as it was Mars who blessed the military might of their ever-expanding empire. With so much weight in their society placed on conquest, their concept of Mars plays heavily into how we view the harsh reality of the red planet today.

Another cultural concept of Mars was created by a contemporary of Burroughs, but in the musical arts rather than literature. Gustav Holst is most famous for his Planets symphony, of which the opening movement, Mars, the Bringer of War, creates much of the vivid emotion we associate with the planet today. From the low beating of the war drums in its opening, to the ominous tones the horns create, it paints an auditory image of danger, chaos, and destruction. These visceral images create much of the way we view the harsh environment of Mars.

A century ago, creators dreamed of the Martian landscape and created grand visions have influenced our culture for generations, especially in the science fiction landscape. Heinlein’s Stranger In A Strange Land opens with a lone survivor from Mars who finds a much different culture than the one Burroughs posited. The Martians are closer to one another and don’t have the divisions of Earth, forming psychic bonds. It’s Earth in this story that’s rife with conflict and in need of peace. Most popular stories in

As NASA probes have landed on the planet and surveyed it, modern science showed the planet to be a dead one. And so, recent science fiction has been geared more toward the terraforming and taming of Mars, as we’ve seen in Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Planet or in Andy Weir’s The Martian.

But we still haven’t explored all of the mysteries of Mars, and mankind is still a long way from exploring this world. It leaves a lot to the imagination and different interpretations.

In Planetary: Mars, we’ll explore many different visions of the red planet and of the god of war’s influence on our society. C.T. Phipps presents us the closest to Burroughs’ style of work in his “The Clockwork King.” Avily Jerome explores ancient religion and Mars worship in “To Open The Gate.” We have a chilling story of how a leader can become drunk with power and become a sociopath with Sean Patrick Hazlett’s “The Decision.” And the anthology closes out with Kevin J. Anderson’s “HumanMartian”, an epic story of an alternate past where Stalin sent genetically engineered humans to the red planet, and the conflicts ensuing as different generations replace one another. All of the stories in this volume are rich with action and conflict, in the spirit of both the harsh environment of Mars the planet and in the tradition of the Roman god of war.

Jon Del Arroz

March 2018


THE MARTIAN PRINCESS

Jay Barnson

Martian Princess Log, August 13 2131. Captain Reginald Smith:

As required by corporate policy and interplanetary law, it’s my duty to report a near-miss incident. The marketers sold this trip as a once-in-a-lifetime comet observation cruise, catching Chadha-Evans as it nears the sun for the first and last time in about three thousand years. As planned, we brought the ship close enough to the comet that it filled the windows in the observation deck. Apparently, the estimates on the mass of the comet in our computers were several months out of date. But even if we had the latest information, those estimates for the mass and corresponding gravity on Chadha-Evans were off by more than an order of magnitude. The core must be made of considerably denser material than water and frozen gas.

Fortunately, most of the passengers had no idea we’d entered the comet’s dust cloud by accident and had to fight its gravity well for the first several minutes. They believed the spectacular close-up view was all part of the trip. The astronomers and professional spacers among the passengers grew alarmed—there were many, given the one-time nature of this cruise. Many voiced their dissatisfaction to the crew, and some formal complaints can be found on file.

We’ve sent the limited data we collected back in case anyone is able to take advantage of the opportunity and study the comet before it heads back out into deep space in a few months. We might need some cosmetic repairs on the hull. If anyone at corporate is looking for someone to blame, don’t look at my crew. They did a great job given the incorrect data we received, and their quick-thinking helped avert a disaster.
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Damon Clay floated into the cockpit of his salvage vessel, the Jasmine. Damon had sold the anti-gravity system to pay for long-range scanners when he first bought the ship. So far, it hadn’t proved a profitable trade. That would change today, he hoped.

His second-in-command and vice president of Clay Salvage, Sharlene Bowles, preferred zero gravity. They’d been in the same unit in the service, stationed at Fort Brunt near Bradbury Colony on Mars when her vehicle had struck an improvised mine. The doctors said she was lucky to have survived at all. As usual, her polymer replacement legs dangled loose on recharging cables in the cockpit while she flitted about legless, being overly competent at everything.

Damon stared over her shoulder at the schematics on the screens and said, “I just spent four hours of my life making sure every ‘t’ was crossed and every ‘i’ was dotted to guarantee our claim. Then I spent another three hours trying to reassure the bank that we’d get our payments up to date once we pull back into dock. Please tell me this run will be worth it.”

Shar spun in the air and pointed to the schematic. “We’re close enough to confirm. It’s a Bannon SC-3 liner. Intact, as far as we can tell.”

Damon whistled. “It has to be the Martian Princess. I suppose the stories of her destruction three years ago were greatly exaggerated. Are survivors even possible?”

Shar shrugged. “Technically. The fusion reactor in an SC-3 can go at full power for a decade or more before needing additional fuel. Passenger liners are required to carry twelve weeks of emergency provisions per person, and the Martian Princess could hold two thousand passengers plus crew. A small number of survivors could stretch that out for a very long time.”

“People have been looking for pieces of her since before we bought the Jasmine. By her last known course, the wreckage should have drifted out past the asteroid belt by now.”

“It’s in a non-ecliptic orbit. We’re lucky we detected while it’s in the travel-lane window.”

“That makes no sense. That could only be a result of a major malfunction, or a deliberate effort to get lost.”

She shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out in a few hours.”

He nodded. “Solving the mystery would almost be worth it all by itself.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” she said. “I want the money.”

“I said almost.”
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Damon issued the ten-minute warning for the crew to lock down the ship. The lack of artificial gravity meant the ship didn’t compensate for deceleration, leading to an uncomfortable experience for the crew during burns, and more work to make sure all loose objects were secured beforehand. That contributed to the relatively high turnover of their eight-person crew.

That, and the lousy pay, Damon admitted to himself. Salvage operations rarely panned out, and usually resulted in fees that barely exceeded expenses, which the owners still screamed about. Moonlighting as a transport only slowed the money loss. Dying slowly was still dying.

Shar decelerated the ship with a 2G burn for several minutes, intercepting and matching speed with the Martian Princess. Although the ship’s computer managed the heavy lifting and precise firing of the maneuvering thrusters and main engine, she made constant minor adjustments, tweaking the projected course.  Her attention was riveted to the instruments.

The console by Damon flashed, alerting him that it had detected a low-power transmission originating from the Princess. The broadcast was too weak to go more than a few thousand kilometers before getting lost in the constant cosmic chatter of the universe. The message was audio with text translations in several languages, repeating on a constant loop.

Damon heard the message and swore.
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Ten minutes later, the Jasmine was docked at the service airlock at the front of the Martian Princess. All crew members except for Shar were gathered in the hold, staring at portable monitors of the four drones that had gone through the airlock without them. They floated freely, but drifted diagonally as they were caught in the nimbus of artificial gravity from the huge luxury vessel.

Carlos whistled. “They are broadcasting an ‘exclusion zone’ warning? What does that even mean?.” Swarthy and built to wrestle heavy machinery to the ground, Carlos had been part of the Jasmine’s crew since day one. He’d turned down offers of better pay and working conditions. Damon had no idea why.

“It’s a little like a quarantine,” Damon replied. “It means it’s dangerous to approach. Excessive radiation is usually the culprit, but we don’t detect anything out of the ordinary. The broadcast offers no explanation. Our drones are probing everything they can and tying the ship’s systems to our own computers so we can find out more. There had to be a reason the acting captain called for an exclusion zone. That reason might not have gone away in three years since their disappearance. Anyone that chooses to stay aboard the ship rather than risk it will still get their share of the bounty.”

Carlos laughed. “Are you kidding me? This is the Martian Princess, man. Anyone who wants to try and go aboard ahead of me is going to have to fight me.”

Damon watched the faces of the six crew members, and grinned. Carlos may not have been in the military, but the big man knew how to rally troops. The four men on his team began posturing and making fists. Everyone knew the story of the Martian Princess, and their shares represented a personal fortune. The one woman on Carlos’s team, Irena Galey, only grinned in agreement and turned her attention back to the drone monitors.

After a couple of minutes, Irena looked up and asked, “So where are the people? Or their bodies?”

Damon said, “They probably put them in the vacuum hold, if they had time. It’s the best way to preserve the bodies, and keep any disease from spreading. If they all died quickly, that’s another story.”

Shar’s voice came over the intercom. “The first air samples are done. Everything is normal. Biologicals… it’s incredibly sterile. Not even dust mites. There’s nothing so far flagged as dangerous or unknown. We should take more samples first, but the air over there might be a hundred times cleaner than what we’re breathing now.”

Damon asked, “How long until we’re tapped into the ship’s main computer?”

“We’re already there. I’m reading the ship’s sensors now, and downloading the logs and records as we speak.”

He joined the rest of the crew looking at the video feeds from the drones. Aside from some patches of dirty smudges and spots where the lights had died without being replaced, the ship seemed to be in great condition, like it had been waiting for three years for the passengers and crew to return…

…From where, exactly?

Shar’s voice over the intercom interrupted his train of thought. “Damon, can you please join me in the cockpit?” There was an edge there that no one else seemed to pick on. That meant bad news. Of course she’d have bad news. Nobody abandoned one of the biggest spacecraft in the solar system on accident. No one had forgotten about it. Whatever had happened to the passengers and crew had to have been terrible, and it was bound to cause them problems.

They’d work it out. The Martian Princess was the catch of a lifetime. There was no way they’d let it go.

She glanced over her shoulder at him as he floated past her dangling artificial legs. Her face was dead serious. “We’ve got company.”

“What? Impossible.”

She pointed to the screen. “About thirty minutes out. The signature reads like an RT-100 transport, maybe an older model RT-120.”

Space was far too vast and empty for their presence to be an accident. Damon shifted to another screen, and punched in the controls to monitor transmission frequencies.

Shar closed her eyes for a long moment, and then asked, “Is there any chance they are another salvage crew? They picked up the same signal we did?”

Damon shook his head. “Any legitimate salvage operation would have checked to see if a claim had already been filed.” His screen blossomed into a waveform pattern. “And that confirms it. They’ve activated electronic countermeasures to jam transmissions. They’re pirates.”

Martian Princess Log, August 14, 2131. Security Officer Leland Clair:

This is an update to last night’s log. We still haven’t found the Lipscomb boy. Maybe we didn’t take his parents seriously enough. After all, the kid is eighteen, and there are dozens of very attractive young people aboard the ship. As in most cases like this, we assumed the boy was merely enjoying some companionship. “Lost” people always turn up in a few hours.

Since then, we’ve received reports of several other missing individuals. As big as she is, the Princess doesn’t have many places to hide. There’s something strange going on. I’ve advised Captain Smith to declare a state of caution. The passengers won’t like the restrictions, but the action is warranted and the passengers expect some kind of action.

I’ve activated all security shifts. Locating the missing parties is now our top priority.
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Damon floated just inside the airlock, facing the crew. “We can’t protect our claim from here. All we have are needle-guns, which won’t do much against armor. There will probably be more of them than us.”

“We’re in, Boss,” Carlos said.

“The prize here is huge. It will get violent. We will probably lose people, with a high chance of all of us being dead within the hour.”

“Speak for yourself,” Shar’s voice came over the intercom. “I’ll still be here. If anybody comes through that lock without my express permission, I’ll send them back out in pieces.”

Damon tried not to smile. “I doubt they have anti-ship weaponry. If we left right now, there’s a good chance we will make it. Our odds aren’t great if we stay.”

Yanni Demos, a burly Greek with a surprisingly high voice, asked, “Are you saying we should run away?”

Damon shook his head. “No. I just want to make sure you are fully aware of the risk. This is going to get ugly.”

Irena pointed to the airlock. “We already said we’re in, Boss. Look, I figure I’m lucky to have a chance like this once in my lifetime. We’re in the right. If we run away now, I’d spend the rest of my life wishing I’d made a stand when it counted.”

The rest of the crew made noises of agreement. “Then it’s unanimous?” Everyone nodded. Carlos and Toshi pumped the air with their fists. “Okay. Here’s the rest of the story. Those odds only apply if we’re stupid. Even with military hardware and training, boarding actions against a prepared defense are extremely difficult. We can win this thing. We’ve got the advantage here, and about twenty minutes to take advantage of it. Yanni, Jeff, and I will be the first line of defense. Hopefully, that’s all we need. But if they do get past us, they’ll be trying to take control of the bridge and engineering. Carlos, you and Toshi will secure engineering. Trey, you take Irena to the bridge. In addition to securing it, we need to have full access to all of their systems, including security feeds. Between you and Shar, we’ll have the ship itself working against them. Everybody clear?”

Everyone cheered their assent again, louder this time. Damon smiled. “Okay. Let’s kick these pirates’ asses so hard they’ll have to take off their shorts to eat.”
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The Martian Princess was everything he could have imagined. The artificial gravity provided two-thirds of Earth normal gravity throughout the ship. Red carpeting covered the hall floors. He’d seen only two lights in need of replacement. Aside from a fine layer of dust that settled over every horizontal surface, sometimes in strange darker patches as random intervals, the ship seemed like it was ready to take on passenger at any moment.

Which, in a way, it was.

Shar’s voice came over the radio in Damon’s earpiece. “Good job, Bridge team. I have full access to all of the ship’s cameras now. There are a lot less of them than I would have expected. A company that actually respects their customers’ privacy… Who would have thought?”

“Do you have control over external cameras?”

“Limited. This is not a military ship, but we do have docking cameras near the airlocks. Oh, hey, I can see the pirate ship without magnification. Should I wave?”

“I’d prefer if you greeted them with something like a missile.”

“We’re fresh out.”

“Keep an eye on them. How about engineering?” Damon asked.

Carlos replied over the radio. “Slow going, Boss. I’m not sure where Toshi went.”

“What? How long has he been missing?”

“I don’t know. A couple of minutes, maybe.”

Damon cursed. “We don’t have time for this. Toshi, please respond if you hear this. We do not have time for bathroom breaks, man.”

There was no response on the channel. Whatever happened to Toshi, this was going to hurt morale right before the fight. Damon quickly covered. “He’s probably got transmitter problems. Toshi, if you can hear this, just keep your head down when the fighting starts, okay? We don’t want any same-team hits.”

Carlos replied a little too quickly. “Yeah, that’s got to be it. I think he was complaining about his radio earlier. I’ll manage. We’ll be ready.”

Shar came over the radio. “The RT-100 transport has come alongside. They are maneuvering to the forward passenger airlock.”

Damon and his team raced to the forward airlock and took positions, weapons ready, and waited for the sound of the ship latching on the other side of the large white hatch.

The door remained silent. Through the tiny window in the airlock door, they saw movement, and then only stars. Moments later, Shar’s voice came over the radio. “They maneuvered back towards the aft airlock! They were just faking us out!”

“Back to the aft airlock!” Damon ordered. No matter how fast they moved, the pirates would be faster. The ship could bounce between positions all day, making sure the defenders were either too tired to keep up, too hesitant to commit, or split their forces. Their commander was clever. Damon saw his odds diminishing.

“They are latched on!” Shar informed them.

“Ten more seconds,” Damon said as they sprinted into the position in the hall. Seconds later, he placed his two crewmen in defensive positions across from the airlock. He took aim at the airlock. It didn’t open.

This made no sense. Clearly the pirates were applying whatever element of surprise they could achieve, rather than relying on brute force. Why squander that advantage with a slow deployment? Were they going to double back?

Damon swore as realization struck. “Yanni, Jeff, shoot anything coming out of that airlock.” He was already on his way back to the fore airlock when he said, “Shar, what’s happening outside the forward airlock?”

“What? I was… oh, no! Three people in vac suits at the airlock! The ship must have been blocking the cameras so I couldn’t see them! I’m so sorry! They just opened the outer hatch.”

By design, the fore and aft airlocks were not in a straight line with each other. Bulkheads, turns, and a short set of stairs separated the two airlocks, for the purposes of safety and passenger management. The three hundred meters between them was not easy. As he grew closer, Damon slowed to a stealthy walk. They were already on board and probably waiting for him. He readied his weapon and crept towards the corner, silently cursing himself the whole time for not leaving one person to cover the forward entry. His mistake could cost his people their lives. One person could hold off several in a boarding action, but if these three could come in behind Yanni and Jeff and flank them, the fight would be lost in seconds.

“They disabled the camera feed,” Shar said through his earpiece. “They know what they are doing. One was guarding the other two as they stripped out of the vac suits.”

Damon didn’t acknowledge the comment. He didn’t even want to breathe. He angled his head around the corner a centimeter at a time. Two bulky vac suits lay on the floor. He could hear a man struggling to remove his suit. Another man stood at a corner, his finger on the trigger of his needle-gun. He hadn’t noticed Damon yet.

Damon leaned around the corner and fired twice. The pirate returned fire as he staggered backwards. Tiny polymer slivers shattered into dust against the wall beside Damon’s head. The second pirate, struggling with his vac suit on the floor, called, “Man down!” as he reached for his own weapon. Damon fired twice more and scanned for the third pirate. There was no one else in sight.

The first pirate lay in a bloody heap. The second whimpered, his arm shredded by one of the shots. Damon kicked the needle-gun away from the pirate’s grasp. “You are bleeding out. Your best chance of survival is for this to be over quickly so you can receive medical help. Where’s your third team member?”

The pirate’s face contorted in pain and rage. “Screw you!”

Damon reached down towards to the pirate’s ear. The pirate clenched his eyes shut, clearly expecting the worst. Damon removed the man’s communication device, and wrapped the earpiece around his other ear. Flattening himself against a wall, he spoke into his own communicator. “One pirate is dead, the other badly injured near the airlock. I can’t find the third.”

At that moment, Irena’s voice came over the com. “Trey? What?”

“Irena?” Damon asked. “Report.” Silence.

In the pirate communicator, a vaguely familiar female voice said, “Bridge is secure. Bravo Team, engage.”

Damon swore and raced towards the command deck. “They took the bridge,” he radioed the rest. Just then, Yanni reported that they were engaged in a firefight.

Damon desperately wanted to race back to Yanni and Jeff, but he’d done all he could do by eliminating the two men from the other boarding party. By the time he’d get there, the fight would be over, one way or another. At this moment, he needed to re-secure the bridge. He approached carefully, with half of the battle in each ear from the two earpiece receivers. At least three pirates were down.

He checked his corners as he approached the bridge. The door still stood wide open. Had Irena and Hutch locked it? Should he have reminded them to lock it? Why was it open now? He carefully entered, checking the wall on either side as he entered.

Amidst the computers and controls, Trey and Irena lay on the floor. Trey’s shirt was soaked with blood, and they were both bound with plastic ties. Irena’s mouth was taped over with vac-suit repair tape. As she saw Damon creep in, her eyes widened. She made an urgent noise of warning.

Just then, over the two radios, the firefight at the airlock hit a climax. Jeff ran out of ammo just as the pirates surged. Seconds later, someone laughed in exultation on the pirate’s channel. “We got those two little assholes! The airlock is secured!”

Distracted, Damon didn’t notice the presence behind him until too late, when he felt the hard, warm press of a gun muzzle against his back.

“Nice and easy,” the familiar female voice said. “Drop your weapon, and raise your hands, Sergeant Clay.”

He let the needle-gun fall to the floor, and raised his hands to the back of his head. “Voight,” he acknowledged his former commanding officer. It was hard not to call her ‘Captain.’ “You turned pirate.”

“And you are about to turn into a corpse.”

Martian Princess Log, August 16, 2031. First Officer Tasheel Inqua:

Captain Smith is missing, like many of the passengers and three other crew members. I have assumed acting command, for as long as I am able.

We found a thin layer of dust and ash in his bed, like the sites of other disappearances. People have started calling them “shadows.” Like the others, we assume that is all that remains of him. Captain Smith was a skilled and professional officer, and brought out the best in everyone who served with him. I valued our friendship, and our working relationship.

Unfortunately, I can only assume we will all share his fate. Whatever disease or anomaly is causing these disappearances, it has stayed with us for three days. Perhaps it had something to do with the comet.

Yesterday, Captain Smith altered course to delay our arrival at Mars, for fear of infecting a larger population with… with whatever this is. The company agreed, and is monitoring the situation remotely. They’ve brought in some doctors and a physicist who are asking us questions, but we are no closer to understanding what is going on.

This afternoon, the directors and consultants discussed the possibility of setting a course perpendicular to the ecliptic. If we cannot contain this phenomenon within the next day or two, I agreed to do this and declare the ship an exclusion zone, before there is nobody left to do so.

On the off chance that we actually get out of this alive, I may be hurting my career by saying this: I have genuine worries that the company is more concerned about containing the news than containing or stopping the phenomenon itself.
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Audrey Voight spoke over her communicator. “I captured another one on the bridge. Three in total. Send Fuse up here, and the rest of you hold the airlock.”

“Fuse is dead. So is Bang-Bang, Donut, and Spits. Breeze and Flathead are hurt.”

“Damn it. Send Music up here, then. And rotate to channel B. This one is compromised.” To Damon, she asked, “What did you do with my two men back at the forward airlock?”

“I shot them. One of them is injured, but should live. The other is probably dead.”

She dug the muzzle painfully into his lower back. “I should splatter you all over the bridge. You killed half my crew.”

“We were defending ourselves. You were coming in to murder us and take our stuff.”

She hesitated. “Are you in charge?”

“I’m their employer.”

“Tell them to stand down.”

“So you can murder them at your leisure?”

“So I don’t murder you right now.”

Damon radioed. “Be advised. I’m captured, along with Irene and Trey. Jeff and Yanni are down.” For Shar’s benefit, he added, “Audrey Voight leads them.”

Voight poked him with the muzzle again. “That wasn’t an order to stand down.”

“This isn’t the SDAF anymore, Voight. We are civilians, and their lives are on the line. My authority at this point is zilch. Are you going to shoot me?”

“Don’t think I won’t.”

“The Captain Voight I used to know wouldn’t.”

“Pirate Captain Voight can, and will. I’ve done worse. How many people do you have left?”

Damon didn’t answer, steeling himself for the feel of the spread of needles through his guts. Instead of shooting, she snorted. “You haven’t changed much, have you, Clay? Still the straight arrow.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

She stepped backward, keeping the gun trained on him with her finger on the trigger. At least she wasn’t grinding it into his kidneys anymore. “You know why you aren’t dead right now? Because somehow I still feel like I owe you. Your testimony on my behalf at my court-martial was better than I deserved. And probably hurt your career.”

He turned to face her. “Yes on both counts. I was passed over for promotion, and realized my career was done.”

She reached down and picked up his fallen needler, her aim never wavering. “I was never on the take. My judgment was bad. I bypassed procedure to make my superiors happy, not realizing what they were doing. I know that probably doesn’t matter, now.”

“Not while you are pointing a gun at me, no.”

“Damn it, Clay. I’m trying to say I don’t want to kill you, or anyone else on your crew, but you are going to have to work with me so my crew doesn’t space the lot of you and me along with you. Understand?”

Damon glanced at Irena and Trey, bound on the floor nearby. He didn’t want to cooperate with these thieves and murderers, but wasn’t keeping the rest of his crew alive the greater good? “I’m sorry. What do I need to do for you to let us fly out of here?”

“I’m thinking.”

A man and a woman entered the bridge. The man immediately pointed his needler at Damon. “Let’s space this one, see how he likes it.”

Voight narrowed her eyes. “Trips, what are you doing here, and what are you talking about?”

“I was just with Rock at the forward hatch. There’s blood and vac suits, but no sign of bodies. This guy must have spaced Rigger and Dog.”

Voight’s face hardened, and her eyes burrowed into Damon. “Is this true? Did you dump them out the airlock?”

“No. I’d never do that. Even if I wanted to, I didn’t have time.” In space, death always lurked immediately outside the thin metal hull, unrelenting and unforgiving. Those who lived or worked outside of Earth’s protective atmosphere never took this fact for granted. Committing the body of a dead spacefarer into the void was done only with proper ceremony and well away from the designated space lanes. Anything less was taboo. Spacing a living person was one of the viler forms of murder.

Voight motioned to Trips. “Keep your eye on him. We’ll check the records. Clay, do you have an explanation?”

“I don’t know where they went. As far as I know, they walked off.”

Voight moved to one of the computer consoles, and punched up records. She shook her head. “Trips, as far as I can tell, he’s telling the truth. That airlock has only opened once in three years, and that was how we came in.”

Even though he’d known it was impossible that his people were involved, Damon breathed a tentative sigh of relief. Trips face turned red, and kept his gun pointed at Damon’s face. The pirate demanded, “So what happened to them, then?”

She spoke calmly, but Damon could hear the anger in her voice. “I don’t know, Trips. When we have time, if we still haven’t found them, we’ll find where the videos are stored and we’ll watch them. Hopefully, they made their way to the medical center and are bandaging up their wounds right now. Did you think of that?”

Trips shrugged. “Well, yeah. Just didn’t seem likely. They didn’t radio us to tell us or nothing.”

“Just keep an eye on him.” Voight turned to the woman. “Music, you watch the door. I don’t want any more surprises. Trips, that includes you. You get twitchy with that trigger, and I’ll shoot you in the head myself.”

Trips turned to Voight. “Hey, it was just that one time.”

As the trigger-happy thug’s attention was diverted, Shar’s voice whispered through his earpiece. “I can see you on the monitor. Can you hear me? Just nod.” Damon nodded. She said, “Looks like we’re pretty screwed. Look, if there’s any chance you guys can escape back to the Jasmine, I can have her prepped and out of here in sixty seconds or less.”

Damon nodded again.

“I’ve gotten in touch with Carlos. No contact with Toshi yet. I’ve been going over the ship’s logs and records, trying to find anything that can help us or create a diversion. Look, I’ll explain later, but based on what little I’ve seen, it may be extremely dangerous for you to be there. Promise them anything, just get off that ship.”

At the console, Voight’s eyebrows were creased as she argued with someone over her communicator. She fingering her needle-gun. Damon had seen that agitated look before, in the hours before she had been arrested. She’d known something was going wrong. However, back then, she hadn’t had a deadly weapon handy to lash out with in anger.

“Impossible!” Voight exclaimed, and crossed back to Damon with fast strides, and held the gun to his face. “How did your people do it? What did you do to Marsh?”

“Who’s Marsh?”

“Our pilot. On board our ship.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about. But it couldn’t have been us.”

“I wasn’t going to kill you, Clay. But I’ve had it. How stupid do you think I am?”

“I think you’re smart enough to realize that you’ve got everyone on my team killed, captured, or pinned down. You’re smart enough to leave your ship guarded so that none of my people could have gotten to your pilot.”

The gun wavered. Damon vocalized the worry he hadn’t had time for since the pirates appeared on their sensors. “Smart enough to wonder what happened to everyone on this ship in the first place.”

The other woman in the room, Music, spoke for the first time. She looked confused. “Guys?”

Everyone looked at her. Even Voight glanced sideways at her. Music took in a sharp intake of air, as if she were about to scream, and then vanished. In her place, a barely-visible cloud of dust held her form momentarily, and then slowly settled to the floor.

Irena made screaming sounds through the tape over her mouth. Voight and Trips aimed their weapons futilely at the cloud. While equally shocked, Damon had been waiting for a break. He leaped for Voight’s gun. She pulled it back at the last moment, punching Damon in the face with her free hand as they grappled over it.

Trips spun around with his own weapon raised, and fired. A blur passed between Damon and Voight, accompanied by a spray of blood and torn flesh, primarily from Voight’s arm. She screamed in pain and rage as she lost grip on the pistol. Trips shot again, this time missing both of them, destroying a viewscreen on the wall behind them. In spite of pain from a graze along his arm, Damon returned fire with three shots of his own. All three hit their target, and Trips collapsed, bloody and twitching.

Damon turned the gun on Voight. She ignored him as she clenched the wound on her arm with her other hand, trying to stop the bleeding. She swore, mostly at the dead man on the floor, but spared some choice phrases for Damon and his parents.

Damon picked up Trips’ gun, keyed off the safety, and tucked it into his belt. Trips also had combat knife tucked into his belt. He used it to cut the bonds on Irena and Trey. Pointing to a first aid kit on the wall, he said, “Irena, would you please bandage up Trey and Miss Voight?”

Irena hesitated. “Her? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“I think so. Voight, is it a good idea?”

Voight looked up with sullen eyes. “What does it matter? If you want to hold me hostage, it won’t work. The rest of my crew won’t hesitate to shoot through me to get to you, just like Trips. Assuming we all don’t end up like Music.”

“I’m mainly interested in making sure you don’t blow a hole in my face. I’m sorry I had to shoot Trips.”

“I’d shoot him right now if you hadn’t taken my gun.”

Damon moved where he could keep an eye on both Voight and the doorway. “Can we call a truce until we figure out what’s going on?”

Voight watched as Irena began bandaging the unconscious Trey. She sighed. “You really still are a straight arrow, aren’t you, Clay?”

“I still don’t know what that means. I’m trying to make a relatively honest living without putting too many compromises on my soul, if that’s what you mean.”

Voight keyed her mic. “Attention everyone: We’re in an emergency situation. For now, I’ve made a deal with the captain of the freighter, and you are to cease all hostile actions. This is a truce. If any of you attack the other crew, you are answering to me.”

Irena’s voice pitched up an extra half-octave. “Why don’t we just leave? Let’s just get back to the Jasmine and go!”

“We can’t,” Damon said.

“Why not?”

Voight answered with a caustic bite in her voice. “The same reason the crew of this ship didn’t. Maybe we’re all infected by a bizarre disease, or there’s some hostile invisible entity that can kill in an instant. Either way, can you imagine exposing millions of people on Mars or billions on Earth to it? I may be a cast-iron bitch, but there’s no way I’d do that.”

Martian Princess Log, August 20, 2031. Assistant Engineer Colton Barr:

I’m not really trained how to do these logs, and I don’t care. I’m exhausted. Ummm… Inqua is dead. The passengers sort of mutinied two days ago, when they realized we were heading away from… well, everything. They demanded we turn around and head to Mars. They beat Inqua pretty bad. Some of them threatened to space her, but it doesn’t look like any airlocks were opened. Maybe there’s another shadow in the room, now. It’s hard to tell. Nobody wants to clean them up. It’s like disturbing a grave.

Since the creature can go through walls and seems pulled by gravity, we tried to shut off the artificial gravity and burn away from it. Clearly, that wasn’t enough. People died slowly and in pain as they turned to ash. It was almost as if it was holding onto them as an anchor as the ship accelerated, destroying them by degrees over the course of several seconds before leaping to the next closest person and repeating it. In the time it took for us to turn the gravity back on, over two hundred people died this way.

We have the sensors tuned to track its ultrasonic noise. Not that it’s helped much. It is quiet right now. We think it’s in the engine room. It hasn’t killed anyone in hours. Maybe it’s finally sated itself, at least for a while.

If I had the guts, I’d turn the ship and burn right towards the sun. It might be the only way to kill it, or at least trap it. I don’t know. I can’t bring myself to do that, and kill the three hundred of us who remain. Not while there’s any hope at all. Maybe the last person left alive will do it. If that person is you and you are listening to this, I’ve already plugged the program into the computer. Just run navigation program three. No experience necessary.
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On the bridge of the Martian Princess, Voight and Damon reviewed logs while Irena monitored a projection of the ship’s map on the large central screen for any indication of the entity’s movements. So far, the ultrasonic audio sensors hadn’t picked up anything unusual.

The logs and data from the missing crew suggested some entity had boarded the Martian Princess when the ship flew too close to a much heavier-than-expected comet. The entity seemed attracted to both living matter and gravity. Simply shutting off the gravity and burn away had proven futile as long as there were living creatures aboard the ship for it to home in on. It emitted an ultrasonic sound as it moved, which allowed them to track it, but this gave the original crew little more than a few seconds of advance notice before it killed. Walls and other physical obstacles only slowed it down.

“Shar, are you still there?” Damon asked.

Over the intercom, Shar’s voice answered. “Of course. You aren’t rid of me yet. Our three patients are doing fine.” She referred to Trey and two pirates wounded in the boarding action. They’d been moved to the Jasmine in hopes that the creature wouldn’t venture away from the gravity envelope of the Martian Princess as long as there were living targets aboard the luxury ship. It hadn’t killed anyone else in the half-hour since Music’s death, so it was still a questionable theory at best.

“Have you found any evidence suggesting the crew tried to broadcast ultrasonic sounds back at the creature?”

“Nope. Although if we do that, we will lose the ability to track it.”

Damon looked up at the map. “It moved too fast for the previous crew to do anything about it, anyway. Irena, can we set that up?”

Irena nodded. “Yeah, simple. The ship’s intercom system can handle it no problem.”

Voight glanced at him. “Are you planning on talking to it, Clay?”

Clay shook his head. “No, but I’m willing to try anything. Speaking of which… Carlos, you guys done with the anti-gravity?”

Carlos and two of the pirates were in the engine room. His voice came over the intercom. “It’s done, boss. The system is in great condition, and we’ve bypassed the safety locks. You can bring it up and down remotely with less than a one-second delay.”

“Thank you.” Damon punched up the view from an external camera onto the monitor in front of him. It showed the pirates’ RT-100 transport. The engines were idle, but the ship was still powered up and ready to detach and launch in a moment’s notice, just like the Jasmine.

He switched to an internal camera from the aft airlock. Voight had stationed the two remaining uninjured pirates, called Rock and Strip, to guard the ship. She didn’t trust the remaining Jasmine crew, either. For good reason, Damon mused. Only one guard, Rock, stood there now. Before Damon could ask about the whereabouts of second guard, Strip stepped through the airlock from the transport, probably returning from visiting the head. The RT-100’s artificial gravity mirrored that of the Martian Princess. This meant there was very little of a seam between the gravity fields of the two ships.

From over his shoulder, Voight said, “Considering piracy, Clay? We’ve got new openings.”

Damon tried to conceal his surprise. This was the second time the woman had been surprised him from behind. Either she had was excellent at sneaking up on people, or his alertness was terrible. Or both. “No. I’m just considering all of our resources.”

“Those resources don’t involve my ship or my crew unless I say. Care to let me in on your plan?”

“It’s not a plan yet. Just a couple of ideas. Your ship…”

Irena interrupted. “Boss, we’ve got something!” She pointed to the central monitor. A red blip appeared near the aft of the ship. It moved swiftly, pausing only to pass through intervening walls on its course towards the aft airlock.

Damon turned and said, “Voight, it’s after your people!”

Voight spoke into her tiny mic. “Rock, Strip! Run!” Moments after she said something, the dot on the screen stopped at the airlock. “Strip, quit screaming and run! I don’t care… come to the bridge!”

Damon stared at the red dot on the screen, as if he could extract more data from the image. Would it be possible to load everyone onto the Jasmine and escape while the creature was still in the hall? Could they verify that it remained on the Martian Princess while they flew off? Would they have to leave someone behind, a sacrificial offering to keep it from crossing space to the Jasmine like it had crossed from the comet years ago?

Voight looked up at Damon. “Rock is dead,” she announced in a monotone. After a minute, she spoke back into her mic. “No, that’s wrong. The vac suits on the floor mean you are at the fore airlock. You passed us.” She looked back at Irena and Damon and rolled her eyes.

“I’ll go get him,” Damon said. Voight nodded absently. Damon was out in the hall before he began wondering about the danger of leaving Irena with Voight. Would the truce hold if he died?

He spoke into his mic. “Shar, you’re watching the sensor feed, right?”

“Yes. The thing hasn’t moved. It’s still by the aft airlock.”

Damon reached the forward airlock. The vac suits remained on the floor. The bodies were gone, replaced by faint, dusty shadows. Strip, a kid probably not much older than eighteen, stood sweeping his needle-gun aimlessly down every hall. Had this kid shot Yanni or Jeff with that gun? Damon pushed the thought away, trying to compartmentalize his anger. Whatever he’d done in the past, right now Strip was just a scared kid.

“Hey, Strip, the control room is this way,” he said, drawing closer.

The kid ignored him. “Where is that thing? I saw Rock just… he turned to dust, man!”

“I know. Come on.”

“Why? It’s just going to kill us, no matter where we are or how many of us are together.”

The kid had a point. Damon said, “We’re working on a plan, but we need to know where it is and where it’s going to be.”

The kid nodded. Just then, Shar’s voice came over the radio. “It’s moving, Damon! It’s heading your direction!”

“Shit! Irena, broadcast ultrasonic, now!”

Of course, he couldn’t hear the sound. But down the hall, something appeared. A shimmer in the air, like hot air over pavement on a summer day, hovered in the hall just over twenty meters away. “We can see it!” Damon said.

Strip fired at it. The shots flew harmlessly through the air, but the shimmering started moving towards them. It moved at the walking pace, slowed or confused by the noise.

Damon yelled at Strip, pointing down the hall. “Command center is that way! Move!”

The kid probably never noticed Damon didn’t run with him. Damon trotted along the main corridor, keeping pace with the shimmering trace of the monster. It was a chase he couldn’t lose in the short term, but couldn’t win for long.

“Boss, are you alright?” Irena asked.

“Yes, I’m fine. It’s slow. Keep the ultrasonic going. I’ve got an idea. Stand by to shut off the gravity.”

“I’m ready, but… hey, stop!”

Damon froze, eyes widening as he saw hazy field approach. “What?”

“Not you! No, the pirate woman… she just left. Do you want me to go after her?”

“No! Stay near the gravity control!”

He led the barely-visible entity on a slow, circular chase through the halls of the luxury liner. With the ultrasonic noise blasting away, the thing didn’t go through the walls as it had. Twice it seemed to lose interest and stop. Damon approached, terrified it would suddenly lunge forward. The thing seemed to regain interest once Damon grew close enough, and resumed the chase at the previous pace.

He led it back to the aft airlock. Once again, the shimmering blur stopped, perhaps sensing the transition between gravity fields. The pirate’s ship was easily twice the size of the Jasmine. The cargo hold just beyond the airlock was ten meters wide and nearly three times as deep. If he could get the ship’s intercom system to play the same ultrasonic sound, and lure the creature aboard, and evade it long enough to break away from the luxury ship and set a burn for the sun…

If.

The intercom system was already on, broadcasting… something. Over Damon’s radio, on an open channel, Voight said, “The transport is playing the ultrasonic now. Clay, have your people shut off the gravity.”

Irena said, “Boss?”

It took only a second for Demon to respond. “Uh, yes. Do it.”

Aside from the red emergency lights switching on, Damon saw no other indication that the gravity had shut down on the other side of the airlock. The shapeless disturbance in the air immediately surged towards him. He backed away from the entity as it floated into the cargo bay. It came to a rest in the exact center of the cargo area.

Damon followed the wall to keep his distance from the creature. He didn’t hear anything behind him as he reached the airlock. Then something shoved him forward. He stumbled, trying to regain his balance as he passed the penumbra of the RT-100’s artificial gravity field, and began flailing wildly with half of his body nearly weightless.

Behind him, both sets of airlock hatches sealed shut. Through the double layers of windows, Voight’s face stared at him.

“You really need to learn to watch your back, Clay,” she said over the radio. Then she walked away from the window. Damon could still see the shimmering haze through the glass, still unmoving in the center of the transport’s cargo bay.

“Voight! What are you doing?”

“Finishing up the plan you didn’t see fit to tell me about.”

“I didn’t have a plan! I was improvising!”

“So am I.” The two ships separated. “But I think I’ll do a better job of it. Since I don’t need to conserve fuel, I should be able to make a sustained four-G burn for about twenty-five minutes. I recommend not turning your gravity back on until then. I should reach Sol in about five weeks, if the creature doesn’t get hungry before then.”

Damon stared through the glass at the transport as it maneuvered to face the sun. “Voight, once you’ve programmed your course, get in a vac suit and jump! We can pick you up in the Jasmine!”

“Can you guarantee our invisible guest wouldn’t follow me out?”

Damon said nothing. Voight laughed. “I didn’t think so.” The main engines of the transport began to glow, and the massive ship accelerated quickly out of sight. She continued. “Someone has to babysit this thing as far away from everyone as possible. It hasn’t moved yet. It’s still in the cargo bay, trying to figure out what just happened. Maybe questioning its life decisions. I know the feeling.”

“Voight, I’m sorry.”

“For what? You’re still a straight arrow, Clay. I’m the one who has things to be sorry for. I don’t think this balances the scales, but can I ask you a favor?”

“What?”

“When you get back, please give my people a head start before you tell the authorities what happened.”

Damon hesitated. Two of his people were dead, but it had been a battle, not cold-blooded killing. A battle which his crew had won, because of Audrey Voight’s sacrifice. “Okay. I promise.”

“Thank you. So long, sergeant.”

“Goodbye, Captain Voight.”
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THE DECISION

Sean Patrick Hazlett

For years, business leaders from Mars to the Kuiper Belt have been asking me to outline my principles on leadership, especially as they relate to the 2259 Terran Crisis. When the editor of the New Harvard Business Review first approached me for this article, I was reluctant to open old wounds. The Decision was a tough and controversial one. I ultimately agreed to pen this piece because our society is still in desperate need of good leaders. This article outlines the principles that guided my actions during the nineteen-year period leading up to the Decision.

Perception Is Reality

The hardest lesson I’ve ever learned began with an intricate deception. In 2240, Mars Colony was on the verge of rebellion. Earth Protectorate, or E.P., had required every Terran between the ages of eighteen and sixty to take a battery of tests on spatial reasoning, emotional intelligence, physical fitness, analytical ability, and psychological stability.

None of us knew why. We just did what we had to do. Like any young person aspiring to greatness, I strove to do my best. I scored high enough on the tests to get a one-way ticket to the Red Planet. Yet, my friend Lily, who by all rights was much more intelligent and accomplished than I, did not. It was only much later that I discovered why.

At the time, Mars Colony had crippling labor shortages in all areas from habitat management to waste disposal. Even worse, the corrupt corporate syndicate running Mars was not operating at peak efficiency. Rather than scuttle the operation as a sunk cost, the E.P. had caved in to Martian demands by sending the colony more labor.

The burons at E.P.’s New York headquarters showered the successful candidates with praise. The E.P. Secretary General himself met with a group of the twenty most promising management candidates, including me. To this day, I remember his words: “You all have a solemn responsibility to restore order on Mars. In doing so, you will be performing a patriotic duty for Earth.”

I never bought his appeal to selfless service, but one thing he said caught my attention: “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to bring order to a world on the brink of chaos. You will be remembered as Mars’s founding mothers and fathers.”

Despite his being a career buron, the Secretary General was the best salesman I’ve ever encountered. He could have sold leprosy to a fashion model. His smooth talk and gregarious style, coupled with an expensive suit replete with diamond cufflinks, belied an underlying gravitas impossible to ignore. I was in awe of him.

Soon I began to see opportunities for shaping Mars’s future that I hadn’t considered before. I imagined myself as a power broker bridging Terran and Martian society. What Rockefeller was for oil, and Carnegie for steel, I would be for interplanetary commerce. These thoughts of a bold future invigorated me.

It wasn’t until I signed up for a lifetime contract and sat inside a space elevator festooned to a floating anchor station in the southwest Pacific that I’d begun to suspect I’d made a terrible mistake. The elevator, with its multi-decked promenades, had one uniformed officer for every ten passengers. It was an unusual level of security for an off-world excursion.

Despite my unease, I sat in my assigned seat on the space elevator’s twelfth level, heady with dreams of a future on the red frontier. A brutish Asian man with a shiny bald crown and goatee shattered my lingering delusions of grandeur.

He grabbed my shoulder and demanded I stand. I stood up, expecting him to shuffle past me and take a seat nearest the wall. To my chagrin, he sat in my assigned seat. When I told him so, he pawed at my breasts and then forced me to the floor. If one of the uniformed officers hadn’t rendered him unconscious with a shock lance, I might not have lived to tell this tale.

While I lay on the steel grated floor, I looked up at the officer and asked him why I’d been assaulted. He just shook his head and said, “With this many convicts heading to Mars, we expect outbreaks of violence.”

Dumbfounded, I said, “Convicts? I’m not a convict.”

The officer just smiled and said, “No. Not yet at least.”

It was at that moment when I had an inkling that the E.P. viewed my leadership style with fear and suspicion. It was also the first time I began to understand why the Protectorate sent us to Mars.

While I’ll get to that soon, the early part of my journey to Mars taught me that perception is everything. So much so, that an E.P. buron‘s cheap charm persuaded me to travel tens of millions of miles from a comfortable home on Earth to a hardscrabble, desperate world on the brink of rebellion. In business, form is function. You can be the most skilled musician in the solar system, but if you cannot deliver a great show, you are nothing.

Make Strategic Relationships to Further Your Interests

As an attractive young woman surrounded by violent felons, I had to build a coalition to survive. To do so, I had to find a locus of power and cultivate its source.

Before the officer who’d rescued me left the scene, I gripped his arm and said, “Who was that?” I pointed to the man who’d assaulted me.

“Hyun Park,” he said.

I stared at the officer for ten long seconds. His looks were striking in a primal sort of way. “What’s your name?” I batted my eyelashes and smiled.

“Sergey Vatutin.”

“Well, Sergey, thank you for saving me. You mind keeping a gal company?”

That night, we slept together. From then on, he was mine. After we left the protective tether of the space elevator and embarked on our voyage, I got to know every officer on the freighter. I learned and memorized every security protocol.

Early in the journey, I met another handsome officer named Robert Howard. The man also happened to be Sergey’s rival. So I started bedding him too. I kept this volatile secret from both men so that I could later use it to my advantage.

Twenty years ago, many business gurus would have criticized my methods and called me a whore. Of course, most of these theorists perished after the Decision.

A great leader must focus on making many strategic relationships to achieve her ends. She must leverage the assets she has available to her. Surrounded by violent convicts with overwhelming physical advantages, I used sex as my weapon.

Leverage Your Informational Advantage

In business, as in war, having more information than your rivals is a competitive advantage. A few choice words whispered in a sympathetic ear can make all the difference.

Hyun Park was still a threat, so I’d been keeping tabs on his whereabouts and schedule. In the afternoon, he went to the gym like clockwork. Using this information and my knowledge about the timing of key operations on the ship, I planned to neutralize Park.

Wearing my tightest skinsuit, I scheduled my workout to coincide with Mr. Park’s. I double-booked dates with both Sergey and Robert, offsetting them by only five minutes. I also brought an aerosol can containing trace amounts of cyanide.

Park was bench-pressing over three hundred pounds when I arrived. I strolled by his station and sprayed him in the face. He squinted and coughed, nearly dropping the bar on his neck.

I got on the treadmill with my back facing him. I acted as if nothing had happened. He grumbled and coughed. A meaty hand gripped my shoulder. He spun me around and forced me to the ground. I slammed my head against the rubber surface. A white flash flooded my vision. Then pain. He punched me in the jaw. I bit my tongue and tasted blood. He punched me in the stomach. He coughed again. His manhood stiffened.

I panicked. I prayed that Sergey and Robert arrived on time. Park tore my skinsuit. His calloused hands bruised my skin as he held me down.

I screamed.

Seconds later, Sergey ripped Park off me. He threw my attacker to the floor. Straddling Park, Sergey walloped the brute with his fists until the man’s face was a bloody pulp.

Just as I thought the fight was over, Park forced Sergey’s arm into his chest, and then rolled on top of Sergey, pinning him. Park pummeled Sergey until my lover was unconscious.

I had to escape, but I couldn’t compel myself to leave. The raw savagery of it all awoke something inside me. Something primal. Something beautiful. Park beat Sergey until his face was a riot of blood and bone. He hit Sergey until Park heaved with exhaustion. Sergey stopped breathing. Park raised his head and scowled at me. He slowly rose and stalked me like a tiger.

I played the part, whimpering like a scared sow. I backed away from his advance. But I wasn’t frightened. Everything was going according to plan. Either Robert would kill him or the cyanide would.

Moments later, Robert entered in the room. Unlike Sergey, he was still on duty and armed with a shock lance. His eyes widened as he took in the scene. He raised his weapon and fired. Park jolted as electric current spiked through his body.

Robert seemed distraught, as if uncertain what to do.

“He tried to rape me,” I said, pointing to Park. I hoped Robert would execute the coup de grace.

Robert nodded. He had a vacant look in his eyes.

He needed more motivation. I seized his wrists. “He. Tried. To. Rape. Me. He killed Sergey. What are you gonna do about it?”

Like most sheep, Robert lacked the will to do what was necessary. Fortunately, Park died several days later “from his wounds and trauma.”

While my plan hadn’t worked perfectly, it had gone well enough. My relationships had paid off as did my surveillance of Park.

Delegate, Delegate, Delegate

No woman is an island. She needs a good team to actualize her vision. A strong leader knows when to apply the lash or the drug to influence her subordinates.

But what if a leader has no followers? I had none when I began my journey, but hundreds by the time I arrived on Mars.

Given that my capacity for violence was not as well honed as many of the convicts on board, I leveraged my intellect and charm to build a coalition around my vision.

A good leader doesn’t work. She convinces others to work for her. She either inspires them with her vision or terrifies them with her ability to mete out violence. In my experience, the latter is more effective than the former.

On long interplanetary voyages, cabin fever takes on a whole new meaning. Crammed into tight quarters, people crave a release. This desire often explodes into violence. I found a way to channel this angst to achieve a higher purpose.

It started with Karl Gustav, an unstable German chemist. I’d accessed the crew files and learned he didn’t have the same aggressive tendencies many others did. He was a manic-depressive, and in his manic phase he was an alchemical genius. Gustav had an encyclopedic knowledge of synthesizing exotic drug cocktails from common ship chemicals. He also had a knack for innovation. Under my guidance, he whipped up an addictive stimulant we called “Nitro” and a soporific we called “Bliss.” In the right concentrations, I could speed a man up so he could kill and then slow him down enough to put him in a coma.

In just five weeks, I had a critical mass of addicts. After that, I could make anything happen.

At first, my inaugural business venture was the ideal solution to on-ship violence. So security turned a blind eye to my operation. By the time the authorities realized what I had really been up to, it was too late. No one could as much move to another module without my say so.

Boredom Is the Bugbear of Modern Business

Stagnation is death.

Once I had consolidated my power base, things grew quiet. Too quiet. My people were becoming lazy and complacent.

I was concerned that they’d lose their edge before they landed on Martian soil and faced the rebels. So I ran some experiments. It was crucial that I understood how my people would behave under extreme stress.

About ten percent of the population consumed more resources than they contributed. This group, which I selected for my experiment, included the sick, the crippled, the mentally weak, and the incompetent.

I then selected another five percent of passengers at random. I had ship security sequester this fifteen percent in a sealed section of the ship. I cut off their access to drugs and food. But I did allow for ample access to water.

Within two weeks, the subjects had exhausted the food stores they’d smuggled into the section. In another two weeks, the weakest began to perish. Mere hours after the first death, the survivors ate the remains. A week later, the strong corralled the weak, setting up a makeshift human abattoir.

In one bold stroke, I had culled the ship’s weakest members. Once the initial three hundred subjects had whittled themselves down to fifty, I ended the experiment.

I then commissioned a second one.

I wanted to know how the fifty survivors, after having experienced severe depravation, would react to having too many resources. When they reemerged from their isolation, I gave them three months of rations all at once. Another twenty died after their stomachs burst.

I promoted the thirty survivors to lead the other seventeen hundred passengers. I was pleased to see my new cadre impose these Darwinian conditions on everyone else. Once they’d purged and purified the overall population to an elite one thousand, I ordered an end to the culling. While we could have used more winnowing, we still needed manpower to take control of Mars.

By keeping my passengers engaged, I prevented them from succumbing to the fatal ennui associated with long interplanetary passages. And for that, my new organization had been honed to a razor’s edge.

Dwelling on the Past Is a Prelude to Failure

The mutiny took me by surprise. I had forged my crew into a core of strong-willed and efficient leaders. When Robert put a knife to my throat, my mind raced through every action I’d taken during the voyage. What could I have done better? What had I done wrong?

Robert, having survived the culling, was a harder man now. But he still put too much trust in others. I cried and cried. I told him that I loved him, that I had done everything for him. I professed that I wanted nothing more than to raise a family with him on Mars.

After we made love, he identified his co-conspirators. I kissed him, thanked him, and then stabbed him in the throat.

My loyal followers rounded up the mutineers. Each day, I fed these traitors their own body parts until they died of blood loss.

After that, no one dared oppose me.

Emotions Cloud Judgment

After the mutiny, I intercepted an E.P. transmission to one of the dead traitors. I had always believed that the E.P. had discarded us, but what I uncovered in the transmission was far more insidious. And it made me furious. Our exile was part of a plot to install sociopaths into critical management positions on the Martian Colony. According to the intercept, the E.P. leadership believed this act would sow enough chaos and discord on Mars to end the rebellion.

They couldn’t have been more wrong.

They were right about our impact on the rebellion. It took me about two years to stamp it out. The E.P. may have considered us sociopaths, but we were more than that. We were wolves among sheep – iron-willed warriors united by the perfidy of our exile.

When I arrived on Mars, I leveraged my narcotics network to addict the population to “Nitro” and “Bliss” and a number of other nasty new formulations. But addicting the Martian colonists one person at a time was too slow. So I laced the water and food supply, and steadily increased the dosage over time.

Then one day, I cut it off.

After the population had exhausted itself in an orgy of violence, I unleashed my shock troops to restore order and seize power.

Many of my detractors have argued that my actions were callous and will cast a long shadow on future generations. They claim that my adulteration of the water supply harmed the brain development of young children and the unborn.

While it is true that my actions may have harmed a few children, it was a small price to pay. Inaction would have been worse.

Had I let my emotions cloud my judgment, we’d still be slaves to a hostile blue world. But I didn’t. And for that, we are now free.

Improvisation Trumps Long-term Planning

Many historians think I had a master plan, and had faithfully followed it for years.

They could not be more wrong.

Long-term planning can be an asset, but it can also stifle creativity. Sometimes taking action based on raw instinct can be more effective than ten five-year plans. Improvisation works. It clarifies. It is bold and decisive. It cuts through to the heart of a problem in a way that years of detailed analysis cannot.

In 2256, the E.P. had been gathering an armada in response to my refusal to enforce a series of tax increases. The effort was unprecedented, involving the coordination of seventy nations and at a cost roughly three times the then-China’s GDP. At the same time, the E.P. demanded our immediate and unconditional surrender.

I agreed with E.P.’s terms pending the arrival of its fleet. In the interim, I rigged all twenty of the Martian biodomes with nuclear tripwires.

If I couldn’t control Mars, no one would.

By sheer luck, I found a solution that would spare me from having to make such a suicidal decision. Persephone, a near Earth object, would pass to within ten thousand kilometers of Earth before the armada arrived on Mars. It would not get close enough to threaten Earth.

Unless someone gave it a little nudge.

The idea was so controversial, only a small cabal knew about it. I compartmentalized parts of the effort so that none of my scientists knew how their individual projects fit into the overall picture.

Everyone was told we’d be harvesting more resources from asteroids to reduce our dependence on Earth.

The roboticists were to design autonomous drones capable of latching themselves to asteroid fragments and towing them to precise locations for mineral extraction.

The exoatmospheric nuclear demolition engineers were to design precision nuclear warheads capable of fragmenting large asteroids in very specific ways to prevent these pieces from striking nearby planetary objects.

The propulsion engineers had to design a craft capable of landing on an asteroid traveling at five miles per second. The craft would then have to land a robotic and nuclear payload precisely on a hostile microgravity environment where temperatures could range from minus one hundred ninety degrees to plus one hundred seventy degrees Fahrenheit.

My flexible decision-making caused a bit of a stir among many of my scientists and engineers. But any time one opposed me, I replaced him or her with someone more compliant.

My team ultimately completed its task, and we launched the mission with much pride and fanfare.

Frame Your Interests Persuasively

The Terrans never knew what hit them. At the last minute, I triggered the shaped nuclear charges on the asteroids to blow before the E.P. could deploy its planetary countermeasures.

Because I’d compartmentalized the effort, no one knew of my final plans. Based on their questions, many of my senior project managers suspected I might use the asteroid to blackmail Earth. I doubt any of them had imagined I’d use it to destroy our home world.

During trying times, a leader will often have nervous employees who second-guess every decision. A great leader must use her powers of persuasion to frame her interests so they align with those of her subordinates. Throughout the crisis, I managed their hopes and fears to get the best out of them, while concealing my true aims.

Some believe that the more certainty a leader has, the easier it is to persuade others. I disagree. It is easier to persuade others when things are uncertain.

When we first outfitted the asteroid with nuclear charges, I used the margin of error associated with the near-Earth asteroid’s flight path to my advantage. I told my people it was unlikely the asteroid would hit Earth, but it was still possible.

Playing on my scientists’ and engineers’ love of analytical arguments, I framed the issue as a question of risk versus cost. While the risk of the asteroid hitting Earth was low, if it did, the results would’ve been catastrophic. By outfitting the asteroid, we could divert it if necessary and thereby earn the E.P.’s goodwill. My rationale unified our effort. It gave people a sense of purpose.

This changed when the margin of error steadily decreased as Persephone drew closer to Earth. When it became extremely unlikely it would hit our home world, people began to question my motives. So I “came clean.” I told them what they wanted to hear. I argued that having the capability to destroy Earth would be a useful lever in our ongoing dispute. Most accepted my logic. But if they’d dug a little deeper, they would have found my argument lacking. All Earth had to do was delay negotiations until the asteroid passed and I lost my leverage. In other words, they’d have to engage in an existential game of chicken. But no one had considered the unthinkable. No one thought I might actually annihilate the cradle of civilization.

Nobody except me.

Apologies Are for Indecisive Leaders

Some still blame me for the Decision. They claim it was unnecessary. And they are outraged I show no signs of remorse.

Those people have no understanding of what leadership is. Apologies are for the weak. I did what I did because Earth forced me to. I had no choice. If I hadn’t destroyed Earth, Earth would have destroyed me.

A leader acts alone. She must make decisions alone, and she alone must live with the consequences. A leader never apologizes for making hard decisions.

A leader only does what’s right.
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TO OPEN THE GATE

Avily Jerome

“The gods are angry!”

I sat on my perch at the edge of the square, watching as the crowd gathered to listen to Minerva preach. The old crone seemed to think that since she was named for a goddess she ought to have the authority of one. And given that she was the self-proclaimed priestess for Mars in this region, the peons that populated this village appeared to agree.

“The new gods have disrupted the rule. We must turn away from embracing the new, and return to the worship of our fathers, so the gods will bless us!” Minerva shouted.

Foolish woman. The new gods weren’t new. They were older than we were. They had been forgotten, and now they returned to claim the land that had been stolen from them by my ancestors.

Minerva was right about one thing, though. The gods were angry. And none more so than my uncle.

Mars whispered in Minerva’s ear at night, inciting her to zealotry, telling her to inform the people that their sacrifices were needed to restore the gods to their rightful place.

My job was to make sure the people followed through.

Great-granddaughter of a demigod, I scarcely had enough divine blood to make me stronger than the average human, but I had enough awareness of the other world to be a bridge between the two.

“Minerva, how do we appease them?” a burly farmer named Cestus asked.

“Blood,” Minerva said, her voice low and menacing.

I rolled my eyes. Not that anyone noticed.

“Blood is the only way to reclaim the territory,” Minerva went on. “Sacrifices to the gods will strengthen their stronghold on this land and drive the intruders away.”

That was the theory, anyway.

Jupiter had some sort of long-standing dispute with the leader of the old gods, one that predated the pantheon and that he refused to divulge. Mars said it was because of a woman, but Venus said the quarrel predated even the humans. None of us really knew the truth except Jupiter himself, and he wasn’t sharing. But he insisted we all do our part to keep the old gods at bay.

“Go now,” Minerva shouted, “prepare your sacrifices! We will build new altars and new temples, and the gods will have their possession.”

The crowd dispersed as farmers ran home to select the choicest bulls for their gifts to the gods.

“Do you really think this will work?” I asked Mars as he appeared at my shoulder, on the other side of the barrier, but still visible to me.

“It’s the only thing we know of. Blood sacrifice has always helped to thin the veil between worlds. It was what gave us the ability to pass through unhindered. This new god—or old god—has more power than any deity I’ve ever encountered. The sacrifices of his followers have sealed us in this place.” He touched the air, as though it was a wall he could put his hand against. “This place is on the border of his territory. We must maintain this ground or risk losing everything.”

I could almost feel the barrier. It seemed to grow stronger with each passing day. When I was younger, Mars brought me all the way into the divine realm. He’d had to tear a hole in the wall between realities, but once the gateway was opened, it stayed for several days before it sealed itself. Long enough for me to follow the gods and goddesses around their marble halls and dive into their magical waters.

The divine realm was faded now, the sky dim and the landscape a dull, rust color. Jupiter said it was the taint of the old god’s poison.

“The humans must begin work on the new temple immediately,” Mars said. “You will see to it?”

I nodded. “At the site of the old fountain.”

“And the altar—”

“I know, Uncle. The altar needs to be built from the stones of the old god’s temple, consecrated with the blood of his followers.”

“The only way to maintain peace is through war. We must show this old god that he cannot have what is rightfully ours. If we have to kill every one of his followers in order to keep their magic from spreading, so be it.”

“I will come to visit you when the gates are reopened,” I promised.

I jumped from my perch and adjusted my toga. Puffs of dust accompanied my footfalls as I made my way down the road. Away from the village. Toward Rome.

Cestus saw me walking and hurried to catch up. “Vesta, my love. Shouldn’t you be helping with the sacrifice?”

“I am. I have a special mission from Mars himself.”

“What kind of mission?”

“I must supply the furnishings for the altar.”

“Let me help you.”

I didn’t answer. I knew he would take my lack of response as permission, but I didn’t really mind.
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Rome was as I remembered it. It had been a lifetime in human years since I’d last been, but the marble still gleamed and the sounds and scents were as familiar as those in the village where I’d spent the last thirty years.

I closed my eyes and inhaled, breathing in the memories.

The walls between realities were thinner here. I could see the reflection of the divine realm overlaying the streets and buildings. The older buildings were the same there as here, as though patterned after one another. The newer buildings, the ones that had been built after the barriers solidified, had no reflection in the divine realm. There, it was the dusty land that had come to epitomize the divine realm.

“Are you quite all right?” Cestus asked.

I smiled. “I’m perfect. I’m home.” I led him to the pantheon, the stunning tribute to our gods, the temple that reflected the home of Jupiter in the divine realm.

The walls here were almost nonexistent. I could see through to the other side, see the shadowy apparitions of the gods and goddesses as they reclined on their chaises under the domed roof or splashed in the fountain. I glanced at Cestus. Surely, he could see them, couldn’t he?

But he gaped at the architecture and the mosaics as they existed in this realm. Even when the barriers were thin, mortals couldn’t see into the divine realm unless specifically granted access by a god.

Some of the gods noticed me, acknowledging me with a nod or smile. I smiled back, warming with pleasure. If I performed my duty now, when I died, I’d be able to cross over completely, to live and serve at the pleasure of the gods for eternity.

“We will sleep here tonight,” I told Cestus. “In the morning, we will begin our search for what we need.”

The stronghold of the enemy was easy to find. A house in this reality, but a brick wall in the divine, a fortification that the gods themselves would have difficulty dismantling.

I stared at it, walking slowly around, examining it, brick by brick.

Cestus stared at me. I must’ve looked insane, walking in slow circles around an ordinary house in the middle of the city, but I saw only the wall. How had they done it? How had they built a fortification in the divine realm, when they could only access the mortal?

It was fascinating, really. If only I could get to the other side, examine it in the divine dimension!

“What are we doing here?” Cestus asked.

“These bricks—this is what we will use to build the altar to Mars.”

“They’re ordinary bricks,” Cestus said, his tone indicating his skepticism.

“Perhaps. But these are the bricks Mars wants us to use.”

“How can you be sure?”

I smiled, refusing to let his negativity dampen my excitement. “Never mind how. These are the bricks we will use.” I handed him a pouch of coins. “Go acquire a cart and oxen to pull it. We will also need a Roman guard. The people inside will be coming with us.”

“People?” Cestus blanched.

“It is what Mars requires.”

He nodded and gave a short bow before turning to do my bidding.

I walked into the courtyard and a servant came running. “Are you here for the meeting?”

Meeting? That was interesting. “Yes,” I said.

The servant bowed and led me across the courtyard and into the house.

A woman greeted us at the door. She took my hand and smiled. “Welcome. Come in.”

“Actually, I was hoping you would come out.”

The woman tilted her head slightly, appraising me. “What is it?”

“Please? I need your help.”

“Of course.” She followed me out to the street where Cestus had arrived with an oxcart.

I backhanded her across the face, sending her tumbling into the dust.

Cestus looked from her to me and back.

“Well?” I asked. “What are you waiting for? Put her in the cart. I’m going to get the others.”

Cestus paused only a moment before obeying.

I went back to the courtyard and met the servant. “M’lady seems to be feeling a bit faint. Is there anyone you can ask to come help?”

The servant bobbed her head and disappeared inside. She returned a moment later, followed by three others, two men and a woman.

I smiled. My divine blood burned for a good fight. “This way,” I beckoned.

I led them to the street.

The first man saw the unconscious woman in the cart. “Naomi!”

I stood in his path and blocked him with my arm.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be with her the whole time. We’re going for a little trip.”

“I don’t think so. Please give me back my wife.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I apologize for the inconvenience. Get in the cart or I will put you in it.”

Both men laughed, then. “I don’t know what your game is, child, but we will not be going with you.”

On the other side of the barrier, I sensed something else. Gods, or some entities like them, but none I knew. Were these the gods these people worshipped? What would they do when I forced their followers to come with me? Could they still come through the barrier, or were they trapped, like Mars and the others?

I looked past the humans, trying to get a glimpse of their gods, but could only vaguely sense the aura of power that surrounded them.

I looked back at the man. “Get in the wagon. Come quietly, or not. Doesn’t matter to me.”

He stared at me for a long moment, then climbed into the cart.

The other man wasn’t quite so accommodating. He crossed his arms in front of his muscled chest and stood between me and the other woman. “Where are you taking them?”

“I need their help with something.”

“You’re not taking them.”

I glanced behind him again, at the deities who stood there. “I’m taking all of you.”

I rushed at him, barreling into his chest with my shoulder, then sweeping my leg around behind him to trip him backwards onto the ground.

He didn’t even try to fight back. The woman, too, stood there, tears in her eyes, but didn’t try to fight me as I tied up the man, and then her, and tossed them both in the back of the cart.

Their gods stood on the other side of the barrier, watching but not interfering. Perhaps they couldn’t. Perhaps they were as impotent on this side as my gods were. Yet they didn’t seem perturbed by my kidnapping of their acolytes.

I secured my captives and marched to the house for the rest of them. They were too simple, too trusting. Two or three at a time, they followed me out into the open where I easily overpowered them, even the largest men, who were mere humans, and unprepared for an attack, until half of the group gathered was in the back of my cart. The ones who remained were the very old or very young, a couple of pregnant women, and one man who was lame.

I decided, rather than risk my mission for the weak stragglers, to take those I already had and leave the rest alone. The men would be much less likely to put up a fight or attempt an escape if they knew their women and children were safe. I’d come back later to dismantle the house itself.

Cestus walked beside me as I led the ox along the road that led around the outskirts of town.

The gods followed us, at a slight distance. Close enough for me to sense them, but not so close that they were threatening.

A couple of the captives began to stir, and I gestured to Cestus to subdue them again.

He glanced at me, clearly uncomfortable with the task I’d given him.

I sighed and clubbed the men with the brace on my arm. Returning to the ox, I glanced at Cestus. “Do you serve Mars?”

“You know I do.”

“Do you trust that he knows what is necessary to preserve our land?”

“Of course.”

“And do you trust that if you follow his leading, he will bring prosperity to your land?”

“I do.”

“Then trust that I am working on his orders. These people are his enemies, and they must be brought before him. Surely you have noticed that the gods are distant? No longer able to come and go freely in our land?”

Cestus nodded slowly.

“These people are the cause. After Mars deals with them, he will be free to rule us again.”

Cestus looked again at the passengers in the cart, sighed, and looked at me. “I trust you, my beloved.”

I smiled at him. I’d let him believe he had a chance, if it meant convincing him to follow my orders.

A crowd had gathered around Minerva by the time I returned. She was directing the building of a temple. Not a full building—more like gazebo—inside which the altar would stand.

I left my captives in a barn at the edge of the village, in the care of some of Minerva’s minions, explaining to them as I had to Cestus, that they were central to Mars’s plan, and that with our obedience we would ensure a wealth of harvest and good health in the coming seasons and even years.

Darkness had long since enshrouded the countryside when Cestus and I arrived back at the house where we’d taken the prisoners. It was empty now, the inhabitants either having fled or out searching for their friends and family members.

I slipped my hand into an armored glove, gathered all my divine strength, and punched into the stone wall.

Bricks cracked and mortar crumbled. I punched three more times before starting to dismantle the wall.

Something wasn’t right.

The earthly bricks, the ones on this side of the barrier, came away easily. I handed them to Cestus, who stacked them into the cart, one by one. I punched the wall occasionally to loosen another section before passing the bricks along.

But the wall in the divine realm, the ethereal blocks that I could see but not touch, remained intact. As strong as any palace or colosseum.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. Perhaps that the bricks in the divine be attached to the earthly bricks somehow. Or maybe that dismantling the building here would make the other-worldly wall disintegrate. At any rate, I hadn’t expected to have no effect whatsoever.

How would these bricks help Mars’s altar? They were just bricks. Ordinary, earthly, mud-and-straw bricks.

But I had my orders. Perhaps, despite the separation that I discovered between the earthly bricks and the divine, these would still have some sort of power that would help Mars.

The situation was direr than he or any of the others let on. The barrier closing, keeping the gods from interacting in this realm, was just the latest in a series of events that had drained the gods of their power over the last few years.

First, it was their control over the humans—something had changed, rendering humans less susceptible to the awe of the divine amongst them. Then their power over nature—the lightening and the storms, the seas and the winds—things that had always been the domain of the gods was now under the control of—what?

Nobody seemed to know.

And now this. The invisible barrier that kept them trapped in their own realm, unable to interact directly with mankind. Worse, those weren’t the only boundaries that had changed. Territories, formerly strictly controlled by specific gods and goddesses, were being overrun. We’d heard rumors of gods to the south being completely ousted from their holds, driven out by a lack of faith, their territories stolen by these new gods, left to wander in search of new lands where they were still worshipped and revered. Or to discover people and lands where the gods were not so strongly entrenched, that they could overtake and rule.

How many bricks did Mars need for an altar, anyway? I’d dismantled most of one wall, and the cart was full enough that the ox would have difficulty pulling it.

It had to be enough.

Probably more than enough, since they weren’t the divine, multi-dimensional bricks Mars hoped for.

“Let’s go,” I said to Cestus.

We had to stop frequently to let the ox rest. I was tempted to unhitch the stupid thing and pull the cart myself, but divine constitution or not, pulling a cart full of bricks didn’t seem appealing when I’d been walking back and forth across the country, kidnapping, and punching down brick walls all day.

Dawn broke over the horizon just before we reached our little village. I stopped at the barn where I’d left the prisoners and woke them. “Come with me.”

A couple of the men eyed me, appraising me, seeming to calculate whether or not they could take me, but with Cestus at my side and Minerva’s men still standing guard, they seemed to dismiss the idea.

I led them to the field of worship. Their gods followed closely behind.

The gazebo was nearly complete. A few men were up already, putting the finishing touches on the roof. Mars stood in the center, invisible to the humans, though his presence was certainly felt, given the way the men feverishly worked to complete the temple.

Mars saw me and walked toward me. He examined the bricks in my cart. “Well done, Vesta. Very soon—” He stopped, his eyes traveling past me and landing on the gods who had followed us.

“Who are you? How dare you enter my domain?” he demanded.

One of the gods stepped forward. “We are merely here to protect our charges. We were invited when she brought our people here.” He nodded toward me.

Mars glared at me.

I glared back. How was I to know?

Wait… their charges? These gods were protecting the humans? Who were these people?

A sick feeling formed in the pit of my stomach. I was beginning to think maybe Mars had made a very, very bad mistake.

“You won’t stop what must happen here,” Mars said, his tone threatening. “This is my territory. It has been mine for millennia. I will not relinquish it!”

The god stared at him, looking almost bored. “That’s not our concern. Whether your territory remains intact or is severed matters not to us.”

Mars glared at them for another long moment before turning back to me. “Bring the bricks.” He leaned close and whispered in my ear. “Go to the temple in the next village. Call all the gods and goddesses you see, and any human offspring with divine blood you know, and bring them back here.”

In the hour it took me to obey his orders, a huge altar had been erected in the center of the temple.

On the divine side of the barrier, the gods and goddesses formed a protective ring, and on the human side, the other demigods, those with even a little divine blood and I formed another.

Minerva, dressed in ceremonial robes, walked slowly up to the altar. “Prepare the first sacrifice,” she said.

One of her minions reached for a woman, but one of the men stepped in front of her. “Take me.”

The minion looked at Minerva, who nodded, and pulled the man up to the altar.

He didn’t struggle, and his gods didn’t move to help him. Why not? Did they know it was useless, since the barrier was closed? What were they waiting for?

This wasn’t right.

I looked at Mars, but he was too busy gloating to pay me any mind.

The human woman looked at the man as Minerva’s minion strapped him to the altar, tears in her eyes. “I love you,” she called out.

“I love you, too. I’ll see you on the other side.”

The other side? What did he mean? Did they have divine blood? Would they be joining their gods on the divine side of the barrier, as my kind did? Then why didn’t he fight back? Why didn’t he at least try?

Mars grinned, his teeth flashing like fangs as Minerva raised her knife. He rubbed his hands together, over the man who could neither see nor feel him through the barrier, but whose blood would reopen the gate between dimensions.

Minerva’s knife plunged into the man’s chest.

Blood spurted out of his chest and he gasped, choking, as his life gurgled from him.

But not onto Mars.

Mars was gone. Disappeared completely. His sacrifice—the man was dead, but the barriers weren’t opened. They were sealed completely.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. In sealing off the divine, the sacrifice had sealed off the part of me that was attached to the divine realm. My soul, which before had existed in both planes, was dying, being severed from my human form.

A feeling like the searing of flesh swept over me, starting in my chest and spreading to my limbs. I screamed, tried to run, but I couldn’t move.

I stood there for a long, agonizing moment, feeling my body die. Then, without warning, I stood in the divine realm.

But only part of me. I could see through to the human realm, as though looking through a dirty glass, but couldn’t reach it. I could do nothing to stop it as I watched my physical body crumple to the ground, a dead heap. I still looked the same, complete to my breezy tunic and the bracers on my arms. I was solid, physical here, but even if I could cross over, I would be nothing more than a ghost on the other side.

I turned, looking for Mars.

Sharp pain stabbed my back. I whirled around.

One of the other gods lunged at me with a spear.

I deflected, using all my strength to shove the spear to the side. All around me, battle broke out. The others with divine blood had suffered the same fate I had in the human realm, and now fought with the new gods in this one.

Snapping my concentration back to the god before me, I attacked, lunging toward him and punching him in the chest.

He grunted and stumbled back, but quickly regained his footing and attacked again, stabbing with his spear. I dodged, rolling away from him and grabbing a spear from the ground, the fallen weapon of I didn’t know who—there were too many bodies on the ground to be sure.

I leapt to my feet and swung the spear around, using it to block the blow from the god. For the next few moments we parried as with swords, our spears knocking against one another as each of us tried to run the other through.

All around me, bodies fell. Bodies of my comrades, my cousins. The new gods were unscathed, and now they outnumbered us.

I thrust my spear again, nicking the god against whom I fought, but he only grinned at the thin streak of blood that marred his bicep. “The time for your kind is past. Your hold over this land, this people is broken. Surrender, and I will let you live.”

My arms grew weary. Surrender didn’t sound half bad at the moment. Survival, even trapped in this dying realm, was better than the alternative.

Mars was never one for pragmatism, however.

“We will not yield!” he screeched, lunging toward my attacker, spear outstretched.

The spear shattered against the god’s bracer, the impact sending Mars jolting backwards, thudding to the ground.

I stared, unable to move. Mars, the god of war, struck down by this… what was he?

A sharp pain stabbed my torso. I looked down to see the bloodied tip of a spear protruding from under my breasts, a dark red stain spreading down my tunic.

My spear clattered from my hand, and I turned my head to see one of the new gods standing behind me. He looked neither happy to have killed me, nor sad—just resigned to the inevitable.

We were the last remaining alive, Mars and myself. And I had only seconds, if that, before my life drained from me.

I could still see through the barrier to the human realm, to where the other prisoners had escaped once the demigods and I had disappeared from their reality and had fought their way through Minerva and her minions.

Was that what they’d been waiting for? Had they known, somehow, that their brother’s sacrifice would render us impotent? Had their gods given them orders to attack?

Minerva stood by the altar, her hands drenched in the blood of the man she’d killed, wailing. How could she understand what had happened? We could no longer reach her, no longer talk to her.

Mars was wrong.

I fell to my knees, and the god behind me pulled his spear from me.

“There are those who still worship me,” Mars snarled. “I will rebuild. I will reclaim my empire.”

The god shrugged and turned away. He and his fellows walked away from us, following their humans as they trudged back to the city from which I’d taken them.

“When I am strong, I’ll come for you!” Mars screamed at their backs.

They ignored him.

Darkness clouded my vision, and cold, more bitter and biting than any I’d ever felt, slashed at me. I toppled the rest of the short distance to the ground, my last breaths coming in wheezes.

My last thought was to wonder if there was an afterlife beyond this one, a place where demigods could rest when they’d been expelled from paradise.
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S-T-VALDIS

K.M. Carroll

Iris gazed out of a viewport in the Wayfarer as the ship touched down on Mars. Distant reddish mountains rose in the distance. A solitary dust devil wound its way among the stones.

The rockets kicked up a cloud of red dust so thick it darkened the tiny window. Mars: one more prison for a repair drone like her.

The rockets died and the planet’s gravity pulled at her. Iris lay in her seat and waited, gazing at the ceiling. The ear pieces filtered sound to a level her brain could manage, but it didn’t keep her heart from pounding. Mars. There was only one known alien race—the Spurs—but they prowled star systems far from Sol. Even so, there had been whispers of a new threat. No one knew what it was, and nobody told drones anything. But Iris kept her ear pieces set to a higher level than she was supposed to, listening for a chance word, a rumor, anything.

The restraining harnesses opened at last. One of the ship’s crewman stepped into their room. “Drones, new command: gather your gear and disembark.”

Normative humans treated drones like robots. Drones behaved like robots. The ten of them looked alike. All of them had brown skin and shaved heads. All of them wore ear pieces and gray uniforms with a collar attachment for a vacuum helmet. Iris longed to paint red and blue stripes across her own suit, but she would be returned to the lab for nonconformity error. Drones tended to die after reconditioning.

Iris retrieved her equipment bag, much heavier now in Mars gravity, and followed the other drones down the ship’s hallways.

The crew handed out vacuum helmets. The drones put them on perfectly. Anything mechanical was simple to them. Iris double-checked the seal on her own helmet for the pure joy of handling the mechanism. The crew gave each drone’s helmet a cursory glance, but they knew it wasn’t necessary.

Three crewmen led the drones down a narrow staircase and into the hold. They passed through an airlock one at a time, then descended a ramp into the chill of the Martian atmosphere.

The cold sank through Iris’s thin uniform. The Warfarer’s crew wore heavy thermal suits, but nobody cared about the welfare of drones. By the time they walked two hundred feet to the dome of Talay Base, Iris was shivering until her teeth chattered.

Talay Base was a medium-sized complex, made of stone, manufactured plas-wood, and prefab panels for the hab domes. Although the cold threatened to overwhelm her, Iris paused outside the airlock door to gaze at the boulders in the wall, so cunningly joined together. Even on Mars, mankind bent nature to his will.

Once through the airlock, Talay Base’s warmth embraced her. Iris stood in a row with the other drones, trying to conceal her trembling as Commander Friedman approached. He was a big man in an imposing black uniform. He lectured them about the top-secret military hardware the drones had been brought in to fix. Iris listened, her blank eyes seeing everything without seeming to focus on anything. The drone beside her fidgeted, trying to restrain himself from stimming. This break from routine had been stressful.

At last Friedman departed, leaving them with his sergeant. “Follow me,” the sergeant said. “I’ll show you where to stow your gear and where you’ll live.”

Iris fell in line with the others. The hallways of Talay Base were arranged in half rings. Branching tubes led to other domes where crops were being grown. Iris gazed at the vibrant green of peas and soybeans with a surge of happiness. There had been so little green in her life.

The final hallway opened into a vast, cold dome filled with broken machines, mech suits, and immobile ships. One side of the room was taken up by equipment lockers, like those in an Earth gym.

“Select a locker and stow your gear,” the sergeant called to the drones. “I’ll show you to your quarters afterward.”

Iris took the locker at the far end. Not only were her tools less likely to be stolen, but it let her snoop around the mech suits in charging bays against the far wall.

The suits were sleek, beautiful things, more like superhero costumes than armor for elite soldiers. They gleamed in grey-brown camouflage colors, their faceplates polished like mirrors. The green lights on the arms of the charging bays proclaimed them ready to operate. Perhaps they were meant for base defense.

One charging bay, however, had no active lights. There was a suit in it—a badly dented one with blast scars across its limbs and chest. It was a different style than the others—bulkier, more angular, painted matte black.

As soon as she saw it, Iris’s fingers itched for a welding torch. I could fix you. Possible damage and parts lists flowed through her mind.

“Don’t even think about it,” said the sergeant, following her gaze. “That unit is in permanent lockdown. You’re here to fix ships.”

Iris didn’t respond. It unnerved her to be addressed directly. She followed the rest of the drones out of the cargo bay, head down, submissive, trying to be invisible.

They were genetically engineered to be perfect repair drones. Highly intelligent, adept at problem-solving, Iris and nineteen others had spent their lives studying and fixing everything—from clogged toilets to microchips. Their conditioning during childhood still affected them—a successful repair job triggered a dopamine rush as powerful as an orgasm.

Each drone had a tiny room the size of a closet. Iris shut herself into hers. There was a waste stall, a water tube, and a bunk like a coffin. No mirrors. Nothing that might encourage a drone to develop an identity.

Iris lay on the bed and tried to think about repairing a ship, signaling the other drones, and escaping to the stars. But images of the broken mech suit kept flashing through her mind’s eye. I could repair it. It probably needs new parts, new wiring, hydraulics might need pressurizing. No! She mentally shook herself. The whole reason to escape was to live life without being a slave. But her fingertips itched. Had the other drones noticed the suit? Were they contemplating sneaking to the cargo bay?

Iris stayed in her bunk. If she opened that door, she’d head for the cargo bay. Instead, she calmed herself, rested her nerves, and waited for the next step in her routine.

A meal was the next element. While stationed on Ceres, the military had kept the drones on a strict schedule. They had adhered to it on the Wayfarer, too. It would continue on Mars. At the appropriate time, Iris rose and followed the signs to the mess hall.

Nine other clean-shaven drones were there, as well as a handful of soldiers. They were burly military types, of all different skin tones. Their uniforms were black and dark blue in the colors of Federation rank. The drones looked thin and mousey by comparison.

Iris stood stiffly, gazing at the whole room with fear creeping through her. One of the other drones, who had higher functioning capabilities, fetched her a pack of dried rations and a drinking bottle, then guided her to a corner table. Iris was grateful, but she never knew how to respond to people.

One of the soldiers approached her—a hulking gorilla of a man in the blue of a corporal. “Hey there, little lady.”

Iris didn’t answer or make eye contact. Fear tore through her.

The soldier waved a hand in front of her face. “Hello?”

Iris began to fumble her hands together, entwining her fingers, trying to process the distress rising in her. She tried to look at his face, but it was terrifying maze of eyes and noses and lips. She focused on his collar instead.

“Don’t bother,” said Dorian, one of the more neuro-normative droves. “She’s non-verbal.”

The soldier retreated with an uneasy look at her strange hand movements. “Is she dangerous?”

“No,” Dorian said. “She’s brilliant at repairs. But she is autistic. Side effect of the genetic engineering.”

The soldier sat with his fellows. They made a point of not looking at Iris. Her fear abated a little. After a while, she was even able to finish eating.

“Well, don’t let her mess with that broken mech suit in the garage,” said one of the other soldiers. “It’s haunted.”

The drones sat up straighter. “Haunted?” said Dorian. “You’re certain it’s not a malfunctioning AI?”

“Ain’t no AI in that suit,” said a soldier. “It was a prototype for the Valdis line. A ship dumped it with a load of salvage—nobody knew where it came from.”

“What made you think it was haunted?” Dorian said, his chin resting on his fist.

“It moved by itself. Made noises. We scanned it, wiped its memory, everything we could think of. Nothing worked. We finally stripped out the power pack to remove mobility. Nobody likes to be alone with it.”

The drones muttered to each other nervously. Iris chewed, staring at the wall, her ear pieces lowering the echoes of the voices to a whisper. A haunted mech suit? Surely it was only malfunctioning.

She would have to repair it now.
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The mech suit was even more imposing up close. It had once been matte-black, but the paint had been scratched along every edge and corner, leaving bright silver metal showing. The chipped paint across its chest still held its call sign: S-T-Valdis.

Hello, Esti, Iris thought. She opened her heavy tool bag. Let’s see if you’re really haunted.

She tackled the left arm first. It had a deep burn that penetrated the armor and wiring, leaving the inner padding exposed to the air. A pilot wouldn’t survive Martian atmosphere in this suit, let alone vacuum.

She pulled the wound wider, studying the edges of the slice and the way the wires had been cut. A sharp object had struck this suit. Judging by the blackened scorch marks, it had been hot. She measured the gauge of the wiring, then pulled out her own store and set to work clipping and splicing.

Fixing a machine gave her a deep peace. She hummed as she worked, blocking out external sound. She stitched the padding shut, sealed it with polymer, and fixed the wires over it. The garage dome was quiet. No voices, no distractions, nothing but the subliminal hum of the air recyclers. It was night and everyone else was supposed to be sleeping. Iris had set a tiny motion detector outside the door, just in case. It would vibrate the communicator in her pocket if it detected anyone.

Let’s see if these wires are repaired properly.

The charging bay was a platform with four support rings around it. The suit was hooked into these arms. When the crew had removed the suit’s battery pack, they had left the battery on the floor in a snarl of cables. It was a flat gray rectangle the size of a dinner plate, and heavy as lead. Iris struggled to lift it into the slot in the suit’s back.

“Who are you?”

Iris froze. Had she heard a whisper? No, it couldn’t be. Her motion sensor had detected no one. Or was it the ghost? The whisper had bypassed the filter on her ear pieces.

I’m Iris, she thought.

“Go away, Iris,” the voice whispered.

I’m repairing you. I need to know if your arm works.

Silence. Iris waited, head tilted. Shivers crept across her shoulders, warring with fascination. In her world of science, no room had been made for spiritual entities.

But the suit spoke to her. It heard her thoughts. Could it be a true ghost? Or a telepathic transmitter? Only the latest tech contained those, and this suit was old. It also lacked a battery pack—it should not be able to communicate at all.

Iris was theoretically able to utilize telepathy. Her brain patterns fit the correct wavelengths. But try as she might, she had never been able to hear automated transmitters. It was one reason she was on Mars, repairing ships. She could have been on Europa, babying delicate communications arrays and being paid an actual wage.

When the ghost made no further objections, she heaved the battery pack into the suit’s slot and clamped it in.

The lights on the charging bay blinked to life in shades of yellow. The battery needed charging, of course. Iris gazed at the suit, waiting for a whisper or movement. Nothing happened.

She worked the damaged arm back and forth. It felt like the hydraulics and servos were functioning, but she couldn’t tell without checking the suit’s readouts. She pulled out the tiny computer that she used for diagnostics and scanned for a wireless link. Nothing.

Of course, it was probably hard-wire communications only. It wouldn’t do for an enemy to wirelessly hack the suit in combat. She stood on tiptoe to open the suit’s visor.

The suit’s other hand slammed her backward into the charging bay’s arm. Iris gasped at the shock and pain. The hand held her there, the bulky fingers covering her entire chest.

“No.” The ghost’s tone was like a brick wall.

Iris tried to scream, but the breath had been driven from her lungs. She gasped and squirmed, but the hand held her pinned. The suit was enormously strong. Blind panic rose in her. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Inside her head, she screamed, Let me go, please let me go!

The hand abruptly withdrew. She fell to her hands and knees, then scrambled out of the charging bay. She didn’t stop until she reached the far wall. She placed her back against it and stared at the suit. It didn’t give chase or even move. She gazed at it for a long time, waiting for something to happen. Fear compelled her to flee, yet her conditioning to repair machines held her there. She had begun the job and she could not quit until it was finished.

Cautiously she gathered her scattered wits and thought, I need to run diagnostics on the arm. Sir.

“I will perform the check,” it replied.

The reply frightened her almost as much as its sudden movement. Was it a ghost, or a rogue AI? What if it attacked her? While she knew basic self-defense, her strength was paltry next to the mechanical power of the suit. The military used these to augment their soldiers’ fighting capabilities. She had studied videos of them in action—flipping from wall to wall, running up buildings, leaping between speeding vehicles on a highway—in the secret hope that she might someday repair one.

Repair, yes. Fight, no.

The patched arm flexed its fingers. Slowly the arm bent at the elbow, then stretched to the side. “I register one hundred percent function,” the ghost said grudgingly, its voice faint. “However, there’s no way you can repair the rest of the damage.”

Iris summoned her courage. I could try, sir. I have a tremendous number of parts in my kit. She crept back to the charging bay and pointed at her bag. It sat open on the floor, disgorging spools of wire, transistors, copper tubing, and tiny containers of blank chips.

“Well,” said the ghost, seeming to think it over. “You’re welcome to try. Nobody else gives a rat’s ass about a ruined prototype.”

It was strange, communicating this way. There was no troublesome eye contact, no human body language to interpret. Just a voice she heard on the backside of her ears. It was so much easier than trying to interpret the labyrinth of the human face. While normative humans may have found a telepathic ghost terrifying, Iris found it a relief.

She pulled a tiny LED light out of her pocket and used it to study the gashes in the suit’s chest.

“You’re some kind of scientist,” said the ghost after a while. “You’re bored and needed something to study.”

Repair drone, Iris corrected. I was engineered to understand the minutiae of complex systems and to discern ways to repair them.

The ghost said nothing for a while. The chest wound had a thick chunk of black metal embedded in it. Iris had to pull it out with pliers. Were you in a battle? You were damaged by shrapnel.

“It’s not shrapnel,” the ghost replied.

Iris turned the metal shard this way and that. It was brittle and crumbled a little in the grip of her pliers. She set it aside to examine later.

Was it what killed you?

“I’m not dead!” the ghost snarled. The hands flexed, as if thinking of throttling her. “Not properly!”

Iris retreated to a safe distance. When the suit stopped moving, she cautiously returned. I’m sorry. They said that this suit was haunted, so I assumed…

“This suit is my body now,” the ghost growled. “But that’s a secret, understand? If news of this gets out, they’ll be butchering soldiers in labs to try to replicate it.”

I won’t tell, Iris thought. They say I’m nonverbal.

“Oh,” said the suit in a much different tone. “But I can still…Wait. Did they invent neurotransmitters while I’ve been stuck here?”

Yes. But you don’t have any.

“I’m communicating telepathically,” the ghost muttered. “Man, this is cool. I had no idea I could do that. Are you normally telepathic?”

Theoretically, yes, Iris replied. But I’ve never succeeded at it before. We must share a wavelength. If you’re not dead, what’s your name?

“Jin,” the ghost replied. “But my nickname was Esti, after my suit call sign.”

Iris ducked her head. Pleased to meet you, Jin. Esti. I’m Iris Nevada.

“Sorry I threatened you,” Esti said. “I don’t like people messing with the suit. Or getting inside. Imagine if somebody was trying to climb inside you through your neck.”

Iris wrinkled her nose. Apology accepted. If I need to see anything inside, I’ll ask permission.

The motion detector vibrated the communicator in her pocket. Iris froze.

“Guard patrolling outside,” Esti whispered. “You’re not supposed to be here, are you?”

No. Iris hastily tucked her tools back inside her bag, then shoved the bag into the shadows behind Esti’s charging bay. I’ll come back tomorrow night.

“Mum’s the word,” Esti said.
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Iris crept back to her quarters and slept the rest of the night. She awoke energized, refreshed, with the sense of anticipating a holiday. The mech suit with the dead man’s ghost inside! Was he truly dead? How could a mind inhabit hardware like a suit? Surely it lacked the necessary memory.

She climbed out of bed and did her morning exercises, following routine, her mind busy with spare parts. At breakfast in the mess hall, she and the other drones were given their orders for the day: begin work on the broken machinery in the garage dome. Iris’s heart thrilled. She might be able to sneak away and work on Esti.

As she was finishing her rations in the back corner of the mess hall, the sergeant and another soldier passed by, speaking in low voices. Iris touched the volume button on one ear piece.

“Might be nothing,” the soldier was saying. “It’s not Spurs.”

“I’ll check the readings,” the sergeant said. “Radar has picked up anomalies before, what with the dust storms …” They departed down the hall.

Iris returned her ear piece to normal volume, wondering. Anomaly in the radar? Was this part of the new threat she had heard rumors about?

Nothing more came of it. She and the other drones went to work on the broken machines. The verbal drones made lists of parts and communicated them to their overseers.

Iris contrived to work on a corroded radio array a few feet from Esti’s charging bay. Nobody had touched the scratched black suit or paid attention to the lights that registered his charge at three-fourths.

Hello, sir, Iris thought to him.

“Good morning,” Esti replied in her mind. “They’re keeping you busy.”

It’s why I’m here, Iris replied. The men whisper of a new enemy. They whispered of it on Earth, and on Ceres Station. Now they whisper of it here. Not Spurs.

Esti said nothing for a long moment. Then he murmured, “They’ve found us at last.”

Who?

“The Axius. They’re the ones who…who left me damaged. I ruined their data on this galactic sector, but they must have reacquired it.”

The crumbling metal shrapnel in Esti’s armor passed before Iris’s eyes. It had been such a strange material. Alien. Her pulse increased.

What do you know of them?

“They’re humanoid. Not like the Spurs. They’re larger than humans, and colder. Their eyes are…I don’t like their eyes. They come from a system with three planets.”

Can they be killed?

“They’re aliens, not gods. Yes, they die. Their blood is red. It always bothered me.”

And they’re coming here. What might they want?

“They’re a dominant race, like humans. They bend and shape the natural world. I imagine they’re coming to kill and enslave us. The Spurs worship them, but they’re very cruel to Spurs.” Esti’s tone was flippant, but despair lurked beneath.

Iris worked on the radio, taking it apart, laying out each wire and chip, finding the break, rebuilding it. This was easy. It let her process Esti’s words.

I’ll continue repairing you after hours.

“Thank you.” Esti’s relieved gratitude warmed her. Nobody had ever thanked her before.
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Iris spent the next week repairing Esti in odd moments. She stayed up late and was often very tired the next day.

The soldiers continued their whispers. Iris eavesdropped while staring at nothing. An anomalous reading near Jupiter…A drifting bright thing among the asteroids…A large object on intercept course with Mars that vanished after they scanned it…

She reported everything to Esti. Each new piece of information made him more restless. So did the repairs. He was once more vacuum-worthy. A lot of his life support systems were damaged, so Iris repaired them. She outfitted him with a fresh oxygen tank and new recycling filters. The nutrient delivery system was ruined, and it cost her two sleepless nights to replace it.

All the while, a plan was developing in her head. If she and Esti could escape together, they could go anywhere. Wearing the Valdis suit, nobody would know she was a drone. Maybe he would consent to hide her—unless he insisted on fighting these Axius aliens. The idea of combat sent cold chills through her. No drone engaged in combat, ever. They weren’t designed for it. The sensory overload would render her catatonic.

Iris conveyed none of this to Esti. She worked, listened, and repaired. That was why she was in the charging bay, fiddling with a malfunctioning controller in Esti’s knee, when the first bomb hit.

The ground shook beneath her knees. Subsonic rumbles hit her eardrums, conveyed through her bones instead of the air. She leaped to her feet.

Red lights and sirens sprang to life all over Talay Base. Men shouted. Feet ran.

Iris stood frozen, one hand on Esti’s chest. What happened?

“The Axius are here.” Esti’s voice was grim. “We’re unprepared. Everyone is going to die.”

Iris looked anxiously at the expressionless face plate.

“Except you,” he amended. “You may climb in.”

The suit’s chest clicked and slid open, the helmet swinging upward. She clambered inside, thrusting her arms and legs into the suit, pulling the helmet over her head. The doors closed, locking her securely inside. The helmet and neck were so big that she could scrunch down into the chest cavity, if she wanted.

A screen lit in front of her face. It showed her the view through Esti’s faceplate. There was an awkward saddle in the crotch that she sat on, her legs dangling into the suit’s legs. She felt like a child trying on an adult-sized space suit. Jin must have been gigantic. The suit smelled of dust, old sweat, and fresh foam padding.

“Ugh,” Esti said. “It feels really weird to have you in there. Hold on.”

The arms and legs moved on their own. Iris pulled in her limbs and curled up on the seat, braced with her elbows and knees.

“No,” Esti said, stepping out of the charging bay. “You can’t curl like that. Put your arms and legs back in. Otherwise, when the action starts, you’ll be whipped like an egg.”

Iris hesitantly re-inserted her limbs into the suit. It doesn’t fit. It’s uncomfortable.

Hydraulics whined. Solid flooring touched her feet. The arms tightened around her own. She bent her knees and elbows. The suit adjusted around her until it felt like a suit and not a strange robot shell.

That’s better, she thought. Now what?

Esti walked them to the equipment lockers. He punched in a passcode, opened the door, and pulled out an immense firearm that he lifted to his shoulder. “Now we fight.”

Iris’s breathing hitched, her heart beginning to pound. Here, in one hand, she held an AK-500. She conscientiously picked up two extra magazines in her other hand. Esti deposited them in a compartment in his hip.

“Good thinking, kid.”

I’m detail-oriented.

“Right. You wear earplug things. Do they block sound?”

They moderate volume and frequency.

“Turn them all the way down.”

Iris obeyed, her pounding heart creeping into her throat.

“Do you want to see the view screen? This will get ugly.”

The sight of death and destruction would be horrible. But it would also be horrible to ride along in the dark, blind and deaf, yet feeling movement and vibration.

I want to see.

Before Esti could say anything else, another explosion rocked the fabricated walls. The garage door slammed open. A group of soldiers ran inside, making for the other mech suits. Esti saluted them. The soldiers nodded, faces white, eyes wide.

One of the men halted before Esti, probably mistaking his pilot for a superior. “Sir! Unknown alien craft is shelling us from the air!”

“This isn’t shelling,” Esti replied. “This is a probe. If they wanted us dead, we would be.”

The soldier’s face was slack, terrified despite his training. “Who are they, sir?”

“The Axius. Get your enviro-suit on. Carry extra oxygen. They’ll breach the walls soon.”

Another explosion shook the ground. Then there came a rhythmic thumping sound.

An information readout appeared on Iris’s screen, outlining a surface to air turret outside.

“Good, they got that going,” Esti said. “For all the good it will do them.” He turned and gazed at the ceiling. His scanner painted the outline of the alien ship in red lines. It was nothing like the spiky, burr-like Spur craft. This was like a great slim fish, tall and narrow, with weapons mounted along the top and bottom where fins would be. Iris had never seen a ship like it. Panic clawed at her.

Esti sensed this. “Don’t worry, Iris. I’m waiting for the other suits.” Three of the newer power suits were stepping out of the charging bays. Two more were open with their pilots climbing inside. Esti gestured to them. Their radio frequency crackled to life. To Iris, it sounded like it was off to her right.

“Warthog, reporting in.”

“Lion, reporting in.”

“T-Rex, reporting in.”

“Shark, reporting in.”

“Bear, reporting in.”

Esti added, “S-T-Valis, reporting in.”

There was a second of dead silence. One of the men said in an undertone, “Was that the haunted suit?”

“Damned straight,” Esti replied. “I died fighting these aliens. That gives me more intel than any of you have.”

Lion said, hesitantly, “Does that mean that you take point?”

“It means you follow my lead, soldier. Move out.”

Esti opened the door and led the way into the tube connecting the domes. The other armored men followed them, although they hung back a good fifteen feet.

Iris relaxed her limbs, letting Esti carry her. She timed her breathing to his footsteps, trying to master her fear. I’m only a drone. I wasn’t supposed to fight invaders. I fix things.

“Believe me,” Esti replied on their private frequency, “it doesn’t matter whether you’re a soldier or a civilian. The fear doesn’t change.”

That was when an explosion sheared off their tube from the main dome.

Iris tumbled and scrambled and flailed and regained her feet in a single, Esti-powered leap. She caught a falling beam she hadn’t known was there and heaved it sideways, keeping it from crushing T-Rex, who was clawing out from under a portion of wall. Shark, Lion, and Warthog appeared out of the wall of dust that blinded her visual sensors.

“Follow me!” Esti ordered. Iris moved with him, bulldozing their way through rubble and shattered plastic out into the Martian afternoon.

She barely glimpsed the alien ship before Esti flung them behind the remains of the tube. The ship hung in the sky, its engines making an awful humming noise that rattled its way into Iris’s eardrums, despite the ear pieces.

Esti ordered the others to split up. Lion, Bear, and Shark were to hunt for survivors and get them away from Talay Base. Warthog, T-Rex and Esti would shelter behind the domes and lay down suppressing fire.

Esti bolted into the open, raised the AK-500, and fired three rapid bursts. The kickback wrenched Iris’s arm.

The tall, narrow ship kept its thin side turned toward them, presenting the smallest profile to its enemies. Esti, however, knew the Axius’s strategies. He poured bullets straight into the blank, gray front that passed as a windshield.

The ship’s engines rose to a screech. It drifted backward a hundred yards, sparks flying from the ship’s metal skin.

“Didn’t expect that, did you?” Esti laughed, diving back into hiding.

Esti and the other soldiers harassed the aliens until the ship began to circle the base, hunting them. It stopped dropping bombs and switched to a bright green laser that pulsed twice and burned whatever it touched. While it would have been devastating against an enviro-suit, the armor of the Valis suits only blackened and smoked without being penetrated.

Iris alternated between forcing Esti to run for cover and riding along as a passenger. The noise was a faint whisper thanks to her ear pieces, but nothing dulled the vibrations, the shock of impact as they ducked and rolled, the hiss and fiery heat of the laser scoring across their back or chest.

It was so far from Iris’s quiet, structured life, this chaos and pandemonium, that fear rose up and consumed her. The animal urge to run, to hide, to burrow into a hole, seized her. Yet the suit would not let her run. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop!

The ground exploded beneath them. The view screen went dark. To Iris, it was one more blow to her floundering mind. They flew through the air, hit the ground, and rolled into a gully.

She realized she was screaming, thrashing her limbs, fighting the suit, fighting the noise, fighting for a return to quiet and routine. But the suit lay heavy and immobile, weighing her down. Her puny muscles were no match for two hundred pounds of metal and machinery.

The noise had stopped. The running and pounding had stopped. Iris lay back and sobbed, tears running down her face. She pulled her arms out of the suit and slid down into the chest cavity, where she thumped her fists against her skull. There was a residual humming in her brain, like the ringing of a gong. Slowly she calmed, breathing deeply, the impact of her fists against her tortured head dispersing the internal turmoil.

“Are you done?” Esti’s terse, disembodied voice growled in her mind.

Go away, she thought, covering her head with both hands. I can’t do this.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, a second ship hit us from behind. We need to find out what happened. People are dying. And you’re laying here crying.”

Sensory disorder, she replied. I told you I wasn’t built for this.

“It doesn’t matter,” Esti replied. “I’m pretty sure that the other drones are dead now. If you don’t cooperate, we’re going to die, too.”

Iris lay there for another moment, staring into the dark, her hands resting against her face. Esti’s voice, the voice of the first friend she ever had, calmed her in a place deep beneath the panic. She didn’t care that he was angry and unsympathetic. He was still her friend. He needed her, and that made him upset with her.

She was going to kill them both by her inability to adjust. Aliens were attacking. They didn’t care about her routine, or her need for quiet, or her aversion to loud noises. They wanted her dead.

No matter how frightened and overwhelmed she was, she still wanted to live.

If we’re going to work together, I need quiet. And structure.

“You won’t get structure in a combat situation,” Esti said, annoyance dripping from every word. He was silent for a moment, considering. “But maybe…we could be quiet.”

Iris slid her body back into its proper position. The viewscreen flickered to life. The pinkish Martian sky stretched overhead, banded with a few faint clouds. Slowly they rolled over and looked around, then climbed to their feet.

They had slid a good ten feet down the gully, causing a small avalanche of rocks and sand. They climbed back to the top, Iris breathing deeply and trying to move with him. It helped to move, to labor against gravity.

Esti climbed until their head was level with the ground. He stood there, peeking at the ruins of Talay Base.

There were three fish-like Axius ships now. They hovered over the wreckage, a weird blue light sweeping back and forth from their undersides. Every dome had been punctured and broken open. Bodies lay among the wreckage. One of them was a Valdis suit. Iris thought it was Lion.

As they watched, one ship extended an array of spike-like landing gear and settled into the sand. It lowered a platform and six Axius soldiers stepped onto Mars.

Zoom in, Iris thought.

The viewscreen enlarged the image.

They were tall and thin, perhaps eight or ten feet. Their arms and legs were elongated like a spider’s, impossibly long and thin to exist in gravity. Their heads perched on long necks. Each one wore a uniform of dark red-brown, elaborately decorated with hoses, buckles and seams. None of them wore helmets. Each Axius had a blank white face exposed to the biting cold of the Martian atmosphere. But not a human face—it was more like the skull of a horse. As their long, narrow heads turned from side to side, Iris glimpsed burning blue eyes in black sockets.

She shrank down in the gully. Esti moved with her. A new fear chewed through her—the fear of the unknown, of the truly alien. What are they? Are those their faces or their helmets?

“I don’t know,” Esti said. “All I know is that they don’t like humans.” He guided them sideways, along the gully, keeping out of sight.

Iris rode along, shivering. Won’t they detect us on their scanners?

“Maybe. Let’s get a better vantage point . We need to see what they’re doing.”

Then what do we do?

“We run like hell to Mission Base, eleven miles north of here. Pray the Axius haven’t found them, too. The Federation doesn’t have any official intel on the Axius—only rumors. We have to get somewhere with communications, get the word out about what’s happening.”

Esti’s voice shook a little. It was the first time Iris had heard him uncertain, fearful. Even if he was only a ghost, the sight of the Axius, so close by, unnerved him as much as it did her.

She stopped them behind a bolder that sat on the gully’s lip. She edged up behind it, using it as cover, and peered out.

The Axius had reached the first body. It wore the gray uniform of a drone, but had no helmet. His legs were buried under rubble. Doubtlessly dead.

One of the aliens knelt and held one long, slender hand over the man’s chest. A blue light gathered under the hand, as if the alien was pulling energy out of the corpse. The alien’s hand closed into a fist. The energy vanished, but a line of blue light appeared in the tubes that ran along its torso and waist.

“What the hell?” Esti whispered.

Iris didn’t answer. She stared with the wide-eyed, open-brained way that let her learn to fix complex machines within hours. In a detached way, she knew she was sad to see one of her drone companions treated in such a way.

The Axius moved on to another body. This one was free of the rubble and wore a black uniform.

“Friedman,” Esti breathed. “They got him, too.”

The same alien knelt and held its hand over the commander’s chest. Blue light appeared under its hand. This time the alien turned its animal-skull face toward its confederates, as if startled. They exchanged conversation, faces turning toward one another. They reached a conclusion and gestured to the kneeling alien.

The kneeling alien pulled blue light out of Friedman. It laid one hand on his chest and the other on his face. dAfter a long moment, it withdrew and stood.

Friedman twitched. He rolled onto his side and sat up, looking around as if confused. As his head turned, Esti zoomed in, swearing in a whisper.

Commander Friedman had a white, horse-skull face like the aliens. His eyes were only black holes, lacking the blue orbs of the Axius.

He stood and shuffled after the aliens, who paid no attention to him. They moved on to the next corpses. Some they raised with a white alien face, while from others they merely harvested blue light.

“I don’t understand this,” Esti whispered.

Me neither, Iris thought. But she almost did. She had the pieces memorized, absorbed with a detail that normative brains could only match in early childhood.

Esti slipped into the gully and crept along it, following it away from Talay Base as quickly as he could. Iris rode in silence, repeating the aliens’ actions to herself over and over, seeking understanding.

“Pull your legs in,” Esti said. “I’m going to run.”

Iris obeyed, curling up on the saddle within the suit’s chest cavity, pulling in her arms, too. Esti climbed out of the gully and broke into a run, his stride long and swinging. He had broken cover at a line of hills that screened them from the Axius. Now he ran, carrying Iris, machinery whining and clicking. There were no muscles or lungs to grow tired. Esti ran like a robot, forever.

We have witnessed resurrection, Iris thought after a long while.

“Or reanimation,” Esti replied. He had apparently been thinking this over, too. “I recorded everything we saw, but I wonder if it’s enough.”

Iris flicked through the suit’s viewscreen, which responded to eye movements. She paged through the suit’s screens and menus, learning how it worked. She was sunk deep into concentration, almost a meditation state. No coherent thoughts formed—she did nothing but absorb data. She learned how Esti’s systems worked, including his communications.

She set them to passively acquire signals. Sending out a ping might alert the Axius, but Esti could listen. Esti didn’t have the latest software codes, so she flicked them in, one eye-movement at a time. He also had several proxy settings closed that might inhibit signals, so she opened those, too.

“What are you doing?” Esti said. “You’re messing with my settings!”

Iris didn’t answer because information was already trickling in. There was a faint transmission coming from the north, blinking on and off as terrain blocked it.

“Ah, that’s Mission Base,” Esti said. “They’re still alive. We might get there in time.”

Iris fiddled with settings. Another signal came in on an unused frequency. The data registered as encrypted, but in reality, it was in a form Esti’s system didn’t understand.

The Axius, Iris thought.

“That must be them,” Esti said softly.

Iris rode along with him, her brain processing, drawing connections. That blue glow that entered the aliens’ gear … the way the men had arisen, wearing an alien face. It all pointed to a conclusion she didn’t want to make. She didn’t want it to be true.

Esti, she thought, were you killed in battle?

He didn’t answer for a long moment. Finally, he said, “I thought so.”

Did one of them raise you?

Again he took a long time to reply. “I don’t like their eyes.”

Esti…

“I don’t know!” he exclaimed, desperate, and somehow, ashamed. “I fell and the impact broke me. Then I woke up, and one of them was looking at me … and I was an empty suit.”

They must have control of spirits. Iris thought this without any emotion. It was fact. They had seen it happen.

“No,” Esti snarled. “I’m not one of their puppets. I’ve fought them ever since. I killed the one that—that did that to me.”

Iris considered this. Do they die properly?

“I don’t know.” Esti’s voice lowered. “I’ve destroyed their bodies. But spirits…I can’t kill a spirit.”

Very well. Iris paged through Esti’s weapons systems. He had several weapons built into his suit—a knife that slid into his wrist and a pulse laser in his left shoulder.

Esti knew where she was looking. “Don’t bother with the laser. It drains my battery.”

Iris gazed at it, thinking of the blue light under the alien’s hand, the blue beams shining from their ships. She thought about it so hard and so long that she was startled when Esti said, “Mission Base is under attack.”

As at Talay Base, a single fish-like ship was dropping bombs on the domes of Mission Base. This was a much larger base, however, and men were scrambling for weapons and defense turrets.

This time, Esti and Iris saw what they had missed the first time. The Axius ship traced its blue light beam back and forth across the domes before dropping a bomb precisely. It was breaking connecting tubes first.

Esti snarled. “If I still had my gun…”

Iris paged to the laser. Esti. Do you understand what we saw?

“I saw aliens screwing with the spirits of men.”

Esti. Iris hesitated, uncertain how to convey the information to him. You are the blue light. You are energy.

He was silent. His strides slowed.

Iris tried again. They are using spirits to power their weapons. You are a spirit. Therefore, you can use yourself as a weapon against them. She touched the readout on the laser.

“No.” Esti’s voice was a growl. “No, no, no. Energy is being consumed, see? If I let myself be consumed, I’m really dead, aren’t I?”

Iris’s heart shivered. He would be dead. She wanted him alive. She needed him alive. You’re right. You must not.

They slowed to a halt and watched the Axius blow a hole in one of Mission Base’s domes. Atmosphere blasted out, knocking down walls. A woman without an enviro-suit staggered out and collapsed.

“Hell with it,” Esti muttered. “If I can stop these bastards, it’s worth it.”

The laser’s power level began to rise, but their battery didn’t drop correspondingly. Iris slammed her arms and legs back into the suit. Esti! You’ll burn yourself away!

“They won’t get all of me,” he replied grimly.

Iris strode toward the alien ship. This beam had a short range, and they had only one shot. They walked almost under its tail jet before it noticed them.

The Axius ship pivoted in midair, the humming of its engines rattling Iris’s teeth and blurring her vision. The blue spirit-light illuminated them like a spotlight. They looked up at its source.

Voices whispered from the beam. Thousands of dead people, poured together, heedless of their identities, used as a power source by cruel beings. Iris heard them, felt them, mourned them, all in one instant.

Esti fired his laser.

There was no recoil, as there was with a firearm. There was only spreading, fiery heat that washed into the cockpit, over her shoulder, down her arm. A brilliant sapphire beam shot into the Axius ship, burning through armor, wiring, insulation, atmosphere. The ghosts in the beam gave a shout of joy.

The Axius ship exploded. Iris ran with all the speed of the Valdis suit, ducking and dodging as debris showered the red sand around her. Esti had gone silent.

Esti! she thought as she ran. Esti, are you there?

No response.

She slowed to a halt and looked back. The flaming remains of the Axius ship crashed to the ground, slashed in two by the power of Esti’s spirit laser.

The people in the ship’s power system had been freed. Iris was certain of it. She’d heard their jubilation, seen the beam disperse as Esti cut through it. But had Esti joined them in their final journey to the unknown?

Esti, she thought again. Please speak to me. I don’t know what to do next.

No answer. The silence crushed her. He had sacrificed himself to destroy one ship, but many more remained. How could she warn the Federation if she couldn’t speak?

Iris opened her mouth and willed herself to form words. All that came out was an animal mumbling that frightened her. She closed her lips and shuddered. Esti, please. I need you.

“I’m here.” His voice was faint and distant, as if he was immensely tired. “I went…elsewhere for a while. But you…in this suit…you anchored me.”

What? She didn’t understand. His voice was strange, mechanical, as if he had lost some of his humanity in the conversion to energy. The inside of the suit began to feel cold. Goosebumps rose on her arms under her jumpsuit.

“They have so many of us…” Esti rambled on. “Crowds of fearful and angry. They kill us with our own sadness. I almost walked that path.”

Esti, she thought. Wake up. You speak like a dreamer.

“I am a dreamer,” he said bitterly. “A dreamer to think we could stand against the Axius. Iris, you should get out and run away.”

I would die. Let’s go to the base and report in. She walked toward the damaged walls and realized with a shock that she was entirely in control of the suit. Esti had dwindled to a small voice in her mind. His power was gone.

Esti, she whispered, have you the strength to speak for us?

“Yes,” he murmured. “But that’s all. You’ll have to pose as me. They can’t know that a drone rides in this suit, and they can’t know that I’m a ghost.”

If you speak for us, there’s no need for them to know otherwise, she assured him. It was not the freedom she had expected—this posing as a dead man, letting him speak for her. But without her, he was nothing but a broken suit. Without him, she was a mute drone with no rights.

Together…perhaps they could make a difference.
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INVADERS ON MARS

Jon Mollison

Happy birthday, Mars.

Two hundred years is one heck of a run. Let’s hope we can make it another two hundred. Nice of the Gaians to bring fireworks to celebrate the bicentennial of our independence from their whining and their grasping claws. Be a lot nicer if the fireworks weren’t trying to knock our fliers out of the air.

To my right a Martian flitter spins down through the skies above the broken hills of the Gordii Fossae. Too far away for the sound to reach me. I wouldn’t have known the poor bastard had been hit, but he left a wide, spiraling contrail of black smoke against the pale-yellow morning sky. I wince as his ship adds another crater to the broad wasteland that slashes its way through the plains that stretch out in all directions below me. Maybe the pilot got lucky and took a few Gaians with him.

On a day with skies as clear as today, the view from the top of Olympus Mons used to be one of the best on two worlds. Even here, barely a quarter of the way up, you can still see for hundreds of miles. It used to be all green forests and yellow plains, all of it dotted by blue lake and crisscrossed by white highways connecting fractal gray splotches of towns and settlements. Three hundred years we spent turning this desert planet into a place where a man could walk under towering trees and feel the breath of wind on his face with nothing but a high-SPF-rated suit and a broad brimmed hat. For most of the last two hundred years we had to do the work on our own—the cradle of humanity gave up on Mars and left us alone. Those were the good old days, as my dad called them.

Look at it now. Disgust pulls at one corner of my mouth as I gaze down at the youthful beauty of my home, marred by the long black and red scars of trench lines, newborn craters, and burned out settlements.

Those damnable Gaians just can’t leave a planet in peace, can they? They did everything they could do to keep us from turning Mars from a deserted wasteland into a new Eden. They cut us off when we refused their call to return to Earth. Easiest fight for independence in history, as the books have it. The Gaians just cut off all aid and left a hundred thousand colonists to die here. They said it couldn’t be done. That it shouldn’t be done.

They did it anyway.

Our ancestors were hardier than the timid men in their ant colony cities on earth and they survived against all odds. Gave us an entire planet on which to thrive, but I like to think we natives are a pretty tough crowd, too. We did a pretty good job maintaining the place. They might have given us the Great Northern Sea, but we managed the ecosystem and kept it running smooth. They gave us Elysium Island, but we turned it into a paradise of tall trees, wildflowers, and scattered towns as pretty as any back on Earth. They gave us a small spaceport in the crater at the top of Olympus Mons, but when Earth came crawling back to us begging for a share of our hard-won bounty, we built the thriving port of Ulysses, biggest city on the planet. Right on the shores of the Amazonis Sea where interplanetary cargo could be shipped all over the northern hemisphere, easy as you please.

Typical shortsighted fools. The Gaians said it couldn’t be done, and when Mars proved them wrong, they demanded a cut of the reward we earned through three centuries of blood, sweat, and tears. They abandoned us to our fate and told us not to come running to them when the Mars project crashed and burned, but look at who came running to who. Then they came running to us when it turned out they needed us more than we needed them. And now look–they are doing everything they can to burn my planet back into a charred desert.

A crackling line of sparks draws my attention to my left. The Gaian bastards are making a push out from the base of Olympus Mons. Looks like a big one, too.

My heart goes out to the Regular Militia down there, huddling in their red mud trenches and foxholes. The Gaians are throwing everything they can at that sector of the front. Probably sending waves of humanity in behind that barrage, too. There’s just so damn many of them, it’s a wonder our boys have been able to stave them off for so long. From what I hear, the Gaians might have money to burn and men to waste, but the men fighting to capture Mars don’t have near the incentive as the militiamen they face. They have to be prodded into battle by sergeants and lieutenants who threaten to shoot them in the back if they don’t march across that red no-man’s land and kill to secure Martian soil for…what? Sothat their Gaian leaders can add another planet to their control? Three hots and a cot?

I shake my head at the thought. Those Gaian bastards don’t care about economics or spite. They just want a piece of land to call their own. They volunteered thinking that if they survived a short war against a backward planet, they could live the good life in a place that wasn’t overrun by ant-like hordes of humanity, each dumber than the last. But their lords and masters didn’t warn them about how alien Mars really is. They gasp like fish in the thin atmosphere, fall all over themselves in the light gravity, and just can’t get used to the nearness of the horizon or the blue-yellow sky.

Tough bastards, though, I’ll give them that. Growing up in the full gravity of earth leaves the militiamen at their mercy on those rare occasions when they keep marching into the flechette gunfire long enough to reach the Martian lines. If they weren’t blown out and sucking wind when they reached that point, they’d have overrun the Martian militia weeks ago.

I shake my head and finish breaking camp. All of my gawking isn’t going to do those regulars any good, and I have a long hike ahead of me.

As I break down my tent and pack it away, I steal glimpses of the spreading line of flickering artillery fire. The Gaians really want to get out from under the shadow of Olympus Mons. They control most of the plains east of the mountain I’m climbing, but they have to clear the militia out of the Gordii Fossae and Sulci Fossae. Taking those broken hills and the maze of canyons that run through them ain’t going to be east. The militia is dug in like an Amazonian tick, and the Gaians can’t afford to leave a force that size in their rear areas. Until they pry the militia out of those hills, they have to stay dug in here at the base of Olympus Mons.

If those hills fall, then the Gaians can broaden the front and stab out east between the three mountains of Arsia, Pavonis, and Ascraeus. They’ll drive down and take the Valles Marineris and all the ports along either shore, completely cut off the Amazonis plains, and be poised to strike deep into the heart of the Tharsus Plateau. That would pretty much mean the end of the war. They’d control eighty percent of the Martian industrial centers, and the scattered settlements still carving decent farmland out of the wild lands to the west would fall one by one by one.

My camping gear stashed, I throw on my heavy pack, bounce it to settle it a bit, then sling my hunting rifle over one shoulder. I turn away from the battle raging below and stride up into the rolling grasslands covering the gentle slopes of the largest mountain in the solar system. Even here, just a third of the way up the bottom of the eastern slope, I am already above the tree line. There’s a long, gentle slope of grasslands dotted with large red boulders ahead of me that ends at a crimson band of bare Martian rock that is itself capped by the bright white of Olympus’ snow covered peak. Fortunately, I won’t have to go anywhere near that far.

A bright white line spears down from the peak above me. Ruler straight, widens from needle thick at the top until it disappears into the plains somewhere off to my right. That white line represents my target, but I’ve got to get to the point where it rises from the plains to the last big sweep up the eastern slope of Olympus Mons.

The line is actually a maglev train – one of two that connects the spaceport above me to the valley of death behind me. A matching rail line on the opposite side of the mountain connects the spaceport to port of Ulysses, but there’s nothing I can do about that. The original Martians built their spaceport inside the massive caldera at the top of Olympus, saving themselves from having to blast up and down through last twelve miles of Mars’ gravity well. They used to ship everything down a million switchbacks to get to the plains. When the Gaians reopened trade with us, we built two maglev lines to cut the journey from two day’s driving to four hours of rail, and with the counterweight system, that final twelve miles of gravity well is almost cost-free.

We knew it would be the Gaian’s first target in the event of a shooting war, but we didn’t count on their using drop ships to seize the eastern and western railheads first. Cutting off the spaceport was a bold and expensive move, and one the defenders of Olympus Caldera made even more expensive during a bitter, month long siege. Cut off, bombarded from above, and assaulted from below, the conclusion was foregone, but the defenders bought the Martian Regular Militiamen enough time to build a strong defensive ring around the giant mountain.

The regular militia had bottled up the Gaians for months, but the Gaians have billions of corpses to fling at the front lines. With control of the spaceport, there’s nothing stopping them from funneling hordes of impoverished Gaian troops into the meat grinder. Their superior weight of numbers pushed the eastern front back again and again. The fortress hills of the Gordii Fossae and Sulci Gordii had held them in place for months, but it was only a matter of time before they fell, too.

Even with all of our work and three hundred years, we don’t have the numbers to compete with the industrial manpower of an overpopulated Earth.

As I press through the waist high grass, I can see two small lines of dots dropping down the white line of the maglev. Each full of hundreds of reinforcements, ammunition, food, or crates full of some other of the million different items necessary to invade an alien planet. Two matching lines of dots pass them heading up, near where the yellow grass meets bare red soil. Unless something changes, and soon, it will only be a matter of time before that narrow stream of men and material manage to burst the dam of the Martian defenses.

After only two or three miles of hiking, even my Martian born and bred lungs begin to burn in the thin air. They beg me to clamp my mask on and suck on a little sweet, pure Oh-Two from the bottles strapped to my back. Even with the first touch of light-headedness, I know that would be a mistake. They only hold a couple of hours of air, and I’ve got a way to go if I’m going to do anyone any good.

Normally, my hospital would fire me for stealing two canisters of oxygen, but they can’t do that anymore. The Gaian’s bombed Saint Phillip Hospital early on in the war. They had smuggled in hundreds of saboteurs in the weeks before the shooting war started. We nabbed most of them within days, but not before they had paid visits to hospitals, fire stations, theaters, and any place they could sow discord and harm the Martian war effort. They even hit two elementary schools, claiming that, as designated evacuation centers, they were valid military targets. Yeah, and the hundreds of kids in class when they were destroyed?

Real humanitarians, those Gaians.

The ground beneath my feet looks uniform from a distance, but the grass hides countless ankle-turning and knee busting rocks. Scattered boulders break up the monotony of the gently rising plains, and they help me gauge my progress. The going is slower than I’d anticipated.

After hours of effort, I catch the first clear glimpse of my target. I stop and crouch down in the grass and let my heavy pack fall to the ground. One hand takes the wide-brimmed hat from my head and with the back of my arm I wipe the sweat from my brow–the cold air at this altitude helps, but my khaki colored clothes trap and hold my body’s heat. Can’t take them off, though. They block the sun’s radiation and their coloring helps me blend into the dry grass around me.

A mile or so ahead of me the maglev drops down from its steep descent to meet the plains. Instead of a sharp change in slope, the engineers designed a nice gentle curving bridge more than a mile long to ease the transition. At its center, it must stand twenty stories tall, an impressive achievement, even if the reduced Martian gravity helped them out a little. The parabolas of support struts touch the ground hundreds of yards apart.

I take a drink of cold water from the canteen at my belt. Still plenty left for the descent. Hope I live to drink it.

For twenty minutes I sit there, watching.

It pays off.

One of Them appears.

It’s too far away to make out any clear details, and with the sun overhead, I dare not use my binoculars for fear a flashing reflection might alert the man to my presence. All I can see is a lone figure walk out from behind one of the massive support columns, walk down to the next column, and then return. He disappears behind the column where I first spotted him.

I resettle my pack, but this time hold my rifle at my waist with both hands. Crouching low, I alter course a little to my right.

I want to know where that guy came from.

Fifteen cautious minutes later, I circle around far enough to see that they’ve set up a small camp beneath the maglev bridge. Three square green tents are set in a line, each with its back set to the white concrete structural support of the bridge. The parabolic struts arc away from the main legs just a few feet above the roofs of the tents, providing additional shelter from the Martian sun and weather.

A figure steps out of the middle tent. He looks short and squat and wears a dirty green uniform. I chuckle silently at the clear, full face mask he wears. A tube drops to a small cylinder at his belt. He might be tough, but he can’t even manage a quarter mile hike without help.

This isn’t a complete surprise, but it complicates things nonetheless. Based on the size of the tents, it looks like there’s probably twelve of them. Too many for an aging doctor to take in a stand-up fight, and their camp is right beneath the center support column that I’d hoped to target. The rail line itself stood twenty stories above, which would make repairs almost impossible.

Moving down six or seven struts meant that repairs to the line would be far simpler and my little plan wouldn’t stop the flow of troops–only delay it for a few weeks.

The sentry returned to his tent after hiking around the next strut to my right.

I waited an hour. Three more times–every twenty minutes on the dot–a lone sentry made the short hike to the next column and back home. It didn’t look like they had a pattern, though. I’d seen them go left, then right. The next three went right, right, and left.

Smart. They were mixing it up a little to keep it unpredictable. The only things I could count on was the twelve-minute gap between patrols and the fact that they always went out alone.

After the third patrol, I moved up from my position. Halfway there, I dropped into the grass and waited out the next sentry. He went left, too. He walked with the bored nonchalance of a man who had already decided there was nothing out there to see. His eyes scanned the grass to either side of the rail bridge, though, so he wasn’t entirely inattentive.

I wish the Gaians didn’t all look the same to me. At this distance, all I could see was their black hair and dark-tan skin. I guess living on a planet with a magnetosphere means you can go out and enjoy the sun on a regular basis. We Martians learn early that shade and high SPF clothing are your best friends if you don’t want to die of cancer at a young age. It makes us look as pale as ghosts, but that’s a small price to pay to live to see the age of eighty.

If I could tell the difference between one Gaian and the next, I might be able to pick the least attentive one to strike. But they all looked short, dark, and thick to me.

The sun had disappeared behind Olympus during my wait, leaving the grasslands in the long twilight of the solar system’s largest daily shadow.

Once sentry number six climbs back into his green tent, I rush forward into the deeper shadow beneath the massive rail bridge. I veer to the left a little, wanting to keep the massive support column sheltering the tents between me and them. The grass here is low, barely knee high. I dive into it and hope for the best. I sneak a few breaths of pure oxygen from the bottles on my back.

It tastes like heaven and my head clears. I didn’t realize how stuffy it had become in this thin air until taking a few quick gulps of clean oxygen. It settles my nerves, too.

A few minutes later another sentry appears. He patrols to the left, heading my way. I sight along my rifle, remove the safety, ready to fire if he notices me. Perhaps the thin air and thick wall of concrete will prevent the man’s friends from hearing my shot. My finger lightly strokes the trigger as I track his movement.

After a few steps, he stops and turns away from me. He takes a long look over his shoulder, then moves to the white wall of the concrete column and leans against it. He lifts his facemask, pops something in his mouth, and then a brief light and red glow. Thin smoke rises and he checks his watch.

This really is my lucky day. For its birthday, Mars gave me the gift of the worst sentry of the bunch.

He finishes his smoke, tosses the butt to the ground and stamps it out, and then heads back out of sight.

I waste no time. The ground crunches underfoot as I race for the high wall of the support. Quickly, I stab my knife into the earth where the concrete plunges down into it. The soil is tough, like hardpan. Every minute or two, I check my watch. After ten minutes of desperate hacking, I’ve loosened the earth to a depth of maybe six inches. I spread the dirt level and then rush back into the waist-high grass a hundred yards away from the bridge support to wait.

The straps of my pack are cutting into my shoulders. I consider leaving it here in the grass next time I rush in to dig, but don’t dare. This sentry is better than the last. He heads right, away from my digging, for which I’m grateful. Once he is gone, I repeat the process.

Rush in, scrape away earth, hide my handiwork, and get hidden again.

I’ve been lucky so far, but don’t want to press it. This time I pull the short, tapered cylinder out of my pack. At thirty pounds, it is easily the heaviest thing I have.

It is also the deadliest.

Ironically, it is also the only Gaian item in my pack.

When St. Phillip went up in flames and came down in rubble, I signed up with the Delphan Irregulars. If the Gaians wanted to play fast and loose with the conventions of war, we Martians could play along too. I thought that I’d spend my time patching up partisans in makeshift surgical rooms hidden in basements and garages, but they had other ideas.

They found out that I was a hiker who knew his way around the eastern slopes of Olympus Mons, so they handed me a thirty-pound shell recovered from a recent battlefield and told me to head west until I found something worth blowing up.

They even gave me a nice little timer so I didn’t have to blow myself up with it.

I set the little red numbers for five minutes and started the count. The deeper my hole, the more likely the blast will be to take down the maglev. But the longer I spend digging it, the greater the chance of discovery.

Two feet deep seems like a good compromise.

This time I don’t deepen my digs, just heave the loose dirt out, drop the shell in, start the timer, and then pack the earth back in place.

That gives me five minutes to get as far as possible into the tall grass. I could easily cover several hundred yards in that time, especially now that my pack was thirty pounds lighter. It would detonate three minutes before the next sentry left to make his rounds. With any luck, the blast will kill the lot of them.

Without looking back, I run off into the grasslands. Fifty yards out, I hear a shout and dive into the grass. Roll a few yards to one side, and risk a quick glance back.

One of them broke the pattern. He came out early and spotted me.

Damn.

He has his head stuck into the nearest tent, and my rifle butt snaps to my shoulder. My finger tightens, and the rifle kicks my shoulder. The Gaian rolls away from me.

I run, zig-zagging through the grass.

My lungs burn. After ten seconds, I drop. Maybe another fifty yards away from the bomb I planted. Have to hope it’s far enough.

I roll over to one side, then carefully edge up.

They know I’m here, and they aren’t stupid.

One of them, a sergeant probably, has them spread out in a line and they are heading my way. Nice and easy.

Six of them including their leader. All are on high alert, searching the waving grass ahead of them.

I align my sights on the man barking orders. He is shouting to somebody back in the tents. Calling reinforcements?

The rifle butt bucks and the sergeant’s head snaps back. He drops in a tangle, and his men drop into the grass.

They approach me in short hops. Like prairie dogs, they hop up, rush forward, then drop. Too fast to target.

They hold their fire as they approach. Smart.

I risk a shot.

The man drops, but I can’t tell if I hit or not.

His friends stop getting closer, though.

Something changed.

I try to see everything at once. Cover all of the grasslands before me in one glimpse.

What am I missing?

What are they waiting for?

I look back for the leader, his body lays in the dirt near the tents. What was he up to?

A brief motion catches my eye. The angle where one of the thick parabolic supports of the bridge meets the thicker concrete column. There’s a man laying in the white ‘v’ shape, scanning the grass from above.

He has a pair of binoculars held to his eyes. His other hand holds a communicator.

My rifle bucks and the man slumps. His binoculars fall to the ground.

A minute passes. I edge backward a few paces, crab walking in a crouch as low as I possibly can get. I’d crawl, but don’t want to take either hand off my rifle. I’ve only got three shots left before I’ll need to reload. No, two.

Wait…damn it. Stupid mistake.

Have to assume it’s two.

Here they come.

I take a knee, but now they are firing as they come.

Stars blink in the grass as greenish humps rise and fall, getting closer each time.

Too fast for a clean shot.

The end of my rifle dances back and forth across my field of view, but they are too fast. Just shapes, never where I expect.

Something throws me onto my back. A tower of grey billowing clouds rises above me, and everything goes silent.

Red sand and pebbles rain down over and around me.

Has it been five minutes already? Impossible.

I look to the bridge. A network of cracks and fissures expands upwards as the smoke and debris of the bomb settles downwards. The left strut shears off and thumps into the ground, sending a shockwave that spurs me to action.

I roll to my belly and crawl through the silence like a worm. There’s a large boulder a dozen yards ahead, and I make for it as the ground pitches and rolls beneath me.

At the boulder, I look back and watch as the span of the rail bridge to my left crumbles, one fifty-foot length at a time drags the next down in a rolling wave of collapse. They thunder down through space, crash into the support arch and drive it to the ground as well.

For a breath, my heart sings. There will be no more hordes of reinforcements spilling down that artery. But only for a moment.

Four green-clad Gaians are sprinting my way. Reason has abandoned them. Unprepared for destruction on such a biblical level, they’ve clapped hands to helmets or pump their fists as they run headlong away from the spreading cloud of dust rising from the grave of the rail bridge.

I raise my rifle and two men fall as though tripped.

My rifle clicks as I attempt to shoot the third. My hand automatically drops to my belt pouch.

Ten yards away, the empty clip falls.

They are converging on me from two sides. Smart.

Five yards away, a fresh clip slams home.

No time to aim. Pull the trigger.

He falls, and the last of them is on me.

He hits me like a freight train. Throws his arms around my chest and drags me around in a violent whirlwind. My rifle spins away and then grass fills my vision.

We hit the ground hard. He’s a heavy son of a bitch and I can’t get my arms under me in time. My head smacks into the grass, and we roll over, then he’s all over me.

He winds up on top, a heavy blow snaps my head back and everything goes black for a moment. When I can see again, he straddles my chest, both hands wrapped around my throat. The two oxygen cylinders still in my pack cut into my back.

Through the glass of his face mask, I see dark eyes filled with fear and hate. My lungs scream for air. My vision starts to collapse into a narrow circle surrounded by black, but my hands are free.

His hands are like a vise, so I grab for his face.

His mask comes away in my hands, and the relentless pressure on my windpipe disappears. His weight eases, so I roll to one side, coughing, trying to open my windpipe wide.

The Gaian is distracted, trying to get his mask back in place. I roll free and gain my knees.

He’s on his knees, too. Holds his mask in place with one hand. We both gasp for air–a brief truce where oxygen trumps fighting. Then a knife appears in his free hand. I dive and roll away from him.

My own knife is gone and then he’s on me again. He dives, knife first, and I catch his wrists as I roll onto my back, the oxygen cylinders again cutting into me.

His weight is incredible, but he won’t let go of his facemask. I’ve got two hands to work with, so I jerk the knife down and to one side. It stabs into the Martian soil and I shove the man away from me.

This time, when I gain my knees, I shrug out of my pack and fling it at him. He flinches and knocks it away, and the contents spill out into the grass.

I still can’t hear a damn thing.

He lunges with the knife, clumsy with his refusal to let go of his facemask. I dodge and then lunge past him.

He swipes at me with a vicious backhanded blow that draws a burning line of pain across my back, but my hands wrap around one of the steel cylinders and I roll away.

This time when he lunges at me, I meet him head on. The oxygen cylinder comes crashing down on his skull as he buries his knife into my thigh.

He falls across my other thigh, insensate.

I scream in pain and bring the cylinder down a second time. Something cracks, I can feel it, and he slumps.

I roll and the knife in my thigh catches on the ground. Agony flares white-hot, and I cry out again. Burning tears well up in my eyes. Any other Gaians out there will make short work of me.

Pain in my back and leg forces me to lay on my side. I reach back around behind me and scrabble at the oxygen cylinder. With no mask, I’m forced to release the valve and aim it at my face. Even diluted by the Martian atmosphere, I can taste the cool tang of pure O2. I lay there breathing and blinking tears from my eyes.

I don’t know how long I lay there, but the air grew cold, and I realized that it wouldn’t be long before the Gaian flitters arrived to scan for survivors.

I pushed myself to a sitting position and checked the knife in my thigh. Right in the vastus lateralis, three inches deep. I’d need stitches, but that would have to wait. I put pressure around the blade with one hand and jerked the blade free with the other. I almost threw up from the pain.

I checked the man I’d brained with the canister of air. You didn’t have to be a doctor to recognize that he’d need surgery to live, and even then he had little chance of ever living a normal life again.

I cut away part of his uniform to make a quick bandage for my leg. For a painkiller, I just looked over at the tower of smoke climbing up the twenty-story tall bridge support that still stood in the Martian twilight. The half-mile line of rubble leading downhill from the wreckage helped ease the pain in my back and leg.

Hurrying, I scooped up whatever I could find of my spilled belongings and stuffed them back into my pack. I grabbed my rifle and checked to make sure it wasn’t damaged, then headed out into the grasslands.

I only made it a few miles before. Injured and exhausted, I probably left a blazing trail behind me, but the Martian night comes fast at this latitude, and the Gaians had no easy way to reach the sloping plains. Their flitters prowled around through the night, but never came close to me. I guess they were preoccupied with assessing damage or finding their own troops. Maybe they didn’t have many flyers to spare because of the big offensive I had seen at breakfast.

Whatever the reason, I spent a long, cold, and lonely night on the high slopes of Olympus Mons. The long and cold I could have done without, but I was extremely grateful for the lonely part.

It was the best birthday ever.

The next morning, I pulled out my first aid kit and stitched up my leg. Actual painkilling pills proved more effective than watching the Gaian offensive plans go up in smoke. My limping gait forced me to spend a second night at altitude, but I managed to make it to the tree line and set up in a stand of aspens that screened me from view. That bought me a decent night’s sleep.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I won’t revisit this part of Mars for another fifty years. It will take two days to limp down the long slope to the plains below Olympus Mons. I will hook up with a taciturn Martian farmer delivering supplies to the defenders of Sulci Gordii. I never learn how we got us through the front lines – he lets me sleep through the night – and I spend the rest of the war patching up wounded militiamen and feeding them back into the meat grinder of the Martian counter-offensive. Cut off, the Gaian forces east of Olympus Mons run out of food and fuel. They surrender en masse.

Fifty years after that surrender I take my grand-daughter on a long hike in the high, thin air, and we will enjoy the views. My aging bones make me grateful for the paved road that carries me over the long drive to the war memorial. We park and walk the short distance to read the plaque at the base of the rebuilt maglev bridge – now one of five. She asks what I did during the Gaian Invasion, and I tell her that I was just a doctor who stitched up the real heroes of that fight. She wonders aloud as so many do about the unknown man who destroyed the original maglev. She imagines him to have been a brave hero, cunning and strong and fearless. I ask her, “you mean he will be a typical Martian?”
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REBIRTH

Julie Frost

The God of War should not be shoving a shopping cart piled with all my earthly belongings through a heat wave in New York City. Yet here I was, doing exactly that. Fuck me, I’d come to a low estate, and I was bitter about it. I growled to myself and aimed a much-diminished bolt of power at a man standing at a hot dog cart, and I felt a stab of gratification when he began yelling at the vendor over some imagined missing ingredient. It was cheap, but it was what I had anymore.

I’d watched my fellow gods fall away over time, but men would always war, so they always had room in their hearts for me. I was the last, as far as I knew, but I’d been reduced to precipitating minor arguments over boiled mystery meat. It was enough to make me grouchy, and a grouchy War God is generally something to be avoided. People gave me a wide berth as I steered my cart into Central Park, hunting a shady spot and hoping for respite from the oppressive temperature.

I parked under a tree and sat with my back against the trunk, listening to the birdsong. Hammering pounded above me.  I looked up to see a tiny black and white woodpecker with a red spot on the back of its head searching for insects under the bark. An auspicious sign. I was down, but perhaps not out just yet. Raising my chin, I stood and pushed my cart into some bushes, imbuing it with a cloaking spell so no one would disturb it.

Maybe I couldn’t prowl the halls of power anymore, but cities teemed with strife-ridden people. I selected a man and a woman on a bench holding hands as my first targets. His face switched from laughing to blank astonishment as she yanked her hand free and huffed.  A bit tame.

The next couple wasn’t as lucky. The girl actually slapped her partner and shouted at him. He sat rubbing his cheek while she leaped to her feet and stomped away. Better. Still not what I was looking for.

I perked when I found the sports complex. Testosterone and egos, two great tastes that went great together. Six young men played a fairly intense basketball game—shirts and skins. I stopped and watched. One uncoordinated and gangly guy was performing poorly. “Man, Dougie, how did you miss that?” one of his teammates asked after an easy lay-up failed to go in. “My dog plays better than you do.”

“Then maybe you shoulda brought your dog, Charlie.”

“Maybe you shoulda brought your little sister…”

It didn’t take much influence. Dougie was already primed to throw a punch, and it landed full on Charlie’s face, breaking his nose and sending blood spurting. I inhaled like a starving man at a sumptuous banquet as shouts resounded across the court. Someone pushed Dougie away, but he rounded on that guy and hit him too. He was socked in the solar plexus for his trouble and went down wheezing. The other guy followed, kicking him wherever he could, while I egged him on silently from the sidelines. Then someone tackled him, and it turned into a six-way melee.

I walked away with the old beloved sounds of hand-to-hand combat ringing in my ears, shouts and screams and the pounding of flesh on flesh.  A fierce grin crossed my face. Maybe I still had some of my old mojo after all…

My next target was a soccer game. I left that field with twenty-two boys flailing at each other, coaches and referees vainly attempting to pull the scrum apart. Sirens wailed in the distance, police and ambulance both.

It was still small potatoes. I used to command armies. I exited the park, tuning my inner ear to strife and discord. Road rage was easy to induce, especially with New York taxi drivers being what they were, and honks and rending metal followed in my wake. I didn’t even flinch when a shot cracked through the air.

Still not enough. Power sparked from my fingertips, and I caught a swell of chaos off in the distance. A protest march. I never paid much attention to politics—there really was nothing new under the sun—but some times were more turbulent than others. I realized that I’d been seeing the signs for the past few years without actually registering them.

The below-the-surface thrum resolved itself into angry chanting. I didn’t care what they were chanting about; it rarely changed from generation to generation anyway. Turning the corner, I found a group of about five hundred young people surging against a barricade of mounted police and officers on foot in riot gear.

The protesters were armed with makeshift weaponry, for the most part. Bike locks, broken two-by-fours from a nearby construction project, bricks, and metal pipes. I picked out leaders scattered through the crowd, older, more hardened, inflaming their wrath. Most if not all of these carried knives and pistols. Probably not legally, either, New York being what it was, but they were furious, itching for something to set them off in the muggy heat.

So I did. One tug on a will, and gunfire erupted right in the middle of the crowd. A horse screamed, and a policeman fell. The cops rolled forward as one, truncheons flailing, and the throng flowed toward them gladly. They met and crashed together. Protesters went down and didn’t get up again, cops were trampled underfoot and dragged clear by their fellows. More shots were fired, impossible to tell by whom. Shop windows shattered. A parked car burst into flames.

I stood and watched, leaning against a lamppost on the periphery with my arms crossed, smiling. I caught the gaze of a man across the street. He had blond hair and handsome features, wearing an expensive business suit. He smiled too, a cruel expression that twisted his face into something hideous, and saluted me, before disappearing into a deli. My brow creased, and a sense of unease crawled up my spine.

These events had a rhythm, and pockets of calm after a few minutes. A man in his early thirties in jeans and a plain blue t-shirt, with long, curly brown hair, caught my attention. He crouched next to a much younger man dressed in black, wearing a black scarf askew on his pale, sweating face. Shielding him, as much as he could, from the riot. “Easy, man,” he said, though I shouldn’t have been able to hear him over the noise. “You’re gonna be okay.”

“Hurts,” the protester whimpered. “I think my leg is broken.”

I knew his leg was broken, but the Good Samaritan made a soothing noise and stripped off his t-shirt, using it to pillow the protester’s head. “We’ll get an ambulance for you as soon as we can.”

A cry from the riot brought his head up, and he turned to see where it came from. I blinked. His back was covered with a horrific crosspatched network of scars, from his shoulders disappearing into his beltline, and down the backs of his arms to his elbows. How had he suffered such a fearful beating and lived? I was the God of War, but I had the sudden feeling that I’d stepped into something far bigger than I was equipped to deal with.

As if he read my thoughts, he turned back and looked at me with warm brown eyes. When his gaze met mine, his mouth flattened into a line of disapproval that pulled down at one corner. Like he knew me.

For the first time in my very long life, I felt… ashamed. I didn’t like it.

I shoved myself off the light pole and left, muttering imprecations.
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Sitting in a basement pub later, escaping into air-conditioned comfort and unsticking my shirt from my back, I nursed a beer and kept a jaded eye on the football game playing above the bar. Such impersonations of war didn’t interest me nearly as much as the real thing, and I wished the bartender would put the news on instead. Something was brewing in the Middle East—again, still, always—and I wondered if I should move. America, even roiling with unrest as she was at this particular moment in history, was boring me. Maybe if I could put myself where the real action was—

“That’s a terrible idea, you know.” The Good Samaritan from earlier slid onto a barstool beside me and ordered a glass of water.

“Who are you?” I snarled at him, recoiling before remembering I was the God of fucking War. The wolf and the bear were mine to command, and I didn’t bare my belly to anyone, let alone a skinny little guy like this. I could break him in half by looking at him.

“Does it matter who I am?” he asked. “Call me Josh, if you need to.”

I grunted and didn’t tell him my name. “So why did you help that protester? I can tell by looking at you, you weren’t on his side.”

“I don’t take sides in disputes like that.” Josh sipped his wat—it wasn’t water anymore. It was wine. The good stuff, by the heady aroma. Huh. “He was hurt, he was human, and I gave him the basic dignity of knowing that someone cared.”

I snorted. “Humans are a mess. They don’t have any dignity left, from what I’ve seen.”

“Yes, I can tell that you’re big on that,” he answered, eyeing me up and down. I had on my dirty fatigue pants, wife-beater, and unruly beard. My hair hadn’t been washed or combed in awhile.

“Man, fuck you,” I said, clenching my fist. “You don’t know anything.”

“Don’t I?” He tilted his head. “There’s a better way, you know. For you, and for them.”

“Why bother? They’re just going to destroy themselves, sooner or later.” I took several swallows of my beer. And that was the crux of my problem, at the end of the day, wasn’t it. I was the God of War, but they hardly required a push from me. They made war just fine all on their own. The only reason I was still around was because a few humans yet remained who worshipped me down in the dark recesses of their hearts, and most of them didn’t even admit it to themselves, let alone anyone else. “They don’t deserve better.”

“It’s not about what they deserve. It’s about what they need.” He emptied his wine and waved for more water. “And what you need as well. And I, at the end of the day.”

“Maybe I think you need to be punched in the face,” I said. “What if I did that? Right now.”

“Well,” he answered placidly, “I’m generally a pacifist, but I’d have to defend myself. You wouldn’t like that very much.”

My shoulders expanded as my muscles bunched. “You’re too big for your britches. Let’s see how much of a pacifist you are when you’re bleeding on the floor.”

“Generally a pacifist.” His gaze remained mild but unflinching. “Do unto others only goes so far. The disciples were told to sell their cloaks and buy swords. There was a certain bunch of moneylenders who ended up very, very sorry that they decided to set up in the Temple one fine day.” A trace of steel entered his tone. “Do not mistake pacifism for weakness.”

Well, shit. I really couldn’t let that go. I put my back into a massive swing at his jaw, swiveling from my hips—

He caught my fist in his hand, just stopped it dead with a jarring impact I felt all the way to my toes. And held it there. Still with that mild expression. “I know you, son of Jupiter,” he said, his voice soft as velvet. “Do you know Me?”

I tried to pull my fist away, but it was gripped as if in a vise. Effortlessly. No strain crossed Josh’s face. Comprehension bloomed into my consciousness, a prickly and dangerous cactus. Yes. I knew Him. He was the One who had replaced us all. I swallowed and tasted fear. I’d never tasted fear before, but this was it, all right. I licked my suddenly-dry lips with a parched tongue and dropped my gaze, relaxing my entire body.

“I know You,” I whispered.

“Good.” He released my hand, and I let it thump to the bar. He picked up His glass again. “Are we going to have a problem?”

I shook my head wordlessly. What was He going to do with me?

“Fair enough. Now. I think you and I need to have a discussion, Mars. About your place in the Scheme of Things.” He sipped the wine and pushed my beer toward me. “Which you seem to have forgotten, honestly. I mean, come on. Starting petty squabbles and stupid riots? When did that get fun? What happened to your original objective? When did you start listening to the Father of Lies, turning men to evil? He does that just fine all by himself without any help from you.”

“I’m the god of war—” I started.

He pointed at me. “No. That’s not who you are. That’s a title. You matured your purpose into protection, to use military power as a way of securing the safety of your people. Now you’re backsliding, betraying everything you once stood for.”

“Peace through strength,” I mumbled into my beer.

“Right. The Morningstar has been stalking you, you know. He knows better than to show up in the same room as me, which is why he’s not here exhorting you back into being Ares, the god of chaos and destruction. You saw him at the riot, right?” So that’s who that had been. ”But he’s watching you walk that razor edge and would just as soon push you off.” For just a moment, I caught an expression of ineffable sadness in His eyes. “Oh, My wayward children,” He muttered, taking a gulp of wine. The expression hardened into one of terrible resolve, and I wondered how I’d ever thought Him mild. “But I didn’t start this.”

Staring back at my beer was a go. I hunched my shoulders, knowing I was one of the “wayward children,” and wondering exactly how much patience He’d have with me. How long would it be before His resolve was aimed in my direction and immolated me where I sat?

“And so, Mars.” He paused until I glanced up at Him. “We live in perilous times. You can join me, guiding them into utilizing judicious military might to their benefit.” He paused again, tilting His head in a shrug. “Or you can join your ancestors on the ash heap of history. Lucifer’s twisted tool, or my beloved child. Up to you, really.”

I’d worked hard to make myself better than Ares, better than my ignoble beginnings. And I’d dishonored myself today.

I bowed my head. “I’m sorry,” I said, and I wasn’t even sure what I was sorry for, but I was.

“I know,” He answered. He put his hand on my hair and spoke a benediction, and a burden I didn’t even know I’d been carrying lifted from my shoulders.

The God of War and the Prince of Peace, working together for the good of mankind to thwart the Father of Lies? The idea was so bizarre it might just work. My purpose flamed higher inside me, bright and shining as the sun. I hadn’t forgotten, not really, and a bright blaze of joy replaced the grim despair I’d allowed myself to fall into. I smiled, a real smile, not the bitter parody from the riot.

“When do we start?”
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HOSTILE TAKEOVER

Kai Wai Cheah

Another day, another meeting. Under more ordinary circumstances, Captain John Marlow would have squared his shoulders and gotten it over with. It was just part of his duties as Security Force Commander of Moneta Mines. But this… this was different.

This was wrong.

Marlow bounded to the door of his private office and flung it open, revealing an enormous man in the act of raising his fist.

“Gunny?” Marlow asked.

“Captain,” Gunnery Sergeant Andre Williams said, lowering his hand. “I was just about to find you.”

“Is it about the meeting?”

Williams pursed his lips. “Yes sir.”

The two Marines sat at Marlow’s table. Steepling his fingers, Marlow said, “What have you got for me?”

“Director Lopez mass mailed the Terran military and corporate leadership of this facility to inform us of the snap meeting,” Williams said. “But she didn’t mail the Ceresians.”

“Lopez herself is Ceresian,” Marlow remarked.

“When I called Gutierrez just now, he claimed he didn’t have receive any instructions about a snap meeting.”

Gutierrez was the senior non-commissioned officer in charge of the base’s Ceresian security detachment. The man who knew anything and everything the Ceresians were doing at any one time.

“Curious…” Marlow muttered.

With a pair of hand gestures, he expanded the holographic text window floating above his table. Spinning it around, he showed it to Williams.

“Gunny, is this the email you received?”

“Yes sir. Lopez must have used the same template.”

“Interesting how she didn’t explicitly state the agenda of the meeting.”

“‘We wish to outline the future direction and strategy of Moneta Mines’,” Williams quoted. “That’s corp-speak for absolutely jack-all.”

“And you don’t need to call up Marines for a corp strategy meeting,” Marlow said. “What Moneta does has nothing to do with us.”

“Speaking of calling up Marines, sir… The Ceresian troopers are turning out in full battle rattle.”

Marlow frowned. Moneta Mines was a low-risk station, and nobody wanted to scare the civilians on site. His Marines had a full warload on hand, but his standing orders were clear: outside of drills or emergencies, the heavy gear stayed inside the unit armory. And the same rules should apply to the Ceresian security detachment.

Should.

“What’s going on?” Marlow asked.

“Damned if I know, sir. They’re doubling the guard at the base’s key installations: the spaceport, the reactor, life support. And they’re all armored up and packing heavy metal.”

Marlow frowned. “I’m going to call Teniente Harmon. I want you to listen in, but stay quiet.”

Williams nodded. Marlow’s hands flew across his desktop controls. A holographic phone icon floated in front of his face. A loud ringing tone filled the office. Two rings. Three. And Teniente Roy Harmon, commander of the Ceresian security detachment, picked up.

“Hola, Captain Marlow,” Harmon said. “How can I assist?”

“We noticed your men are turning out in full kit,” Marlow replied. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t worry; everything is nominal. It is simply a routine rapid reaction drill.”

“I didn’t receive any notice of the drill.”

“Ah? Apologies. I tasked a private to relay the message to you.” He clicked his tongue. “Some things you just have to do yourself, no?”

“Does the drill have anything to do with the snap meeting?”

A slight pause.

“Meeting? What meeting?” Williams asked.

“Director Lopez called for a snap meeting for the corporate leadership in thirty minutes. We’re invited.”

“No, no, I don’t know anything about this meeting.”

“I thought you’d be showing up.”

“I never got the message. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have plenty of work to do.”

Harmon unceremoniously hung up. Marlow and Williams exchanged a glance.

“Something smells fishy,” Marlow declared.

“Absolutely. And…” Williams frowned. “Hey, sir, aren’t we supposed to be receiving a shipment from Ceres today?”

“Yeah… Give me a sec.”

Marlow’s fingers danced across the keys. A new window appeared, displaying the spaceport’s schedule.

“Eight shuttles, scheduled to arrive in… eighty-two minutes,” Marlow said.

“Eight shuttles, and the spaceport has eight berths,” Williams mused. “Traffic Control will clear the berths before they arrive, and after they land, no one can enter or leave the station until they leave.”

“Hypothetically speaking, how many Ceresian Space Infantry can fit inside eight heavy shuttles?”

“Hypothetically, sir? If they’re loaded for bear, I’d say a battalion, plussed up with engineers and bots.”

The two Marines exchanged a look across the table.

“Is this what I think it is, sir?” Williams asked.

“It could well be it,” Marlow replied. “Activate Snapkick.”
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The base was abuzz with activity. As he meandered down the wide corridors of Moneta Mines, Marlow studied the Ceresian troopers he passed. They were all wearing dark green combat armor and carrying their issue weapons. Every inch of them was covered in hard plates and soft ballistic polymer, and their faces were hidden behind dark dome helmets. A combat drone accompanied every four-man team, outfitted with a small but powerful laser. The Ceresians saluted him as he passed, but Marlow wondered what they really thought.

His men seemed naked in contrast. Their soft gray utility uniforms protected against sudden decompression, not mil-grade firepower, and headgear was not part of the uniform of the day. Only the Marines on guard duty were armed. And while his security force had combat drones, most of them were snoozing in their bays.

Marlow was stupid. After a year of living and working alongside the Ceresians he thought he could begin to trust them. They were all professional and hardworking, and it had been an absolute pleasure to collaborate with competent foreign soldiers.

But in the end, he was a Terran, and they were Ceresians.

Four Ceresian troopers stood guard outside the conference room, accompanied by a four-legged drone. Two of them scanned the civilians filing into the conference room while the other two stood watch. Small bags of items lay next to the door. As he joined the queue, Marlow turned to the closest soldier and said, “Security is tight today.”

“Yes sir,” the Ceresian replied.

“This is unusual. Why are you scanning us?”

The Ceresian shrugged. “Orders, sir.”

“Is there a security threat?”

Another shrug. “I obey my orders.”

Then it was Marlow’s turn. He spread his arms and legs out, and the Ceresian wanded every square inch of him. The detector chirped.

“Sir, please empty your pockets,” the trooper demanded.

Out came his keys, his wallet, his multitool.

“Sir, I must keep your multitool.”

“Come on,” Marlow said. “We’re both in the same line of work. You know we’ve got to carry one at all times.”

“I understand, sir, but we have our orders. We’ll return it to you when you leave.”

The Ceresian swept his belongings into a huge plastic bag, and dumped it in the pile of stuff.

“Hey, how do I know which is mine?” Marlow asked.

“Our drone will remember,” the trooper said. “Please move along, sir. You’re holding up the line.”

Reflecting the joint nature of the base, the central table of the conference room was split in half. One side belonged to the Terrans and Martians, the other was the domain of the Ceresians. The former was packed to capacity, with every available chair filled.

The latter was empty, save for one woman in a sharp pantsuit sitting at the head of the table. Director Erin Lopez.

And standing at every corner was a Ceresian space trooper, clad in heavy armor and shouldering a coilgun.

The trooper at the far right corner nodded at Marlow. “Good morning, Captain.”

“Teniente Harmon,” Marlow replied coldly. “I thought you didn’t know about the meeting?”

“I only knew that I was to report here in full dress.”

“Every Ceresian trooper I saw was on high alert.”

“Orders, Captain.”

“From whom?”

“High up.”

“From whom?” Marlow insisted.

Another shrug. “You will see. For now, please sit.”

“Something’s going on, isn’t there? What’s going—”

“You will have answers. Soon. But we insist you sit down.”

“I—”

Harmon gestured at the nearest chair with his weapon.

“Please.”

Marlow plunked into the seat, uncomfortably aware that he had placed his back to an armed soldier. And that every Ceresian trooper in the room was staring at him.

The last of the civilians took their places. The double doors closed, and a high-pitched hum filled the air. It was the jammer. No one could listen in—and no one could call out.

A plastic smile split Director Lopez’s face.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice. I’m sure you’re all busy, but don’t worry; this won’t take too long,” she said.

“Where’s the Ceresian staff?” Chief Operations Officer Shibata demanded.

“Their presence is not necessary for this meeting. Only yours.”

“Why are we needed?”

Lopez plastered on a fake smile.

“Yesterday, President Vincent Lopez declared a nationalization program of all critical Ceresian economic assets. Moneta Mines is among them. This facility will pass into the ownership of the Ceresian government effective immediately.”

A moment of silence. Another. Then:

“This is outrageous!”

“Nationalization? This is illegal!”

“Is that why every Ceresian is armed?!”

“Ladies, gentlemen, please,” Lopez began.

The hubbub drowned out her words. Lopez glanced desperately at Harmon.

“SILENCE!” Harmon boomed.

His voice overpowered the civilians’ protests. All at once they quietened.

“There will be order in this room!” Harmon said.

Marlow gritted his teeth. He had to act. But not now. For now he needed to gather intelligence.

“Thank you,” Lopez said. “To continue, as part of the nationalization program, the government of Ceres will assume full ownership and responsibility of Moneta Mines. You are all released from your positions, as are all non-Ceresian staff in the base.”

“What will happen to us?” Shibata asked.

“In forty-eight minutes, Ceresian shuttles will arrive to transport all non-Ceresians to the Phobos spaceport. We will make repatriation arrangements from Phobos with your respective national governments.”

Marlow couldn’t have planned it better himself. Quick, clean and efficient, and if anybody objected he’d be staring down a battalion of space troopers.

“This is… illegal,” Shibata said. “You can’t do this.”

“We can, Mr Shibata. Consider this a hostile takeover.”

What was Marlow supposed to do? His mission was to preserve the security of the mines, but Space Command had envisioned terrorists and pirates as the likeliest threats. Not the Ceresians. Sure, President Lopez had made noises about nationalization before, but no one seriously thought the Ceresians would dare to make a de facto territorial claim on Mars.

“What’s so special about Moneta?” Marlow asked.

Lopez favored him with a smug look.

“Potassium, nitrogen and phosphorus are the bottlenecks to long-term survival in space. Terra and Mars have retained their duopoly on these elements for decades. But no more. Ceres will seize control of her destiny and reach for the stars.”

Potassium, nitrogen and phosphorus. He should have known. They were essential ingredients for fertilizer, and Earth and Mars were the only two known sources of these elements in the Solar System. Any time an outer colony made noises about political or economic rights, all Earth and Mars had to do was to threaten an embargo. Moneta Mines was the one of the few mining stations on Mars that processed all three elements from local sedimentary deposits.

And the only one the Ceresians had a stake in.

“Did your uncle set you up to this?” Shibata demanded.

“I am a loyal member of the Party cadre, and we serve the people,” Lopez said smoothly.

In other words: her uncle, now the President of Ceres, had ordered her to carry out this plot. For a moment Marlow marveled at Lopez’s foresight. Director Lopez had been with Moneta since the foundations were laid seven years ago. The Ceresians had been planning this for a long time.

“Captain Marlow, what is your stance on this?” Shibata asked.

All eyes turned on him. Marlow cleared his throat.

“I must inform my government of this development—” he begun.

“You may do so on Phobos,” Lopez interjected.

He fixed her with a cold stare.

“I am a Marine, and my duty station is Moneta Mines. I will not leave until duly relieved.”

Harmon glided up to his side.

“Captain, we hereby relieve you of your duties.”

“I am not obliged to obey anything other than a lawful order.”

Harmon sighed. Taking a large step back, he aimed his weapon at Marlow.

“Captain Marlow, we are hereby taking you into custody. Do not resist.”

The muzzle of the coilgun was a gaping abyss. A man could fall into it forever and never be found again. The other Ceresians raised their weapons, aiming at him.

Marlow gulped and planted his hands on the table.

“I can’t do that, Teniente.”

“If you will not come peacefully, we will have to use force,” Harmon warned.

“I am not obliged to obey anything other than a lawful order.”

“Please, Captain, this is your last chance. It’s nothing personal, yes? Just politica. Come with us quietly and we will ensure you and your men will receive—”

CHUNK CHUNK CHUNK

“What was that?” Lopez demanded.

High-pitched autofire tore through the air.

The Ceresians turned their attention to the door.

Marlow shot to his feet. Harmon pivoted to face him. Marlow grabbed his chair and flung it at Harmon’s head. Harmon instinctively shielded with his arm. As the chair bounced harmlessly away, Marlow pounced.

On Earth Harmon would be safely out of reach. On Mars, with its one-third gravity, Marlow covered the distance between them in a single bound. Stamping hard on Harmon’s lead foot, Marlow grabbed Harmon’s right arm and pulled. Harmon resisted, pushing away from Marlow, his armor augmenting his already impressive strength.

Marlow released his grip.

And shoved Harmon in the chest.

The Ceresian went down. Harmon’s boot shifted awkwardly under Marlow’s. For a split second there was a moment of resistance. Then there was an ugly SNAP.

Harmon slammed his back on the floor, releasing his coilgun. Marlow dropped to a knee, shooting for Harmon’s arm. The Ceresian flailed about, and a forearm rocked Marlow’s forehead. But despite his best efforts, the Ceresian’s ankle was broken, and he couldn’t get up.

More gunfire thundered outside, men yelled orders, but Marlow barely registered the noise. Marlow grabbed Harmon’s inner forearm in his right hand and his wrist in his left. Stepping over Harmon’s body, Marlow slid his left hand down to the back of Harmon’s elbow, and bent Harmon’s arm until it was parallel to the floor. Then he snaked his right arm under Harmon’s. Clasped his hands together. And straightened his back.

Harmon screamed.

“STOP IT NOW!”

Marlow looked up. The other three Ceresian troopers were aiming their coilguns at him.

“Let him go or we shoot!” the closest one barked.

Marlow grinned, and turned outwards just a fraction of an inch.

Harmon howled.

“Let him go now—”

The door flung open. A small round object flew into the room.

Marlow opened his mouth and shut his eyes.

Thunderclaps reverberated in the room. Tiny suns burned through his eyelids.

“TERRAN MARINES! GET DOWN! GET DOWN!”

Coilguns screamed all around him. Civilians screamed. Harmon tried to wiggle free.

Marlow cranked. Hard.

Bone shattered.

Harmon shrieked.

“Clear!” a Marine yelled.

“Clear!” a familiar voice said. “Captain, you can let him go now.”

Marlow opened his eyes and looked up. The familiar bulk of Gunny Williams loomed over him. Marlow released Harmon and got back on his feet.

“Great timing,” Marlow said. “Arrest Director Lopez.”

Lopez bolted for the door. A Marine grabbed her, forced her down, and roughly cuffed her hands behind her back. Looking around, Marlow saw that the other three Ceresians troopers were lying on the ground, their heads obliterated by high-velocity slugs.

Williams and Marlow toed Harmon on his belly and pulled his suit’s emergency release handle. The rear hatch popped open. The Marines extracted Harmon from the suit and placed him on the floor. Harmon winced as a Marine cuffed him.

“Nothing personal, Teniente,” Marlow said.

Harmon grunted.

As the Marines left the room, Marlow updated Williams on the situation and beheld the chaos around him. A squad of Terran Marines guarded the corridor outside the conference room. Two Ceresians were encapuslated in thick sticky goo, completely immobilized. The other two lay sprawled in bloody messes, and their drone smashed to bits. And, Marlow realized belatedly, there was a gray-suited Terran Marine among the corpses.

“Gunny, SITREP,” Marlow ordered.

“Things have gone to hell,” Williams said. “We’ve got isolated teams of Marines shooting it out with Ceresians all over the base. Last I heard, the Ceresians are holding the spaceport and the reactor. We still control our barracks and the dorms. I can’t raise any of the officers on the radio net; the enemy must have killed or captured them when things kicked off. You and me, we’re the only effective leadership these Marines have.”

Marlow uttered an oath under his breath. Nothing in his orders ever covered this. This was impossible. What was he supposed to—

“Sir, what’s the call?” Williams asked.

Marlow took a deep breath and organized his thoughts.

“Gunny, our top priority is to prevent the Ceresian reinforcements from landing. If they make it down here, we’re done. We need to get the laser defense batteries back online and under our control. How many Marines do we have now?”

“I’ve got most of Alpha and Bravo platoons with me, in full kit. Charlie and Support are gearing up. I’ve ordered everyone still outside to rally at the barracks and arm up, but I don’t know how many can make it there. But on the bright side, sir, I’ve managed to remotely activate the drones. All of them.”

It wasn’t much. But he’d have to work with what he had.

“Gunny, take Alpha and Bravo platoons and recapture the reactor. Detach a squad to escort the civvies to the dorms, and hold them against all comers. Prisoners go to our brig. I will take Charlie and Support platoons to seize the spaceport. If we get comms back online, we will send an SOS. Phobos, Olympus, any Marine or friendly station we can reach. But don’t wait for me. We need to counterattack now, before the Ceresians get organized.”

“Roger that, sir. Good luck.”

“You too.”
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Like the Terran Marines, there was only a company of Ceresian troopers on base. They couldn’t cover every corridor and every door. Gathering the unarmored Marines who had followed Williams, Marlow led them back to the barracks. They sneaked through little-used maintenance passageways, a labyrinth of minor hallways and a series of ancillary chambers, mindful of the security cameras they were passing through.

By now the layout of the base was second nature to the Marines. Marlow had run so many exercises in and around the facility that every Marine knew every square inch of Moneta like the back of his hand. Unfortunately, the same held true for the Ceresians.

Reaching the barracks, the first thing Marlow saw was the blood. The entire access corridor was painted in claret. Broken bodies lay sprawled all across the floor. Most wore olive combat armor, but a few were in Marine utilities. Right in front of the airlock, two armored Marines and two combat drones stood guard.

“Friendly! Friendly!” Marlow yelled.

“Sundown!” a Marine called.

“Firefly!” Marlow replied.

“Come on over, sir!”

As Marlow carefully stepped over the corpses, he spotted a familiar face. First Lieutenant Andy Wolfe, his executive officer, a neat hole blasted exactly between his eyes. Damn it. Wolfe was a good man, the kind of man he needed—

Can it, Marine. Duty first, funerals later. If you survive.

“Marines, how are you holding up?” Marlow asked.

“We beat back the Ceresians, sir,” a corporal named Thomas replied. “But we took heavy losses. Most of the guard and half of the Quick Response Force was wiped out. It’s just the two of us left on guard.”

Biting back a profanity, Marlow asked, “Anybody else inside?”

“HQ platoon, sir, plus most of Charlie and Support platoons. There’s also a bunch of Terran civvies who sheltered here when the shooting started”

Marlow patted the man’s shoulder. “Thanks, Marine. Hold fast. Soon as we gear up we’ll make ‘em pay.”

The armory was still functional. Row upon row of combat armor, each personally tailored to every Marine, awaited. Marlow climbed into his personal suit, started the boot sequence, and raced for the weapon racks. An armory custodian handed him a coilgun. He plugged in his weapon as the suit powered up. Readouts flashed across his visor. Marlow dashed to the depot, where he received a basic load of ammo. By the time he filled his pouches, his suit was good to go.

Now he was in business.

Marlow activated his suit radio. “Eagle Nest, this is Eagle Six. Comms check, over.”

“Six, Eagle Nest here. Read you five by five. And thank God you made it.”

The speaker was Staff Sergeant Graham, the platoon non-com of the Headquarters element, no doubt safely tucked away in the ops center.

“Glad to hear you too, Nest. Where’re the Ceresians?”

The ops center was linked in to the station’s security network. Graham took half a minute to consult his feeds.

“Eagle Six, they’re concentrating their forces in the reactor and the spaceport. I count about three platoons, total.”

“Roger. Do you have a headcount on our effectives?”

The suits and uniforms of every Marine fed their vital signs into the TOC.

“Alpha and Bravo are down to eighty percent effective. Charlie and Support are at seventy percent. Drones, ninety-five percent are up. We have ten Marines scattered around the base, and I’m trying to bring them in.”

“Can the Ceresians monitor our movements?”

“Negative, sir. Our guys crashed their link to the security net. They’ll have to rely on their organic sensors.”

Thank God for small mercies.

“Is there anyone inside the Ceresian barracks?”

“Can’t say for sure, it looks like everyone’s gone out to… Ah, hell. They’re shooting out the cameras.”

Marlow swore too.

“I’m going to launch a counterassault,” Marlow said. “I need all the bayonets I can get. How many do you need to defend the barracks?”

“Take everyone you need, sir. HQ platoon will be enough. I’ll link you up with the stragglers.”

“Copy. I heard you have civilians on site. Where are they?”

“We’ve got them gathered in the chow hall. There’s about fifty, five zero, of them.”

“How many are Ceresians?”

“Uh… sir, I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“If you find any Ceresians among them, I want you to lock ‘em in the brig. I’m not saying they’re all spies, but we can’t take any chances and we don’t have time to be sure.”

“Acknowledged.”

Looking up, Marlow saw his Marines gathered around him. Most of them were young, eighteen or nineteen, some barely out of Boot. This was their first taste of combat. Hell, this was his first taste of combat.

Steady. The men are counting on you.

“Sir, we are geared up and ready to go,” the nearest Marine reported.

“Excellent,” Marlow said, with a confidence he did not fully feel. “Marines, on me. We’re going to take back the spaceport.”
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There was one main entrance to the spaceport. The Ceresians had lowered the emergency bulkhead, sealing it off. The Marines had brought breaching tools, but a head-on attack was suicide.

“Right before they blasted the cameras, I saw a dozen drones lining up at the entrance,” Graham radioed. “Anybody going through the front door will get a hot reception.”

“How many threats are there in the spaceport?” Marlow asked.

“There were eight Ceresians on duty this morning, and they sent in about twenty more just before things kicked off.”

“Are there any civilians inside?”

“Yes sir. They dropped the bulkhead with the morning crowd still trapped inside. Don’t think anybody got out.”

“And our guys?”

Graham sighed. “The Marines on duty are dead. All of them.”

Marlow swore. The Ceresians would pay. Dearly.

Marlow gathered his team leaders around him and briefed them on the situation. Charlie and Support had taken heavy losses. Their officers and senior non-coms were dead, wounded or captured. He had corporals leading squads and sergeants leading platoons. It was a sorry sight. But they were Marines, and they would do their jobs.

“Marines, the enemy is expecting a frontal assault. We’re not going to give them what they want. Support Platoon, equip your drones with torches. Rest of you, open your tac maps; we’re taking the indirect route.”

As the Marines prepared their drones, Marlow plotted a route through the maintenance and engineering corridors that riddled the length of the base, winding their way to the spaceport. When they were done, Marlow checked his clock.

“We have two-two minutes before enemy reinforcements arrive. On the bounce, gents.”

Running in Mars’ low gravity was a clumsy, awkward proposition. Instead, the Marines hopped and skipped along, sticking to empty corridors Graham’s cameras could observe. In between coordinating the cut-off Marines on the phone, Graham provided Marlow a running update, keeping them abreast of enemy and friendly movements.

Marlow led his men around known Ceresian positions. Isolated Marines broke cover and linked up with them, arming themselves with whatever they could grab. Approaching the spaceport, the Marines split into three groups. Marlow led Charlie Platoon, Support Platoon went their own way, and a detachment of drones barreled for the main entrance of the spaceport. Marlow bounced down little-used corridors and maintenance drone tunnels, inexorably heading for—

“Eagle Six, freeze!” Graham warned.

Marlow froze.

“Eagle Six, you’re approaching a T-junction. The camera covering the corridor ahead of you was shot out. The bend to your left leads to the spaceport. The enemy might have posted a sentry.”

“Acknowledged, Nest. Break. Support, Eagle Six. We’re making our final approach but there may be a sentry in the way. We’re going to have to kick off from where we are. Update me when you’re in position.”

“Support copies.”

Marlow crept to the T-junction. The soft soles of his boots captured the sound of his footsteps. Halting close to the left-hand corner, he saw a Marine take up position opposite him. Marlow licked his lips, sucked down on his hydration tube—dry, damnation!—and called up his unit’s status.

The drone detachment was busy cutting through the emergency bulkhead with their breaching torches. The bulkhead was thick and heavy, designed to defend the station from depressurisation, but the torches would easily defeat the reinforced steel. Everybody on the other side of the bulkhead would see the torches’ dazzling blue-white flash and the liquefied metal dripping from the cuts.

And they wouldn’t see the Marines coming.

“Eagle Six, Support. In position.”

“Acknowledged,” Marlow said. “Initiate in three. Two. One. Go!”

Marlow stuck his coilgun around the corner. The optic fed into his visor, revealing a Ceresian trooper.

And a combat drone.

He planted his crosshair on the robot and fired. The hypervelocity coilgun rounds shredded it to bits. The Ceresian screamed, loosing a burst downrange. Flechettes exploded near Marlow’s weapon. Marlow swept left, turning the weapon on the enemy. His flechettes rode up the Ceresian’s body, knocking him down.

“Move out!” he yelled.

He cleared the corner, weapon ready, switching between the downed Ceresian, the remains of the drone, the door.

The Ceresian twitched. Marlow aimed—

THUNK

A huge white gob spattered over the enemy. As the Ceresian struggled, the foam hardened, gluing him to the floor. Careful to avoid stepping on the adhesive, Marlow stacked on the door, weapon ready.

“Bang and clear!” he called.

A Marine patted Marlow’s shoulder. “Ready!”

Marlow undogged the door and flung it open. A stun grenade flew through the doorway. Brilliant light and deafening bangs followed. Marlow charged through.

Huge space. Seats. Pillars. Departure area. People screaming, shouting orders. No cover.

Left or right?

Right.

He hopped along the floor, head swiveling all around, his vision narrowing into a narrow tube. Movement—civilians screaming and running for cover. More movement: an armored Ceresian popping up from behind a set of planters. Marlow gunned him down and moved on.

“DOWN DOWN DOWN! EVERYBODY DOWN!” he shouted.

Coilguns crackled. Explosions erupted. Light blazed. Guns thundered. Men and women screamed and shrieked and died but Marlow had to push, push, push. He kept scanning, kept looking, but there didn’t seem to be any threats this way, just more civvies hunkering down.

He halted behind a pillar and scanned. All clear to his right. All clear up ahead. Left—

A swarm of Ceresian combat drones charged down the length of the departure hall. Lasers flashed and coilguns crackled. And he knew with every shot, someone was either pinned or killed.

No time to think. He aimed at the closest. Blasted it to pieces. Aimed. Fired. Aimed—

His visor cracked.

Cursing, he ducked behind cover and checked his readouts. Elevated heartbeat, shallow breathing, but he was okay. There was a massive spiderweb over the center of his field of view. The outer visor was battered, but the inner one was still intact. He lifted the useless visor and his field of view cleared.

“Sir!” a Marine shouted. “We’re pinned! The enemy’s flanking us!”

“Pop smoke and hold in place!” Marlow shouted. “We just need to hold until—”

With a loud BOOM, the emergency bulkhead fell apart.

The Terran drones rushed in, weapons blazing. The Ceresian drones, taken off-guard, were quickly obliterated in a storm of laser and coilgun fire. Then the Terran drones turned on the remaining Ceresian troopers, overrunning their positions and blasting them with accurate, lethal shots.

“We have ‘em on the ropes!” Marlow shouted. “Follow me!”

Getting to his feet, he followed the signs to the control room. A gang of Marines skipped along at his heels, shooting down any Ceresian who dared approach. A Ceresian infantryman carelessly stepped around a corner. Marlow stitched him up from leg to torso, taking him down. Marlow didn’t know if he were dead or alive, so he shot him in the head and carried on.

Outside the door to the control room, Marlow reloaded his weapon and checked on his men. He had five Marines with him. Good enough. The door was keycard locked, and its heavy frame would resist even a boot from powered armor.

“Blow the door,” Marlow ordered.

A Marine stepped up and attached a breaching charge to the door. Half a minute later, he stepped away.

“Fire in the hole, fire in the hole, fire in the hole!” the Marine yelled.

The door disintegrated into splinters. The Marines piled in.

The control room was dark, illuminated by dim red lights. Marlow turned on his weapon’s flashlight and swept his arc of fire. His beam landed on a Ceresian Marine in a corner. He stroked the trigger and saw a splash of red. Following the walls, he spotted a civilian curled up on the floor, another civilian, a—

A burly figure jumped out from behind a desk and tackled Marlow to the floor.

Marlow jerked the trigger, firing uselessly into the ceiling. The enemy screamed obscenities into Marlow’s face, wrapping his legs around Marlow’s torso and grabbing at his right arm. Marlow slammed his left palm into the enemy’s face, but he found only an armored visor. The Ceresian pried Marlow’s hand free from his weapon, wrenched his arm into a painful lock and—

Blood sprayed from the Ceresian’s helmet.

The corpse fell on Marlow’s body. He wrestled it aside and picked himself up.

“Clear!” a Marine called.

“Clear!” other Marines shouted.

Marlow propped himself in a corner to catch his breath. His Marines gathered the civilian staff in a corner. He had…nine minutes before the enemy showed up. Plenty of time. He just had to access the laser batteries. But why was the room so dark? Wasn’t the spaceport brightly lit just now?

“Eagle Six, Eagle Four,” Gunny Williams reported. “We have a problem.”

“Hit me,” Marlow said.

“We secured the reactor room, but the bad guys shut down the reactor before we could stop them. The base is now running on emergency power.”

“Can you restart the reactor?”

“Negative, sir. None of us have any idea how to do it safely, and there are no civilian reactor techs in our vicinity.”

Marlow swore. Despite his constant protestations earlier in the year, the laser batteries were not on the emergency grid. Now, in nine minutes, he had to secure the spaceport with whoever and whatever he had on hand against a battalion of enemy infantry. Somehow.

He was a Marine. He would get the job done.

Or die trying.

“Eagle Four,” Marlow said, “do you have explosives?”
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The time-honored answer to superior numbers was superior firepower. Usually explosives. But explosives were verboten in Moneta. The last thing anyone wanted was catastrophic decompression. The closest the Marines had were breaching charges and detonation cord.

The Marines did, however, have plenty of less-than-lethal equipment.

The surviving Marines hustled about the spaceport. Some slapped detcord on floors and bulkheads. Others built defensive positions out of tables, sandbags, and everything that they could carry. Drones rolled into position. The LTL specialists readied their weapons.

In the control room, Marlow stared at the camera feeds and the wall-length screen, watching the activity, counting down the minutes and the seconds.

At one minute to go, a civilian comms specialist shouted across the room.

“Captain! We’re being jammed! I can’t reach anyone!”

“What about the landlines?” Marlow asked.

“No signal,” another civvie replied. “Someone must’ve cut the lines.”

No one was coming to help. Everything now rested on his final play.

Huge red sand clouds scoured the exterior cameras. Flicking from screen to screen, Marlow saw the white glare of chemical rockets burning through the sandstorm.

They were here.

One by one the exterior cameras winked out, leaving him blind. Marlow turned his attention to the interior cameras covering the boarding tubes.

“Captain! We’re being hailed!” the comms specialist called. “They want to speak to you!”

Marlow strode over to the console. “Put him on.”

The civilian tapped away, and gave Marlow a thumbs-up.

“This is Moneta Mines,” Marlow said into the microphone. “Who is this?”

“We are the CSF Paradiso, currently in orbit above your station. Are you the commander of the security forces on Moneta?”

“Yes,” Marlow said warily.

“We hereby request your surrender. We are landing a battalion of space infantry and are preparing to breach your base. You have fought well, but further resistance will only lead to more death and suffering. If you surrender now, we can guarantee safe passage to Phobos.”

“Paradiso, we must decline. You are in violation of international law and your actions are a deliberate action of aggression. If you surrender, we will return our prisoners unharmed.”

The captain of the Paradiso laughed over the line.

“You are in no position to make demands. One last chance: surrender and you will be free to leave.”

“Paradiso, be advised that reinforcements are inbound. I urge you to surrender before they arrive.”

“You are a brave man, Captain Marlow. Shame you are so foolish.”

As one, the outer airlocks of the boarding tubes opened. Drones and Ceresian space troopers rushed in.

Marlow keyed his suit radio.

“Go for Zulu.”

The engineers had lined the walls of the tube with detcord. In the space of a heartbeat, white fire filled the camera screens—and the view cut out.

A decompression siren rang. Pop-ups appeared on the screen, warning of bulkhead breaches in every boarding tube. Airlocks slammed shut, sealing off the tubes.

That wouldn’t stop a dedicated enemy, of course. They would have brought portable airlocks for just this eventuality. No matter: Marlow just had to buy time.

Long, long minutes passed. Marlow wished for a drink of water. His throat itched and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He settled for swallowing his saliva.

“Eagle Six, Charlie Five. We have eyes on thermal lances on the boarding tubes.”

Marlow checked the cameras. Brilliant white and orange sparks spilled through tiny gaps in the emergency doors.

Marlow steepled his fingers. The enemy wasn’t using explosives, and they weren’t cutting through the spaceport’s outer bulkhead. They didn’t want to risk damaging the spaceport any further, even at the risk of losing the element of surprise. Good. He just needed a bit more time.

The radio crackled again. “Captain Marlow, this is Paradiso. That was a cute trick, but you can’t hold us off forever. Again, lay down your weapons and nobody else will get hurt.”

“You first, Paradiso.”

The enemy commander refused to respond. Wheels of steel fell from the burned-out doors. Smoke billowed out, masking the enemy’s approach.

“Go for Yankee,” Marlow ordered.

Great white balls sailed through the breaches. Cream-colored foam filled the boarding tubes, swallowing up everyone and everything inside, and spilled out into the arrivals hall. In moments, the foam solidified into enormous plugs.

“Paradiso, we’ve closed off the boarding tubes,” Marlow radioed. “There’s no way you’re coming in without unacceptable collateral damage.”

The enemy captain said nothing.

“Eagle Six, Support Five here. Be advised, we are black on sticky foam. If the enemy breaks through again, we’re down to lethals.”

“Copy,” Marlow said.

More waiting. More pacing. More thinking.

Come on, Williams, hurry up…

The sticky foam melted. Clear liquid gushed all over the floor.

The enemy had brought solvents.

“Go for X-Ray,” Marlow said.

Small arms fire poured into the boarding tubes. White laser flashes reflected off the interior of the tubes. Surely the enemy wouldn’t dare—

“Eagle Six, Support One-Two. I have eyes on a new kind of drone. It’s tanking all our shots.”

“Feed me,” Marlow said.

An image filled Marlow’s visor. It showed what looked like a huge metal wall, pockmarked with bullet and laser strikes, held up by unseen arms. The wall rolled inexorably forward, and as the last of the foam melted Marlow made out massive wheels.

It was a shield drone.

“Charlie, you are cleared for Whiskey. Execute when ready.”

On the camera, Marlow saw his Marines fall back. The shield robots were unarmed, but their shields were so thick nothing they had could punch through. The wheeled drones cleared the boarding tubes, and enemy infantry fanned out from behind them.

Whiteout.

When the cameras cleared, Marlow saw shattered robots, battered bodies and scorch marks all over the floor. Foam spilled down from the ceiling, extinguishing small fires.

The Marines had laid a second line of detcord, right in front of the boarding tubes.

Even so, that was not enough. Through the smoke he saw a fresh wave of troopers pull away the casualties. No doubt they would try again. And Marlow was all out of tricks.

But one.

“Eagle Six, this is Eagle Four. We’re done.”

“Thank God,” he said. “Stand by for instructions.”

Rushing to the radio console, he said, “Paradiso, this is Moneta Mines. Be advised, we have planted demolition charges on the reactor and life support system. If you attempt another breach, we will detonate them.”

“Marlow, you are bluffing. You wouldn’t dare do something this stupid.”

“Paradiso, we are holding two prisoners, Tiente Roy Harmon and Director Erin Lopez. They have their comms gear with them and have eyes on the charges. They can verify what I’ve just said.”

“Marlow… wait one.”

Marlow rapped his fingers on the desk. Bounced his foot off the floor. Prayed this trick would work. The ‘demolition charges’ were just breaching charges augmented with long lines of detcord. They weren’t purpose-designed explosives, but they’d do what he needed them to do.

He hoped.

“Marlow, Paradiso. We have spoken with the prisoners. It appears you are telling the truth. But it will not stop us.”

Marlow forced himself to laugh.

“Paradiso, think this through. It will cost hundreds of millions of dollars to replace the reactor and life support modules. No one on Mars or Terra will do business with Ceres now, so President Lopez must spend millions more to ship replacement parts and labor to Mars. By the time the shipment is ready, the entire Solar System will have placed an embargo on your homeworld. Your people will starve.

“It’s not worth it, Paradiso. Your mission is over. Go home now, and Terra and Mars may yet continue to ship you KNP.”

Long, long minutes passed.

Finally, the Ceresian deigned to speak.

“Terran… we are withdrawing. You win this time.”

Marlow said nothing.

“Eagle Six, Charlie Five. The enemy is falling back. They’ve closed their airlocks behind them.”

“Paradiso, Moneta. You did the right thing. Thank you.”

Marlow slumped into a nearby chair. There was still so much to do. He had to re-establish communications, sweep the base for any remaining Ceresian holdouts, organize medical treatment for the wounded, repair damage to the pressure bulkheads, arrange security for the prisoners and the Ceresian civilians… and prepare for the court-martial.

But for now, he could relax.
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BEWARE THE DAWN

Dawn Witzke

“Beware the dawn,” Usha whispered as she leaned close to the bare-chested barbarian guarding the entrance to the walled city of New Jerusalem. The combination of stale sweat and the musk of goat was repulsive. Filthy animals. From under the folds of her jilbab, she slid out a cruciform. With age worn hands, she thrust it upward into the man’s gut, puncturing his diaphragm, lungs, and heart.

“This is for Allaya. She was only nine years old, you sick bastard.” The girl had not survived after being used by him and then passed around to the other men in the camp. Usha had promised the girl as she was dying in her arms that her death would be avenged. And so it was.

The dark-haired Mohammedan crumpled to the ground, a look of intense pain on his bronze face. She tucked the dagger back into the gray folds of her robes before tending to the body.

A slew of people passed through the open gate, giving her no mind as she repositioned the dead man. Propped against the outer wall, he appeared to be resting, the red sash around his waist situated to cover the bloodied wound. She removed the laser sword that hung from his waist, hit the button on the hilt to turn off the laser which created the blade and pocketed it. Fixed steel was more to her liking, but she’d keep it to sell or trade later on.

She went unnoticed as she joined the parade of people entering the city. A maze of narrow walkways emptied into the open air market at the center of town. The streets were as familiar to her as each of the seven blades she carried. She made her way to a small outdoor cafe on the outer edge of the market. Usha found a table off to the side which gave her the perfect vantage point to study the invaders.

The main thoroughfare bustled with Mohammedans and Christians alike. The market had once been vibrant with music, dance and wares of every imaginable sort. People would come from Earth to experience the free flowing drink and revelry of New Jerusalem.

Gone were those days. Imam Khalil set out rules prohibiting the sale of intoxicants, bright colors and public celebrations not in keeping with his reading of the Koran. The women in the market, children in tow, kept their head down and talked in hushed tones while soldiers patrolled the streets. The few Christian men who were not killed or exiled, were elderly, selling only the necessities of life.

Usha’s bones creaked as she settled into the metal chair, her back against the building. A waitress appeared almost before her ass hit the seat.

“What’ll ya have?” The woman asked, her voice flat. She looked aged beyond her years, her skin as tanned as the leather of Usha’s boots. She wore a simple gray hijab over the matching dress that covered her from wrists to ankles. Their eyes met for a brief moment. Like so many women trapped by the Mohammedan, her brown eyes were empty and devoid of hope.

She wondered what the younger woman saw in her own. Pity? Hatred? Lust for revenge? All of the above?

The Mohammedans had come to Mars as refugees, scared and hunted by members of their own people. They set up a domed city-state north of the Valles Marineris. At first, they kept to themselves. As more refugees were brought into Hasan, the city-state became crowded. Radicals took over, threatening those who had come to Mars to get away from the violence and hostility that had overtaken Earth. Then one day all communication with Earth stopped and the city-states of Mars were left to their own devices.

A small band of engineers and mechanics kept the machines running that created the breathable atmosphere and artificial gravity so that the populations living there would not parish. However, that meant cannibalizing other technology to create parts for those machines. The once technologically advanced colonies of 25th Century Mars transformed into societies that resembled 13th century Earth, except with a few holdovers like the laser sword.

The first attack by the Mohammedan had been on Rhodes, a small neighboring city-state. Usha, beaten and raped, had escaped, but her children, both less than three years, were killed, her husband enslaved. She had been young then, filled with pain and sorrow, which over time, turned into hatred. She poured that hatred into training, mastering the art of stealth and blade.

She had taught herself, using whatever anatomically correct robots she could steal or piece together. The machines could be killed over and over again, until their parts wore out. She learned where to cut for a quick death and where to cut to cause the most pain. As her skills developed, she moved on to human targets, further honing her skills. Each death brought her closer to perfecting the art of death in one stroke.

That had been a lifetime ago. The pain of loss no longer stung, but her hatred had matured into a full-on lust for revenge. Young warriors had been unable to stop the Mohammedan from taking over every city-state on Mars. Age and wisdom told her that she would fail as well, but she would die trying.

Imam Khalil, who led this band of barbarians, would arrive in two days. He would not leave New Jerusalem alive. Her hand stroked the blade strapped to her thigh. The same one he had used to slit her children’s throats in front of her.

She tipped the cup back, watching three young men over the rim. They sat down at the table a few feet away, blocking her view. She choked down the bitter watered-down ale, setting the mug down. Her hand closed around the hilt of her cruciform. She worked in her mind how she could kill the three and be gone before the bodies hit the floor.

“He arrives today,” the youngest of them said. “Atop says he’ll make New Jerusalem the new Mecca and we won’t have to use the charts anymore to figure out which direction to pray.”

“Atop needs to stop fornicating with Christian women. It’s addled his brain.” The one to his right said. He was hardly distinguishable from the one on the left. Twins maybe. Their dark curly hair hung down their back. Unlike the guard she had killed, they wore loose white shirts tucked into the red sash around their waist identifying them as fighters.

She averted her eyes when the youngest looked her direction.

“You’re just jealous that he was chosen to serve the Imam.”

“Servicing him is more like it,” the one on the left said in a hushed voice.

“Hasan! It is Allah’s chosen one you accuse of zina. Watch your tongue lest it be cut out.”

The youngest looked around, panic across his face. The three went silent.

Usha relaxed. The idiots’ loose tongues would slit their own throats, she didn’t need to do it for them. She took another drink before laying down enough coin to cover the unfinished cup along with extra for the woman who attended her.

There was no reason to remain, the young one had confirmed the Imam would be arriving. The rest of the information she had tortured from the man two days earlier was probably correct as well. She would move forward with her plan.

Horns blasted from the front gates. The Imam had arrived. Men stampeded past her, knocking her into the side of the building. A small child wailed from where he had fallen from his mother’s arms. The woman scrambled to pick him up as more men passed.

Usha pulled out a karambit. Its sharp claw-like blade sliced through the muscular side of the next man who ran into her. He pushed past her, seeming not to notice the red line forming at the fresh cut in his shirt. A half-dozen more men felt her knife as they passed. She put the knife away when the last man, tall and built like a mountain, stopped.

“You stupid woman.” His hand came away from his side, touched with blood. The back of that same hand hit her hard across the side of the face. “Did you think you could hurt me?”

Usha landed hard on the stone walkway. She resisted the urge to protect herself, instead she put her hands up in submission.

“Ahhhhh.” She rolled with the kick to her ribs to lessen the impact.

“Leave the old woman. Kahlil is waiting.” Another man approached.

She waited motionless while they argued over whether to kill her or not. It had been a dumb move to cut those passing, but the child being knocked from her mother’s arms had tripped something in her. She would have to have better control on her emotions or her mission would fail.

The larger man swore, then kicked her again before he left with the smaller man.

When the street was cleared, she made her way to the Governor’s Hall where the Imam would be holding court. She joined the women carrying pitchers of watered down wine into the hall for the welcome feast. Leaning against the wall in a feigned effort to catch her breath, she noticed a pattern of movement. For a few short seconds she was alone with the food and drink.

She brought in another round of pitchers, then waited, her hand around the pouch she carried. Small amounts of powdered belladonna went into each pitcher, just enough to make the drinker drowsy. Poisoning would be counterproductive. The Imam would be whisked away under heavy guard and she’d never get close to him. Sleepy feasters would have slower reactions and poorer judgment allowing her freer access to the Imam.

The pouch was back under her jilbab before the next round of drinks came in. Several hor d’oeuvres disappeared from trays as she walked past the serving tables and toward the back of the hall to the door that accessed the living quarters. There would be plenty of places to lie in wait until the feast was over and the Imam retired.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

A hand on her shoulder spun her around. She kept her eyes down and her mouth shut.

“Are you deaf? I asked where you’re going?” He was tall and broad, easily outweighing her by a hundred pounds of solid muscle.

“To sit.” She hunched forward. “I need to rest.”

“You can sit over there with the rest of the women.” He escorted her back by the serving tables before walking away when the trumpets sounded outside. The Imam had arrived.

Usha positioned herself behind the other women, standing quietly off to the side. She had to get to the Governor’s quarters before the Imam retired and took his security with him. At most, she would have three, maybe four men to get past while the feast was going on. Once the feast was over, there would be dozens. She couldn’t take on that many men, even if she could kill them in one stroke of her blade.

The Imam entered ahead of the crowds. He was much older than she remembered him being. He wore the gold cloak of a king over his simple white outfit and red sash. She prayed no one would pay attention to her, for she was certain her hatred of him was written all over her face. A long forgotten rage flooded her. She gripped the hilt of a knife in each hand. The urge to run at him and plunge the knife into his evil heart was overwhelming, but she held steady. Killing him would have to wait.

He took his place at the head table, his underlings and generals on either side of him, six in total. Behind him, a dozen slaves of various ages lined against the wall.

Usha’s eyes went wide when they fell on Otomo, her husband, standing among the slaves. It can’t be. You’re dead. But, he wasn’t dead. He was there, his dark hair had turned white and his light skin had a distinct bronze hue to it, but he was still as handsome as the first day they had met. Even from a distance she could see the fire in him still burned. They had not killed his spirit as they had the others who stood with him.

There was no way she was going to leave him in slavery. She would have to get to him, but how? May Allah be damned. Usha assisted the other women while she worked the plan out in her head. She prayed that Khalil kept his slaves close. That would make it easier. First the Imam and then Otomo.

The men at the tables feasted while the Imam spoke of his plan for a new Mecca. There were cheers from the crowds standing at the back of the hall. They raised their glasses to the news, and then continued to drink heavily.

The belladonna began showing signs of working a half hour later. Men began to make their way out of the great hall, some having drank so much that they stumbled along. Usha worked her way to the door at the far end of the room. The men standing on either side of the door leaned against the wall on either side, their eyes closed. Thank God.

She slid the cruciform from her jilbab before approaching the first Mohammedan in the hallway. From behind him, she made clean stabs into his kidneys, bringing him to his knees. Before the strangled cry could escape his lips, she slit his throat with the karambit in her other hand. She dragged the body into a nearby supply closet before moving on.

The Governor’s bedroom was down a narrow side hall, two large men on either side of the door. There were no other rooms in the short hall. She sized up the men. There was no way she could take both of them.

The hall was bare of furnishings, offering little that could be used to create a distraction. She made her way back to the supply closet where she found a clay pitcher. It’d have to do. At the corner of the hall, out of sight of the guards, she smashed the pitcher on the tiled floor. The crash brought one of the men to her.

“I’m sorry.” She cowered, holding her hands up in defense.

“You stupid woman, clean this up.”

Usha crouched as if preparing to pick up the pieces of the broken pitcher. Instead, she lunged at him, driving the cruciform up under his chin, through the bones of his skull and into the brain. He dropped. She left his body in the nearest empty room.

Horns sounded from the Governor’s Hall. The Imam and his party would be there soon. She swore under her breath. There was no time to get rid of the last guard before they reached the room.

“I was sent to ready the room,” she said, approaching the wary guard whom she recognized as the man who had kicked her earlier. He, however, didn’t seem to recognize her.

“Who sent you?” He used the full breadth of his body to block the door.

She kept her head down. This was not going at all as planned. The cruciform’s hilt was solid in her hand. If she was quick, she could gut him and drag him inside with her. It wasn’t ideal, but it would work. “I don’t question. I only serve.”

“Then be gone. You’re not going in.” He shoved her away with his left hand.

In one fluid motion, she swung the cruciform across his stomach, spilling his guts onto the floor, changed direction and split him from navel to sternum. He looked down, his mouth hanging open, as he used his hands to try to hold his intestines in. Die already. In slow motion, he fell into a puddle of blood and guts. She pushed the door open, dragging the body with her as she went into the room, his clothes soaking up most of the blood. The party turned the corner as she closed the door behind her.

A boy, the first fuzz of facial hair on his lip, stood by the bed, his mouth hanging open. He held a pair of slippers in his hands.

“Atop is your name?” He nodded. “Remain quiet if you wish to live.” Usha was not so cold-hearted that she’d kill a kid, especially not one in servitude to a vile man like Kahlil.

Usha pushed the body under the bed, then hid next to the massive wardrobe, out of sight of the door. Voices from outside drifted into the room. She held her breath as the knob turned.

“What is this, Atop? You were to have everything ready for me when I arrived and instead you’re standing holding my shoes. Do I need to find someone more suited to obedience?”

“I am most embarrassed, master. I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

Good boy. Usha peeked around the edge of the wardrobe. Khalil was alone, the rest of his party having left. He stood with his naked back to her. The boy rushed to grab the robe and held it out for his master to put on.

She held the cruciform in her right and the blade she would kill him with in her left, then stepped from behind the wardrobe.

Khalil turned to face her, eyeing the knives in her hands. He threw back his head and laughed.

“I’m glad you’re amused.” She reached up and pulled the top of her jilbab back. “Do you know who I am?”

“A crazy old woman who’s about to die a slow painful death?” He was no longer smiling.

“I am Usha, the dawn.”

A look of recognition flickered in his dark eyes. “You? You are the assassin my men whisper about? You really are crazy.”

“Only in that I let you live this long.” She held up the small ivory handled knife for him to see. Another flash of recognition. “You killed my children in front of me with this blade.” It was old and rusted, dried blood bonded to the metal.

“Can’t say I remember, there have been so many infidels that I’ve lost track of how many I’ve killed. You’ll just be one more to lose track of.”

Usha smiled at him. “Oh, one of us will die, but it won’t be me.” She approached him.

Khalil pulled Atop in front of him. “You wouldn’t kill an innocent boy would you?”

“I wouldn’t be a coward and use an innocent boy as a human shield either. What are you afraid of, Khalil? Afraid Allah is nothing more than a myth? That your seventy-two virgins won’t be there when you die?” She circled him, forcing him toward the bed, where he would have to either let Atop go or be trapped.

Khalil stopped when his calves touched the massive frame of the large bed. A look of fear flashed across his face. He released Atop, scrambled across the bed to grab a laser sword from the side table. He powered it on, and then came around the side of the bed towards her.

They danced about the room, Usha moving so he could not corner her—at least not until she wanted him to. Khalil took a step in her direction and thrust his sword at her. She dodged, but not before the blades seared the flesh of her upper arm. With a flick of her wrist, she cut the cruciform across his forearm, drawing blood. Reflexively he pulled his arm back.

“You whore.” His face twisted in anger. He lunged at her. She stepped to the side and used her right hand to redirect his movement. He hit the wardrobe shaking the heavy piece of furniture.

She sidestepped another attempted lunge, this time catching his sword in the folds of her jilbab. The material smoked. With a twist, she pulled the sword from his hand. She positioned herself with her left foot between his legs. With her full weight, she leaned forward throwing him off balance. As he fell backward, cruciform stabbed into the spinal cord of his lower back. He would not die quickly. His pain would last as long as hers had. He dropped to the carpet, his lower body useless.

“Please, spare me,” He begged. When that didn’t stop her advancing on him, he screamed.

“There is no one to hear you. These walls are sound proof, or have you forgotten your little modifications? Now, let me show you how it was you killed my children.” She put the cruciform away and switched the smaller blade to her other hand. “For Amala, my baby girl, you stabbed her in the neck, cutting off her screams.” She spit the words at him. “She choked to death on her own blood.” She stabbed the tip of the blade into his throat, cutting off his ability to speak.

He covered his throat with his hands. She took the knife and cut the muscles in each of his shoulders, causing him to lose control of his arms. They hung limp by his sides.

“With Amar, you took your time.” An unexpected calm filled her. She had expected the rage she had buried all those years ago to surface, but it was gone. Maybe it was the fact that her children’s deaths would be avenged soon. Or maybe because she really was cold-hearted and she could no longer feel the pain of loss. Regardless, it would be over soon and she could free Otomo, and start anew.

“You first cut the left side of his neck just enough so that he would bleed out slowly.” She used the blade to nick the artery in his neck so that it would bleed, but not kill him. “Then, you stabbed him in the stomach over and over, pausing long enough for his screams to die down before you stabbed him again.” She plunged the blade into his stomach. Pain was already etched across his face, but something else. Fear. He was afraid of dying slowly. She stabbed him five more times, being careful not to hit any major arteries. The total number of times it took before the life left her son.

“Atop,” she said. “Leave and never tell anyone about this.”

The boy’s face was a mix of shock and horror. He turned, and ran out the door, leaving it open.

“May you rot in hell,” Usha whispered. She dropped the knife on Khalil’s body, covered her hair with the jilbab, and then went into the hall and screamed.

Men ran down the hall in her direction. She knelt in the hall, sobbing. From around the corner Otomo came with the other slaves. They were shackled at the ankles.

Bells sounded as men rushed back and forth past her. She used the commotion to cover her exit, crawling down the hall to Otomo. Before she had a chance to pick the lock of the shackles, she was hauled to her feet by a massive guard.

“Who was in there with you? Who did this?”

“I don’t know. The only thing he said was “beware the dawn”, and then he killed the Imam. I thought he was going to kill me too.” She tried to muster tears, but failed.

“You. Slave.” He waved Otomo to them. “Take her to the hall. I’ll question her more later.”

He said nothing as they walked down the corridor to the Governor’s hall where people milled about, hushed whispers as they all talked at once. He gave no indication that he even recognized her. He didn’t stop in the Hall, though. He continued out the doors and into the streets.

“Otomo?”

He turned down a deserted street near the outer wall, stopping by a secluded doorway.

“Usha.” He pulled her to him and kissed her with a passion she hadn’t felt in ages.

“I thought you were dead.” She said when they broke apart.

“I lived with the hope I’d see you again.”

He reached down and removed the shackle from his ankle.

“Let’s get out of here.”

Usha put her hand in Otomo’s and they disappeared through the maze of streets, through the market and out the front gates. She had no idea where they would go, but they were together again. Something she had never even hoped to dream.

They walked across the barren red plains of Mars towards the undeveloped area to the East, ripe for starting new.
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THE CLOCKWORK KING OF MARS

C.T Phipps

Claude Renault, my lover and fellow thief, was sitting across from me at our booth in the Olympos Mons tavern. The Olympos Mons, despite being set in the capital of the glorious Martian Empire, was a den of ruffians, thieves, and ne’er-do-wells. It smelled like a chimney and the food was awful but no one paid attention to what you said or did. Which was good, because I was about to make a spectacle of myself.

“Are you serious? You want to rob The Clockwork King?” My mouth hung open in disbelief.

The Clockwork King, properly known as Duke Sebastian Saville, was the richest man on Mars. A self-made billionaire who owned half of New London, he was almost single-handedly responsible for the Empire’s predominance in the Settled Worlds of Sol. Hell, it was his grandfather Octavian Saville who had discovered how to traverse the luminiferous ether with void rockets.

The consequences of that invention and the resulting space race hadn’t done much for universal peace, true. Europeans were constantly fighting over the Nine Planets and their moons once it was established they all had habitable atmospheres with indigenous populations to enslave. Personally, I was against treating Native Martians as dirt. Claude actually had a bit of their blood in his veins, but no was asking me to dictate state policy. Given Sebastian was a die-hard war hawk with his own private army, the idea of robbing him was ludicrous.

Or was it?

Claude scratched behind his ear. “You should speak a little louder, Rebecca, I don’t think they heard you on Earth.”

Claude was a handsome man with porcelain white-skin and raven-hair. He wore more upscale clothing than the rest of Olympos Mons’ clientele, which wasn’t saying much, but his finery was disguised with a thick black cloak and a hood. His left eye was covered with an eye-patch, the result of having a nobleman express his displease when Claude had foolishly tried to keep him from beating a Native Martian sepoy to death. For the second-best-thief in New London, he was a master at remaining conspicuous.

“Sorry,” I said, taking a sip of my beer. It tasted funny due to the oddity of how red soil affected hops. Still, I’d gotten used to it since arriving here along with all the other Irish girls hoping to make a new start as maids (I’d made a real hash out of it). “It’s just I wasn’t aware you’d grown tired of life. Duke Saville’s estate is where his labs are located and the government guards those. There’s a war going on, you know.”

“There’s always a war on Mars,” Claude said, lowering his voice. “Whether it’s the revolt of the workers, the Germans sending their troops from Demos, or native uprisings—we’re a planet of blood. That’s why we need one big heist versus a thousand smaller ones.”

“Ah yes, the one big heist fallacy,” I said, sighing. Claude could be so frustrating sometimes. “Because that’s never gone wrong for any thief.”

“We’re not any thieves,” Claude said.

“Fine, I’ll hear you out,” I said, knowing I was going to regret this. “Why him?”

“Aside from the fact he’s richer than God?”

“Yes.”

“He’s much richer than God.”

I looked over my shoulder. “Couldn’t you have chosen a less public place for this? We’re kind of exposed.”

“Everyone here is plotting something. Besides, the Duke has no friends here since he started sending convicts to his labor camps along the canals. Think of this as a challenge. Duke’s inventions are the source of his wealth. As you said, his workshop is located on his estate. We can make more coin from selling a set of his plans to one of his competitors than we could lifting Prince Regent Leopold’s scepter.”

I had to admit, the potential payoff was considerable. “The last three nobles we’ve robbed had paste instead of proper jewels. The Empress’s latest military adventures are draining the nobility’s coffers almost as badly as the farmers. I don’t know, though. This is bigger than anything we’ve ever done before.”

There were worse rumors, too. Stories about how Duke Saville kidnapped young women and subjected them to horrible experiments, that he kept his sick wife in a bell jar, and even tales of how he robbed fresh graves so he could re-animate the corpses inside. The latter I believed since he’d argued everything from poison gas to mass production of electric Gatling guns to deal with the threats to the Empire’s expansion.

“They say a lot of things,” Claude said, crossing his arms. “The fact is, we’re the two best thieves in New London and he’s only human.”

“I’m only human.”

“You’re an enlightened alchemist dear. That’s anything but.” Claude crossed his arms. “Are you in or out?”

I bit my lip. I was sick and tired of these penny ante jobs. Robbing Duke Saville would be a highlight of my career. With it we could retire back on Earth, away from the sweat and misery of the Red Planet. “Alright, I’m in.”

“Good,” Claude said, smiling. “Here’s my plan.”
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Claude’s plan turned out to be infiltrating Duke Saville’s annual Halloween gala. We had a week and a half to make preparations. For me, it mostly consisted of finding the right attire to impersonate a noblewoman. I’d been born and raised in the streets so Claude sent me to a voice expert for a few elocution lessons. I’d ended up knocking him out with a book after the fifth or sixth time he’d had me repeat myself.

Somehow, despite the odds, we managed to get past the Duke’s extensive security. We were surrounded by close to a thousand guests in the estate’s enormous ballroom. It occupied a separate building from the main house, standing three stories tall with a gigantic mural on the ceiling of heroic Imperial soldiers battling the red-skinned four-armed Native Martians. The ballroom’s doors were open to the courtyard where even more guests, servants, and hangers-on intermingled.

The estate was one of the few domed locations on the Red Planet. While Mars had an atmosphere breathable to humans, like most worlds, it was subjected to many wild and unpredictable dust storms. The fact the Duke had been able to afford enough super-glass to cover his home was yet another sign of ridiculously extravagant wealth. The fact it sported a rather ugly metal patch on side where artillery had struck it was an indication even Saville wasn’t immune to the growing unrest on the planet.

All of the party-goers were masked, which was another reason for conducting the heist tonight, but tonight’s fashion tended more towards the grotesque than the beautiful. Combined with the green-light ether lamps illuminating our surroundings, I felt like we’d stumbled onto a Witches’ Sabbath.

“This is the worst plan ever,” I muttered as I struggled to breathe in my multi-layer black dress. The corset underneath restricted my air flow, which made me wonder how so many other women here were wearing them. Adorning my face was a simple domino mask, a necessity since both Claude and I needed to recognize each other.

“My plan worked didn’t it?” Claude said, shrugging.

“You’re not the one wearing the corset.”

“You look lovely.”

“Says the thief not ready to faint,” I said, looking down. “How did you manage to get an invitation to the Clockwork King’s party anyway? I know it looks like half the country is here but they scrutinized us for like an hour.”

Claude paused. “Well…”

“What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“The majority of Saville’s business associates are men, so all of his galas have a number of women attending who are there for entertainment. I contacted some old associates of mine at Madame Ivory’s—”

I almost choked. “You told them I was a whore?!”

A couple of passers-by looked at me. I gave Claude a mock slap across the face and they shrugged, moving on.

“Ow.” Claude rubbed his cheek. “No, I told them you were a courtesan. Anyway, you just need to get into the main house and find a ventilation duct. Use a transmogrification potion to yourself into a rat and slip down into the basement. I’ve been talking with the servants and Saville’s private experiments are all conducted there. His vault is past his vault due to it being where he keeps his prototypes. I’ll work my way down and make sure we have an escape route.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You sure this isn’t an opportunity for you to flirt with some noble virgins?”

Claude placed his hand over his heart. “My dear, none of the noblewomen here are virgins and why would I want when I have you?”

I rolled my eyes. “Flatterer.”

“Indeed, Ms. Reilly,” Claude said, taking a deep breath. “We had better move quickly. The Duke is going to unveil something at midnight and given he’s an inventor, it’s probably going to be a mechanical device of some sort.”

“Maybe he’s finally perfected the Living Automaton,” I said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Life belongs to the Creator.”

“It would hardly be the first blasphemy the Saville family had engaged in.”

“True,” Claude said. “The Duke is said to be a deeply pious man. He spends whatever time he’s not in his lab in his church. Not that it’s stopped him from making his fortune off weapons and slaughter.”

“It rarely stops any.”

Claude pulled out a pair of pocket watches he’d synchronized before giving me one. I still wasn’t sold on this plan but it was too late to back out now. Duke Saville’s security hadn’t impressed me with its efficiency but there was a difference between getting onto his estate grounds versus his workshop.

“Good luck,” Claude said, disappearing into the crowd despite the fact he should have stood out like a sore thumb. Maybe it was true Native Martians could cloud men’s minds in addition to healing most wounds overnight. Humanity, for all the talk of being God’s chosen to rule the cosmos, were a species which had the least number of special abilities.

“Thoughts for another day,” I muttered, hiking up my skirt and looking for a place to make my transformation.

Maneuvering through the hundreds of guests present, I struggled remain anonymous. Everyone at the party was doing their best to get noticed and make connections with those richer and more famous than themselves. Exchanging pleasantries, I couldn’t help but wonder who was what they seemed. It was said the Prince Governor, himself, was here tonight. I wondered if I would run into the old hemophiliac.

“Excuse me, Madame, but I was curious if I might have this dance,” a deep low voice from behind spoke.

“I’m sorry but—” I turned around, only to have my words die on my lips.

Behind me was the Duke himself. He stood well over six-feet-tall, towering over my five-foot-four frame. Despite being an inventor of more things than that lunatic Tesla, Duke Saville didn’t look like a scientist. He was a burly man with arms as big as tree trunks and a predatory glint in his eyes.

Sebastian Saville wore an elaborate wide-brimmed hat with a feather on it and a duelist’s attire from the Italian Renaissance. He wore no mask tonight, as if he didn’t want anyone to misjudge who he was. I felt vulnerable under his gaze despite the fact I was trained in unarmed fighting the way Native Martian women were.

“Oh, hello,” I said, smiling. “Good to make your acquaintance, Your Grace.”

“Please, don’t say that. I hate my title.”

I stared at him. “I sincerely doubt that.”

The Duke grinned, leading me in a waltz. “You’re right. I don’t. Humility is the art of making it seem you don’t desire power when you really do.”

“A normal woman might be disturbed by such a statement,” I said, trying to shrug off his words.

“You, of course, are not a normal woman, Ms. Rebecca Reilly.” The Duke lowered his voice to a whisper. “I have always wanted to introduce New London’s greatest thief to my work. I think you’ll find it fascinating.”

Before I could react, he took his hand from my waist and jabbed something in the side of my dress. It felt like a long steel needle.

Surrounded by hundreds of party guests, I tried to let out a scream but, instead, fainted into his arms. My last thoughts were, Claude, you were so wrong about this outfit.
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I woke up, bound to a table with leather bindings in the middle of a large workshop. Though, perhaps, the word workshop was the wrong word for it. Den of Mad Science might be a more apt descriptor. There were hundreds of machines spread about the three-story chamber, all linked together by copper wires and glass tubes. There were vacuum tubes, blinking lights, and steam-pipes everywhere. The laboratory was every bit as large as the ballroom but with several doors I saw leading to equally large rooms. It must have cost at least a million pounds to build the place and yet I couldn’t begin to guess at any of these objects’ function.

Turning my head, I stifled a scream. There was a nightmarish thing overlooking me. It was eight feet in height, its body shaped like a round stove-pipe oven, two gigantic steel arms stuck out of the side, and two girder-like legs. That was not the most disturbing part of the creature, however. It was the half-decayed human head resting on top of its frame.

The head was female, bald. The eyes in the horrid face were cold and unblinking. It took me a second to realize that the unblinking stare was because its eyelids had been removed. Wires connected the creature’s desiccated skull to the body, electricity pouring between them. I saw its mouth move as if trying to form a word, only to let out a low groan instead.

“What in God’s name is that?” I asked, revolted.

“You are very judgmental for a thief,” Duke Saville’s voice filled the room.

Duke Saville had changed out of his Renaissance duelist attire and was now wearing a white lab coat with fitting brass buttons and a pair of thick goggles around his neck. His hands were covered in oversized gloves that made me wonder if he was going to do experiments. Given I was tied to a table, that didn’t bode well.

Turning my eyes back to the mechanical monster, I said, “I’m not the one with the clockwork zombie…thing.”

“Zombie is an appropriate word for it.” Duke Saville walked up beside me. “After all, that is a word used by the Haitians for their mind-controlled slaves. It also properly describes the creature’s function, which is to serve man. You could also call it a golem, I suppose, but I believe that term carries unfortunate Semitic connotations.”

I glared at him. “Is there no group you do not look down upon?”

“When one is the highest of God’s creations, one is forced to stare down. It is the perfection of my research into Living Automatons. Tireless soldier who will never complain, defy orders, retreat, surrender, or ask for better pay. With these, the Empire will no longer need to worry itself about its military campaigns. In time, we’ll also be able to remove the parasitic working class and replace it with something more functional.”

It took me a second to process Duke Saville’s particular brand of crazy. “The hereditary noble talks of parasites. You think to kill the poor after you’ve wiped out all of the Empire’s enemies. The Empress will never stand for it.”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure whether her majesty would actually care. She, after all, was the beneficiary of the British Empire’s expansion throughout Sol. Still, I’d never gotten the impression she was an outright monster like Duke Saville was claiming to be.

“You’re right,” Duke Saville said, puffing out his chest. “Which is why I’m going to seize direct control over Mars and use it as the basis for a new British Empire. A stronger British empire! One which will eventually conquer the other planets in the system and install me as Emperor of Humanity!”

I stared at her. Then I burst out laughing.

“Is something funny?” Duke Saville asked.

“You,” I said, staring at him. “You’re like Robur the Conqueror or Captain Nemo. A lunatic who thinks his gadgets will make him a god.”

“They will,” Duke Saville said. “You will also help me.”

“What?” I asked, stunned. “You must be joking.”

“I never joke about my work,” Duke Saville said, huffing. “Tonight, all of Mars’ Lords and Ladies are gathered here tonight along with half of Parliament. Their deaths will disrupt all of the British Empire’s functionality on this planet, allowing me to seize power. I need a scapegoat to blame the tragedy on. Someone with enough scientific background and infamy to be credible as the responsible party. You, as the self-taught Lady Scientist, are horrifying enough to the public to serve. A lucky stroke, truly as I was going to have to blame my Native Martian slaves. They’d be hard to replace.”

I grimaced at the fact society thought so little of women that my being an alchemist and scientist made me infamous. “I will never assist you. Not with such…evil!”

I felt like the hero of a penny dreadful.

“I think you’ll reconsider,” Duke Saville said, gesturing to the door. “Automatons, bring in the other prisoner!”

Before I could respond, a pair of Living Automatons dragged in Claude. Apparently, Claude’s attempts to infiltrate the estate had gone about as well as mine. He looked to have been badly beaten and I couldn’t help but wonder how he’d survived the Living Automaton’s punches. I imagined they hit like a steam train.

“Of course, you might not be willing to sacrifice yourself for your lover but I’m sure you’ll agree once you see what I can do to him,” Duke Saville said, chuckling. “Because anything I do to him, I can do to you.”

“What do you want me to do?” I said, my voice cool.

“Record a confession and a few proclamations,” Duke Saville said. “Who knows, if you do well, I might even substitute some other whore for you and your lover.”

I didn’t believe that for a second. “Alright, I’ll do it. Just…please, don’t hurt him. I’d die if my lover was ever hurt because of me.”

“Ha!” Duke Saville said. “As I suspected, the weakness of women is always their hearts.”

Claude looked at me funnily.

I gave him a wink back.
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Duke Saville had moved us to his quarters for my ‘confession’, returning to his still-ongoing party. He hadn’t yet begun his massacre, thank God, but it wouldn’t be long now. The bedroom was luxurious, but we were guarded by one of his Automatons. The steam-powered monster had explicit orders to kill us if we attempted to leave. Worse, the windows were barred, preventing an easy escape. The Duke had obviously planned our imprisonment well.

A grandfather clock was against the side of the wall, showing it was almost midnight. Given what a dime novel villain he was turning out to be, I had no doubt that would be when he began his slaughter.

I was presently sitting down at a desk, no longer unbound, in front of a Dictaphone. I had a script the Duke had typed up which I was supposed to speak into it. It would claim I was making a strike at the “decadent nobility” and a bunch of other claims which were ridiculous. One thing it did do, however, was give me insight into Duke Saville’s mindset. For all of his claims of genius, he was an improviser. That might have served him well in business but it was going to be, hopefully, his undoing here.

Claude was mostly recovered from his beating, a benefit of his partial Martian physiology, but still looked worse for wear. The Automaton didn’t seem to mind when he got close to me as long as I continued composing my speeches. I had no less than three to write, and I was drinking a glass of water after the first one. Leaning in, Claude whispered, “Do you actually have a plan here or are we playing it by ear?”

“Yes,” I answered, between gulps of water. “Hair pin.”

Claude nodded and took it from the back of my neck and dropped it into my drink before returning to his seat. The little crystal “jewel” on the end of it dissolved in my water, and I proceeded to finish the now purple substance. The transmogrification potion was one of the strongest ones I could brew and dangerous if not brewed correctly, but I’d worked a week on this batch. What I was going to do was dangerous, but this was war. The Duke had threatened the only person I loved and I intended to kill him before I left. Moreover, I intended to make sure I took everything away from him first.

The grandfather clock chimed midnight. Through the window I saw the majority of guests pour out from the ballroom. It was not the actions of revelers waiting for an announcement, but people fleeing for their lives. Bursts of flame followed them as I saw Automatons, dozens of them, slaughtering the guests en masse. Tonight’s party wasn’t a celebration, but calling pigs to slaughter.

“Rebecca, look out!” Claude shouted, too late.

The Automaton grabbed me with both of its giant hands and started to pull, trying to rip me apart. Letting the transmogrify potion surge through my veins, I shrunk underneath its arms. Martian Alchemy was as much mind over matter, thanks to the combination of science and Theosophical principles. My legs and arms turned into tiny caricatures of themselves, fur poured out of my back, and my face stretched into an elongated snout. The world seemed to get larger around me. I slipped out of my dress onto the ground. I was a rat and free.

The Automaton lifted one of its giant feet to squash me before I ran behind it and transformed back into a human. It was an excruciating process, far more than turning into a rat, but almost instantaneous. The only part of my body I left rat-like was my right hand, which I kept as an oversized claw. Grabbing at the wires attached to its neck, I pulled with all of my enhanced strength. The wires burned and shocked me but I managed to tear them free. The Automaton let out a sanity-blasting groan as it spun around, smashing into the next room.

Claude was already at my side, presenting a bed sheet to preserve my modesty. Kicking the door down with one blow, Claude pulled me away before I could see what was happening with the machine-man.

“We must make haste,” Claude said. “Let us get out of here and leave the nobility to their apocalypse.”

“No,” I growled, my voice low. “We avenge ourselves.”

Claude looked at me like I was mad before sighing. “As you wish.”

Rushing down the nearby stairs, we exited out the front door and bore witness to what the Duke’s Automaton army was doing.

 

[image: ]

 

The Duke’s Halloween gala had become a vision of hell. The number of nobles, guests, and servants killed was already in the hundreds and increasing every second. Not even Duke Saville’s guards were spared, the deranged aristocrat not being able to afford any witnesses.

About the only positive to the horror was the Automatons did not discriminate.  None were focused on us. The living machines had countless targets to choose from and we were just two of the many. The number of Automatons was difficult to ascertain. There could be dozens, or there could be hundreds, but it didn’t matter. The people around us had no way of defending themselves and their attempts to flee were futile since the Duke’s machines had already destroyed the stables. Everyone who had come to the Saville estate was trapped. Well, everyone except us.

“This is a nightmare,” I said, trying to take it all in.

“It is like Poe’s Masque of the Red Death,” Claude said, surveying it with me. “All of these aristocrats have profited from the wars fought by Mars’ soldiers and the red gold mined by slaves.”

“This isn’t justice,” I said, coldly. “Even if you are part-Native Martian, they don’t deserve to die like this. This is slaughter of unarmed men by soulless machines. It shames the god which our planet is named for.”

“Ares was a coward,” Claude said. “The Romans gave him Athena’s virtues.”

“Well, we don’t live on Athena!” I shouted, wishing for the thirteenth or fifteenth time I’d brought some alchemy capable of blowing a massive hole in the wall. I’d been prepared for burglary, not war.

Behind us, a Countess screamed as she was impaled by an automaton stabbing her with two spear-like arms. Another man fired a pistol uselessly at a clockwork monstrosity in hopes of protecting his family. A servant carried a pair of children over her arms in hopes of getting them to safety.

An Automaton came up behind Claude, raising a pair of buzz saw blades for hands over its head. Claude took an elegant step back and pulled out two ivory handled pistols before firing them into the back of the Automaton’s head, causing its massive frame to fall to the ground. The automatons were extremely good at killing unarmed aristocrats, but hadn’t been built for fighting the system’s greatest thieves. What little good that was doing for the innocents around us.

“If you have any ideas how to stop this, speak now or forever hold your peace,” Claude said, looking to make sure no other Automatons were coming our way.

I struggled for an answer. “He has to be controlling these creatures somehow. In our research on his machines, didn’t he invent something capable of transmitting messages over distances?”

“Wireless telegraphy and he didn’t invent it. He just—”

I balled my fists. “Find where he’s controlling it and smash it!”

“How are we supposed to find it?” Claude said, about ready to argue for escape again.

I pointed up to a massive metal tower standing at the top of his estate’s church. It was covered in strangle bowls with needles sticking out of the center. Several flashing lights were blinking on and off from it.

“There!” I pointed.

Claude looked at it, then me, then back at it. “Okay, that might be where it’s located.”
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Claude dispatched two more Automatons guards, and then shot off the locks to the church’s doorway. I smashed the door open with my lover, and was greeted by a sight which gave me pause. The church had all of its pews replaced with steam-powered Difference Engines and Babbage Machines, linked together with copper wire. In the center of the chapel, replacing the altar, was a massive gold pipe organ which had been modified to serve as the centerpiece for the Duke’s invention. The device had letters on each of its keys, allowing its operator to type messages.

I was stunned by the sight of several moving pictures on the wall above the controls. They depicted black and white images of the carnage outside as if being seen by the Automatons themselves. Despite the stomach-churning use they were being put toward, I couldn’t help but stare in awe at Duke Saville’s accomplishments. The Duke was not present, which meant we had a chance to act.

“Just break it!” I shouted, unable to look at the horrible things on the wall any longer.

“Will do,” Claude said, looking around the room and finding a fire ax against the wall. He smashed pipes and tubes left and right, causing steam to fill the chamber. Several of the moving pictures vanished while others showed the Automatons shutting down. I regretted the destruction of such beautiful science, but was also glad we were making real progress.

“Stop!” Duke Saville shouted from the door.

Both Claude and I turned to see the pompous aristocrat walking forward with two more Automatons at his side. These two were particularly large—seven-foot-tall specimens, painted jet black, and armed with American Gatling guns. The guns were kind used to deal with the American Confederacy remnants who’d tried to rebuild their evil system on Phobos. I wondered of the Duke or his family had anything to do with their plans.

“It’s over,” I shouted, growling. “You won’t be able to finish your plan!”

“Ha!” Duke Saville shouted, clearly unimpressed with our work. “I’ve already killed half the nobility on the planet. The rest I can finish off with direct person-to-person orders.”

My heart sank. “Person-to-person orders?”

Duke Saville smiled. “A good scientist always accounts for the possibility of failure. My Automatons recognize my voice as well as the commands from the keyboard.”

Keyboard. What a ludicrous name. “Then we have to kill you to end this.”

Claude tossed down his fire ax and drew both his pistols in a blur. He fired them. I hoped we’d see the death of the mad scientist. Instead, a globe of golden light blinked around the Duke. He laughed underneath it.

“Foolish children,” Duke Saville said, his voice mocking. “I have harnessed the power of magnetism to deal with fast moving objects. The cosmic forces of the universe now protect me!”

He could harness magnetism now? Was there no end to the powers he wielded?

“Kill them!” Duke Saville shouted.

The Automatons raised their Gatling guns as both Claude and I ran to opposite sides of the room. We hid behind the electrical machines we’d already damaged. The damage became worse as the Automatons continued to fire, tearing through them and causing sparks to appear all around us. Seeing a severed electrical cord with its end sparking, I knew I had one chance to end this.

Remembering the con I’d pulled on my last trip to Earth, when I’d impersonated the Giant Rat of Sumatra. I transmorphed into a particularly large example of rodent-kind. With my teeth, I grabbed the cord by its protective rubber covering, a few inches from its end. I carried it down the side of the church’s walls, and turned toward the Duke before charging at him. The Automatons turned to fire, but their bullets bounced against the Duke’s magnetic shield. I stabbed him in the chest with 200,000 volts of electricity.

The Duke screamed.

Then died.

The Automatons went silent and lowered their Gatling guns.

Using the last of my potion’s strength, I returned to human form. “So, do you think the nobility will thank us for saving them?”

Claude popped his head out from behind one of the Difference Engines. “I think they’ll probably blame us if they find out we were here. Gratitude is not a quality of the Martian ruling class. They’ll also be looking for someone responsible, since we just killed the actual guilty party.”

I sighed. Claude was probably right. “There is no reward for the righteous.”

“Which is why we should stop by the Duke’s lab and get those blueprints,” Claude said, smiling. “There’s probably no one guarding them now.”

I glared at him.

“What?”
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CITY OF THE SLEEPERS

A.M. Freeman

Tumbarius rolled to the ground and into a defensive position. “Down you Bardwick scums!” He aimed, and shot his imaginary foe through the head. “Ha! You’ll never take my library!” he cried, victorious, imagining the body tumbling backwards over the balcony rail.

As the sun sank below the horizon of Mars, it cast long shadows on the Great Kingdom of Unum. From the heights of the palace, one could see the compact city below. And just beyond that was his favorite sight, the great library canyon—or as it was once known in its glory days, the City of the Sleepers.

“Tumbarius? Come in now, you must get ready for bed,” the calm voice of the old nurse called to him. She stepped onto the balcony, but the Prince was nowhere in sight. “Young highness?” Where are you? I say…”

Tumbarius waited until her back was turned, and then jumped out from behind the pillar with his hands pointed out like a gun. “Surrender!” he shouted, and was very satisfied to see the woman spook.

She turned to glare at him. “A young Prince should learn to treat his subjects with more care!” she scolded, readjusting her headdress.

“But how will I be ready to join my father and brother in battle if I don’t practice?” Tumbarius said, standing up straight and crossing his arms.

“You won’t be joining them. Now come, come!” The nurse tried to usher him inside to his chambers, but he did not budge.

“No.” Tumbarius stood with his chest puffed out, head high, and a proud look in his eye. “I can fight. I’ve been training, even outside my lessons. I’ve read all the books on war, both modern and in the library-”

His nurse interrupted him.“War is not like the books.”

“But I can do it!” the small Prince insisted, trying to stretch to his full height, just shy of the nurse’s nose. “They need me! I’ll disguise myself and join the soldiers if I have to!”

She raised her eyebrows. “And leave your old nurse all alone?”

Tumbarius huffed. “I’m too old for a nurse. Why can’t I have an arms instructor?”

“Oh hush,” she clucked, “don’t wish away your childhood. In all this madness lately, be glad they can spare this old nurse for you.” She watched the intensity in his face and the fierce look in his eyes. The boy had grown so much, yet he was still so young. She signed deeply, and took his hand, “You have a brave heart, but that is not where you belong in this fight.”

When he returned her concern with an annoyed frown, she led the young Prince over to the rail of the balcony and made him look out. “Tell me,” she asked, “what is your favorite thing about this view?”

Tumbarius looked far past the city, to the chasm beyond. The only thing interrupting the inky black shadows filling the canyon were the thousands of lights on miles of machinery, flashing like little stars.

“The City of the Sleepers, my library,” he replied.

“And why is that so?”

“Well…” Tumbarius thought back to the first time he had been given a tour of the great library and told of its rich history. The entire canyon was filled with AIs, mind banks, and cryogenics sleepers.  For two centuries it was the largest housing in the solar system, famous for its size and powerful electric generators. But when Pluto and other competitors came on the scene and business faded, the great library grew smaller and fell into a state of archaism.

“It’s my favorite because it holds the legends and the sleepers,” Tumbarius finally replied.

His nurse questioned further, “Is that why you spend so much of your free time there? It seems every other evening you’re going out to it.”

“Of course, I do!” Tumbarius said. “I like helping the maintenance men, and I like organizing the mind banks. I’ve been working on turning the archives into files that can be shared. Someday, I want to find the lost records on the sleepers. Then we will know how to wake them.” His eyes lit up, “Could you imagine what it’d be like if some of them woke up? Like what if section 242-C opened? If legend is right, that was where the Vereor Warriors rested. A great army dedicated to Ares, just waiting for a battle!”

His nurse smiled sweetly, bringing it back to the point, “And why do you organize and help? Are not there already workers for that?”

“Well… yes,” The Prince admitted. “But only enough to keep the machines running so they can power the city. If I don’t look into the library, no one else will. Nobody cares about the legends and history anymore…” he trailed off and the nurse picked up.

“And if you go fight and never come back?” she pushed further. “Who will restore the library in your absence?”

Tumbarius had never considered he might not come back. A deep frown cut across his face at this revelation.

“And that’s why you shouldn’t worry about joining the front lines. It is not your place or time. Don’t you agree?”

Tumbarius was not convinced, but he pretended he was. The nurse smile contently and beckoned him to follow her back inside.

Still troubled, Tumbarius turned to go. He paused to give the City of the Sleepers one last glance, then froze in the sudden darkness that met his eyes. He blinked, and looked again. But no… everything was just as it was supposed to be, bright and peaceful. He considered the moment when everything had gone completely dark to have been a trick of the eyes, just his tired and frustrated mind deceiving him.

“Tumbarius,” his nurse called, “what’s the matter?”

He shook his head, trying to clear it of a strange sensation that had suddenly over taken him, “Nothing… I’m coming.”

He took one step forward, looking at his smiling nurse. But in his next step, all he saw was darkness.
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Racing through the hallways, the Prince ignored the cries from his nurse as she searched for him. There was only one thing that could cause the entire city to black out like this: the generators failing. And there was only one reason the generators would stop: sabotage. The enemy was attacking his library!

He turned a corner and ran directly into someone.

“Ooph, ow!” the voice of the regal Queen cried, followed by a bump that was her rump hitting the floor.

“Sorry Mother!” Tumbarius apologized, trying at the same time to scoot by before she could recover.

“Tumbarius! What are you doing careening through hallways during an emergency?” her groping hand found him through the pitch black and held his arm like a clamp of iron.

“Uh, nothing, just going to the bathroom,” he lied, trying not to squirm.

“At that speed?”

“I had to go really bad!”

The Queen sighed and rose to her feet, “Well you can go to the bathroom in your own room. Go now! And stay there until this crisis is over or someone comes to get you. Delay me no longer – Ah! There is your nurse.”

To Tumbarius’ great disappointment, a small dot of light bobbed in the darkness, preceded by the hoarse voice of the nurse calling his name.

Reluctantly, the Prince followed, only complying with his nurse’s instructions to get her to leave quicker. As soon as Tumbarius was alone, he jumped out of bed and got dressed again.

Silently, he threw on his gear in hurried motions. Once dressed in his rubber workman suit, helmet, jetpack, and his trusty shooter in his belt, Tumbarius stood at the edge of the balcony.

Panic ran through the city, with shouts from civilians clambering through the dark, soldiers securing areas, and heavily armed squads advancing into the abyss of the canyon. His heart raced when he saw the soldiers, beating in time with their swift feet running to defend the city and his library.

Tumbarius knew they would send him back to the Queen if he tried to join them. However, the soldiers were not the only ones headed to the canyon. Without hesitation, Tumbarius started the jetpack and jumped into the night.
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In the City of the Sleepers, the mind banks and sleepers were arranged in rows and ranks in either side of the canyon walls. But the familiar hiss of machinery was gone. No light shined, aside from the occasional flash of electrical discharge from the pipes. Sometimes a unit of soldiers would zip by, or shouts from far ahead could be heard, but otherwise the canyon was filled with eerie silence and darkness.

The mechanics of the library had been surprised when the young Prince approached as they were gearing up - but they were not shocked when he informed them he was going along. Being fond of the lively lad, and needing all the help they could get, they had agreed. And now Tumbarius stayed hidden in the middle of their group, away from the eyes of their soldier escort. Which didn’t make a difference to them. The soldiers were looking for enemies, not a Prince disguised as a mechanic.

As they began their work, they quickly realized that all the backup generators had been drained, and the backups of the backups. There were still generators standing by, but at the rate power was running out, or being taken, it wouldn’t be long before even these would be knocked out.

Tumbarius felt his stomach tighten and his hand itch for his pistol. The library was not designed to be without power. If a complete shutdown happened, all the systems and files would collapse, and who knew what would happen to the sleepers.

The young Prince burned to have a target, an enemy to fight. But for now he just kept working diligently, always on the lookout. Sometimes Tumbarius thought he saw monsters hiding in the deep shadows, like the carnivorous cloud Aerhostis, the multi-headed serpents of old Neptune, scaled and fanged beasts, and other monsters from legends that he so often fought in his imagination. But those were just the legends. In reality he could not defend his library with the God of War as his aid, or vanquish foes single handedly with magic. Tumbarius gripped the tools in his hands tighter. Today was not for imaginary foes, today was the day for a real battle!

As they entered the third section of the canyon, this one sparking much more than the previous sections, Tumbarius felt a shiver run up his spine. Something that was not quite fear passed over him, leaving a strange sense of déjà vu. I don’t have time for that, there’s too much work to do. Tumbarius scolded himself, flying to the generator a row over from his partner. But then something caught his eye. Below, two soldiers were casually flying through the middle of the canyon, and not patrolling the borders and cracks of the canyon, like they were supposed to. He narrowed his eyes, deciding they must be enemy soldiers in disguise.

Being careful to stay outside their light beams, so that he might see without being seen, Tumbarius followed. They simply flew on. No, they weren’t flying, their jetpacks weren’t on. It was as if they were pulled by an outside force. This didn’t look good.

The longer Tumbarius followed, the more he noticed the increase in electrical discharges and the sound of crackling. He also noticed the discharges were all flashing in one direction, the same direction the drifting soldiers were headed.

That same sense of déjà vu pricked at Tumbarius’ mind. This was no ordinary discharge, nor a random leakage or disruption as he had thought. These flashes were intelligent.

He focused his gaze on the flying soldiers, set his jet pack to stealth, and began flying closer.

Something else was off. The thing nagging in the back of Tumbarius’ mind grew stronger. He dared to draw closer still, until he was just outside their cast of light. He boosted his jetpack to keep up with the soldiers, picking up speed as they zoomed through the pitch black. Tension was running through his body like a string, and his heart was beating in his ears as he navigated blindly through the dark. Tumbarius tried to get a look at their faces, which were, of course, covered by a helmet. Yet there was something there, something alien, if he could just get up beside them….

Tumbarius wasn’t watching the path before him anymore. His focus was entirely on the men. Flipping his controls to the final notch, he used that extra burst of speed to get ahead and finally see them from the front.

Two pin-points of eerie white light were glowing through the visors of the two men, right where their eyes should be. The light was intense, unnatural, like they were the only thing alive in the animated bodies of the men. Looking at it felt wrong, like its very existence unsettled the workings of his world. And yet he couldn’t look away. The white light pulled Tumbarius in and sucked him dry. Making him unaware of the speeds at which he was traveling, unaware of his mission to figure out what was happening, and unaware of any conscious thought really. All he saw and thought was of that white, piercing light.

Then an outcropping of rock reached out to meet him. Tumbarius went from a trance like state, to intense pain all down the left side of his body. He was brought sharply back to reality as he fell, screaming. His damaged jetpack spun and tried slamming him repeatedly into the canyon wall, but his helmet and the rubber of his suit mostly protected him. After several attempts, he was able to catch hold of a ledge and shut off the power before his jetpack could drag him away again.

Tumbarius sat on the outcropping, hands and face sporting deep cuts, bruises blossoming all over his body, head throbbing, and trying to catch his breath. But despite the pain, all Tumbarius could do was focus on the image of the white lighted eyes, now burned in his mind. The eyes pulled up another memory that both satisfied the sense of deja ve, and set a brick of dread in his stomach. Pieces fell into place. The silence, the power outages, and the flashes of light… it had all felt familiar, like the echoes of a nightmare.

Now he remembered. It was the Aerhostis, one of the many legends he’d found in his family archives. It was about the first queen of his bloodline, and how she and her new king had escaped from a strange planet. A planet where the clouds were not clouds, but many small beings forming one powerful force. He’d never quite believed it, but found the idea of these aliens fascinating, and had spent much time fighting them in his imagination. This time they were not imaginary foes in his head, but real, and here in his library. For a moment, the shock ebbed his excitement. Then he thought of these aliens, he thought of killing the aliens, and his gusto returned in full.

Tumbarius’ cries and commotion from falling had attracted attention, and soon he found himself cornered with two guns trained on his head. The Prince covered his face from the bright lights shining in his eyes, then complied with the orders being shouted at him to show himself. Immediately the weapons were lowered and one of the soldiers dropped to his side, “Young Highness, are you injured?”

Nothing felt broken – only cuts turning his hands red, but that wasn’t important at the moment. “I’m fine! We don’t have time!” Tumbarius said through heavy breaths, making the men around him frown. Without hesitation, he tried to get up and push forward. But the soldiers restrained him, so Tumbarius pointed down the canyon and continued shouting, “We have to catch those men! They are possessed and flying that way!”

Ignoring his pleas, the corporal said to the other man, “He must have hit his head. Get him to the palace immediately.”

“I did not hit my head!” the Prince protested, enraged. Pushing the men away, he straightened himself, trying not to let them see him flinch in pain. “You might not believe me, but we are dealing with something far beyond an enemy kingdom, something beyond even this galaxy!”

He tried to start his damaged jet pack, but strong arms trapped him again. “Calm down,” the corporal said, trying to quiet him.

“If you don’t believe me,” Tumbarius said as he struggled, “call your men. If two don’t answer, you know I’m not lying!”

This finally made them pause. “Very well,” he complied, clicking his com and calling for a report. Tumbarius could not hear the replies, however he did see the frown clearly cut across the corporal’s face as he listened to them. The boy smiled, I told you so.

“Iker and Posy, track down Jasmyn and Wager, they are not reporting back. Everyone else keep patrolling.” Coming off the mic, the corporal turned to the soldier next to him, “Burns, take the Prince to the medics.”

“Yes sir,” the private replied as he scooped up the Prince, damaged jetpack and all, with ease. Tumbarius didn’t resist, but he did struggle to say to the corporal, “Watch out for the white light! And don’t look directly into their eyes! Beware the white light and the sound of buzzing and crackling!”

That was all Tumbarius managed to say before he was zipped away out of the canyon.
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Bandages covered his hands, and the smell of cleaning aid clogged his nose as Tumbarius lay in a medical bed, staring impatiently at the ceiling. When the Queen finally came storming in, the Prince struggled to sit up, ruffling the smooth sheets beneath him.

The usual grace in her strides had been replaced by urgency as she glided down the infirmary isle. “What in the name of Mercury’s shores have you done?” she exclaimed, stopping at the foot of his bed. Private Burns stood at attention behind her.

“Mother! I know what’s destroying the power!” Tumbarius declared.

“Is that what you disobeyed me for?” the Queen scolded. “We know what is happening. Our soldiers are hunting down the Bardwicks as we speak. You should have stayed here.”

“No, that’s not it at all! It’s far worse, it’s the Aerhostis!”

“The what?” she snapped.

“One of the old legends! But it’s not a legend, it’s really-” he tried to explain, but the Queen sighed and turned to leave.

Helplessness gripped Tumbarius, but he wasn’t going to give up that easily. With a desperate burst of energy, he bolted across the room. Adrenaline surged through his veins, making him ignore the pain as he caught his mother’s arm.

“You have to listen! It’s a tale from the very beginning of the royal line, when the Prince of Mars married the Lady of Uranus. On their way to their honeymoon, they accidently landed on an alien planet. They thought it was barren, but the aliens lived in the clouds, moving about in swarms and feeding off of electricity. The aliens could consume all electricity, including the electricity in a human body. When they struck, people became like sleepwalkers, their eyes glowing white-”

Private Burns placed firm hands on his shoulders, and one of the medical nurses was running up to the commotion. Tumbarius fought as he continued, even more urgently, “I saw the white light! I saw two soldiers possessed by it. It’s in their eyes! The Aerhostis is somewhere nearby. It is what’s taking all our power! We have to stop it before we’re destroyed!”

The young nurse slowed and came to a stop at his words. Glancing at the Queen’s drawn and sour face, she ventured, “Your majesty, if I may, we have been getting a lot of reports from soldiers who are having difficulties with their eyes. And even our battery-powered tools are suddenly losing power.”

Burns stepped in and added, “We did lose communication to two soldiers, Highness. The Prince claims they had this light.”

The Queen’s frown deepened. “I will see to the matter. Now Tumbarius, get back to bed. There is nothing you can do that would help,” she said, then ordered the nurse to handle her son.

Tumbarius balled his fists and kicked his feet, sliding on the slick floor and objecting as he went, “But I can help! I know that story better than anyone! I think I know how to stop it. The aliens go into the body and control the electrical. We have to draw them out with a stronger electrical charge. Each little alien is like a cell to the whole. If… if we mutate them, convince them not to cooperate with each other, then release those b-back into the main body, it’ll spread like a cancer. When the individual parts don’t work together, the whole thing will break apart. Then the little parts will fizzle…out, because… they aren’t designed to be on their own…” Tumbarius’ injuries were catching up with him. He was finding it hard to breathe, “We just have to… turn the… aliens… against themselves…”

Just as he was about to give up, four of the Queen’s soldiers came bursting through the doors. Two of them were cuffed and blindfolded. Tumbarius was being lowered onto the bed, but upon their arrival he sat up and pointed. “See! What did I tell you, those are the soldiers I saw! Look, you see the white glow from under the blindfolds? They are still possessed!”

The Queen turned a sharp eye on the interrupting men, who straightened to a salute at her gaze. “It’s true, Your Majesty,” Iker informed her. “There is something in the City of the Sleepers.”

“My Queen, the thing was massive. There’s no way past it, no way to move it,” Poxy, visibly more shaken than the first, said… while Iker nodded in confirmation and dragged the bound men into beds.

The Queen’s well-built form wilted, as what little control she had of the situation slipped from her. She could maintain control of herself, however, and did so with measured steps leading back to Tumbarius’ bed.

She even kept her head held high as she knelt at her son’s side, “Well, son, you say you know these aliens. If this be true tell us, what must we do to defeat this?”

It was sobering to see his mother, a powerful queen, humbled and asking his help. Setting aside the pain throbbing through his body, Tumbarius sat up and placed a closed fist across his heart, an honoring and vowing gesture. “I do. This is how it will be done.”
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The blackness of the canyon was growing lighter. The air felt odd, like it was alive - popping and making the hair on Tumbarius’ arms raise even through his rubber suit. There were no shadows, every nook and cranny had a glow about it. The scene was eerie, unnatural.

Tumbarius found himself again being escorted, but this time it was on a flying saucer with only himself and Sargent Connery, who kept the Prince close to him at all times. Either to keep danger from coming to him or to keep him from running towards it. Tumbarius didn’t care the reason, he was about to see a real battle and stop the Aerhostis, that’s all that mattered.

The further they advanced, the more white light they encounter jumping along the canyon walls. The saucer had shields to deflect the electricity, but it still terrified and excited Tumbarius. The strange glow became ten times stronger, and a ringing started in his ears as came upon and rounded the final bend. The feeling of surreal became so overwhelming, Tumbarius gritted his teeth to stop his head from spinning, and the Aerhostis became all they saw.

He couldn’t take his eyes from the monster. Massive was not the right word. All-encompassing was a closer description, but that too fell short. The core, a thick column rotating like a slow tornado, reached from the floor of the canyon to just below the surface. Intense light pulsed up and down its middle, and from it flowed arms like tentacles, too numerous to count. Each arm dug into the walls and piping of the canyon, slowly sucking away all the electricity with deafening cracklings and pops.

It looked solid, but moved like water or mist. A living fire glowing pure white, brighter than the sun, yet Tumbarius could look directly at it and clearly see each spec moving in perfect unison.

An energy stronger than the tower of electricity coursed through him. The Aerhostis was powerful and beautiful. Tumbarius couldn’t wait to destroy it.

Their saucer stopped directly in the middle of the canyon, away from the walls that were shimmering in electricity, and back far enough to get a good view of the alien.

“Moving into position, all units ready,” Sergeant Connery signaled over the Quantum Com.

They had as many men for this combat mission as they had rubber worker-suits and light reflecting goggles. Which is to say, not as many as they needed. However it was persistence, not numbers, that was going to win this battle.

“Remember, we just need to focus on one area. Just enough to break through the outer layer to get the cancer shots in,” Tumbarius told the Sergeant, who just nodded. Then he activated his radio and gave the order, “All units advance!”

Tumbarius watched with wide eyes, his heart echoing inside his suit, as the three fire teams charged forward. They were like bugs to the alien and unnoticed as such.

The men opened fire. Shots struck in rains of force, rippling the surface of the alien like water. Sometimes the outer layer would be flung far out before forming back into place. But it happened too fast for the men with the cancer guns, which held the packets of mutated alien, to get a good shot. The soldiers stayed at a distance, swapping off teams on the firing line.

Tumbarius strained to see more. He wanted to be down there shooting in the line! Never mind the fact that his hands were so bandaged he could hardly grip anything. Even if not completely satisfied with his position, Tumbarius was taking immense pleasure just being so close, seeing it happen, and helping the Sergeant spot possible attacks from the Aerhostis.

Just when they were making progress, Tumbarius saw something out of the corner of his eye. “Get back!” he shouted, but it was nearly too late. In the seconds it took the Sargent to com the Corporals, a tentacle pulled itself from the wall and struck the foremost firing line. Tumbarius could hear the screams even from his distance, as the men were swatted aside, and one was crushed and electrified.

The Aerhostis had noticed them and was fighting back. It was viscous and direct and only lasted a second. But Tumbarius watched the aftermath as the unit scrambled and a man tried to claw his own face off as a stream of the alien burrowed inside his broken helmet. His buddies dragged him back and scrubbed them off.

“Retreat! Retreat!” The Sergeant ordered as the soldiers fell back. Now that the advance had stopped, the Aerhostis replaced its long, glowing arm in the wall and ignored them, as if it had just been a matter of swatting a fly away.

Moments before, Tumbarius had been watching eagerly. Now he closed his eyes tight, blocking out the horror. That didn’t save him from the screams and shouts flooding his ears. He hadn’t expected this, and now he was the glad for being behind the front lines. Tumbarius collapsed in the back of the saucer, doing the one thing he was good at, remembering the legends.

Through the chaos, another body broke in. He was flying fast from the direction of the palace.

Sergeant Connery gave only a brief look when the new solider landed on their saucer. “We have received communications,” the private said, “the King is on a retreat, the kingdom of Bardwick is on the advance to your location. Estimated arrival, ten minutes.”

The Sergeant asked without looking, “Have units been deployed to intersect them?”

“Sir, all available men are escorting the citizens out of the area. The King has ordered a retreat.”

Tumbarius heard Sergeant Connery swear something under his breath that the Queen would be ashamed to know he heard. From the look on Connery’s face, he was about to repeat that order to the men. Then they would leave, and the library would be forever destroyed. Tumbarius, Prince of the Unum kingdom, was not about to let that happen.

Before the sergeant could get a word over the com, Tumbarius jumped up, “We are not leaving. Don’t stop the attack. Tell the men to keep blasting, and keep moving. It can’t detect unless we attack. Hit it, move, and hit it again.”

“What?!” Connery turned to meet the determined face of the Prince.

“We’re not leaving,” Tumbarius repeated his command. “If we don’t destroy this monster now, it will destroy the library. But it won’t stop there, it will find the next power source, and the next, and the next. With as much power as it already has, there’s no telling how far it will spread.”

“Do you have a plan against the Bardwick then as well?” the Sergeant snapped.

Tumbarius was silent, then let out a long breath, “No. I don’t. But we can’t let that stop us.”

Sergeant Connery put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He didn’t say anything, but the understanding was clear. This was all or surrender. And no one was surrendering without a fight.

The sergeant confirmed the Prince’s orders. Screams still echoed in his ears, but as the next round of attacks started, Tumbarius stood and kept watch.

This was not how he’d imagined the battle would go, and but this was not how it was going to end.

Making fists to stop his hands from shaking, Prince Tumbarius made his eyes search everywhere, looking for any advantage; at the same time, still searching for answers in the archives of his mind.

Something in the canyon wall to his right caught his attention. Using a set of binoculars, he focused in on it. In one of the sections of the sleepers there was a blinking red light. He’d never before seen the sleeper’s lights red. It flashed red, changed to green, and then after a minute changed to red again. Every time this cycle repeated, the time between the green changing to red shortened. It was counting down.

Something finally clicked in Tumbarius’ mind and caused him to jump straight up. Without pausing to explain, he grabbed a jet pack and jumped from the saucer.

The Sergeant shouted and sent the spare soldier after him. “Your Highness!” Private Durham called. “What the hell are you doing?”

“I have to see something. Don’t worry, I think I know what will help us,” Tumbarius said and he sped on.

If the sleepers’ units are going through a system wide repeal he thought as he dodged the deadly tentacles of light. That can only mean one thing: there’s not enough power to support them. The canyon is nearly sucked dry. We’re running out of time.

He hovered just beyond the wall, using the binoculars to read the names on the units.

“Section 234-C. It’s close…” Tumbarius muttered to himself, scanning down the rows. He took off again, unaware in his concentration that he was heading closer to the fight. The light and flashes increased around him, and the private was screaming, “Dammit Majesty, get out of there!”

“I’m almost… Ah! Here they are! I found them!” Tumbarius exclaimed, pointing at 242-C.

“Your highness, what in the— what have you found? I hope it’s a miracle because we can’t take much more of this!”

“That’s exactly what this is! If I can just figure out how to get them out…” the Prince focused on the blinking light.

Red.

Green. Green. Green.

Red. Red.

Green. Green.

Red. Red. Red.

Green.

Red. Red, red, red, red, red.

The light became a solid red, and from the walls slid forth oval caskets. Tumbarius was delirious with delight. “It’s really happening. I did it! The sleepers are awakening!” Then the arms of the alien reacted, licking over the coffins, and Tumbarius’s heart nearly stopped. For a moment he couldn’t breathe as he realized the one fatal oversight in his plan. Even if the sleepers were able to raise safely, it’d be only moments before the Aerhostis would snap them up.

“Oh no-”

Then the world started falling apart. The light that had been creeping around him grew intensely bright, the walls of the canyon tumbled, and a terrible rumbling shook the air. Blinded and disconcerted, with confusion ringing in his ears, he flew straight up as fast as possible.

Tumbarius burst above the surface of the canyon. His body screamed at him as he fell in a heap a few yards from the edge of the chasm. He was on his hands and knees, catching his breath, when the ground started vibrating under his palms. He looked up and was too stunned to move, transfixed on the sight before him.

The oncoming army threw up a dust cloud so large it blocked out part of the stars in the sky. There was no telling how large it was when all he could see was what the flashes of Aerhostis’ light allowed. But if they had beat back the King’s army, it must be nearly all of them. They must have sensed the kingdom of Unum was weakened, and rolled out everything they had.

Tumbarius was suddenly pulled from his daze by an arc of electrified alien that shot out over the lip of the canyon. It hit the point of the formation like a hammer, and the shock wave sent out visible ripples of light. In terror the Prince scrambled back until he hit the edge, then dove down.

Inside the canyon, the walls were bare of the Aerhostis tentacles and full of opening coffins. All that could be seen of the Aerhostis was a stretched pillar reaching up and away. Even as Tumbarius fled, he heard the disturbing sounds of crackling and screams from above.

“The Bardwicks are here! A huge army! They’re all here!” The battered Prince was met by two soldiers, who held him between them and stood guard until the sergeant ran up.

Tumbarius’ mind was racing with evaluations: the soldiers were gathered together, on guard and awaiting orders, the tops of coffins were being thrown off and crashing to the ground, but as his thoughts focused, he noticed something key.

“Shoot it!” the Prince cried, pointing at the extended pillar of alien.

“Shoot what? The Barkwicks?” Connery asked, coming up next to the Prince.

“No. The Aerhostis has displaced most of its energy. Strike it with the cancer while it’s weak and distracted!” Tumbarius jumped up and started shouting orders. The soldiers were at first shocked by the vigor of the young Prince, but they soon saw what he was saying and followed swiftly.

Sergeant Connery was there giving orders now too, side by side with the Prince. The lead team got low and sighted, while behind them the three men readied and aimed the cancer guns.

Everyone waited for Tumbarius’ signal. “Ready. Aim…” Tension filled the air as Tumbarius watched the pulsing of the alien, waiting for the right moment, “Fire!” he shouted, and the first wave of bullets stuck the outer layer of the Aerhostis, splitting it apart. But this time it didn’t form back fast enough.

“FIRE!” he screamed, blood rushing through his veins as he watched the next flash of bullets enter. The Aerhostis rippled again, then formed back together. His adrenaline mashed into a ball and settled in the pit of his stomach. It didn’t work, why didn’t it work? It should have worked. We’re doomed…

Then pieces began breaking off. Bits at a time fell and meander away. The electricity contained within shot up in white hot arches of intense sound and light, before crackling suddenly out of sight. This happened over and over, larger each time, until with a sudden blinding light and a sound like a thousand lightning strikes, the whole thing exploded into mist. Everyone was knocked backwards from the force of the blast, but no one was affected. With the electricity gone, the buzzing ceased, and the absence of sound was deafening.

“We did it… we did it!!” Tumbarius said, throwing both hands in the air. As the shock faded, the men began to cheer. But they were soon interrupted by loud cries from above.

“The Barkwicks are still up there,” said the sergeant, sobering up. “The King ordered a retreat. There’s no way we can face an army with only a squad of men. Move out.”

“Wait!” Tumbarius jumped in front of them. “The fight isn’t over yet, we still have more men.”

“Where?” the soldiers looked at each other.

The Prince pointed upward, “Up there! Those sleepers are the Vereor Warriors. The legend says they entered sleep because they had the desire for battle in their blood, and when peace fell, they grew too restless. So they slept, waiting for a time when they could awaken and battle for the glory of their God. Now is their time! Just wait…” Tumbarius jumped into the air, activating his jetpack and soaring up to talk to the leader.

The soldiers below watched in astonishment. “How does he know this?” they asked each other. “Don’t you know he spends all his time in this library,” responded another. “I’ve stood watch at the hall doors and heard the Queen complain about it many times.”

“But it looks like it paid off,” said Sergeant Connery. “See there! They arise. They are climbing the walls with only their hands. And look at the contraptions on their backs and between their teeth. I’ve never seen such weapons. Private Burns, fly up and see what is happening.”

Burns obediently took off into the air and reported back through the com, “You won’t believe it, sir! These ancient men are brutal! The Bardwick’s big guns and tanks were taken out by the lightning. They can’t fight without them, not against these men! Wait… what is that?” A few minutes of static filled the line, then the soldier followed up with, “There is another figure, twice the size of any man, and glowing. He’s only wearing… I’ve never seen anything like this… A mighty red cape is about his shoulders and a strange gold helmet with a plume out the top. The only thing shielding his dark skin is a golden plate across his chest, and a… skirt? He also has sandals with long straps lacing all the way up the calves, and a spear befitting a giant in his hands. The Prince is talking to him… Oh god, the giant joined the fight. I’ve never seen so much blood and destruction in one place.” Another few moments passed, then he announced victoriously, “They are retreating! The Bardwick are retreating! It’s a massacre up here! Watch those bastards run!”

A fresh cheer when up. The Prince came flying back down and joined in, a sense of triumph swelling the young boy’s chest. He’d found his place, even if it wasn’t at the front of a battlefield, as he’d once dreamed.

“I… knew that would work… Although, I wasn’t expecting him…” Tumbarius said, shaking his head like he had just come out of a dream. Shutting off his jetpack, he let his feet hit the ground. For a moment he stood tall and proud. Then exhaustion and stress began to overtake him, and his legs buckled and he collapsed, “Uh, I don’t feel so good.”

“Easy Your Highness,” Connery said as he caught the boy. “Durham, take the Prince back to safety. Notify the King that the enemy is gone, and call off the retreat.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said, carefully loading the Prince back onto the flying saucer.

“Wait,” Tumbarius objected, “what about the library? What about the sleepers that woke up? I need… I need to take care of them.”

The Sergeant lay a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder, “We will handle it. We promise to take care of your library.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, already struggling to keep his eyes open. “Because most everyone doesn’t care about the City of the Sleepers.”

“We do,” the sergeant assured him, and all the soldiers agreed. “After tonight, after everyone hears the story and what you’ve accomplished, I promise you, they will care too.”

“Ok… but I’ll be back tomorrow.” Tumbarius gave one last look at the high, magnificent walls of the canyon. Then he allowed himself to relax and be carried away, slipping into dreams of books, battles, and Gods.
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ABANDONED CHILDREN

Dana Bell

Humans have been here for a thousand years. I watch their dying settlements, my thin ringed tail twitching. Squeaking sounds and rumbles echo across the red sands, followed by voices speaking a language I do not understand. Not that it matters. They will be gone soon.

My pale eyes seek out the ships which will take them away. Their clumsy shapes sit on a distant field, bright lights surrounding them. If humans still hunted, the noise of their activity would scare away their prey and they would go hungry.

I turned away from the noise and light, as humans had turned us out when they introduced us to this world. sSand cats who hunt unt the rats and spiders, who sneaked aboard the ships, and the snakes added for reasons we don’t understand. They brought their dogs too, some of which run wild and are to be avoided. I pad down the steep incline, my fur covered paws protecting me from the chilling ground.  Night is our time.

My ears twitch. Sound under the red soil. Regular, scales rubbing make a noise none except those like me can hear. Why humans brought the creatures, I don’t understand. None of the slither bellies are allowed to live when they approach a dwelling. They are always killed by severing their heads and the meat wasted.

Hunger grips my belly. Slithers are good eating and will last me many days. I start digging, red dirt piling up around me. A slender yellow-white head appears and I strike, stunning it, before my teeth clamp down on its throat and I take its life. I eat raw, damp flesh, refreshing myself.  When I finish eating, I bury it, so no others will find it. I will return again and again, until it is completely gone.

For now, I will visit a human dwelling far out on the plains. I do not know if they will flee with the others or if they will choose to stay and die. It matters little to me, although why I continue to go there, I do not myself understand.

Half the darkness passes when I reach it. There is a small burrow where I hide and watch. I make my way there and settle down, my eyes missing nothing. Their transport is out. Perhaps they decided to leave.

They scurry about like the sand rats. Packing things I know nothing of. One tall shape, two smaller ones, high pitch screeches bouncing across the desert. Don’t they know to be quiet?

Shapes appear in the distance, thin bodies, long noses, their sharp yips alerting me to the hunting pack and danger. I press back further, obscured partly since my coat blends in with sand.    I do not wish to be seen.

The humans cry. I can’t help myself. I must watch.

Somehow, the pack breeched the shimmering protection. Their starving bodies are circling the human shapes. The tall one presses the smaller ones behind him like a female protecting her young. I did not know they would do that.

Males, like me, do not care for the young. Yet it is the young of these humans who sometimes leave me a piece of their livestock. While I am a good hunter with no need to be feed like the feline I smell, I will not refuse a meal freely given.

My body tenses and I run out, daring the pack to see me, and knowing they will not.    They hunt by smell not by sight. It will give me an advantage.

I find the small break I have used many times and duck under the coop with squawky creatures raining down white feathers. The feline sees me and flees. I wonder if they intend to take it with them, or leave it behind.

The pack leader is slowly pushing the human into the set trap. Their spittle drops on the ground and their growls fill the place.

I hiss and pounce on the leader. Its wiry body drops. My unexpected attack stunned it. My mother’s teachings returned to my mind, ‘Take down the leader, and the rest will flee.’ I hope she was right.

I lunged in for the kill. The leader managed to rise, meeting me with fierce angry glowing eyes. It growled, plunging forward, long teeth snapping.

Dodging out of the way, I climbed quickly up a shaky pile, and hissed again.

Below, the pack closed in and the humans dashed for safety. At least I had given them a chance to escape. For how long, I am not certain.  The pack, if what I hear is true, will often wait out a tired prey and attack again and again, until they bring it down.

If that were my fate, then so be it. We live by the whim of the red desert and die by its whim as well.

They circled, snarling, snapping at me and each other. I spit in return, daring them to take my life.

The leader leaped and then howled. Burnt flesh fell, the stench of it filling nose. The pack pounced on it, ripping hunks, and fighting each other. More howls, the air stinking of death. One broke away and headed for the figure.

I acted. My body flew to the ground. I used my paw to the stun the creature, and moved in for the kill. It died slowly, jerking under my sharp teeth. I lifted my head, blood wet and damp all over my broad head. The human stood with its stick of death pointed right at me. I prepared to die.

One the smaller ones ran out, grabbing the other and making noise. Slowly the weapon lowered.

I did not ask why it did not kill me. Instead I ran, ducking out into the desert which has been the home of my kind, for longer than any of us truly remember.

In my burrow, I washed my face, the bloody liquid filling my thirsty body. A good thing, since water is scarce. I closed my eyes to sleep as the sun creeped into the burning red sky.

When night came, I saw the humans had left. The feline they kept was gone as well. Whatever danger they fled, I wished them well for sparing my life and leaving this wild untamed world to us.  Perhaps one day we will go and seek them out. Their forgotten children they made and abandoned.

The desert calls me and the winds tell me a storm is coming. I will go bury my prey and find a safe place to wait out the gritty whirlwind. The inner lids close over my eyes and nose and I hurry toward the deserted building.

I will be safe for many, many days and will not know hunger. For me, that is enough.
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DEATH MARCH OF CAMBREADTH

Declan Finn

Normally, when a man and a woman go down an alley, I assume it’s none of my concern. In this case, I knew of the man, I was friends with the woman, and I figured something was up when he brandished a vibroknife.

The plan had gone to Tartarus. Pity we were on Mars.

I sighed and shook my head, reaching for my link. “Emergency, please.”

“Emergency services.”

“I need you to send police officers to my location, there is a 251 in progress,” I rattled off, hoping I remembered the police codes correctly. “I’m on Marsdome 42, in an alley near the corner of John Carter Avenue and Orson Street. Oh, and my name is Paul Murphy. You acknowledge?”

There came a scream from the alley, and I tensed. My good sense would only hold for so long—one part of me hoped the police would get there before the situation forced me to do something stupid. But there was another part of me, one I had thought suffocated long ago, that wanted to do something, and hoped the police would be late. That part of me was pragmatic, with the fringe benefit of being enjoyable. I had been here before…

“Paul Murphy, of the Heinlein High School incident?”

I flinched. I had needed to call emergency services twice in my life, but in both instances, they brought up The Incident. Records automatically came up on the caller, and the Heinlein School Incident was part of mine. But, seriously, who cared if I killed two people in high school? It was 2348, nearly a decade ago. “Yes.”

“Officers have been dispatched. Can you be more specific about the alley, sir?”

At that point, I was half tempted to give my grandfather’s reply—I wasn’t a sir, I worked for a living—but that would have to wait. I glanced around. For some reason, every new building this year had to be in “Mars tones,” as though red was the only color in the spectrum. At least the streets were black and the sidewalks gray. Whoever built the city had decided on a Paris model for street layout and overall building design, so picking a feature that stood out was hard.

Across the street, one building caught my eye. “Opposite the Bradbury Building.”

There was a pause, and another scream. I willed the frizzing operator to move faster. My body vibrated with tension, and my adrenal glands were pumping enough chemicals into my system that I would soon be able to lift a hovercar with my real arm. There was another scream, and my fight-or-flight mechanism flipped into “pissed off.”

The more rational part of my brain thought of just how stupid were the actions I contemplated. I was an overweight author with a cybernetic right arm that wasn’t a combat model. Of course, I had to get the cheap health care plan that buys the version that’s only slightly stronger than my original.

This wasn’t how the plan was supposed to go. When my friend Carrie had told me her ex-husband threatened her with a vid of her honeymoon, made without her knowledge or consent, I figured nothing could go wrong. Dominic was a low-level member of HomeSec, and if he released the vid to the net, it wouldn’t be cutting off his nose to spite his face as much as it would have cut off his face with a laser welder. Federal officers and sex vids don’t mix, even if it’s with someone he’s married to. He said all he wanted was to meet her in person, have an “adult conversation,” and he would turn over the vid. His obsession with getting back with her was a touch extreme for a man who had initially been the one to file the divorce papers.

Since I’m a writer by inclination, I had planned the setup, with as many variations as possible, including a Go To Hell plan. I didn’t think I’d need to use it, though.

One more screech, and that was more than enough to placate the darker side of my nature. I had long ago set ground rules for when it was good and when it was bad for me to go “off the reservation,” and introduce people to my own personal Mr. Hyde. Now, Dominic, my friend’s ex, had passed the test. I could fight and I could kill. One guy shouldn’t be too hard.

I placed the link down, opening so it could catch everything I said, and then stepped into the alley…Oh friz it.

My go-to-hell plan had gone to hell—not only was the alley a dead end, I was standing at the exit…and Carrie’s ex had brought four other people.

Well, this is bad…

Carrie’s shirt was ripped open, and her bra had held on by fragments of string. The ex wasn’t much taller than she was, a mere 167 centimeters. Otherwise, the man could be summed up by my Grandma DiLeonardo’s old Earth term—Guido. Unfortunately, my contingency only called for dealing with one idiot, not five. Who brought backup to a “simple conversation”? Answer: a nutcase like Dominic.

I glanced around the alley, hoping for something heavy to throw. The garbage can lids were locked down with magnetic seals, and the cans themselves were sealed to the metallic plates in the street. There were four beer bottles on the ground, not to mention several smoldering cigarettes. I had arrived at the meeting point two hours ago; the four guys holding Carrie down must have been there for longer. I reached down and grabbed two of the bottles, then sent a signal to increase the power in my right arm. I played a mean game of darts, and lots of video games. A good throw should be able to drop one or two of them…

I felt the atmosphere change. Carrie’s bright green eyes had locked onto me, and the others noticed. Nuts.

I cleared my throat loudly. “Would it help for you guys to know the police are notified and on their way?” I called out, hoping that the open link would pick up on my warning. Never let it be said that I was unaware of victims being sued by criminals. They all turned to me and glared. “Obviously not.”

Dom Basso looked to two of his four hoodlums. They were the type who had seen too many old films about a world post-nuclear holocaust. One had what was known as “Terminator Grunge” look, and the other “Escape from LA Cyber-punk,” or “Cyper” for short.

I held up both hands as Grunge and Cyper took a step toward me. “Listen, you don’t want to do this. Do you know what felony murder is?”

Grunge-boy blinked. “What?”

“Right now, you are effectively committing a crime known as assault with a deadly weapon. You know that, right?”

While he thought this over, I thought, Hmm, what music goes with mass murder? I need a proper tune… Okay, I think “March of Cambreadth” is a good choice…

Grunge shook his head, confused. He looked to Cyper, then looked back to me. “What? Uh, yeah, I guess. What of it?”

“And armed robbery. I think we can add at least attempted rape?”

The Cyper nodded slowly. “Yeah?”

A prosecutor would love this confession … assuming they weren’t all prosecuted for double murder, and if I left any of them alive. “Well, if she dies…from anything, it’s on you. Even if she slips on a wet spot on the ground while running from you, it’s on you.” I looked over at Dominic Basso and others of his merry band of miscreants. “That goes for you idiots, too.”

Grunge frowned and I continued as calmly as possible. “Now, how about this…you have her money, right? Let her go, and I take her and run one way, you dash the other. Sound good?”

Grunge looked back at Carrie, and looked back at me with a broad grin. These men were so hobbled by thinking with the wrong head. Grunge actually thought he would be able to deal with me, rape her, and make it out of the alley without something going wrong. The moment I saw his look, I started thinking of drums and bagpipes.

Cyper growled and started for me. With a thought, I turned the power up on my right arm to full, then threw the first beer bottle underhanded. The bottle flew and slammed him right in the throat. Cyper gagged and grabbed for his neck, not understanding that he was already dead with a crushed windpipe.

The next one on my list was Grunge. He had had a knife, but hesitated, uncertain. And with good reason. I wasn’t the meek, soft, easy target he had expected. My arm blurred for a moment, and magically, his friend was dying. This would probably catch even reasonable people off guard.

Summon the horn and call the cry, “How many of them can we make die?”

I stepped forward, swapping the bottle from one hand to another, and brought the bottle down on the knife wrist, shattering the bottle, and the wrist. I grabbed the wrist with my real hand, and whipped my right arm up, holding the sharp end of the shattered bottle by the neck as I slashed it across his throat backhanded, then fore, and back again. Arterial spatter covered my shirt and arms. I dropped him and turned down the power in my arm before I burned out the circuits. I felt the hot, slippery blood on my chest and chuckled to myself, relishing in the warmth.

I dropped him as two of the other thugs came straight for me. One carried a pipe and, by the way he held it, I could only guess he thought it was a hammer and I looked like a nail. His overhead swing came straight for my skull, and I burst inward. My body angled toward him, and my right arm straight above me, lining up with the rest of my body. My burst caused my wrist to meet his, and his downward swing glided along my arm, along the outside of my body.

Fight until you die or drop, a force like ours is hard to stop…

When it was halfway down my body, I dropped my arm around his, curled my bicep around it, and promptly locked my arm in place. It didn’t cost me any energy, and it neutralized him as I danced backward, putting him between me and thug number four. I drove the palm of my left hand right behind my captive’s ear, knocking him unconscious.

I let him drop and stepped back. I could safely say that my element of surprise had been used up. Idiot Number Four carried a vibroknife, which could at least damage my cybernetic right arm, and cut off any limb I was born with.

He thrust. I sidestepped to my left, parrying his thrust with my left arm, twisting my body out of the way of the knife. I set my right arm for full power and launched a punch straight for his throat. The impact gave a satisfying crack, and I immediately shut down the arm altogether to recharge. The man was definitely not getting up.

Dominic Basso was the only one left, and he held Carrie around the chest, one arm locking her in place, the other with his vibroknife at her throat.

Guard your women and children well… “Hey, Dom,” I said with a smile, “you want to put down that knife and run away screaming, Mr. Basso?”  …send these bastards back to hell…

Dom blinked. It finally occurred to him that my presence at his assault wasn’t a coincidence. His eyes narrowed as he took me in. “You’re on Carrie’s FaceSpace page. You’re one of her… friends.”

I grinned, allowing myself to have fun. I hadn’t been able to indulge my appetite in this fashion for years. “Yes, I am. Now, you will do both of us a favor, and release her. Because I don’t think that the people at HomeSec look kindly at their employees doing this sort of thing. Your plan has already been thrown out an airlock.”

I stepped over to the man who I dropped, the pipe wielder. He was unconscious, but alive. It was time to drive home a very simple point.

I placed my foot on his neck, and my eyes never left Dom’s as I shifted my weight straight down, producing a satisfying crack. “Oops,” I said, my voice deliberately filled with enjoyment, “oh dear me, however did that happen?”

He tightened his grip on her chest, groping her. His eyes were wild and terrified—after all, I was covered in blood from someone I had cut to confetti, and I had killed everyone he had brought with him. “Back the friz away!”

I shook my head and gave a pleasant sigh. I turned my arm on with a thought and flexed my hand. The battery hadn’t fully recharged. The nanites in my body that came with the arm should be compiling power from my body fat. If I didn’t lose five pounds by the end of the day, I would have been surprised.

Use your shield and use your head, fight ‘til everyone is dead…ye de dum de dadada da…how many of them can we make die? “Nah. You’re going to let her go, because, Dom, my new friend, if you harm her, you’ll going to die with my teeth in your throat. And I assure you, you will not enjoy it.”

Basso hesitated, which meant he was thinking. He probably wouldn’t do anything stupid.

In the quiet, I heard a slight noise—a siren coming to save the day.

The entire encounter couldn’t have taken more than a few minutes. I could have sat out the whole thing, and Dom and his friends may have only just started to get around to having their fun. Then again, who wants to be raped for “only a few minutes”?

Besides, had I waited, I might have been denied my fun.

I mentally went through the instrumental section of the song to kill time and calm my heart rate. But the other side of me had already concluded it didn’t really matter what he did, or what he decided. Unless the forces of the Bradbury Police Department made it in time, Dominic Basso wasn’t going to leave this alley alive. I was in the zone, and even though he didn’t know it, he was in it with me. He threatened my friend, and that shortened his life expectancy to nanos.

Normally, I would say I was out of control, but given how much skill I had been able to bring to bear on these unsuspecting frizards, I wasn’t entirely certain. At the moment, there was only one real concern to me—get Carrie, kill Dominic. I was reasonably certain I could kill him. Getting her out was a different story.

The problem with my state of mind was that two parts of me had two completely different priorities.

As the sirens grew closer, I hummed to distract myself, and to keep my mind off of the approaching members of the BPD. …the time has come, move your feet to the marching drum… “You can’t get out of this. You’ve already assaulted her. The cops know what’s going on in this alley. If you kill her, well, there’s only one person left. You. And should you leak your little sex tape, the one you used for bait…well, the first thing I’d do once it hits the net would be to forward it directly to the head of HomeSec, and you’d be fired.”

Dominic pointed his knife at me, and that was his mistake. Carrie grabbed his arm with both of her hands and dropped down, making his arm the sole support for her entire weight. The arm dropped, and she did as well. sliding out from under his arm. She took his wrist as she slid under his arm, and came up behind him. She pressed the hand with the knife against his mid back in a joint lock. She shoved him into a wall. He was lucky not to have fallen on his knife. Carrie then did the sensible thing and ran to me instead of following up with another blow.

The sensible thing for both of us would have been to get the friz out of there. But my target focus had locked me onto her ex-husband, and my particular dark side wasn’t going to walk unless it was pried away with a force lance.

“Follow the sirens,” I told her with a smile. She didn’t like the look in my eyes. She had seen glimpses of my dark side before, but she hadn’t seen it in action. She may have suspected what I was going to do, but she just nodded and ran.

I didn’t look away from Dominic as he gathered himself off the ground. “Like that move? I taught her that last week,” I told him. “I figured it would be good for her, since she’s an EMT. We wrestle around a lot,” I taunted, then gave him a mock gasp. “Oh dear, that might give you the wrong impression.” My voice dropped to a deeper pitch. “Or the exact impression. I’ll let you think of that.”

Dominic looked at me, and moved forward, knife in hand. It took me a moment to realize I was being amazingly stupid. He was a field operative for HomeSec. I had seen combat in drips and drabs over the years by friends who thought that strangling me might be a great way to teach me survival. I practiced a bit, and that may have been good enough for street thugs who could be bought for a six-pack and the promise of a good time, but a trained agent?

Friz…

Dominic lunged for my midsection. I sucked in my gut and pulled back my abdomen, hollowing out, away from the tip. Before I could use my hands to deflect the blade, he re-angled the knife and stabbed upward, catching my chest. A centimeter deeper, or a nanosecond slower, I would have been vivisected. Instead, I felt a line of fire drawn against my breastbone. I retreated on my left foot, so when he stabbed down with the knife, my cybernetic arm took it in the bicep.

I didn’t feel any pain, since the nerve settings would have prevented it, and I swiveled around, taking his knife with me. I gave it a good pull, but it was lodged in there.

Dominic came again, charging at me with a right roundhouse. I brought my live arm up in time to absorb the impact, and he grabbed it and pulled me in, kneeing me in the stomach, then grabbed my head in both hands, twisting sharply. I twisted with him, almost pirouetting in place, but he still wrenched my neck hard enough to hurt. I twisted out of his grip, feeling like my head had been taken off anyway. It didn’t help that I twisted face first into the wall.

A fist landed where part of my right kidney should have been. It hurt like all friz, but better than if the kidney had been all there. He had been expecting me to be neutralized for at least a second—I snapped my elbow back into his abdomen instead, knocking the wind of out him.

I mule-kicked and got him again, I don’t know where. I turned around, my hand on the sides of my cybernetic elbow, and squeezed, causing the arm to come off.

“I now deem you…Grendel,” I said. Twisting with my arm like a golf club, I used enough of my strength that I knocked his head back. His body followed, bringing him to the ground.

I fell to my knees, exhausted, gasping for breath, my muscles finally objecting to the strain I had put on them. My body wasn’t conditioned for this. I wasn’t a marathon runner, more like a sprinter. I had just run out of battery time.

I raised the arm again, and brought it down like a club. How many…thud…of them… thud…can…gasp…we make…thud…die?

I fell to the alley floor and stayed there, unable to move, out of breath. Capillaries in my lungs had burst from the exhaustion I had put on myself.

I groaned as I was turned over. There was Dominic, on his knees, and he had retrieved his knife back from my fallen arm. Hadn’t I read an article in the Martian Chronicle that HomeSec guys are given endurance packages? Friz…

He smiled, raising the vibroknife in both hands, ready to stake me like a vampire, a gleam in his eye that I had last seen in the mirror. At least I was going to be taken out by one of my own.

A bright blue circle of light appeared on his chest. His muscles jumped and twitched right before he fell over. I blinked…a beam tazer?

I looked over to see two members of BPD at the end of the alley.
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The detective—a Mr. McShane—looked like he had stereotypical “Irish Cop” written all over his face. He was well built, broad shouldered, and had cheekbones like boulders. He shook his head, sighing at the scene in the alley. He looked back to me, sitting at the bumper of the ambulance, then looked back down to his palmtop notebook.

“I have been on the force for twenty years, and I’ve never needed to even draw my gun once. In the course of a few minutes, you’ve killed five people.” He lowered the notebook, and looked me square in the eye. Suspicion radiated off of him like heat from a forest fire. “You want to tell me exactly how you managed that?”

I combed a hand through my hair. “When I was in high school,” I began slowly, “I accidentally encountered two students who had decided to settle their problems by bringing two automatic lasers to the cafeteria.” I patted the cybernetic stump that attached the arm to the rest of me. “This is my souvenir. The first guy belonged to the spray-and-pray school of weapons handling, and pulled the trigger the moment he pulled the gun toward me. It chewed up my arm, and took out part of my kidney. I had his wrist, and by one of those freak accidents, the weapons’ fire went straight into his partner. After a few head butts and biting off his nose, I pried away his gun.” I coughed, my mouth feeling like I had just sucked on a penny. “By the time they pulled me off of him, they needed fingerprints to identify him, because I’d pistol-whipped his head into paste.”

“And today?”

“Today…well, I write thrillers for a living, and I’ve done a lot of research into a combat school called Krav Maga.” I smiled. “You’d be surprised how much knowledge can become practical.”

McShane nodded slowly. “By the way, the man whose neck you broke…”

I shrugged. “That was an accident. When you playback the emergency call, you’ll hear me laugh it off as deliberate, mainly because I didn’t want to sound freaked in front of the nutcase with the knife. I already had the blood-spattered image down, I didn’t want to undercut the fear factor,” I lied. I looked over at the bodies they were carrying out. One covered with a sheet…another body…two little, three little, four little Indians…five? Wait, did I actually get to kill Dom?

“Where did we get a fifth stiff from?”

The Detective looked at me. “Mr. Basso had a problem when he was hit by the stunner. Apparently, you knocked something loose when you two struggled, and it didn’t react well to being hit with a few thousand volts.”

“Oh.” How many of them can we make die? Answer: five. “How sad,” I murmured. “I would have been amused to see him sentenced to a few decades in jail. I recall that any LEOs who are tossed in jail spend almost all their time in solitary confinement. That much hasn’t changed.”

McShane cocked his head, wondering where I had picked up that historical tidbit, if not pondering why I used such an ancient acronym for a Law Enforcement Officer. “I have history as a background,” I answered. “It helps when writing the books.”

“Really,” he said flatly. I could almost read his mind by now. He didn’t like the situation, and probably wondered if he could have arrested me for something. What I didn’t know was if he would have—the four guys I had killed were community service homicides. I’m surprised they didn’t have a criminal CV tattooed on their foreheads. Moreover, relations between HomeSec and the Mars police were about as friendly as any local-federal relationship going back to the OK Corral, and Dom had been lower on the food chain than the Clanton Gang’s affiliates had been against the Earps.

McShane flipped closed his notebook and nodded. “I think we’re done here.”

I sighed, relaxing, slumping back to the wall of the ambulance. That was the nice thing about Mars—like Texas, it had kept many of the traditions it held since it was just like any other frontier. Also like Texas, there was a law which stated that “he needed killing” was an actual defense. Also, cops were the same everywhere—sometimes, when only the bad guys  were killed, everyone else went home happy.

As McShane departed, Carrie rounded the ambulance. Someone had wrapped a blanket around her. She was a cute brunette, which did explain to some degree how all the morons kept thinking with the wrong head, even after I told them the cops were on their way. She was more than cute. She was pretty, sexy as all heck. I don’t know how she managed it, but she had the effect down pat.

She placed a hand on my arm. “Are you all right?” She had a nice, light soprano voice.

I smiled weakly, suddenly tired. Friz, I had forgotten how tiring fighting was. “Yeah, after a fashion.”

She hopped up on the ambulance next to me, pulling me close to her, sharing the blanket. It had gotten somewhat chill—some bureaucrat had probably decided to lower the heat in the dome. “You wanted to kill them, didn’t you?” she asked softly.

I nodded, not even bothering to look at her. “Why do you think I’ve always said Mars suits me? God of war and all, and me with a berserker streak.” I took a breath, and thought a moment. “I enjoy killing the bastards before they get me. As Churchill said, nothing more exhilarating than to be shot at without effect.”

“And here I always thought you were such a nice guy.”

I snorted a laugh. “I am. I never understood when the term ‘nice guy’ became synonymous with into ‘wuss’? And I’m only a nice guy if you go by Aristotle’s definition, since most of the time, my actions are good and pure, etc.”

“Weren’t you scared?”

“Heh… that’s the odd part of the berserker portion. You’re usually too busy having fun to feel fear. That last part, with Dom…I think my berserker noticed another creature, and paused. Hence why my insurance company will be going postal soon enough.”

She gave me a squeeze. “My high school lit class had a quote from some guy named Orwell. Don’t remember a thing about him, but I remember something he said…what was it? ‘People sleep peaceably in their beds because they have rough men willing to do violence on their behalf.’ I know I’ll sleep better.”
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THE GIRL WHO DIED TWICE

Lou Antonelli

When I took the job as interim administrator of the joint U.S.-Soviet Mars Colony, I quickly stumbled across evidence that the large local population of androids were being abused.

Androids had been banned on Earth and the Moon Colony since they ran amuck in the Cuban Robot Crisis. Now, 23 years later, they were only allowed on Mars—and all indications were that extremely life-like models were made as sexual surrogates,

Although the U.S. had the lead role in the colony’s administration at the time, the crucial security bureau was run by Warsaw Pact officials, headed up by an East German, Gunter Lielischkies.

There was always a slight chill between the different components of the colony’s joint administration, but when I told Lielischkies I wanted a clamp down on the android sex trade, he took to the task with enthusiasm.

The main android manufacturer, the Tesla Corp., was American, and Lielischkies saw an opportunity to get a leg up on the propaganda war, by exposing the West’s “degeneracy”.

That was his motivation. Mine was that I had seen in passing someone who looked very much like and old flame from college. Someone who I knew was supposed to be still back on Earth.

I was concerned that she had been sold into white slavery and shipped to Mars, or worse, she had been killed and copied into an android form.

It only took Lielischkies a few days to get a tip that Tesla has a secret facility located just outside the colony’s main dome. I approved a raid.
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The WarPac security officer waved a sensor. “There is no one inside, no heat signatures,” Ivan Iglytzyn said.

I stepped forward. “Let me try my skeleton chip.” I slid my card through the scanner. Nothing happened.

Lielischkies stepped upmoved to the scanner. “Let me try mine.” He slid his card and the airlock opened.

I winked at him through my helmet’s visor. “Why am I not surprised?”

We all stepped inside and after the exterior door closed we pulled off our helmets and exited the opposite door.

The room was very clean and antiseptic, with lots of stainless steel counters and shelves. Lielischkies walked over to a counter where a woman’s purse sat in a stainless steel tray. He opened it and pulled out a driver’s license. He shook his head.

“This is bad, very bad,” he said. “Borders has been cheating.”

Gary Borders was the President and CEO of Tesla, an industrialist notorious for getting what he wanted.

I joined him. “What do you mean?”

He handed me the license. It was for Esther Radin of Wappinger Falls, New York.

The photo showed the face of our android constable, Jenny Constabulary.

“He has been copying real people,” Lielischkies said. “That’s why the androids became so lifelike.”

Jenny reached between us and took the license from Lielischkies’ hand.

“So my features were copied from this woman’s image,” she said.

Lielischkies pointed. “Look at the height and weight. It looks like everything was copied.”

“Has he been body snatching?” I asked.

Lielischkies looked at the other personal items and rubbed his chin. “This person never arrived here in the first place, at least alive. Besides, I would have recognized her as Jenny. I keep close eye on customs.”

“Maybe Borders is having bodies shipped to him, by that sub-light transport,” Ivan said.

“That still begs the issue of how the bodies are being procured,” said Lielischkies. He turned to Jenny.

“Radio the identifying information to the colony, then have them contact Earth. See if this is a missing person.”

“Why would Borders go to the trouble of hauling corpses to Mars?” I asked.

“Probably to have life-like model to copy,” said Lielischkies.

“Let’s grab the next tray,” said Jenny.

She brought it over, took out the bag, and dumped it.

The wallet spilled next to Lielischkies, who grabbed it and opened it.

“You were right,” I said to him as I looked over his shoulder. “He’s copying real people. “This is the girl, Mignonette Applegate, whose been the subject of a Missing Persons report here in the colony. Here is her Utah driver’s license from back home.”

Ivan held up a pair of what looked like cotton bloomers.

“Ever see those before?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Neither have I, but I’ve heard of them,” I said. “Mormons wear a special kind of underwear.”

“I remember this young lady, she was very beautiful,” said Lielischkies.

“Borders was having criminals ship him bodies from Earth to be replicated, with great success,” said Lielischkies. “Then someone shows up here who is so good looking…”

“She was killed here,” I said.

“We need to find hard evidence,” he said.

“There are metals drawers back there in the wall,” said Jenny. “They could hold bodies.”

We both looked. “You’re right, it looks like a morgue,” I said.

We went back where there were a dozen metal drawers. Jenny yanked them open one by one.

All the drawers had corpses. Many held bodies whom we recognized had been copied for androids we already knew. There were others we didn’t recognize.

When Jenny pulled the eighth drawer open, I saw what I was afraid I would find all this time.

“Stop!”

I walked over and stared at the grey-blue face. It was Desiree, the girl I dated in college.

Lielischkies came over and clasped my shoulder. “You knew this was probably the answer all the time, didn’t you?”

“That she was dead? Yes. But it’s so final, and unfair.”

“We see a pattern here,” he said. “You said the woman was taken hostage during the commission of a crime. These were probably victims of crimes back on Earth, and the criminals double-dipped by selling the bodies to Borders, who imported them sealed as cargo.”

“I don’t see any sign of trauma,” I said.

“We’ll need a full autopsy,” he said.

“There’s one crate over there by itself,” said a security officer.

We squinted. “You’re right,” said Lielischkies.

We walked over. The case had scrawled on it “P-Lalla”.

“I wonder what that means?” asked Lielischkies.

“Prototypes androids are designated with a P until they are mass produced,” said Jenny. “My factory name was P-Jenny.”

“So there is a prototype inside,” said Lielischkies. “Let’s open it. It’s probably the most recent version, if it’s still sitting here.”

“There are a lot of scuff marks in front of the case,” said Jon. “Like someone’s been in and out.”

“It might be a trap,” said Lielischkies. “Jenny, please open it for us.”

She walked over and pried open the door.

“Mister Shuster probably wants to see this,” she said.

I knew instantly what that meant. I walked over.

It was Desiree.

“Borders copied her, and must have sent her out on ‘business’, but when he realized you recognized her, he stashed her away again,” said Lielischkies. “He must have named the new android Lalla,”

“She looks alive,” I said. “What a shame. We need to make him pay for this.”

“We certainly have all the evidence we have, but we don’t have all the answers,” he said. “How did all these women die? How many androids has he made? Where are they?”

I looked at the android. “Yes, how did you die, poor Desiree?”

Her eyes snapped open.

“JESUS!” I shouted.

Her arms shot out and she lunged forward, shoving me aside. I fell onto the floor.

She ran past us and circled us, like a wary animal, and then ran towards the inner airlock door. Jenny ran after her.

Desiree/Lalla turned and planted a fist in Jenny’s face. Jenny collapsed.

The android ran up to the panel and punched the two buttons for both the inner and outer airlock door.

“Helmets!” I shouted.

We all dropped out visors or put our helmets back on as there was a lurching “THUMP” as the doors opened and all the air rushed into the Martian landscape.

“Dammit,” muttered Lielischkies on his comlink.

I rushed in front of the airlock and could see the android was already almost out of sight.

“Yes, she knew having to secure our helmets would give her a head start,” I said.

Some of the deputies in the back tried to chase after the fleeing android, but came back. “She was too fast for us.”

Ivan and Lielischkies flanked Jenny. “How badly are you damaged?”

“One of my eyes is non-functional, I have lost my stereoscopic vision,” she said. “My positronic brain has also sustained some damage.”

“We’ll get you repaired,” said Ivan.

“What about the android?” I asked.

“We can find her later,” said Lielischkies.

“That model is stronger than I am,” said Jenny.

“All the more dangerous,” said Ivan.

“I wonder why it ran?” I asked.

“It acted for all the world like you startled it,” said Ivan.

One of the deputies had opened the rest of the drawers.

“Applegate’s body is not here,” said Ivan.

“It must be where they are copied,” said Lielischkies. “Where Borders makes the prototypes.”

“That makes sense,” said Ivan. “That young lady who just ran out the mine is the most recent prototype, and she was shipped from Earth. Like any serial killer, he’s stepped up his game. Applegate is the first time he’s killed someone on Mars. She must be someplace ready to be copied.”

“Let’s get the hell out of this place,” I said.
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By the time we were back at admin, we had the reports. Esther Radin and all the other android originals were pretty young woman women missing from the Tri-State area in the past six years. We notified the NYPD that we found Desiree Carvalho Hausler’s body.

Ivan came to my office with a page from the teletype. “We have a break in the case of your friend,” he said. “Some of the money stolen in the bank robbery was traced, and they’ve caught the robbers. It was a gang of four Serbs. They were told the body has been found.”

“What did they say?”

“Well, of course, they thought the police were lying, but when they were told the body was on Mars, they knew the jig was up. They said it wasn’t murder, but an accident. The young lady suffocated when they left her face down in a car trunk. They knew someone who was fencing bodies that could be shipped and copied on Mars. They made some money, and got rid of the evidence.”

“They find the middle-man?”

“Not yet, but they have a name,” said Ivan. “If we can link him to Borders…”

Sherry walked up. “I’ve crunched the numbers. Based on expected output at the factory and the total number of androids accounted for here, there are 1,256 androids missing.”

“Think Borders will tell us where they’re hid?” I asked Ivan.

“I don’t know, usually someone facing murder charges will try to plea bargain, but he won’t.” He looked at me. “He’s still an American citizen. Treason is a capital offense in the U.S., correct?”

“You think he’s in worse trouble than for murder?”

“If he’s hidden the androids back on Earth, and planning another Cuban Robot Crisis-like attack,” said Ivan. “Remember, the first one almost succeeded.”

Lielischkies walked in. “Gentleman, I am very sorry. I failed us all.”

“God, what is it, Gunter?” asked Ivan.

“I could understand the corpses being smuggled into the colony over half a dozen years, there weren’t very many, and they wouldn’t have trigged any of the standard sensors. We check for metal and explosives and such. Still, I should have been more careful.”

He grimaced. “I have been betrayed. I checked all the manifests where the bodies might have been shipped. They were all signed by the same man. Jon Jackson.”

“Have you confronted him?” asked Ivan.

“He’s in the wind,” said Lielischkies.

“What’s that mean?” I asked.

“Spook speak,” said Sherry. “He’s on the run.”

“Did he allow Borders to ship androids to Earth?” I asked.

“This is all adding up,” said Ivan. “He’s stockpiling a cadre of revolutionaries back home.”

“What are the chances he can direct them here?” I asked. “Try to stage an uprising against us.”

“All the androids he’s sold in the colony are carefully programmed to obey their owners,” said Ivan. “He can’t even repossess one without special permission. There’s a lot of money involved. No one would make that kind of investment without total control.”

“He doesn’t have some kind of override?” I asked.

“What would he need one for?” asked Lielischkies. “If he has thousands of androids under his direct control?”

“The ones left in the tunnel are all disabled,” said Ivan. “But that still leaves… how many did you say?”

“1,256,” said Sherry.

“That many unaccounted for,” said Lielischkies.

“Our tipster said we would fine them all in the tunnels,” I said. “They must have already been shipped to Earth.”

“Well, they’d have no place to go on our side,” said Lielischkies. “That’s one of the virtues of having WarPac security.”

“Then they’re probably being smuggled into NATO countries,” said Ivan.

“Maybe even straight to the U.S.,” said Sherry.

“What makes you say that” asked Ivan. “Do you know something?”

She reached over and turned up the radio, which had been playing very softly. “You ever hear of American Top 40?”

Ivan and Lielischkies shook their heads. “Casey Kasem’s show? Sure,” I said.

“We get it on a delayed feed,” she said. “Listen to this song. It by a group called Bram Tchaikovsky.”

“Judy was an American girl, she came in the morning with the U.S. mail

“Didn’t say nothing, but she looked pretty good to me

“Golden hair that shined so bright, loving eyes that seem out of sight

“She could keep the secrets that we shared in my world of dreams

“And a man needs something when he ain’t got nothing to hang on to

“And there ain’t no telling when I’ll feel like yelling I love you

“Ooh, it gets lonely in the night when there ain’t no one around

“Ooh, she makes me feel all right get my feet right off the ground

“She’s the girl of my dreams

“She’s the girl of my dreams

“Sounds like a big fat hint to me,” said Lielischkies. “We see this in WarPac all the time, it’s called ‘reading between the lines’.”

“I need to get in touch with Admiral Heinlein immediately,” I said.
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Because of possible moles in the colonial administration, I sent my message through a back channel in the Italian consulate. I was banging the ambassador at the time, and she let me use the encrypted equivalent of a “diplomatic pouch”

“The Admiral” as he was called was almost 80 but still clear-headed. I explained the possible abuse by a rogue industrialist of android capacity, and he came back with an unequivocal order to “Nail the bastard to the wall.”

The Admiral added he would brief the actual Colonial Commander, Admiral James Earle Carter, on what was going on in the Mars colony.

Ivan was waiting for me when I got back to the office after reading The Admiral’s reply at my girlfriend’s office.

“We found Jon Jackson, Border’s factory manager. He was hiding in the old spaceport control building,” he said. “When we told him we knew Borders had someone killed, he rolled on him.”

“Did the Mormon church know Applegate was missing?”

“We contacted the other missionaries here, she was only missing for a week,” he said. “They were afraid she had run off with a ‘gentile’, as they call us, and were trying to find her themselves,”’ said Lielischkies. “They didn’t want to make waves. And they were embarrassed if she had run off with somebody.”

“How did they take the news?”

“They’re very angry,” said Lielischkies.

“Have we heard from space admin law enforcement?” I asked.

“Just now,” said Sherry as she walked in with a handful of papers from the teletype.

I took them from her.

I began to read. “It’s from Commander Carter.”

“I sent them a list of names I got from Jackson,” said Ivan.

“Yes, and Commander Carter says they are being rounded up,” I said.

I kept reading. “Holy crap, he says Admiral Heinlein and Ginny are ready to leave Earth and come here!”

“At his age? In his condition? Whatever for?” asked Sherry.

“Commander Carter says ‘Read a story Heinlein wrote when he was a science fiction author in 1940 and you’ll know why. It’s called “Requiem”.’

“He can make this clean-up stick for good,” said Lielischkies.

“Excellent. When the Warsaw Pact countries take over administration in 1995, things will be, ship-shape, as you say!”

Lielischkies smiled “It’s amazing what you can get done if you don’t care who gets credit,” he said. “I hope you appreciate that. Borders and his android army was an international incident waiting to happen. You challenged him. And stopped whatever he was planning to do with those androids.”

“I can tell you from my sources, he was planning a revolt in the Caribbean,” Lielischkies continued “We have found where the missing androids are stockpiled, although we will let the West seize them.”

“Holy shit, he wasn’t crazy enough to go back to Cuba, was he?” I blurted.

“No, Grenada. He made an alliance with the dictator Eric Gairy, who hid the androids in a secret warehouse. Borders was going to let Gairy clean house, and then the androids would sweep out and take over neighboring islands such as Dominica, Barbados and such. He planned establish an impregnable base in the Caribbean, which was apparently the long-range plan of Castro and Guevara years ago, and fight the war of attrition against the West the Soviet Union no longer sees as necessary.”

He reached into a pocket. “I know it’s completely against regs, but I’m very stressed. I need a cigarette. Can I smoke?”

“Go right ahead, I wish I did now,” I said.

“The U.S. has already blockaded the island, and will be invading very soon,” said Lielischkies.

“Yes, it says that in so many words in this cable I have from Commander Carter,” I said. “Although the island is not specified.”

“Well, it looks like we have loose ends to tie up, but the crisis has passed,” said Ivan.

“If you don’t mind, I need to sit down in my office and rest a little while,” I said. “’I’ve had a busy day.”

Ivan and Lielischkies left and Sherry went back to her desk. I closed the door to my office and sat down.

I laid my hands on the desk and realized I was still in shock as a result with my encounter with “Desiree”. My hands trembled. My mind had been churning, but at some level it had blocked off so I could function.

I stared at the door. Sherry opened it and stuck her head in.

“Hey, boss…?”

I threw my hands in front of my face and burst out sobbing. Sherry disappeared and the door quickly closed again.
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I had trouble sleeping that night, and at some point I stared out my window into the Martian darkness.

I could see the other domes in the distance, and the lights of the surface railways that connected them. Some blinked, some glowed, and occasionally some lights would go out as whatever it was shut down for the evening.

My window cast a dim glow onto the reddish-orange Martian sand. It was 30 feet above ground level; my apartment was on the first level above the dome’s ponderous concrete foundation.

I thought I saw some movement outside. I thought it was just jitters, and then I jumped as I realized something outside was moving.

I turned off the light in my apartment so I could see better outside. Other windows and lights cast a dim glow. I peered.

After a few moments, I saw it. There were footprints in the sand.

Not boot prints. Foot prints. Of a bare human foot. Small, human, dainty footprints.

“Dammit, she’s out there,” I thought.

The android copy of Desiree was wandering out there, on the outskirts of the colony.

There was no way I could search for her myself, as dark as it was, but I resolved to go out alone first things after sunrise and follow those footprints.

 

[image: ]

 

I was at the airlock the next morning before the attendant got there. He actually stopped in surprise at seeing me.

“Mister Shuster, boy howdy, you’re early,” he said, as he walked over to his work kiosk and pulled up a screen, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“I lost something while I was outside recently,” I said. “I remembered where I left it just as I drifted off to sleep last night.”

“Yeah, ain’t that funny, how you’ll remember stuff just before you drift off,” he said. “Will you be needing a tractor?”

“No thanks,” I said as I pulled on my pressure suit. “I can walk.”

After I yanked on my helmet and fastened the buckles he opened the inner door and I stepped in. He dropped the inner door and then opened the door to the outside.

The rush of air tugged me forward and I let the momentum start my pace as I marched outside.

I had a hunch I knew where “Desiree” had gone, based on the direction she was last seen going and what she would find if she kept that way.

Just a few months earlier I had faced dilemma as a former colonial official passed away from Martian silicosis, and asked he be buried with the android that he had been living with illegally as man and wife.

After he passed away in the hospital, she had taken his body and jumped from a window— in effect, committing suicide.

There is a small cemetery adjacent to the main dome of the colony, but rather than generate too many questions—as well as controversy when the colonial administration learned that humans and androids have been cohabiting on Mars—I buried them together but outside the “footprint” of the colony itself, in unallocated space.

When I said I buried them, I meant that—to keep from anyone asking too many questions, I cleared a small plot and dug the two graves myself.

If Desiree kept going in the direction she had when she bolted from us the day before, she would find those graves, in a small flat spot among some large boulders.

As I walked I quickly found her fresh footprints, and as I passed through the boulders I saw her sitting on a low rock.

She turned to face me and stood up. The sand already begun to scour her face and her dress was starting to fray.

She quickly came towards me, and started to speak but I couldn’t hear her. I tapped the side of my helmet to indicate she needed to use the person-to-person line of sight com system.

Every android is built with one.

“Oh, my God. I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.

“I knew you would have stumbled across these graves,” I said, gesturing to the two crosses in the Martian said. “I thought you would return here.”

“I found this place yesterday. Last night I went towards the Main Dome, but I really had no idea what to do. I thought I saw you at a window, and I got scared and came back here.”

“I didn’t see you but I saw your footprints,” I said “I followed them here.”

For an android, she looked very sad, and I said so.

“Yes,” she said as she took my hands. “Because I am already dead.”

“That bastard Borders shouldn’t have copied real people to make androids,” I said.

“Whatever he did, it worked too well,” she said. “Because I have all my memories, including of dying.”

“How can I help you?”

“You can deactivate me,” she said. “I can’t do it myself. It’s against programming.”

“That would be like murder!”

“No, I am already dead, and having these human feelings and memories in a machine body will drive me insane,” she said. “The longer I stay activated, the longer of what remains of Desiree within me grows lonely and frightened.”

She squeezed my hand. “I was sleep mode when you opened the crate. When I saw you, an awful rush of emotions opened up. That’s why I panicked and fled. With you here now, I know that in time I will become insane—and insanity is a terrible thing for a robot. I have only memories, and no soul.”

She looked me in the eye. “I feel so cold.”

She squeezed my hand again.

“Dave, promise me that you’ll make sure this doesn’t happen to anyone else? If you’re going to make an android, make an android. But don’t trap a person inside an android.”

“Borders was just wanting to make realistic androids,” I said. “No one realized the lengths he would go to do it.”

I squeezed her hand through my glove. “I won’t ever happen again, I promise.”

She seemed to think for a moment, and put on a smile.

“We had some good times, didn’t we?”

“Yes, we did, but you make a good decision when you dumped me,” I said. “I wasn’t mature enough to make a good husband.”

She set her mouth. “Whatever it was, it’s over.”

“Our romance? I knew that.”

“No, my life. Let’s get on with it.”

She made a gesture to a place under her left shoulder where the Tesla company logo was recessed. “The manual deactivation switch is here.”

“If you’re ready.”

She held up a hand. “Wait. Not just like that.”

She looked me in the eye.

“Will you pray with me? I mean, this is a funeral, isn’t it? Shouldn’t we say a prayer?”

“Of course.”

She began, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”

I joined her.

“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.  Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

The she segued into the ending of the “Hail Mary”.

“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for me at the hour of my death.”

“I can’t do this!” I started to cry.

“If the living Desiree ever meant anything to you, do this now,” she said, still looking down with her eyes closed.

She opened her eyes and looked up at me.

“Do it for me, Boss. Or, do it for the girl you knew. Because I’m really not her.”

Boss. That had been Desiree’s nickname for me, because I sometimes make statements she said sounded “bossy”.

“I was such a bastard. I didn’t appreciate what I had. I wish we had time to talk things over later, maybe to reconcile. Then I wish you could forgive me.”

“I already did, I had by the time we met at Tom’s restaurant, the night before you left for Mars. Yes, I was still mad at you, but not a fraction as much as I pretended. I wanted to make sure you learned your lesson, for the sake of the right girl when you find her.”

She grabbed my wrist. “Do it quickly, do it before I change my mind.”

My hand shook, but I felt along the silicone skin under her left collarbone, and sure enough, there was a place where I pulled aside a small rectangle panel. There was a flat switch there.

I pushed it.

She disappeared downwards like an imploding building, like a marionette whose strings were cut all at once. My hand now rested in empty space as the android crumpled into the Martian dust, which slowly settled across her.

I looked down. The dust gave her pale cheeks a false rosy glow.

I walked around a nearby boulder where I had left the shovel I used when I dug the first two graves

It was still there.

Without stopping, I walked over to the other crosses, and began to dig another grave.

About the Author

Lou Antonelli started writing fiction in middle age; his first story was published in 2003 when he was 46. He’s had 112 short stories published in the U.S., U.K., Canada, Australia, India and Portugal. His debut novel, the retro-futurist alternate history Another Girl, Another Planet, was published in Jan. 2017 by WordFire Press. His short story “On a Spiritual Plain”, originally published in Sci Phi Journal, was a finalist for the Hugo award in 2015. A Massachusetts native, Antonelli moved to Texas in 1985 and is married to Dallas native Patricia (Randolph) Antonelli. They have three adopted furbaby children. 


COUGHING FIT

Benjamin Wheeler

Romulus Silvanus sat in his sparse office and waited for death. There were only two good things about this office: the rent was dirt cheap, and it had a bay window to the outside wasteland of Mars. The first was easily explainable, as most of the inhabitants of Mangala Domed City preferred not to live near the edges of the dome. Outside the thick, glass lay the vast, untamed wildernesses of Mars, unadulterated by human habitation. While terraforming had successfully increased Mars’ gravity via the strange engines stationed at the core of Mars, the outside  atmosphere was not yet thick enough for casual human habitation.

Thus, the window to the outside showed Mars as it was, but not as it would be for long. A vast sandstorm of red oxide dust and black pebbles pounded against the thick glass walls of the dome. Lines of black and red swirled, combined and dispersed in fantastic shapes and color patterns. They never repeated or became boring, which it very worthwhile to live there if one could handle looking into the lifeless wastes.

Romulus enjoyed it. He was an old campaigner from many old wars and campaigns almost too numerous to mention. After his tenure as a soldier-mercenary, he found a lot of work investigating and body-guarding. However, he had contracted the fatal Hyades Whooping Cough some years ago in the Asteroid Belt. It put a damper on his availability, which was a pity because he really needed expensive new lungs. The intergalactic lung rot could only be cured by replacing the lungs wholesale. Medicine only delayed the inevitable.

An otherwise subtle and cunning man who had to spend random minutes coughing during a stakeout was not useful at all. The only real work he had those days was as a hired sword. At least people still paid well for violence.

He spent most of his time dwelling on his death. He could feel it coming with every cough. When he bent over double during a bad fit, he could only think of living for the next second. It reminded him of the wars and battles, when he thought only of surviving for the next gasp of cool air. When he had nightmares, he felt himself drowning in blood, gulping it down in vain attempts to breath.

His age mocked him. His spiky grey hair barely had its former sheen. The fingers that rubbed his neck and chest were worn and arthritic, but still quite strong, thanks to both exercise and the treatments he received throughout his military life. At his side rested a sword, nanotechnological in nature and placed within arm’s reach, though he guessed his all enemies died of old age. He still wore the bits and pieces of various armors and dress uniforms that he had worn over his life. Over those pieces of clothing, he draped the red riding jacket of the Martian Dragoons. On a nearby peg, he rested a matching wide-brimmed riding hat.

Last time he had worn the full gear, he had protected a big shot Japanese businessman who wanted someone tough, old and Western looking to be at his side. He tolerated the coughing fits even before Romulus killed a gang of assassins. He could still feel it in his bones: the running and laughing, the slashing and coughing. The death and destruction he wrought that day made him feel lively again. He didn’t have his cough in his youth, did he? No! Not at all! He killed everyone set before him to kill and no one could match his excellence with the sword nor aim with the dueling pistol. The thought was interrupted by his malady.

The coughs brought him back to himself. His coughing fit wracked him with pain and wrenching agony. He fell to his knees, and his nerveless hands clutched at his chest. After a while, he mastered himself, but the pain and spasms did not cease. While he grasped at his medicinal chest rub or for the emergency medi-gas kit, the rub was handed to him by feminine hands. He knew not the source of the slender fingers.

She spoke Japanese, which he could not understand. He pulled a translator from his pocket and clipped it to his earlobe, firmly implanting it into his canal. With long practice, he could concentrate on the voice and the translation at the same time. The woman, who was shapely yet short, gave him this speech. Her mouth moved carefully, and no emotion came from her.

“Oh sellsword, are you unable to perform your duties?” The translator, when she paused for an answer, quickly told him that she was speaking in an old high class dialect, fashionable among the Yakuza of this year. “Are you infirm? Should I seek some other bravo to help me and mine in my and my family’s time of need?” As she moved about, he saw that her arms, starting about three inches from the wrist, were covered in tattoos to such a degree that he could not see her otherwise pale and fair flesh.

Romulus got to his feet and took the rub. Then, he bowed to the lady, slightly. She wore a plain kimono of red and white with black swans embroidered in on the sleeves and at her right breast. It was the mark of the Black Swan Yakuza, the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi! He could not tell whether she was a powerful member or merely a servant. She rose to her feet and bowed more deeply. Trusting that she could understand him, he said, “Thank you for your courtesy. What does a maiden of the Black Swan Yakuza have to do with me, a humble sell-sword? Surely the power of your brave and chivalrous brotherhood is enough for your needs.” He hoped that his archaic manner of reply and the tacit flattery would please her.

Her brown eyes, which lay the typical near slant but full size of the Japanese, widened, which he hoped reflected pleasure. She replied, “Noble sir, veteran of many wars, my brothers cannot move as boldly as they desire. Besides, there is a personal vendetta that is also in play, necessitating this humble woman to seek an outsider. Should these things be connected to my bold Black Swan Brothers, there may be much otherwise avoidable shame. Such is this chivalrous way of ours.”

“You need someone no one can connect to you…” Romulus sat down. The Japanese woman slowly glided to the chair across from his crude desk. She watched him with no apparent embarrassment as he rubbed his aged and wrinkled chest down.

“That’s is correct, sellsword. Pray tell, what are those tattoos?”

Displayed on his chest and upper arms, exposed so he could apply the medicine, were his innumerable scars and a dozen tattoos of his old campaigns and victories. When he had been young, he had thought it a good idea to mark all of his conquests all over his body. Now, when he went to the pool or gym, he had to ignore withering looks from the losing side and congratulations from those who won. He pointed to one, a circle with a scimitar for the battle he burned his way through a Barbar Space Pirate base. Then he pointed out a spear with a lightning bolt splitting it. This one referenced his participation in the war against a warlord out in the asteroid belt, who flung meteors with such accuracy and forethought, he could hit a politician having his lunch in a cafe during a thunderstorm. And on and on he went, and the woman never seemed bored of it.

“I am satisfied that you will serve. Here is the first half of the payment.” She pulled from her kimono a bag of clinking metal, which she tossed, almost carelessly, onto his rugged desk. Out from the top spilled glittering, yellow, lustrous, shining, rich, valuable gold.

Romulus nearly choked to death then and there. He coughed blood and drooled over his mouth as he tried to cover it with his hand. “Gold!” He whispered to himself, not trusting himself to believe it. When he had control over his respiratory system, he pulled open a drawer and took out a mineral testing kit. Iron Pyrite was plentiful on Mars, as was a host of other yellow metals. A guy like him always had to be careful. His heart knew, but his brain had to test it! When he dropped acid, checked the Mohs scale and any other test he could think of, it came back pure!

This was enough wealth to get his new lungs. With the other half, it was enough money to go home on! He could return to earth and have the very best doctors treat him. He’d be pampered and given all the rest he needed. He could buy Earth land and live on it the rest of his days as a gentleman farmer. He wouldn’t be a nobody slowly dying on a mafia riddled dome on the left ass cheek of Mars!

Then he hardened his heart. “This is far too good to be true.” The woman from the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi did not even bat an eye, but produced a ticket. With it, he had a berth on a ship to the medical space station, Caduceus. Zero-G surgery was the most desirable and expensive of all surgeries, especially for his malady. The tickets are non-refundable and cost more to purchase than a luxury space-faring yacht! This was too much!

“It is said among my brothers, that Men of the West have never stopped loving earth. We of the East know that life is life wherever. It may be easily snuffed out by a mere crack of a window or a solar flare. It does not matter, we say, where you live or die, so long as we are surrounded by our brothers in chivalry? We have the next life to do better, after all. But you are different, you and all your kind. Your hunger for exploration and new lands is never satisfied, but there is a yearning of the heart for the forests, mountains and dales of old earth. You remember something we of the Brotherhood do not, nor our kindred who know nothing of chivalry.”

She removed one shoulder from her kimono, so that it fell down her side and left arm. It revealed her generous left breast, but also the deer she had had tattooed up and down her flank. It was a beautiful piece of dramatically coloured Japanese style of harsh lines and waves. The thing had little individual parts that could not be connected to the deer, and the colours seemed the perfect browns, blacks and whites for the animal. As she breathed and her breast heaved, the deer seemed to nod and move as if it too breathed and lived.

Romulus had a feeling he could even take the woman if he wanted her enough. He retreated. This was too obvious. His suspicions overtook him and he said. “This is far too generous. You place in my way a vast sum of money, and I am grateful to you for it.” And he stopped as he had to cough for a few seconds. “But it strikes me as desperate. Or that there is some pitfall laid at my feet. What is this tiger trap you have for me? Who is it that I must slay? What war goes on between you and some other chivalric brotherhood that accept this offer too good to resist?”

The woman put the kimono back on and cinched it. Her face then became distraught. Romulus thought she was play-acting - too sudden. “It is a scion of ours. Me and mine are desperate to slay a pretender who inherited a seat of one of our under-bosses of great reputation. This scion dishonored all of our chivalric codes and fled with a few faithful. We know where they hide: into the bosom of a boss of the Red Spider Chivalric Brotherhood and their office in Mangala City. If you can infiltrate their office and slay the pretender, we will give this to you and more. We know you are a man of violence and skill. Surely, this is nothing to you even as I am nothing compared to the whole of the Black Swan Chivalric Brotherhood.” With this speech, she left Romulus without hearing an answer.

Romulus grasped at the gold as tightly as if he grasped his own soul. Life emanated from the shine of those ingots. If he had to slay a few mobsters, what did he care? They lived and died by the sword. Him hurrying it along meant nothing. He pulled all of the gold from the sack and laughed. Life! He checked the ticket that the lady of the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi had given him. The date was a mere two days away!

He stood up and stretched until he felt limber again. He could almost smell the manure from his new farm. He could feel the humid heat of the wind in summer. As he readied himself and made sure his sword was charged, he could almost taste fresh fruit he planted himself. As he slapped on his red wide-brimmed hat, he could hear deer meat sizzle on his grill.

He shoved the gold and the ticket into his safe and locked it. He set an explosive booby trap to get any fool who would dare steal from him. But also if any of the ‘Chivalric Brotherhood’ tried to take his pay back. Romulus couldn’t be too careful.

They clearly expected him to die in the attempt and so regain their pay. This was the chance at life he needed. He knew that if he ran with the money, he would be dead in a few days to an assassin, maybe even suborn the doctor replacing his lungs. He prayed not nor gave himself any other thought. Life! Life at his fingertips in that corner safe! He would live!

He felt so good that he didn’t pause to cough until he was nearly halfway to the first of the lifts and public transportation tubes. The Akai Kumo-gumi offices were known to him and he knew just the back ways to get there. They had carved out a comfortable niche not far from the cargo bays of the spaceport across the city, perfect for smuggling.

Nanotechnology stood as the worst of their black market dealings. If an idiot scientist misplaced some code the whole city could go under a ‘grey goo’ scenario, eating everything in range until the swarm died. Romulus’ sword technically fell under the ban, but it had been grandfathered in after his participation in the campaign against the Venusian Polar Baron. Nothing was worse than some punk waving around a sword like his with no way of knowing how much destruction it held.

Now, a blade focused on nanotechnology in the hands of an expert was another matter! Romulus sword, Attila, could cut through anything but slowly. While flesh, cloth, leather and anything organic held no difficulty for the sword, things like concrete and thick metal did. But then again, why bother with the wall when you can break through the lock of the maintenance tunnels? And what small criminal operation could watch every entrance to their turf, especially those miles away? Pressing the tip of his sword and activating it by gripping several buttons on the hilt tightly, Romulus burned through the lock in a dozen seconds.

The coughing wracked him many times as he stalked the dusty and dimly lit corridors. He could almost tell what was outside them as he wove his way to the offices of the Akai Kumo-gumi. Vast pipes probably meant some sort of bathhouse. Smells of rich and pungent spices clearly indicated a curry shop. Romulus salivated at the roast cuts of a steakhouse but did not turn aside. He could eat steak when he could breath in the meat fumes with new lungs!

Moving on an instinct he avoided the main maintenance corridor and sought an indirect route. The grey corridors, covered with janitorial tools, pipes, trash cans, the occasional drunk and the litter of thirty years. He passed a yellow corridor leading to the power plants of Mangala. The thought of new life consumed Romulus and he barely registered any of his surroundings and heedless flung himself further into the guts of Mangala.

Soon, he entered the spaceport’s section. A sixth sense brought him back from his daydreams. Reined in by the tempering years he had spent fighting and warring, he stalked forward more carefully. He stepped over the threshold. He drew his sword and grimaced as the hackles of his neck rise. He slipped to the side of the corridor, into the shadows and felt rather than heard something fly through the space he had been a few seconds ago. After a second, he heard several clinks against the far wall.

More needles flew by, likely with a nanotechnological poison that would have been injected into his bloodstream and turn him to goo! He twisted again and jumped through a side alley across the way. He laughed to himself, the needles were a strong ambush weapon, but useless if the user couldn’t lead a target. He took a door to his left and found himself in a large nail salon. Sardonically apologizing to the manicurists with a cough, he ran to other end, where another door to the back alley corridors lay. It opened, but the Yakuza did not anticipate Romulus moving so fast.

With a curse, the slight Oriental man jumped back and dropped his needles, favoring a dagger for close-quarters combat. Romulus followed quick as lightning and stabbed his nanotech saber into the man’s guts and pulled out, spilling them out in steaming piles. The man, manicurists and customers all started screaming, but Romulus laughed, revelling in the spilling of blood and the ending of a misused life. These criminal Yakuza lived and died by the sword, so what if the consequences came to roost at his hands? These men would all be guilty and worthy of death in any court!

Coughing and laughing in fits and spasms, he ran forward as best he could. He trusted in the power of the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi to keep the police off of him as he slew their prodigal mobsters. He found a locked door to the further reaches of the city backways and cut it open. He heard a gasp and twisted himself so that he faced the noise. A young man shouted and pointed a gun at him, but too late! The sabre cut through the joints of the wrist like butter and the hand and weapon fell to the ground. Romulus smote him in the face with his saber’s pommel and pried the gun from the severed hand. With a firearm, it felt like his old military days.

He took a second to hack up something viscous and charged forward once again. At a turn, he made as if he was going to charge forward, but then instead stopped and changed directions. He ran through several walkways and a sewer then found a thin section of wall. The corridor had been separated for reasons unknown to him, and the plaster was weak. His eyes still had a few military modifications in them, and he switched to see heat signatures. He broke through the plaster with his hands and snapped the neck of the man who lay in wait, leaning against the wall. Hearing screams from his companions, he jumped through and pointed his gun at the ambushers.

He shot two before running in among them and flourishing his sabre. The more that Romulus slew the more he felt alive! The gun clicked empty and he threw it away. Then he grasped the formerly relieved man by the face and slammed his head into the ground several times. He did not count the bodies nor bother to remember his choice of attack. He cast himself deeper, coughing and cackling and nearly falling into a foaming fit. Another Yakuza enforcer he beheaded and yet another he grasped the ankle of as the unfortunate tried for a flying kick. With an effort only possible from an enhanced man who had fought many wars, Romulus twisted his body and threw the man to the ground behind him, and he was pleased to hear the man’s bone crack from the great violence of the fall.

Pushing through the corpses and the haze of blood that fell on his very soul, he cast himself through another portal to the offices of the Yakuza. There stood only an old man. Romulus paused to spit and catch his breath. The old man flung himself at Romulus, wielding a katana of such sharpness that it left images of wind and split dust in Romulus’ vision. He threw up his own sabre to defend himself and the blade’s clashed in a shower of sparks and screaming metal.

Sliding the sabre up the katana’s blade, he hoped the nanotechnology would dull or break the sword. Sparks showered them both with the intensity of miniature suns. When they fell on his jacket, made of noncombustible materials and armor, they fizzled, but the suit the old man wore started to smolder. The man wore some sort of black, full body jump suit that only left his eyes free. The folds seemed to mold to his body closely, yet leave him more than enough room to move around in, or perhaps the virtue of the fabric allowed it to stretch as needed without any great resistance. The Yakuza ninja spoke, “Like cannot devour like. Who are you, that invade our territory and slay our men? Are you from the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi? Depart now, and run, and I shall spare you twenty-four hours before I come to kill you.”

Romulus coughed into the man’s eyes in reply and blood splattered the whites. The ninja cried and lost focus and Romulus kicked him in the gut with all the force he could. The ninja flew back and landed against some trash cans. Romulus, still coughing, looked around him. This was some sort cubicle floor and he had come through the fire door. Cubicles filled the room.  He saw no other souls and focused again on the ninja he had punted. The man struggled up and drew a chain with a scythe on the end from around his waist, a kusarigama.

Whipping it about himself, the man attacked Romulus from a distance of ten feet. Flicking the blade forward, Romulus cast himself to the right. He could smell ozone flowing from the blade as it passed him, and knew it to have some trick. Rather than dwell on the danger, he grasped a chair and threw it at the ninja, who dodged it. He ran into the cubicle farm hunch-backed and soon lost himself in the fabric covered corridors, where the kusarigama lost its reach.

He turned his eyes to see heat signatures with a whispered command. The Ninja had recovered and instead of gathering the kusarigama, the man drew a short blade, a tantō. Retrieving the sword as well, the ninja stalked towards Romulus. The man flicked his eyes back to normal sight and stood to defy the ninja, who was nowhere to be seen. Cursing and wheezing, Romulus looked around him until he saw the smoke of the smouldering bodysuit. Only barely could he see the tell tale shimmer of the low light being distorted by cloaking technology.

“Why do you do this? Who are you to interfere with the dealings and internal struggles of the Yakuza? Why do you seek this death?” The suit said.

Romulus laughed, keeping a close eye on his stalker, who walked around the cubicles towards his position. “For life! Life for a few more decades! Aye, and money besides to live that new life very well indeed! Who are you to question me? I, at least, have shed blood for war and honor, real honor, not your criminal ethics. I am due my reward for bringing all that death!”The suit replied. “Ahhh, you are a mercenary, base and loathsome. No matter. No matter the wars you have fought, you are no match for me! Kira of the Twin Shadows!” Romulus heard the slightest crinkle of paper and turned around, bringing his sabre to bear. Kira had abandoned the suit to attack him, wearing only an undergarment made of one long cloth wrapped around his waist.

Kira had aimed for Romulus’ neck, but the sabre expertly parried the long katana and sparks again flew out of the clashing blades. Kira jumped back to avoid the nanotechnology desperately trying to eat itself. He could not attack close with the tanto while risking his flesh to the consuming fire of cannibal nanotechnology. Romulus jumped forward, but something grabbed his foot! The suit had leaped the intervening cubicles to trip him up at the last second. Choking, for the interruption had disrupted his breathing discipline, Romulus fell forward.

He rolled away immediately, and Kira’s blade struck the floor and went through by several inches. Romulus could also feel the fabric crawl up his leg and begin to apply crushing pressure to his boot. Acting on his battle frenzied instinct, he flipped up his legs to kick at Kira and ensnare him in his own suit. Kira hissed and jumped away, while the suit flopped, powerless, to avoid hitting its master. Romulus took the opportunity and got to his knees. Kira’s sword had been left in his haste and Romulus struck it on the hilt. The electronics sparked and screamed as the two halves of the hilt separated.

Kira shouted in fear and pain as the unregulated nanotechnology poured out of his katana blade in two straight lines, following the blade’s edges. Romulus watched as the grey goo consumed the man on one side and the far wall on the other. Kira began to melt away before the nanotechnology died, falling away as sand. The ninja writhed in excruciating pain until Romulus took to his feet and stabbed him in the heart.

Despite his infirmity, Romulus took as long steps as he could. He would not collapse this close to victory. He would emerge the champion and win life and prosperity and everything else that could be gained by the immense price that had been promised him for the slaying of that life. The next few rooms were empty and he went to the next level, then the next, each emptier than a tomb.

The fourth floor was different. Instead of generic office-like spaces, this had an unmistakably Japanese flair. In front of Romulus stood a white and black paper wall lattice. The door, a sliding contraption, he kicked open for as much his pleasure as dramatic effect. The room beyond held no souls, but a few tables holding jars and tiny trees they called ‘bonsai’. Again, the room beyond held no souls but a collection of antiques from earth and a beautiful series of wall scrolls depicting scenes of Samurai and other nobles of Feudal Japan hunting, fighting and sporting. The next featured only a long gold embossed, jade-coloured table and many chairs of equal richness with the dignity to sit a gathering of rich and desperate Yakuza bosses.

The next door he kicked down was the last. Inside kneeled his target and though he grasped at his sabre, he could not draw it. This room was the most richly furnished of all. Anything beautiful of the old Orient could be found here. Red paper lanterns were in each corner, adding colour to the strong ceiling lights and the lights of candles at a shrine of enamel, gold and ivory. Strange jade statues of long-bodied dragons lined one wall opposite a wall of golden tapestries and scrolls of great historical import. On the ceiling hung a golden chandelier made to look like the rays of sun from a single carved disk.

What caused Romulus’ hesitation was not the wealth or history of this room, but the three inhabitants, all women. The first was an old woman, a nursemaid almost certainly, weeping into her crabbed hands with piteous wails and blubbered begging to spare the life of her charge. The second was a maid and certainly the bosom companion of her mistress. She too kneeled and begged. Her nerveless hands plucked at a dagger, as if she had the resolve to strike Romulus, or else, at her own heart and so join her mistress in death.

The finest and most well bred Japanese lady Romulus had ever seen kneeled in the center of the room. She sat a few feet before a unwound scroll covered in vast strokes of ink that certainly marked some art of poetry among her kind, though Romulus could not read it. Her face was akin to a full moon and perfectly spotless. Her hair, black as ink, had been done up in a style Romulus recognized from a wedding he had worked as a guard long ago, a bun behind but wide, almost puffed out in the front, so that it looked like a wedding cake of two tiers. Her lips were slight, but had been painted a lustrous red and her eyelashes concealed eyes which cast themselves downward in a perfect picture of demureness. She wore a wedding kimono of purest white, not a hint of any impurity of colour. Indeed, that she held herself to such dignity before him felt like a blow or strong rebuke.

Romulus bent double and cast himself on his hands and knees and began to cough and choke. The surprise of who he had to kill was far too much for him. This was no hardened thug, but a young girl! He could not speak for a brief moment. Instead, when she saw how he struggled, she said. “Man of the West, like a tiger you have come to my inner quarters and disturbed the countenance of my hand-maids. Why for do you withhold your hand from violence now? You have slain Kira, who was my bodyguard since birth, and many of the young men who followed me for the sake of my murdered father. It is known among my brothers in chivalry that when you and your kind dedicate yourself to deeds of violence, nothing can stay your hand until the slaying is done. Why stop now?”

The coughing grew greater and greater. Every time he spasmed, it felt like his whole chest crushed itself together so powerfully he’d split in two. He could feel his guts and lungs shift with each agonizing movement. Finally, like a cat with a hairball, he spat out a chunk of red flesh. It was a type of tumor typical of the Hyades Whooping Cough. If he did not have that ticket to the medical ship, he would have less than a month before his death.

But Romulus yet lived. He pulled himself up to his knees and shuffled for less than a yard to the Yakuza princess. He grasped her flawless face in his bloody palm and pulled it back. He did not cough, but gasped out. “How much life in you, child? Were you driven to avenge your father from your choice or the hag weeping beside you? Why should I spare you from death, besides your youth?”

The girl understood him. She did not flinch at his grasp but kept her demure posture, as best she could. “I chose it on my own, for honor demanded it. The nursemaid argued eloquently for my retreat to private life. She does not understand. I saw my father die. Whether or not you think it is a life well and virtuous to live, I care not. The Death is the reward the traitors will receive, nothing less. You talk of life? I will never see mountains of Japan, nor lose myself in the bamboo grove as my handmaiden gambols in search for me. Even if I die here, I won’t regret my desire for vengeance.“

Romulus hissed. Blood was dripping from his mouth and down his chin to stain her white clothing. No crack appeared in the stoic moon-like face. “This spirit of yours… violent delights have violent ends.”

“And one more violent delight will be the end of your violence?” Romulus shook her to keep her from saying more. The hardness in his heart that had driven him forward to kill some scion of the Yakuza softened as he considered her youth. Every time he brought up his sword hand to lay it against her neck and spill her lifeblood, his soul reminded him that he had never killed a child before. That this girl, whatever her intention was, was a victim of treason and betrayal, and that, like him, she would take any chance to correct her circumstance and avenge herself. He could not step the gap.

He let go of her. The ancient nursemaid began to thank him, and her handmaiden began  to renew her sobbing and weeping into her hands. He said. “Escape from here. I held your life in my hands and spared it. I am sure that I have been followed by your enemies. I will cut them down, if they dare to attack me, but nothing more will I do for you.” He coughed into his hand. “I will attempt to spend my pay. Perhaps, I will die under the knife, or maybe I will escape the wrath of the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi.” He thought for a moment, and said, “Disable the fire system and set a blaze in this area, such that this place is destroyed, hiding evidence of your escape.”

He hobbled out of the room. The missing hole of his flesh he had vomited up pained him and with the shock of it, he could barely walk. He placed a hand on the paper-screen walls and left bloodstains as he walked through. When he went down to the offices, he was met by several of the members of the Kuroi Hakucho-Gumi, including the woman who hired him.

They were a motley group of toughs and men in suits. Each held weapons in their hands and armor underneath their jackets, kimonos or just in plain sight. They were examining what had happened to the old ninja that had been slain by his own sword’s nanotechnology. Each expressing wonderment, and a little terror. They chattered to themselves about how he had been slain so horribly, half-melted and fused to his own sword.

“Is it done?”

“It is done. I arranged a fire, I don’t recommend sticking around.” He pushed through the Yakuza and into the corridors outside. He trusted that they wouldn’t kill him, they were too focused on the elevator and on the question as to whether he had done as he had said. He was as trapped as they were on this dome and could find him again if he had betrayed them.

The woman looked askance at him, but if she wanted to stop him, the corpse of the ninja provided a powerful silent witness. Also, there was much blood on his person, how much could be his own? Finally, she turned and barked an order to check the elevator and find the bodies. She chewed her lip in her split-mindedness. Then, she made a decision. “Get the Westerner, My brothers!”

Romulus turned and drew his saber. Rather that attempt to fight them all, one on the group, he simply flicked a switch and depressed the buttons hidden on the hilt with all his might. With a wordless cry, he swung the nanotech saber and unleashed the full powers of the blade. The nanotechnology expanded uncontrollably into the mass of Yakuza. They screamed and threw up their hands to guard their faces.

Useless. None of them had the thought to bring an anti-nanotech weapon or armor, like an EMP shield or a reinforced jacket they could throw in front of their faces. Even the woman who had hired him, wearing a cinched and tight version of the first kimono he had seen her in, melted under the full force of the directed nanobots. Their skulls and muscles were exposed, then collapsed and slagged off to show further, more vulnerable parts of themselves. The whole room came with them, everything the nanotechnology touched sagged, fell into itself and boiled, bubbling as if they dissolved in a lake of grey lava.

After the preset time, the nanotechnology ceased its assault. The grey goo transformed to dark metal and fell like thrown sand to the floor. With the dust of the formerly living technology, so too fell the bodies, one after another into a heap. Coughing from inhaling the particulate dead machines, Romulus wandered off.

Officially, no one knew what happened. The emergency crews missed or were paid to ignore the clear signs of illegal nanotechnology use and all the murders. Romulus could have chuckled at the cluelessness of the investigators.

But he did not. His mind was on farther things. He could taste the air of earth and smell the organic smells again. He thought of his new lungs and the youth treatments he could buy with his gold. The ticket he got as pay was honored and he was given every dignity a man like him never received before. They gave him a mask, for they feared that the Hyades Whooping Cough would spread to the air scrubbers, then led him to his first class seat on the rocket to the orbital docks. Dr. Tsutomu sent him a message as he sat down in his plush blue and gold acceleration chair, reassuring him that his health was in the most capable hands.

From his window, he could see the red plains of Mars one last time. Desiring to see no more, he closed his eyes and reclined back. He nearly blacked out from the pain of the pressure on his lungs while escaping Martian gravity. The mask automatically dispensed Nu-Morphine to ease his discomfort and knock him out for the trip up. Romulus growled out a chuckle as a thought struck him. Dr. Tsutomu? Wasn’t that Japanese?
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ARES IN THE MORNING

Bokerah Brumley

Mars II, 2687

Sol Six

I lowered the thick goggles over my eyes as I came up through the gunny hole cut into the top of our twenty-man transport. Eyewear was required in the Ares Barren: The Big-Bright burned retinas with an unrelenting assault of ultraviolet rays, and the ferrous sand-sliced corneas with razor precision.

I pressed my shoulder into the top-mounted ray cannon and laid my hands over the controls. The cannon synched with my helmet, and the targeting grid powered on.

“Hello, Ammo,” a feminine voice said. The guys said it was the voice of the first hostile our side rescued from the Ares Barren. True or not, the targeting A.I. always sounded sexy as hell and hearing a female voice purr my name was one of the few pleasures I had.

“Good morning, Athena,” I responded to the targeting computer. A light blinked in my visor to show my comment was broadcast to the team. With my head shoved through the roof, I couldn’t see any of them.

We kept the channel open. Everyone heard everything, even when we were prepping for departure on the tarmac. All the guys got to hear Athena say my name every morning, and I got to rub it in. I set my throat mic to transmit. “Ready.”

The radio clicked. “Movement at our six,” Athena said.

“They’re out early this morning.” Hydraulics said as I rotated the turret to face the threat. I located the mark about a kilometer out, at the top of a rise. Athena zoomed in and outlined a sniper in fluorescent red. I could just make out smooth cheeks beneath dark specs, a sol shade flapped out behind her like hair.

Lay it down…

Light from the Big-Bright glinted off her sniper rifle as she shifted her position.

Don’t do it…

She made a quick adjustment and settled in.  Her body language changed. I knew what came next, but I waited one more frame before I hunkered down inside the turret.

In my visor, purple flashed. The discharged energy bolt snapped and crackled as it hurtled toward our position. It sizzled as it glanced off the front corner of our transport.

It would take her 2.5 frames to reload. I straightened, returning my hands to the targeting mechanism. Athena zoomed in and outlined her once more in fluorescent red.

I winced as I squeezed the trigger, hating that part as much as I ever had. My hands shuddered as a bolt exited the barrel. She exploded. Bits of her scattered across the ground. The impact knocked the dune crest down several meters.

I told you.

“No other movement detected,” Athena purred.

I scrubbed my hand across my chin. We weren’t their enemies any more than their discards were. We liked our life, and we left them to theirs… until they started shooting at us. We never moved first, but we couldn’t let them massacre us either. We were at war with the Jerks.

“Echo delta,” I said. Enemy dispatched. “Note it on the record.”

“Roger,” Megs said, his voice still raspy from a night of recycled air. The Mars II air was breathable. Yet our mission success rate went way up when we spent the night in a manufactured, high oxygen atmosphere. “All clear,” Megs added. The transport shifted as more bolt charges were loaded into the underbelly.

“Possible dump detected,” Athena said.

“It’ll be our first stop,” Megs said.

“Roger.” I scanned the horizon, watching for anymore flashes of reflected light. The hot Martian wind stirred the sand constantly, giving the Jerks new places to hide every morning. They didn’t usually venture so close to our staging site, but caution saved more lives than carelessness.

I glanced down at the marks on my sleeve. Four lines crossed my forearm with one more marked through them. This was my sixth time out in the Ares Barren to rescue our enemies. This one and one more earned my return trip to Newhom—the one viable settlement on the desert side of the planet.

Every man owed seven Sols in ninety before they were thanked for their service and shipped back to the city to go on with their life. It had been that way since we were banished to the flip side of the planet. We went because the Reds demanded it. We couldn’t stay where we weren’t wanted, and then they started shooting at us. We took to calling them Reds because of the color Athena always used to mark them.

Even so, we needed them as much as they needed us. Neither side could procreate without the other. We knew it and so did they. It was a truth they despised.

Reds were taught to hate us from their artificially inseminated womb, but we did our best to give the ones we rescued a place in Newhom. They were banished for thinking differently. They shouldn’t die for it. They were always surprised by our respect and our interest in marrying them. I’d seen a dozen men turn into blubbering idiots over their mates. It was another truth the Reds refused to see.

The transport shifted as two more men climbed in. Shane must have been one of the two. I could hear him below. I squinted through the digital sights of the cannon, pointing the barrel toward the dunes. My eyes watered as they adjusted to the rapidly changing light. The Big-Bright came up behind us, and that was a good thing. It made our job easier. It was more dangerous to start out, blinded by the rising of the solar system’s local star.

“Remember, we’re here to rescue Reds.” Megs paused.

“Roger,” each man answered, Shane included. A successful rescue made everyone’s week.

“Two frames to departure,” Megs continued. “Strap in, Ammo.” He punched the back of my knee.

“Roger.” I tightened the sling harness I’d already fastened. The first time he did that, I fell out in the middle of the transport floor, and everybody had a good laugh at the newbie named Ammo. I didn’t wait to be told to strap in anymore.

I’ve been the transporter turret gunner since my second run into the Barrens.  Something about me telling it like it is kept me on the C.O.’s shit list back at the base, which meant turret time out here.  Megs didn’t ride me too hard; I guess the one-in-five survival rate for turret gunners was enough for him.  The fact that I was still unscathed after this many trips made me a most wanted fugitive from the Law of Averages.

“Move out,” Megs ordered. The rear door slammed closed, vibrating the transport with a metallic clank. “Ammo, start your circle.”

“Roger.” I hit the oscillate button to begin my repetitive sweep. Inside the transport, seventeen sets of eyes watched seventeen different directions with two sets watching toward the front. I covered topside. They had my back. I had theirs.

The transport hum intensified as we eased forward toward the last reported movement. Oversized tires kept us from sinking in the loose sand, and we quickly moved to cruising speed.

Thirty frames later, forward motion slowed. “Approaching coordinates,” Athena said. Each man moved to his pre-assigned position, prepping for the eminent counter attack.

“Drop the back,” Megs said.

“Roger,” Shane said. There was a scuffle and a bang. “It’s jammed, sir.” Shane sounded like he thought Megs would shoot him for delivering the news. “I think that last energy bolt fried the release mechanism. Closed, but we’ll have to cut it open.”

Megs cursed. There was a silence. Finally, he said, “Fine. We’ll go up through the turret.” He punched the back of my knee. “Ammo, time to stretch your legs,” Megs said. “You and Shane go through the hatch and have a looksee.”

“Yessir,” I said, unstrapping my harness. I probably sounded too eager, but I hadn’t been outside the truck since Sol One. It’d be nice to rescue a Red for once, instead of having to blow her sky high.
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Her maroon form looked odd, twisted and tucked into the wind-swept dune fields. She stared up at the white sky as though waiting for the dawn, a slight smile on her chapped lips. She was younger than the last two. Society must be breaking down on their side.

“Find anything?” Shane yelled behind me. “What are you staring at?”

I sighed. “A pretzel-shaped Red.”

“Shut up,” he said. “Alive?”

“I don’t think so.” I wondered if her story was like the others. She’d never be able to tell.

Shane kept sweeping the horizon with his rifle point. “What’s she like?”

“Red,” I answered.  “Red, young, and dead.”  Each syllable was like a punch in the gut.  No matter what she did, she deserved better.  The Reds were brutal.  If one failed to toe their line, she was dumped in the Ares Barrens and left to die unless we found them first.  They set up ambushes over their dumps like hunters over a bait pile.

Fingers grabbed my leg. “Shit.”

“What is it?” Shane bellowed. His footsteps sped up.

“Not dead.”

She gasped and jolted to a seated position. “They want to hurt me,” she whimpered. Her lips quivered. One eye had swollen shut. Cuts and bruises covered her.

I dove to her side to clamp my hand over her wrist. Her heartbeat was erratic, her pulse faint. “Sssshhh,” I said. “We won’t let them.”

“Dammit.” Shane settled next to me.

“We have a live one, Megs. We’re bringing her in.” I pulled her against my side, and she shivered. Shock, probably.

“Roger,” Megs answered.

“Hostiles inbound,” Athena announced. “Take cover.”

Shit. I dug at the sand beside us, moving as much as possible to create a hollowed out place.

Shane took position, searching for the attackers. “I can’t see the sonsabitches,” he hissed.

“Duck.” Athena’s voice held no emotion.

I didn’t stop to ask why. I rolled over onto the Red, pulled her into the depression, and tucked her beneath me. She kneed me in the groin. “Be still,” I grunted.

“Don’t let them kill me.” She shook as tears leaked from her eyes.

A burst of purple bolts rained down all around us.

Shane shot back. “Request cover fire,” he said. “On the ridge.”

“Roger,” Megs answered.

“Do you see anything, Ammo?” Shane emptied his clip and then reloaded.

I yanked my head up, trying to protect her, but groping for my sidearm. Shane needed help. I shot once. Twice.

“Let me go.” She pushed against my chest and wiggled out from beneath me. “I’ve got to run. I can’t stay here.” Her hand drifted over her face as though remembering. She climbed to her feet, but her right leg buckled, putting her back on the ground. “They’ll kill me.”

“Don’t go. It’s safer here.” I reached for her hand, but she had already gone too far. She was just out of reach. “They left you out here as bait. Why did they do that? How’d you piss them off?” If I could keep her talking, maybe I could keep her from darting out into the open. I emptied the clip.

She turned toward me. “I heard you rescue us from the Ares Barren, and I wanted to open negotiations. They said you weren’t intelligent enough to bargain.” Her mouth twisted. “They said you were barbarians.”

“They lie.” I reached for her again.

“They lie,” she whispered, nodding. She climbed to her feet again. “And they won’t stop until I’m dead.” Her whole body shuddered. “I can’t stay here.”

Come back. Come back. I mouthed it over and over, but she ignored me. She had no idea how bad it was or how many we’d lost to the ambushes.

“It’s safer in the transport,” she said and then pressed her lips together. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. She turned away and took three steps. “They’ll stop shooting at you.” She leaned forward, preparing to run.

A purple bolt landed square in her chest. The flash obscured everything else. She fell to her knees and pitched forward, rolling onto her side, facing me. She stared at nothing, her mouth wide open. Shock, probably. Blood dripped from the corner of her lips.

“Fugazi.” Shane cursed.

The shooting stopped.

“What a waste.” Sand coated my hands, and I scrubbed them on my pants. The grains cut into my palms. I left streaks of blood across my thigh—blood the same color as hers.

“Hostiles moving away,” Athena said in my ear.

“Returning to transport,” Shane radioed in.

“Roger,” Megs said, his voice gruff.

They wouldn’t be back today. If they couldn’t have her, we couldn’t either. They’d accomplished what they came for. They made their point, and they’d go back to their side of the planet to blame her death on us.

Not that long ago, we lived side by side. Then they forced us past the Ares Barren, and we took to calling them Reds. Too kind a word for what they were, but all we could stomach for the softer parts of our world we missed most.

Lies ruined it all.

Us vs. Them.
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THE RUSTED FORTRESS

David Hallquist

We will make a fortress of this world, Karn thought, looking down at the bluish-gray curved horizon. His Talon-mates floated down on magnetic wings, breaking from the interplanetary velocity to land on the surface of the fourth world of a forsaken, unnamed star.

If anything was going to go wrong, now would be the time. A fleck of anti-matter or a relativistic projectile could kill any member of his team. Did they really arrive before the enemy? Was there a trap prepared? He ran his tongue over the scales of his snout while he reviewed his data on the interior visor of his power-armor.

Everyone seemed to be on time and on target. The weapons, sensors and communications arrays had already landed on the planet ahead of them. Great clouds of dust-mote sensors orbited the planet, all integrated into an array with real-time communications via quantum entanglement; the same as the rest of his Talon. Light reflected off of the four asteroids that had been hauled into orbit, to act as bases for the artillery. Karn wished he had some of the heavy artillery available, instead of a few light field pieces that would barely reach the edge of the star-system. Their infantry light weapons systems would help defend the orbital emplacements, which should, for a time, protect them while on the surface of the planet. A single Talon of sixteen to defend an entire planet.

It was a strange world to defend. Pale ice covered much of the world, with briny seas near the equatorial coasts, all under feather-clouds of swirling ice and snow. Massive shield volcanoes reared up though the endless ice, sullen red light glowing from their high crowns. It had life, barely; primitive single-celled organisms like much of what one found on any star-system in the galaxy… except in the Silence.

All of the rest of the young star-system was being fortified as well. The second and third planets also had simple life on them, so the enemy would be certain to attack those worlds. Living worlds made the enemy attack certain. The forces on those other living worlds were only a last ditch defense. The commit belt was seeded with mines, sensory arrays and deep space rangers. Forces of infantry and artillery dug into the icy moons of the great gas giants, while powerful space artillery was put into orbit.                   Ships lay hidden in the gassy depths. The barren fifth planet would house the main defensive fortress and command HQ; the entire world covered with weapons and shielding emplacements. If the enemy wanted to Silence this system, they would have to fight for it.

Karn looked to the Core, from whence the Silence reigned. It had spread slowly, quietly and unnoticed, at first. One by one, communications ceased from distant stars, a zone of Silence growing steadily ever closer. No one knew why they hated all life, but strategy changed once it was discovered the targets were not just civilizations, but life itself.

Rather than defending civilized star-systems, the strategy was to make the enemy expend time and resources for each of the billions of uninhabited star-systems. The Silence logically could have bypassed the primitive life on those systems and concentrated on the main systems, but it never did. Their obsession in Silencing all life made them stop and wipe clean each and every system they came to, no matter the cost. It continued, one star at a time, slowly back and forth, life against death.

Flames began to blaze around his armor, and stream back along his magnetic descent fields as he entered the atmosphere. When the enemy came they would unleash pure Hell upon them.
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″It looks like Hell itself was unleashed here.″ exclaimed Dr. Eric Wilson. The chaotic uplands were a jumble of red cliffs and craters, scattered rocks and ancient lava flows, all rusted a deep orange under the pink skies of Mars. His practiced eyes examined every minute canyon, shattered land, broken fault and crack; this ancient highland had been ravaged by terrible impacts and stresses. ″The Late Heavy Bombardment; responsible for most of the visible craters on the Moon and Mercury, and what ended any possibility life on Mars and Venus. We’re lucky primitive life on Earth survived.″

Dr. Martin James was setting up a seismic scanner over to his left, his bright green space suit seeming to glow in the red light. ″It’s still hard to believe that anything ever lived in this blasted wasteland.″

Wilson picked up a handful of orange dust in his gauntlets, the fine powder seemed to evaporate in the thin winds. ″Yes, it’s hard to believe even after seeing the evidence for ancient water and micro-fossils. Salty seas stretched far from here, this red rust everywhere came from oxygen in the air, and the Martian magnetic field protected the lands below from the solar winds. The Bombardment ended all of four billion years ago. This terrain is ancient, going back to that time, we’ll find answers here.″

″I’ve still got my doubts. Why would we find anything from that period here, that we haven’t already found?″ James had finished setting up the scanner and was powering up the small portable device. Deep subsonic waves began to rumble into the Martian rock, and the device listened for return echoes.

Wilson looked around, taking in the vast circular plains of ancient impacts, the mountains they had raised and the crevasses that had opened from the shock. ″Samples from that long ago are almost all gone. On Earth almost everything has been folded over by geology, we found a few on the Moon and Mercury, and of course, we’ll find nothing on Venus. It’s all about sample size. I’ll need more samples, from across the Solar System to cover my theory.″

″The theory that it all happened at the same time? It’s not going to shake out. We already have lots of theories for the Bombardment that don’t require simultaneous impacts. You’d need something entirely new to explain a simultaneous effect. Why keep persisting?″ James examined the data coming back from the scanner.

Wilson stopped walking. ″Why? Why keep searching for truth? Why not simply ignore the data that has narrowed the period of time of impacts with each refinement? I keep looking because I must know, we must know. Either I’m right or wrong, but we’ll know the truth soon.″

″Over here! I’ve found something.″ Wilson loped over in the low gravity. Data from the seismic analysis appeared on his helmet visor, showing the hollow cavity below ground, far from any lava tubes or subsurface ice. A cave that could not be there, in some of the oldest rocks in the Solar System.
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Digging in had been the easy part. Karn had used the plasma torch in his kit, and it made quick work of the volcanic rock as he hollowed out a dome and entrance shaft. He then coated the interior with stealth foam and then dusted the interior with communications nanites. When finished, he a small space where he could remove his armor and turn around in.

The hard part would be disguising his cave. He went outside and surveyed the scene. Heat from the burrowing had melted the nearby ice, and clouds of steam rose high into the violet evening sky. The bright spots of the planet’s new moons slowly passed overhead. Each of those asteroids hid a annihilator field-gun, which would be controlled from the world down here.

He used the suits augmented strength to move huge slabs of gray ice over the land above his cave, and then melted it together with low-intensity plasma. Then, he would have to move some of the ubiquitous green slime into the ice nearby, so it wouldn’t be obvious that the site had ever been disturbed.

The nearby salt-sea, partly covered with slabs of gray ice, would do the most important work of hiding the weapons dropped on the planet. They would be undetectable underwater until they fired.

He gave a last look at the sky, and the green stars of the second and third planets, before diving into the icy darkness of the sea. His map showed him where to go in the icy, sightless depths, the only real sign that he was not floating alone in a void.

To fight away the seclusion he activated the local quantum  band. He didn’t know how it worked; only that it was instantaneous, undetectable, and essential for planning the ambush to come.

″This entire planet seems to be made of ice.″ Karn sent, dodging the bottom of an iceberg. ″Would’ve been nice to have been posted to one of the warmer planets, like the second or third.″

″Sure!″ came in another. ″Imagine having luxuries like breathable air and drinkable water; we’d get as soft as tadpoles!″

″Oh, you can breathe the air″ answered another, ″But you’d freeze your scales off.″

″What are you all: baby tadpoles?″ came in the Talon Leader. ″If you were too soft for this post you wouldn’t be here.″

It was true that interstellar service was an honor, but Karn was sure he’s want to shed three times after wearing this armor for so long.

Everything about this planet was wrong. The warm seas and golden steamy clouds of home were vastly different from the gray icy seas and think feathery clouds of ice here. The gravity was too light, it was incredibly cold, but neither of those were what bothered him most. The sun was a small sphere of hard yellow-white light, instead of the large red comforting orb of home.

He finally got to the first of his four weapons. It was pitch black at these depths, only a quick sonar scan and diagnostic readings detailed the shape on his visor. The mortar had burned though the atmosphere, and then broken though the ice to land here on the ocean surface. It had already assembled and deployed itself. Diagnostics indicated that it was fully functional, and that it was ready to lob hundreds of shells into orbit, where the guided thermonuclear, antimatter, directed energy warheads or drones would attack the enemy.

Still, his life, and others depended on it working properly, so he wanted to give it a visual inspection. Everything appeared in order, so he swam on to the next objective. Soon, every part of the ambush would be hidden and dug in.
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It would take a lot of digging to get to the cave. The drill was in the rover, and would be too heavy to manhandle over to the site, even in one third gravity. James had backed up the rover up the hill, while Wilson had called out distance and direction from outside. The rover’s eight heavy wheels kicked up plumes of fine, red dust as it rumbled up the the hill backwards.

Finally, they were able to get the whole apparatus up and running, just as the sky began to turn the washed-out blue of the Martian evening. The drill hummed and giant clouds of red dust blew into the thin air. The drill path had been programmed into the drill, and the heat from the running equipment should keep it from freezing in the brutal night temperatures.

No-one stays out of shelter in the Martian night, so both men retired to the rover. Getting the suits off after a long day, both stretched as much as the tight confines of the rover habitat would allow. The small oven dinged, and they got their hot beverages; black coffee for Wilson, and tea for James.

″It’s a shame we can’t have something a bit stronger after a hard day’s work.″ Wilson mentioned.

″Mission Control would go completely nuts if we even had one beer.″ James replied. ″You know, they’d assume we’d all get roaring drunk and walk out the airlock one night.″

″Still…″ Wilson looked at the screen showing the progress of the drill. ″It should be done by morning. It’s quite deep, and the drill will barely be moving by the time it reaches the target. We’ll have to go slowly so as not to damage whatever we find in the cave. ″

″What do you think we’ll find?″

″Well, that cave shouldn’t exist there at all.″ Wilson brought up the sonar imagery of the cave, “There is simply no way for there to be a cave there; yet there it is.″

″Aren’t you worried you won’t find the Big One: the asteroid impact that proves your theory? We could be out there hunting rocks instead of digging holes.″

″Maybe.″ Wilson stared at the steam slowly rising form the mug of coffee, twisting in the air as it bendedaway from the cold walls.. Why did all of their scans seem to bend around the cave? What was the strange layer inside the cave that dampened all scans? ″It was pure luck we found this cave, had we scanned anywhere else, we might have missed it altogether. I can hunt rocks another time, this opportunity may never come again. Sometimes it’s just about knowing when you’ve found a strike.″
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The strike had begun. Karn and the rest of the Talon had known the attack would come; the enemy was driven to destroy all life, wherever it was found. Now that the long wait for the attack to come had passed, and battle was joined in the outer system. The Talon’s sensor network picked up the tell-tale gamma-ray bursts of the weapons of the Silence. Enemy forces were encircling the star-system, and running into mines, deep space rangers, and stealth attack craft.

The Ships of Silence were a mystery, even after all of this time of war. Each one had been different, though all had a similar design: twisted razor sharp collections of wire in knots, whirls and helices; ranging from the microscopic to the planet sized, usually hiding behind space-twisting cloaking fields that were also their shields, drives and in-close weapons.

Soon, the main guns that were orbiting the five gas giants opened up, firing out into the depth of the system. Visually, it looked like the giant worlds flashed and pulsed as they brightened from the main guns’ firing. Deep in space, flashes of light and radiation sparked, the small-seeming flashes were the only sign of the titanic, unearthly destructive energies of antimatter and gamma-ray annihilators clashing with the shielded ships of Silence. Cracks and hisses of firing weapons and active countermeasures turned the entire radio band into unintelligible, noisy static.

″You know, the Silence sure make a lot of noise.″ Karn mentioned on the local band.

Cheers erupted from the entire Talon as a cascade of gamma-ray bursts and a flare of violet light marked the death one of the great ships of Silence.

The long wait of waiting for the enemy to show up had passed, now came the next wait: the time to engage. Tension filled the Talon as everyone waited. When would the enemy penetrate the inner system?

Relativistic projectiles and anti-matter dust had likely already been launched at the inner system, and would take days of the local world to hit. All of that would have to be intercepted; either by the outer system forces, or by the inner system, forces. The enemy would count on that, hoping to get the currently concealed forces to reveal themselves. So, everyone on the planet held their fire, knowing to fire too soon meant dooming all on the planet, yet to be struck by bombardment could also kill them all.

Time passed, and the storm of enemy bombardment flared and flashed into violet light and hard radiation, filling the sky with strobes and flashes, and pale, glowing clouds of ionized gas. They waited, and waited, but everyone held their fire, not daring to reveal themselves too soon. One monster weapon had almost hit before detonating, lighting up the planet’s sky like a second sun, and fading to an expanding radioactive nebula soon larger then the planet.

Unable to bypass the outer defenses, the enemy concentrated on the outer worlds and the star-system blazed with greater fury. Night and day dawned on every planet lit by the flares and flashes of distant monstrous detonations. The Silence had at last committed all of their forces to attack. The Talon listened to the screams and calls for help, and could do nothing. Their duty was to wait, and their fellow warriors were well out of useful range anyways. There was only the waiting, and the rage.

So, they could only listen to the screams and curses as a massive ship of silence rammed the outermost gas giant, and collapsed into it’s own singularity. Another sun burst into life in the star-system, as the exploding gas giant took out everything nearby, and blasted out twin beams of gamma-rays from its poles. Soon, all that remained was an expanding cloud of ionized gas, and scattered chunks of ice from shattered moons.

One by one, the outer planets had their defenses saturated, and while they fought on, they could not stop the advance of the ships of Silence.

Lastly, the fifth rocky planet simply exploded, as the great anti-matter bombardment overwhelmed its defenses and actually blew the planet apart into glowing-hot asteroids.

They were coming, they had broken though.
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At last, they had broken though. Whatever the material in that cave was, it was fiendishly resistant to drilling. Computers brought the drill to a halt immediately, and James ordered the systems to retract the drill. Wilson pitched in and together both men got the heavy mobile drill out of the way.

The hole into the mysterious cave seemed to stare at them. Over a meter across, the lawyers of the ancient stone glowed in the evening sun, and darkened until it faded into an oval of darkness. Both men walked up to peer in. Naturally all they saw was the long tunnel disappearing into darkness below.

″We need to send a probe down on a cable″ mentioned Wilson.

″It’s getting on towards night, we should do this tomorrow, to prevent any machinery from freezing in the cold.″ James cautioned.

″We can’t wait.″ Wilson protested. ″This cave has been opened to the Martian atmosphere for the first time in billions of years. There is no telling what information is being lost even as we stand here and speak.”

Both men went back to the rover. Wilson carried a harness while James un-spooled a length of cable up to the edge of the pit.

″Who’s going down there?″ James asked, leaning over the darkness.

″I’m going, I couldn’t ask anyone else to take the risk.″ Wilson answered. Also, he had to be the first to see it.

James fit the harness over Wilson’s space-suit, and double checked it. ″You’re sure? We can do this in the morning instead…″

″I’m ready.″ Wilson answered, trying to talk as his mouth dried out. It’s not fear, it’s excitement, he told himself. He climbed into the pit, supported only by the thin strand of thread. ″Lower me in.″

James lowered him slowly into the pit, and Wilson saw layer after layer of Martian rock slide upwards past his vision.  It darkened quickly until all was pitch blackness. He quickly switched on his lights, bringing needed relief to the overwhelming darkness and silence. There was barely any room around his bulky space-suit, so he constantly bounced off the walls on the way down.

″Wilson, are you OK?″ James’s welcome voice came down, breaking the silence. ″I’m picking up an elevated heart-rate.″

″Yeah…″ Wilson rasped getting that out barely, ″I’m fine.″ Think of the find, he told himself. It’s just another cave… a cave on an deadly alien world where the slightest mistake meant death.

Finally, he reached the cave. The layer on the top of the dome was a strange kind of pale, porous stone of some sort. Shortly after he landed on the floor and the cable went slack.

Looking around, he found the floor was almost perfectly flat, and the lights shone off of an almost perfect dome. The entire chamber appeared to be obviously artificial.

That suspicion was confirmed when he found the alien.
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The alien force had found them. Enough of the ships of Silence had made their way past the outer planets to scour the inner worlds of life, and worse, then continue on to ravage world after world.

Karn watched as the artillery section commanded their pieces to open fire. The outer surface of rock and ice of the asteroids exploded away as the weapons revealed themselves. The artillery unleashed gamma-ray beams at incoming forces, and each of the one-shot packets of missiles attached quickly leaped away at relativistic velocities. Beams burned though enemy ships, while the missiles exploded in blinding antimatter flashes, or unleashed thousands of directed gamma-ray star-clusters, while others burst into packs of mines, sub-munitions, and separate missiles. All the while other missiles acted as combat drones or jamming and countermeasures platforms. Space around the enemy exploded in a nebula of blazing violence, destroying ships and incoming weapons.

Still, many got though and were on the way towards the world. The Talon’s infantry activated their concealed weapons, accelerating thermonuclear weapons, X-Ray laser star-cluster busters, and smart mines and mini-drones into the teeth of the enemy attack. Space bloomed again into violence as the artillery fired at what was, to them, point blank range.

It was never going to be enough. The artillery platforms could not move or hide from the gamma-rays and antimatter fired at them, and there was too much incoming fire to counter. One asteroid simply exploded into a glowing cloud from a direct hit of anti-matter, another was knocked out of orbit from a close call, tuning into a gigantic meteor careering down towards the southern hemisphere. The two remaining asteroids were glowing globs of cratered rock, with all emplacements burned away.

Somehow the Talon had to stop what remained of the enemy. Karn desperately tied to direct the fire of his four weapons, coordinating with the rest of his Talon. Nothing could get though.

So much still did get though. Anti-matter and fusion bombs, and relativistic impactors rained down on the doomed planet. The magnetosphere raged with aurora as it was torn away, while streaks of blinding light slashed down mercilessly from the raging heavens. The entire planet trembled and shook under the bombardment, while all of the great volcanoes blasted to renowned life, blasting great clouds of sulfur into the burning air. Great masses of the seas and ice boiled away into raging tidal waves of boiling water, while streams of the planet’s water and atmosphere seethed off into space.

One by one, Karn watched his weapons go offline as they were hit, one by one, he listened to his Talon-mates scream and die. Soon, everything had faded to silence.

He raged and howled, and clawed at the surface of the habitat. He had failed. His friends and Talon-mates had died, and for nothing. The ships of Silence would sterilize this world, and then the other inner worlds. They would go on to the next system, and the next one after that. Star after star would fall to the Silence, until they reached his home… his family.

He longed to leap up to the enemy somehow, to use the weapons built into his armor, or claw them to shreds. But nothing would work, he was trapped in this cave.
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Wilson realized he was trapped in the cave when he tried to ascend. As the sun had set, the freezing Martian temperatures must have frozen the winch up.

″James, try again.″ He radioed. ″Try running the motor forwards and backwards a bit. Maybe you can loosen the ice some. Wait! Try some of the heating pads from the rover, laying those on the winch…″

″I know how to use this equipment, Doc!″ James snapped back. ″You’re not helping, really. I know these systems by heart, let me do my job.″ There was a pause. ″I can send down some extra oxygen, and power cells fir the night, and a heating wrap…″

″I’m going to be here a while, aren’t I?″

″I’m afraid so, Doc. It looks like the actual motor fused, and there’s no replacements nearby. I’ll be repairing it. First let me get you another pack down there.″

Soon, the pack slid down the cable, bouncing along the sides on a cable guide until it hit the floor. Wilson checked over the contents; everything appeared to be undamaged. There was enough oxygen and power for another 48 hours, and even suit-packets of coffee, for good measure. ″Thanks.″ he sent up.

″OK, I’ve got to go back into the rover, now. We’ll be out of contact for a while. Alright?″

″Yes, I’ll be fine.″ Wilson answered.

Would he? The cave was clearly a tomb. The structure could only be artificial, given a perfect dome with a flat floor, and a collapsed entrance tunnel to the side. The alien corpse was the other clear point.

The body seemed to be in some kind of metallic armor of interlocking articulated plates that was a dull neutral green with splotches of color mimicking the walls. The being was smaller than he was, and would not have even come up to Wilson’s shoulders standing up.

For all of that, the creature looked terrifying: four long retractile talons came off of each appendage, no doubt the origin of the furrows clawed into the wall of the dome. The visor of the helmet had long ago disintegrated from time, revealing an elongated skull with a double row of serrated teeth.

Looking closer, he saw that the ″skeleton″ was actually a lattice of fine wires. Likely, there had been a skeleton, and some kind of cybernetics had impregnated the bone structure. When the bones wasted away, the wires of imperishable material remained. The discovery of not only intelligent alien life, but working computer artifacts made this the most important discovery of the century, possibly the millennium.

All though the cold Martian night, Wilson sat by the strange body, wondering. Who were you? Why did you come to Mars? Did you have a family? What did you do in life? As time passed the body seemed less monstrous, and more… lost. Had this being been abandoned? Was it a castaway from a crash? He began thinking about being stranded on Mars forever, knowing that the nearest beings were light-years away, being utterly alone, with no hope of help coming…

Shortly after dawn, James had the winch running again. Wilson carefully wrapped up the body to be lifted out first. It had to be removed for study; if it remained here in an opened cave the harsh climate of mars would certainly destroy it. Then, he attached the harness to his space-suit suit and rose up to the surface.
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Karn rose up the tunnel to the surface. One of the mortars still had a signal. It was offline, but perhaps it could be repaired. He had to hurry.

The orbital dust grains of the sensor network had been almost wiped away by the explosions and seething radiation, but he could still see the great ships of Silence beginning to make their pass by the planet. They would complete their sterilization of this now helpless world, and then go on to ravage the third planet. Reports coming in indicated that the second planet had already been turned into a volcanic sea of death. There was not much time.

The exit hatch was stuck, likely buried under something. Karn cut it open with the plasma cutter; filling the tunnel with harsh blue light. The magnetic fields and energy emissions would betray his position, if they saw it, but he could not wait.

The surface was the scene of a world dying. Crazed clouds of green and black boiled and raced madly across the sky in shrieking winds as the outraged atmosphere began to boil off. Chains and arcs of lightning cascaded endlessly, lighting up the clouds and ground below in continuous fury of flashing light. Constant quakes shook the ground as the bombardment continued, making his footing unsteady. The nearby great shield volcano had exploded with fury, with fountains of orange lava arcing into space, and filling the skies with the fiery rain of lava bombs. The brine sea risen in outrage, and great cloud-scraping tidal waves sloshed back and forth, crashing together in thunderous shock-waves. To the south, a great orange light glowed where a large impactor hit, forming a sea of lava boiling away clouds and seas.

Karn checked in on his orbiting sensors. Had the ships of Silence seen him? The magnetosphere overhead was a chaotic storm of electronic fury. Layers of glowing blue and green light surrounded the planet as the bands shifted and collapsed. It should provide him cover from the sinister wiry shapes silhouetted against the glow.

He activated his magnetic wings and raced over the surging seas. He kept low, dogging surging tidal waves while lighting and lava-bombs rained from the tortured skies. At the site, he dove into the raging seas. Turbulence shifted and pulled at every direction, and all the seas were filled with the roars of the trembling planet. Karn used the magnetic fields of his wings to steadily push his way down to the bottom of the tortured waters.

Finally, he reached the mortar. It had been torn loose from its bracing, and was being battered about on the sea floor rocks. Karn need the boosted strength of his powered exoskeleton just to grab it and hold it steady in the surging currents. Diagnostics indicated it was still functional, and had over half of its internal magazine remaining.

Karn programmed in a firing pattern into the mortar; the ships of Silence were directly overhead, streaking past the planet just above the boiling atmosphere. The projectiles were self guiding; he just needed to make sure they cleared the atmosphere now; any direction up would do. He clenched his teeth, and held the weapon steady as it fired.

Crushing shock-waves thundered though Karn each time the weapon fired, his armor barely keeping him alive and holding the mortar steady. The ocean flashed into a cauldron of steam and boiling water, as shock-waves from the trans-sonic projectiles tore though the water on the way up.

The ships of Silence were taken by surprise. Fusion explosions, and X-rays tore thought he black wire ships. Ships twisted, curled and fell apart as they burned in the plasma storm. All too quickly, the survivors shot down the remaining projectiles, then opened fire on the surface.

The ocean saved Karn from the worst of the gamma-ray burst. The seas flashed into steam around him, and he was blasted backwards into the ocean, the tumbled around as the seas collapsed back to cover the new glowing crater. As he was tossed about in the boiling waters, projectiles hit the water and then detonated in sequence, making the deep seas glow turquoise as the anti-matter weapons began to boil away the oceans around him.

Then, it stopped.

Karn came back to his senses, still tumbling in the boiling seas. He saw the ships of Silence burning under laser fire, firing on incoming ordnance, and twisting about as they tried to escape the planet for deep space. Far out, in the depths of space, came an attack fleet striking at the ships of Silence now mired in the inner system; fully visible, and traveling slowly.

The entire battle had been to lure the Silence into the inner system, where they would have to slow down, where their cloaking systems would be less effective, and where they would be clustered into a relatively small known location.

His suit had been seriously damaged: many systems were out altogether, and his suit was the dull green  of its basic color without active camouflage. The few systems that did work, like magnetic flight, were crippled, and unable to repair themselves without a fully equipped shop.

Karn was in worse shape; his suit had almost saved his life… almost. His cybernetics deadened the pain of the shock wounds and burns, extra blood was pouring into his veins, systems drained hemorrhages and sealed wounds, and the suit’s plates compressed around broken bones, holding them in place. Still, there was nothing to be done about the extensive radiation damage. Most of his cells would soon die, and there were few enough medical nano-machines not corrupted themselves by radiation to repair him.

He hadn’t been sure if he was ever going home when he began this; now he knew.

Karn made his way to the surface of the boiling water, and after several tries, got his magnetic wings to fly his slowly back to the cave. By the time he got there, the clouds were thinning out along with the atmosphere. The lead-gray clouds parted showing the fading aurora and the distant moving lights and flashes of the space-battle.

He got back inside, and pulled a boulder over the entrance to the tunnel, sealing out the raging, dying world beyond. Once back inside the cave, he could still feel and hear the trembling of the ravaged world.

He felt feverish and weak, and only wanted to sleep, but he had a duty to report in. He activated the common band: he wasn’t quantum-linked with this separate force, and there was no point in hiding anymore.

″Acting Talon Commander Karn, reporting in.″ he sent to the fleet, along with his appropriate identity codes.

″Acknowledged, Talon Commander Karn.″ came back. ″We can send by a shuttle to pick you up after the battle-space is cleared.″

Karn leaned back against the curving wall, his vision swimming. ″Negative… I got too close to a gamma-burst. I’ll transmit my mission log… and a message for home…″ It was getting hard to breathe. When had it gotten so dark? ″Send…″ he commanded his suit ″send…″. He closed his sightless eyes, he would rest… just for a bit.

″We have your message.″
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″We have the message, now.″ said Wilson.

The body was in a quarantined chamber, inside a habitat quarantined form the main dome. All the staff wore space-suits, even in the habitat. No one was taking any chances. Likewise, the computers, four monster partial AI-systems shipped in specially from Earth, were also isolated from he rest of the Mars base. It had taken years, carefully examining the alien technology, with experts going over the data on Earth, to comprehend the basis of the alien technology. Then had come the task of understanding the alien software before comprehending the actual messages and data within. Wilson had insisted on remaining on Mars the whole time, and who was going to ship home the man who found the alien, after all?

The full story of the Battle of Sol unfolded, the fortifying of the system, the attack of the ships of Silence, and the desperate defense of the system, and ultimate victory.

They all stood quietly after the last of the battle unfolded. The world had changed on the discovery of the alien, and changed again after understanding the advanced technology within the alien armor. Now, the world had changed once again on understanding the scope of the alien battle at the dawn of time.

″Congratulations, Wilson.″ James declared, breaking the silence.

″What?″ Wilson replied, blinking, coming back to Mars and away from the epic scope of what they had seen.

″Your theory was right after all. The Late Heavy Bombardment did happen all at the same time.″

″Well… I never thought that the Late heavy Bombardment would be an actual bombardment in the military sense.″ Wilson paused, thinking. ″I can’t help but think about those ships… the Silence, as they called it.″

″Relax.″ James said. As Senior Engineer, he had been part of the teams developing the new breathtaking technologies and applications. ″With these new technologies, we will be able to equal what Karn had in a generation, and exceed it later.″

″Yet they were barely able to fight against the Silence, and they had a true interstellar civilization. We have just begun to visit other planets in our own star-system.″

″But they won.″ James said. ″They beat the Silence, in the end.″

″Did they? Did they really beat them? How do we know?″

Think about it.″ James insisted. ″If they had not defeated the Silence, why are their ships not here, now? How did our star-system survive to develop advanced life, and then civilization? Our very existence here proves that the Silence was defeated.″

″If so, why then do we seem to be alone.″ Wilson asked. ″If the Silence has been defeated, why is all we hear from the stars silence?″

Both men looked up though the skylight towards the stars, but heard only silence.
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BELLICUS

Chuck Dixon

After slipping into red silk pajamas, always red, Kim Jong Un prepared for a restful night’s sleep.

Like most evenings, the Beloved Leader was sleeping alone behind walls of hardened concrete five feet thick, surrounded by the most elite of his personal guard. His boudoir was, of course, windowless. A single door of pierced titanium steel closeted him from the outside world. He was alone even though he had his choice of feminine companionship both willing and captive. Lately, women had come to bore him. Most evenings he sought only the solace of his own company.

He would watch a movie, a favorite from his father’s collection. An American war movie about convicts recruited to parachute into a Nazi stronghold. For the Divine Director it was a story without heroes. He especially enjoyed the scene in which the film’s only negro character died, shot in the back. His father told him it was symbolic of western decadence, though Kim was not sure precisely how.

A snack of Emmenthal cheese cubes, each speared with a sterling silver toothpick, waited for him on a tray by the bed alongside of bottle of chilled Polish vodka and a single tumbler. His usual nighttime snack of the two items he’d grown fond of while attending school in Switzerland.

Tonight, he looked forward to a sleep of unusual contentment. The Glorious Champion of the People had seen to two executions earlier in the day. One public and one very, very private.

The public execution was of one of his generals. He found it useful to execute a general every now and then just to remind the rest of who was in power. It taught them not to have ambitions beyond what he wished to grant them. By sowing seeds of distrust among them he prevented them from conspiring against him. The general who died that afternoon under a hail of machinegun fire was branded a traitor, thief and enemy of the people. In fact, his greatest crime was a brief expression of disdain when the Fearless Chairman took a second helping of chocolate ganache cake at dinner the week before.

The more private murder was of a sibling. It was officially a traffic accident in Paris. A hit and run on a busy boulevard. Siblings were always troublesome. One never knew what was in their minds. Better for the people and the nation that their Unique Leader be an only child even if he were made so retroactively.

In any case, the Sun of the Communist Future would sleep the sleep of an innocent child that night knowing that two vexing problems would vex him no more.

His tummy heavy with cheese and his mind heavy with drink, he closed his eyes a moment. The pulsing light from the enormous screen at the foot of the bed cascaded across his eyelids. The barking voices of the American actors faded in his ears as sleep claimed him.

He awoke when an unaccustomed pressure depressed the foot of his enormous mattress. His eyes opened a crack. A figure was there at the end of the bed, silhouetted against the movie screen. A tall figure, even though seated. Broad shoulders and what and a comb-shape atop its head like that of a rooster.

The Ever-Victorious Commander blinked his eyes, certain that he was dreaming. When he opened them again the massive figure was still there, chuckling quietly to itself. On the screen, an actor with beady blue eyes and a lined face was frustrating another man by repeating the same answer to each of the other man’s questions.

“Baseball,” the giant figure said along with the actor on the screen. A deep chortle rumbled in his chest.

The Great Defender sat upright and clapped his hands together to cause all the lights in the room to come on at once. The figure bolted to its feet and turned to meet his host. Kim could only goggle dumbly at a man fully seven feet tall standing before him smiling with a sheepish expression.  A man of layered muscles under olive skin and wearing a molded breastplate featuring the face of a roaring lion over the sternum. Grieves of brass on his forearms and shins. A leather girdle to which was attached a short sword in a tooled red scabbard. The head was fully covered by a Spartan style helmet topped with a plume of stiff horsehair that added to the giant’s height. The helmet was swiftly removed revealing a roughly handsome face framed with a trimmed beard of dark hair. The eyes glowed with the reflection of flames though the massive fireplace in the Eternal Leader’s boudoir was cold this night.

“I do apologize!” the giant stated with true sincerity. “I am abashed at awakening you. I did not mean to intrude on your slumber.”

“And yet you did,” Kim said. He sensed no danger from this giant, which even he admitted was odd. If this man were an assassin he gave no sense of menace. Kim wondered if this were an elaborate joke on the part of someone. But any someone who might have dared such a thing was long ago dead and gone from the Great Leader’s life.

“I came only to observe you. To appreciate you at close range.”

“Appreciate me?”

“Yes. I am an admirer of your work. Your style. Yourself, for that matter. I’m a big fan.”

“And who are you?”

The big man set his helmet in the crook of his arm and coughed gently into his fist.

“I am Mars, the God of War. The Roman iteration of the deity to be precise.”

Kim swallowed hard, eyes locked on the face of the man towering above him.

“Oh, I might have come to you as Mixcoatl or Chi Yu or Horus or Hanuman or any one of the other names and visages I am known by. Tonight, I chose Mars. I feel it is the most iconic of my characterizations.”

“And why would you visit me?” Kim was surprised at the lack of fear he felt in the presence of this trespasser. Instead he felt somewhat lightheaded, the side effect of a feeling unaccustomed to the Unquestioned Authority.

It was awe.

The big man boomed with laughter and took a seat at the edge of the bed once more.

“Humility does not suit you, man. Modesty is uncalled for. Look at all that you have created. A mighty arsenal of fearful weaponry. A formidable army of men anxious to march, kill and die in your name. You have built here the most feared, most dangerous kingdom on this planet.”

The Protector of the Masses sat up straighter in bed, holding his head up to thrust out his many chins. To behold a nation in your thrall was one thing. But admiration from a god!

With a huff from deep in his chest, Mars stood and paced away into a shadowed corner of the massive room. His long crimson cloak swirled behind him. Kim hopped down to the heated tiles to follow.

“I stand humbled,” the god said, his voice barely audible.

Kim stood silent, eyes on the god’s hunched shoulders.

“May I confess something to you?” Mars said in a whisper.

“Please,” the Sun of Righteousness said.

“I do not like war.” A murmur.

“Excuse me?”

“I do not like war!” Mars whirled to him. A proclamation now. A voice like thunder.

“But you are the patron god of war.”

“It is true. A role I did not choose. A task thrust upon me by the order of my birth and the will of my father. To oversee mankind’s most vile aspect. It is a burden. A loathsome curse. I am in fellowship with death itself.”

“Well, someone has to do it,” Kim said. He was tempted to reach out a consoling hand. Instead, the god gripped him in iron fingers and held him aloft. A slipper went flying from the Illustrious Victor’s bare foot. Mars’s face split in a grin.

“You understand!” Mars shouted with naked glee.

“I do! I believe I do!” Kim said.

Mars set him back on his feet and stepped back, sullen once more.

“Yet still, it is a heavy task. And the reason I come to you tonight,” Mars said and sank back onto a tufted sofa that creaked under his weight.

“Yes?”

“I do not like war. It is true. But conflict is a necessity. It is a part of human endeavor. How would your civilization have advanced to where it is without the occasional cleansing of armed struggle?”

“I have often said that,” Kim said. Though actually it was his father who often said it. And, come to that, how did the Roman god of war come to speak such fluent Korean? And in the rich accent of Kim’s mother’s village?

“Which brings me to my mission, the reason for this visitation.”

His Kind Excellency waited for the god to continue.

Mars leapt to his feet to pace, sandals slapping on the tiles.

“Clouds of war gather. Your enemies move to eliminate you, to re-order the balance of world power. They plan to end your regime in an invasion as bloody as it will be sudden.”

“I knew it!” Kim shouted.

“But, as seen through the eyes of a god, my eyes, your downfall will not be the end of war but the beginning. The fire that will soon consume your kingdom will set off a world conflict that will leave this entire planet uninhabitable. The extinction of humanity, caused by your violent removal.”

Kim nodded, mouth slack.

“You see, your defiance, your boldness, in the face of all of your adversaries is the only element keeping global annihilation in check. Without your tenacious defense of your kingdom as a keystone to peace, the nations of the world would be at one another’s throat.”

“I see. I see,” the Guiding Star said, eyes lowered.

“Then you know what you must do.” Mars laid a hand on Kim’s shoulder, gentle despite the size of it. Fingers rough from gripping a sword in combat through countless ages. The flesh crossed with the white lines of scarred flesh from an eternity of wounds.

“Um…” Kim swallowed.

“Strike first!” Mars bellowed and clapped his hand tighter causing the Magnificent Overseer’s knees to buckle.

“How? Why? What will that accomplish?”

“It will strike fear in your enemies! It will cause them to cower, to reconsider their plans to attack you! I told you, I do not like war. But sometimes war is the only preventative to further war. If you strike at your enemies now, show them the steel of your resolve, they will retreat before you because their will is feeble. You will remind them of their fear, of what they will lose in a contest with you. They are weak and wanting and you will reveal that to them in a crucible of sudden fire.”  The blaze in Mars’ eyes was stoked to further brilliance by his words.

“What course do you suggest?”

“Strike at their hearts. Strike hard and decisive. Not a mortal wound but one they will remember all their days and recall should they ever again feel the worm of belligerence stir in their cowardly guts.”

Kim nodded, mouth pressed in a firm line. He shook a fist before his face.

A phone call on a secure line reached the mountain base where he had hidden a trio of missiles capable of traveling across the globe toward the heart of enemy. He gave the direct order to launch all three at once along with the coded name of the city to be targeted.

The Great Marshal stabbed the remote at the television to put up an animated world map transmitted to him from his missile command base buried deep in rock fifty miles north of the capital. He and Mars watched as three bright yellow trails rose from the head of the peninsula to head up and over the northern Pacific on their way to an arc at the edge of space that would carry them across the pole to the other side of the world. The mortal and immortal stood side-by-side, eyes locked on the screen as greenish trails rose from places all across the surface in an attempt to intercept the yellow trails converging on a target in the center of the North American continent.

First one and then two of the missiles vanished from the display as the greenish trails crossed their path. The third kept on, the anti-missiles heading for it, their trajectories crisscrossing before and behind it until the yellow trail vanished in a knot of green strands.

Kim held his breath. Mars hissed an oath.

The tip of the yellow strand emerged from the tangle of green stands to fall, fall, closer and closer to the chosen target. The end of the trail blossomed into a series of concentric rings spreading outward from the epicenter of the target area.

A thermo-nuclear airburst three miles in the sky above Chicago. Even a miss would kill millions. The magnetic field generated by the blast would cripple communications across the hemisphere for years to come.

The Sunlight of the People’s eyes were wet with tears. His legacy was fulfilled. His grandfather would be pleased. His father would be pleased. Hell, a god was pleased.

“Well done,” Mars guffawed. He gave Kim a playful slap on the back that almost sent the chubby little Ray of Hope sprawling.

Kim straightened and beamed at the image on the screen, imagining his enemies wailing and quaking with terror. His face creased with a broad smile. Tonight, he was a god.

Then, from all over the screen and all at once, fresh ribbons of light began to emerge, stretching across the sea and land toward the source of each new outburst. Strands of blue, red, orange and pink joined more strands of green intersecting in their arcs as they headed across the globe to their destinations. A thousand simultaneous launches erupted from every corner.

And many of these multi-colored strands converged on the kingdom of the Blessed Leader. He watched, mouth open, as a kind of spider-web in reverse was being woven with his capital, this very room, at the center of the neon skein.

The floor shuddered under him. Dust rained down from fissures that raced across the concrete ceiling above. The huge image on the wall flickered and died. The room went dark, lit only by the furnace glow of the god of war’s eyes.

“You made me do this,” the Beloved One said, choking on the billows of hot dust that filled the room.

“I told you, I do not like war,” Mars said and threw back his head to howl with laughter.

Kim felt the world falling away beneath him, a searing heat rushing up to meet him.

“I LOVE it!”
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THE HUMAN, MARTIAN - ONE, TWO, THREE

Kevin J. Anderson

Ice, the color of spilled platinum on ochre dust, extended from the breached pipeline.  Water had spewed into the thin atmosphere and frozen in lumpy stalactites dangling from the pipe.  Before long the solid lake would erase itself again, volatilizing into the Martian sky.

As she brought the crawler vehicle toward the pumping station, Rachel Dycek tried to assess the area of spilled ice.  “Thousands of liters,” she said to herself, “many thousands.  A disaster.”

She turned a sharp eye from the clinging scabs of ice on metal to the broken pipe itself.  The thin-walled pipe was more than just breached; someone had torn it apart with a crowbar.

That almost piqued her interest.  Almost.  But Rachel didn’t let it happen.  Her successor would have to deal with this debacle.  Let him show off his talents.  He deserved the trouble.  She no longer considered herself in charge of the Mars colony.

As she drove up, three dva emerged from the insulated Quonset hut beside the pumping station.  The dva—from the Russian word for “two”—were second-stage augmented humans, surgically altered and enhanced to survive the rigors of the Martian environment.  Rachel watched them approach; she recognized none of them, but she had done little hands-on work herself with the second stage.  Only the first.

She parked the crawler, checked her suit’s O2 regenerator system, then cycled through the airlock.

“Commissioner Dycek!” the leading dva greeted her.  He was a squat man covered with thick silver and black body hair, wearing loose overalls, no environment suit.  Rachel looked at him clinically; she had spent a great deal of her time in UN hearings justifying every surgical change she had made to the dva and their more extremely modified predecessors the adin.

The man’s nose and ears lay flat against his head to protect against heat loss, and his nostrils were wide sinks on his face.  The skin had a milky, unreal coloration from the long-chain polymers grafted into his hide.  His chest ballooned to contain grossly expanded lungs.

The other two dva, both females also wearing padded overalls, clung beside him like superstitious children.  They let the man do the talking.

“We did not expect someone of such importance to investigate our mishap,” the dva man said.  His accent was thick and exotic; from the southern Republics, Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan most likely.  He shuffled his feet in the rusty sand, kicking loose fragments of rock.  “You see, it is much worse than we reported in our initial transmission.”

Rachel stepped forward, turning her head inside the environment suit.  “What do you mean, is worse?  How much water was lost?”

“No, the loss is what you see here.”  The dva man gestured to the metallic sheet of ice.  Wisps of steam rose from its surface.  The salmon-colored sky had an olive tinge from the algal colonies that had proliferated in the atmosphere for nearly a century.  Rachel saw no sign of the seasonal dust storm she knew to be on its way.

“Come with me,” the man said, “we will show you what else.”

As the dva man turned with the two women beside him, Rachel finally placed him and his ethnic group.  Kazakh, from one of the abandoned villages around the dried-up Aral Sea.  The Aral Sea had been one of Earth’s largest fresh-water bodies until the early twentieth century, when it had been obliterated by Joseph Stalin.  Trying to rework the desert landscape to fit his whim, Stalin had expended all that water to irrigate rice fields in the desert—rice, of all things! —until the Aral shoreline had retreated kilometers and kilometers inland, leaving boats high on dry land, leaving fishing villages starving and disease-ridden.  The area had never recovered, and when the call went out for dva volunteers, many families from the Aral region had leaped at the chance to come to Mars, to make a new start.  Even here on a new planet, though, they clung to their ethnic groupings.

Rachel followed the dva man.  Her suit crinkled, unwieldy from its high internal pressure.  The three dva led her to their hut and then behind it.  Part of the back wall had been knocked down and then shored up.  Bright scars showed where someone had battered his way in from the outside.

Under a coating of reddish dust and tendrils of frost, two iron-hard corpses lay on the ground.  Rachel bent down to look at the wide, frozen eyes, the splotched, bloodstained fur, the ragged slashed throats.

With a grim smile, Rachel could think only of how the new commissioner, Jesús Keefer, was going to have a terrible blot on his first month as her successor.  So far Keefer and the UN had kept everything cordial, a comfortable transition period between two commissioners who held nothing but outward respect for each other.  But Rachel had been cut out of all responsibility, with nothing to do but twiddle her thumbs in the pressurized habitation domes until the supply ship came to take her back to Earth.  After she had gone, Keefer would probably find some way to connect this event with something Rachel had done during her administration.  He had to keep his own record clean, after all.

“We left this other one by himself.”  The dva man took her to the far side of the Quonset hut.  “We did not want him tainting the soil beside our comrades.”

The third body lay sprawled, arms akimbo, head cocked against a boulder as if the dva survivors had tossed his body there in disgust.  Inside her helmet, Rachel Dycek let out a gasp.

“Adin,” the dva man said, stating the obvious.  First-phase augmented human.

“I thought they were all dead by now,” Rachel said.

“Not all,” the dva man answered, gesturing with his stubby hand at the exaggerated adaptations of the adin.  “One other escaped.”

The dva looked human—distorted to the point of the caricatures found in Western newspapers, but human nevertheless.  But the adin, placed on Mars in an earlier stage of the terraforming process, had endured more extreme transformational surgery.  The eyes were deep-set under a continuous frill that hooded the eyes to shelter them from cold and blowing dust; the nostrils were covered with an extra membrane to retain exhaled moisture.  A second set of lungs made bulbous protrusions in the adin’s back, half hidden by this one’s skewed position in the dust.  The adin’s body lay naked in the freezing air.

“He came out of the darkness,” the dva man said.  The two women nodded beside him.  “His comrade smashed the pipeline, and we were distracted by the screaming sound of the water.  This adin came through the back wall of our dwelling and attacked us.  He slashed the throats of our two comrades while they were still trying to wake up.  We managed to club him to death.”

Rachel noticed what she should have seen right away.  Frozen blood trailed dark lines from the adin’s ears; his eyes had shattered.  “Down here on the plain the air pressure must have been killing him.  The adin were adapted for conditions much worse than this.”

She heard faint sounds from the chemical O2 regenerator system in her suit.  It hissed and burbled as it made her air.  She marveled at the irony of the atmosphere being too thick, the temperature too warm for the first group of Mars-adapted humans.

Rachel turned back to the lake of ice and the broken pipeline that stretched from the water-rich volcanic rocks of the Tharsis highlands.  “Can you repair this yourselves?” she asked.  She did not want to report back to the UN base if she didn’t need to.

The dva man nodded as if it were a matter of pride.  “We are self-sufficient here.  But we hope there will be replacements for … for our lost comrades.  We have much work to do.”

Rachel made a noncommittal response.  No more dva would be created, and both of them knew it.  Though conditions on Mars remained worse than a bad day in Antarctica, tough unmodified humans would soon be making an earnest attempt at colonization, more than just the token UN base Rachel Dycek had overseen.  Politics had changed, and the days of augmented humans—and their creator—were over.

“You will need to make your repairs with haste,” Rachel said.  “A Class-Four dust storm is on its way from the north and should arrive late today. ”

The dva women looked at her with sharp, deep-set eyes.  The man nodded again and took a step backward.  “Thank you, Commissioner.  We already know about the storm.  We can smell it in the air.”

The response took her aback.  Of course the dva would know such things just by living closer to the Martian environment.

Rachel herself had been concerned only with how the storm would obliterate her own tracks, allowing her to disappear forever…

The breached water pipeline had been a mere pretext for her to take one of the crawlers from the inflatable base.  Everyone else had duties, and no one had complained when she volunteered to make the long trip.  Now the dva would perform their repair tasks, and Commissioner Keefer would think Rachel had taken care of everything.  She would be long gone before anybody suspected something might be wrong.

After cycling back through the crawler’s airlock, she drove off toward the volcanic highlands and the mighty rise of Olympus Mons, leaving the dva behind with their spilled ice and their dead.  She had no intention of ever returning to them, or to her base.
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Even on the highest slopes, the Martian air tasted spoiled to Boris Tiban.  His first inclination would have been to mutter a curse and spit at the ground, but he had learned decades ago never to waste valuable moisture in pointless gestures.  All the adin had learned that in their first days on Mars.

Boris reached the opening of the cave and turned to survey the endless slope that stretched down to the horizon.  The climb from the plains to the highlands had not even left him out of breath.  With only a third of the gravity that his body had been born to, Mars made him feel like a superman.  He belonged here at high altitudes, where he could still breathe.

Two of the other adin came out to greet him as he stood in the cave entrance.  They appeared unkempt, inhuman—as they had been designed to look.  When they saw him alone, they hesitated.  Stroganov asked, “Where is Nicholas?”

“Dead.  The dva killed him.”  But the cause of death had been more than the dva.  He and Nicholas had descended too rapidly, and the atmospheric pressure had maddened him with pain.  Nicholas had begun to hemorrhage before the dva struck their first blow.

“Oh, Boris!” Bebez said.  Her words sounded too human coming from the tight, insulated lips, the flattened face.

Boris leaned against his pointed metal staff, torn from the center of a transmitting dish, and closed his eyes.  Boris Tiban.  That was what they had called him in the camps in Siberia, decades ago on Earth before his surgical transformation into adin.  Prior to that he had worked in the Baku oil fields near the Caspian Sea; his superiors had showed no mercy when a fire in his area caused a major explosion that destroyed a week’s production of petroleum.  Sentenced to Siberia, Boris Tiban had grown strong in the hellish winter wasteland, the harsh labor.  And then they had snatched him away again, put him through rigorous selection procedures, made him sign forms written in English, a language he could not read, and then worked their black cyborg magic on him.

“Is Boris all right?  Why doesn’t he come inside?”

Boris had never heard Cora Marisov’s voice in the rich atmosphere of Earth, but he imagined it had been deep and musical, not the shrill tones caused by the thin air.  Cora herself must have been beautiful.  She refused to leave the shadows now, especially now.

He stepped into the cave.  “We destroyed one of the water pumping stations.  It will do no good.  Nicholas died.”

Inside, the caves were comfortable, the air breathable.  The dim light hid the traces of green lichen crawling over the rocks.  Boris remembered how excited he had been, all the adin had been, when their terraforming efforts began to show results: the lichens, the algae, the changing hue of the sky.  They had worked together in selfless exertion, tearing themselves apart to terraform the planet, to make it a better place for themselves.

The adin had been the first true Martians, feeling the soil with their bare feet, breathing the razor-thin air directly into their enhanced lungs.  They had set out to conquer a world, and they had succeeded—too well.  Now none of them could breathe the dense air below.

Cora came out, swaying as she walked.  She went to him, and he embraced her.  “I am glad you came back.  I was worried.”

Boris could not feel the details of her body against him.  The long-chain polymers lacing his skin insulated against heat loss but also deadened the nerve endings.  He felt like a man in a rubber monster suit from a ridiculous twentieth-century film about Martians.  But like those costumed actors, Boris Tiban was human inside.  Human!

With the death of Nicholas, only five of the adin remained of the initial 100.  He, and Cora, and three others.

And Cora frightened him most of all.
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Through the trapezoidal windowports of the crawler, Rachel Dycek could look out at the Martian sky and see bright stars even during the daytime.  Twice a day the burning dot of Phobos swam from horizon to horizon, running through its phases—full, to quarter, to crescent, to new—though they were visible only in telescopes.  The other moon, Deimos, seemed nailed to the sky, hanging in nearly the same place day after day, as it slowly lost pace with the planet’s rotation.

The uphill slope of Olympus Mons was shallow, taking forever to rise up from the Tharsis Plain until it pushed itself clear of the lower atmosphere.  The crawler vehicle made steady progress kilometer after kilometer.

The monotonous landscape sprawled out on all sides.  Rachel felt small and insignificant, unable to believe the arrogance with which she had tried to change all this.  She had been successful against a world; because of her work, adapted humans could live in the open air of Mars—but now her successors were tossing her aside as casually as if she had been the most miserable failure.  That phase of the project was over, they said.

The terraforming of Mars had begun with atmospheric seeding of algae many decades before the first permanent human presence on the planet.  The algae latched onto the reddish dust continually whipped into the air, gobbled the abundant carbon dioxide, photosynthesized the weak sunshine, and laid the groundwork of terrestrial ecology.

Encke Basin, in the Southern Highlands, showed the great recent scar where the united space program had diverted a near-Earth comet into Mars.  The comet brought with it a huge load of water, and the heat of impact measurably (though only temporarily) raised the planet’s temperature.  Encke Sea had volatilized entirely within seven years, further raising the atmospheric pressure.

But the terraforming had been an enormous and unending drain on Earth’s coffers, siphoning off funds and resources that—some said—might better be spent at home.  Fifty years had passed, and still no humans smiled under the olive sky or romped through the rust-colored sands as the propaganda posters had promised.  Popular interest in the project had dropped to its lowest point.  The beginning of a worldwide recession nearly spelled the end of a resurrected fourth planet.

No wonder the Sovereign Republics looked on Rachel Dycek as a national hero.  With her secret work, she had succeeded in creating a new type of human that could survive in the harsh environment.  Double lungs, altered metabolism, insulated skin like a living protective suit.

In a surprise move, suddenly there were people living on Mars—and they were Russians, Siberians, Ukrainians!  The news shocked the world and catapulted Mars back into the headlines again.

Rachel Dycek and her team came out of hiding with their rogue experiments and raised their hands to accolades.  A hundred human test subjects began eking out a living on the surface of Mars, breathing the air, setting up terraforming industries, ingesting the algae and lichens and recovered water.  They transmitted progress reports that the whole world watched.  They were called the adin, the first.

After months of interrogation by outraged—or perhaps envious, Rachel thought—investigative commissions from the world scientific community, she and her team had developed a second generation of Mars-adapted humans, the dva, who needed less drastic changes to survive on a world growing less hostile year by year.

All the enhanced males were given vasectomies before they were shipped to Mars; since they were not genetically altered, any children conceived by adin would have been normal human babies who would die instantly upon taking their first freezing, oxygen-starved breaths.

And finally, just five years ago, a “natural” human presence had been established on the surface, living in thin-walled inflatable colonies set up in canyons protected from the harsh weather.  Rachel had been given the title of commissioner of the first Mars base as a reward for her accomplishments.  She had watched as her dva workers paved the way on the highlands, remaking the world for humans to live on unhindered.

The dva project no longer needed her supervision, though; and most of the adin had abandoned their work and died out before Rachel ever set foot on the planet.  Adapted humans were a short-term phase in the terraforming scheme.

Jesús Keefer, the UN Mars Project advisor, had come to replace her.  Rachel’s work on Mars was finished, and she had been ordered to go home.  Keefer would not want her around, and Rachel’s superiors had left her no choice.  They would return her to Earth a well-respected scientist and administrator.  She would fill her days with celebrity banquets, lecture tours, memoirs, interviews.  Charities would want her to endorse causes; corporations would want her to endorse products.  Her face would appear on posters.  Children would write letters to her.

It would be pathetic.  Everything would remind her of how she had been retired.  Obsolete.  Tossed aside now that she had completed her task.  But Mars was her home, her child.

The crawler toiled up the lava slope of Olympus Mons.  Black lumps of ejecta thrust out like monoliths from the dust, scoured and polished into contorted shapes by the furious wind.  On the sunward side of some of the rocks she could see gray-green smears of lichen, a tendril of frost.  It made her heart ache.

Even in the one-third gravity her body felt old and weak.  Returning to Earth—and the extra weight it would make her carry—would be hell for her.

Instead she had made up her mind to go to the highest point in the solar system, fourteen miles above the volcanic plain.  Make sure you finish up at the top, she had always said.  Olympus Mons stood proudly above most of the atmosphere, two and a half times the height of Mount Everest on Earth.

On the edge of the eighty-kilometer-wide caldera, Rachel Dycek would stand in her laboring environmental suit and look across her new world.

Already she could see the bruised color of the northern sky as the murky wall of dust stampeded toward the southern hemisphere.

The crawler itself might survive—the vehicles had been designed to be tough—but the sandstorm would obliterate all traces of her.
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Cora Marisov remained in the shadows of the lava tubes where the adin lived partly out of shyness, partly out of the revulsion she felt toward her changing body.

Fifteen years ago, her eyes had been modified for the wan Martian sunlight.  They had been dark eyes, beautiful, like polished ebony disks, slanted with the trace of Mongol features retained by many Siberians.  Her Martian eyes, though, were set deep within sheltering cheekbones and brow ridges, covered with a thick mesh of lashes.  She remembered her grandmother braiding her hair and singing to her, marveling at what a beautiful girl she was.  Her grandmother would no doubt run away shrieking now, making the three-fingered sign of the Orthodox cross.

Cora made her way up the sloping passageway to where sunlight warmed the rocks.  The wind picked up as she stepped outside.  The cramps in her abdomen struck again, making her wince, but she forced herself to keep moving.  She used her fingers to collect strands of algae that had clung to the flapping skimmer-screens that captured airborne tendrils.  The adin would cook the algae down, leach out the dusts, and bake it into dense, edible wafers.

After greeting her upon returning from his raid, Boris Tiban sat brooding in silence below, basking near the volcanic vent.  She thought of him as a rogue, one of the legendary Siberian bandits, or perhaps one of the exiled revolutionaries.  It had taken her a long time to grow accustomed to the abomination of his body, the lumpy alien appearance, the functional adaptations tacked onto his form.

She recalled her emotions the first time they had made love, more than the usual turmoil she felt when lying with a man for the first time.  This was no longer a man, but a freak, with whom she grappled in a charade of love.

He had taken her under the dim sun, inside a sheltering ring of lava rock that reminded her of a primitive temple.  She lay back in the cold, red dust but could not feel the sharp rocks against her padded back.  When Boris held her and caressed her and lay his body on top of her, she could enjoy little of his touch.  Too much of her skin’s sensitivity had been surgically blocked.

Thin wind had whistled around the rocks, but she could hear Boris’s breathing, faster and faster, as he pushed into her.  Her external skin may have been deadened, but she squirmed and made a small noise deep in her throat; the nerves inside had not been changed at all.  They moved and grabbed at each other, making an indentation in the dust that looked afterwards as if a great struggle had occurred there.

They had nothing to worry about.  The Earther doctors had made sure they were all sterile before dumping them on this planet.  Sex was one of the few pleasures they could still enjoy.  Cora and Boris had made love often.  What did they have to lose? she thought bitterly.

A hundred of the adin had set out to establish new lives on Mars.  Eight had died within the first week when their adaptations did not function as expected; more than half succumbed within the first year, unable to adapt to the harsh new environment.

As good workers, they had transmitted regular reports back to Earth, at first every day, then every week, then intermittently.  With a forty-minute roundtrip transmission lag, they could transmit their report and be gone again from the station before the Earth monitors could respond.  Boris had liked using the delayed messages to taunt and frustrate.  The Earthers couldn’t do a damned thing about it.

After three years, cocky with invulnerability, Boris had spoken to the remaining adin.  The Earthers had abandoned them on Mars, he said, to sink or swim depending on their own resourcefulness.  Earth wanted to watch a soap opera, the quaint outcasts’ struggle for survival.  Finally, Boris transmitted an arrogant refusal to do terraforming work anymore, and then destroyed the station.  He had taken the metal spire from the tip of the dish and kept it as his royal staff.

By that time, only thirty adin remained.  They moved to higher altitudes where the climate was more comfortable, the air thinner and easier to breathe.

Within a Martian year, the first dva arrived.  They had been planned to replace the adin all along… .

Now, her arms laden with wind-borne algae strands, Cora turned and listened to an approaching mechanical noise, tinny in the thin air.  She looked down the slope and saw the human crawler in the distance, raising an orangish-red cloud behind it.

Cora stumbled back down into the cave, but already the other adin had heard it.  Boris leaped to his feet from where he had been brooding; his body glistened with diamonds of frozen vapor.  He held the pointed staff in his hand and peered out the window opening.  The other three adin hurried to him.

No one paid attention to her.  She couldn’t be much help to them right now anyway.

Cora slumped down against the rough rock wall, breathing heavily and sorting out the algae strands.  She felt tears spring to the corners of her eyes as she patted her swollen belly—the last great practical joke of all.
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The crawler helped Rachel choose the best course.  She opted to follow a gaping chasm that spilled down the slope of Olympus Mons, possibly extending to the base of the towering cliff that lifted the volcano from the Tharsis bulge.  The chasm was one of the only landmarks she found on the vast uphill plain.  It suggested days long past when liquid water had spilled downhill from melting ice.  Or perhaps the enormous shield volcano had simply split its seams.  She knew little about geology; it was not her area of expertise.  If she had been a geologist on Mars, her specialty would never have become obsolete.

Gauges showed the outside air pressure dropping as she ascended.  The wind speed picked up, bringing gusts that carried enough muscle to rattle the crawler.  She had been climbing for half a day.  The distant sun had passed overhead and dropped to the northwestern horizon.  Behind her reeled two parallel treads, marking the path of the crawler.  They would be erased when the storm hit, certainly before anyone thought to come looking for her.

With a momentary twinge of guilt, Rachel hoped the dva at the pumping station would be all right, but she knew they had been trained—and made—to survive the weather conditions of this new transitional Mars.

Ahead Rachel saw areas that looked like ancient volcanic steam vents, lava tubes, and towering jagged teeth of black rock rotten with cavities formed by blowing dust.  It looked like an extraterrestrial Stonehenge guarding a gateway to a wonderland under Mars.  Long sunset shadows stretched like dark oil spilling down the slope.

And then figures stepped away from the rocks, emerging from the lava tubes.  Human figures—no, not quite human.  In the fading light, she recognized them.

Adin.

She saw three at first, and then a fourth stepped out.  This one carried a long metal staff.  Her heart leaped with amazement, awe, and a little fear.  Rachel’s first impulse was to turn the crawler around and flee back downslope to report the presence of this encampment of rogue “Martians.”  What would they do to her if they caught her?

But instead she stopped and parked the vehicle, locking its treads.  So what might they do, and what did it matter?  She sealed the protective plates over the windowports, then stood up.  The recompressed air in her suit tasted cold and metallic.

Rachel had nothing to lose, and she wanted to know how the adin had fared, what they had done, why they had broken off contact with Earth.  At least she would know that much before she died, and it would bring closure to her work.  She had to find out for herself, even if no one else would know.  She was probably the only one who cared anyway.

She cycled through the door of the crawler and turned back to key the locking combination.  Rachel stepped forward to meet the adin survivors as they bounded toward her.
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The Earther inside the suit looked fragile, like eggshells strung together with spiderwebs.  She would never survive ten seconds unprotected outside.

Assisted by Stroganov, Boris took the captive woman’s arm and lifted her off the ground.  Her reflective suit, bloated from internal pressure, felt slick and unnatural in his grip.  He noticed that the suit design had changed somewhat since he had last dealt with Earthers, when they had first deposited the adin on the Martian surface.

He and Stroganov carried their captive easily in the low gravity; oddly, she did not struggle.  Boris set the woman down in the dimness of the lava tube and scrutinized her small body.  Apparently nonplussed, she straightened herself and looked around the grotto.  Through the faceplate of her helmet, Boris saw dark eyes and an angular face, salt-and-pepper hair.  He discerned no expression of helplessness and fear.  He found it disconcerting.

“I recognize you,” the Earther woman said.  Her words filtered through the speaker patch below the faceplate in crisp textbook Russian straight from Moscow schooling.  “You are Boris Petrovich Tiban.”

Pleased that she knew him but also angry at where she must have seen him, Boris said, “You must have been entertained by our struggle for survival on this world, while you sat warm and cozy on yours?  How often do they replay my last transmission to Earth, just before I dismantled the dish?”  He rang his staff on the porous lava floor for emphasis.

“No, Boris Tiban, I remember you from my selection procedures.”  She paused.  “Let me see, Siberian labor camp, correct?  You had been a worker at the Baku oil fields in Azerbaijan.  Your record showed that you got into many brawls, you came to work drunk more often than not.  During one shift you had an accident that started a fire in one of the refinery complexes.  The resulting explosion killed two people and ruined a week’s oil production.”

The other three adin stepped away, looking at her in amazement.  Bebez grabbed onto Elia’s arm.  Boris felt a cold shiver crawl up his spine that had nothing to do with the temperature of Mars.  Flickers of memory brought him fuzzy glimpses of this woman, dressed in a white uniform, bustling down cold tile halls.  “How do you know all this?”

The woman’s response was a short laugh.  She seemed genuinely amused.  “I selected the final adin candidates myself.  I performed some of the surgery.  I made you, Boris Tiban.  You have survived here because of the augmentations I added to your body.  You should be grateful to me with every breath you take of Martian air.”  She turned around, flexing her arm.  The suit made crinkling noises.

“I do not remember these others as well,” she continued.  “There were so many candidates in the first phase.”

Boris felt the fury boil within him.  It all came back to him now.  “Doctor … Dycek—is that your name, or have I remembered it wrong?”  She was provoking him, taunting him—perhaps she did not know him as well as she thought.  Stroganov gawked at her, then at him; yes, he remembered her too, the smell of chemicals, the slice of pain, the promises of freedom, the exile on this planet.

Boris brought the metal staff up.  “Maybe I should just smash open your helmet.”

“Do what you will.  I never intended to return anyway.”

Boris stared into her dark eyes distorted by the transparent polymer.  He could not say anything.  She had made him helpless.

“Tell me why you are so angry,” she continued.  “We set you free of your labor camp.  You signed all the papers.  We gave you a world to tame and all the freedom to do it.  Better to rule in hell than to serve in heaven, is that not correct?”

All the clever words tumbled in his throat, clambering over each other to come out.  Where was the tough, charismatic leader who had conquered Mars?  He had made his speeches over and over to the surviving adin; but now he had the proper target in front of him.  He clenched his hand so tightly that he actually felt the nails against his thick, numb palm.

The anger finally burst out, and Boris shouted in a way that overrode all his training for shallow breaths and conservation of exhaled moisture.  “You created us for Mars—and then you took Mars away!”

He gestured out beyond the cave walls.  In his mind, he held a picture of the growing lichen, the tracings of frost on the lava rock, the thickening air.  Dr. Dycek looked at him through the faceplate.  He saw a weary patience in her eyes, which made him even angrier.  She did not understand.

“Why is she here?” Elia asked him.  “Find out why she is here.”

Boris looked down at Dr. Dycek.  “Yes, why?”

“I am being replaced.  I have no more work on Mars, and I am to be shuttled back to Earth.”

Boris tightened his grip on her thin metallic suit.  “So now you know what it feels to be obsolete yourself.  We watch our world slipping away with each new dva establishment, with each water-recovery station, with every normal human setting foot on our planet!  The time has come to send them a message they cannot ignore.”

Dr. Dycek put her gloved hands on her hips.  “I came up here to be swept away in the dust storm.  They will never find my body.  If you kill me it makes no difference.”

“We could dump your body just outside of the flimsy inflatable base.  They would find you then.”

“Then someone would have to hunt you down,” Dr. Dycek said.  “Why bloody your hands?  No need to add murder to your conscience.”

Boris laughed at that.  He felt easier now, more in control.  “Murder?  It is murder only when a human kills another human.  Mars will be killing you, Dr. Dycek.  Not me.”  He hefted the metal staff over his head, ready to swing it down upon the curved faceplate.  She tilted her head up.  “It is the way with all creatures: those who cannot adapt to their environment must die.  So here, breathe the clear, cold air of Mars.  It will be a grand gesture for the adin!”

“Oh Boris, stop!”  It was Cora’s voice, sounding annoyed.  She made her way out of the shadows from the back of the cave.  “I once admired your ways, but now I am tired of how you must make a grand gesture of everything.  Tearing up our transmitter, sabotaging the dva pumping station, even blowing up the Baku oil refinery.”

“That was all justified!” Boris snapped.  But he watched Dr. Dycek’s attention flick away from him as soon as Cora stepped into the light.  Cora panted, then winced at internal pain.

“She’s pregnant!” Dr. Dycek said.  “How?  That’s impossible!”

For a moment, Boris thought her comment so ludicrous that he stifled a chuckle.  How?  Does a doctor not know how a woman gets pregnant?

“Even the best Russian sterilization procedures must not be one hundred percent effective,” Cora answered.

Dr. Dycek’s entire attitude altered.  “Your baby will die if it is born up here!  It will have none of your adaptations.  Just a normal, human child.”

“We know that!” Boris shouted.

“This changes everything.  An adin having a child!  The first human born on Mars!”  Her voice rose with command as if they were her slaves—just as she had sounded in the adin training and therapy sessions back on Earth.  “We will have to take you in the crawler vehicle back down,” she said to Cora.  “I can pressurize the cabin slowly so you will acclimate and tolerate the atmosphere below for a short time.”

Boris felt his control of the other adin slipping like red dust through his fingertips.  Stroganov and Bebez nodded, looking at the suited figure and ignoring him.  Cora stepped forward, so intent with new hope and excitement that she did not try to hide her swollen appearance.  “You can save my baby?”

“Perhaps.  If we get you back to the base.”

“This is good news, Boris!” Elia said.  “We thought the baby would die for certain.”

Boris released his hold on Dr. Dycek’s arm and turned to face his four companions in the cave.  “Yes, save the child!  And then what?  Then everything will be perfect?  Then all our problems will be solved?  No!  Then the Earthers will know where we are.  They will come here and watch us die off, one by one.  They will make a documentary program about us, the failed experiment.  Maybe it will be on worldwide National Geographic?”

He moved toward the cave opening to the deepening dusk outside.  It was difficult for him to stomp in anger in the low gravity.  “You are all fools!  I can have more intelligent conversations with the rocks.”

Boris Tiban stalked out into the air to stare at the brightening stars, at Phobos rising again in the east and the pinprick of Deimos suspended partway up the sky.  He felt like the king of all Mars, a king who had just been overthrown.
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Not even Boris’s tantrum could disturb Rachel’s concentration as she stared at the rounded abdomen of the adin woman.  The survival of these augmented humans impressed her, but the simple miracle of this pregnancy that should never have happened amazed her much more.  A pregnancy, the type of thing men and women had been doing for millions of years—but never before on this planet.

She and her medical team had seen no need to sterilize the female adin, a much more difficult operation than a vasectomy.  Though Rachel had heard of men siring children years after they had had vasectomies, she and her team considered that possibility to be an acceptable risk.  Russian medicine had somewhat low standards for “acceptable risks.”  Rachel could hardly believe it herself.

But the tight skin stretched over Cora’s belly spoke otherwise.  The thick adin fur wisped up and curled over, showing white patches where toughened skin had been stretched to its limits.  Rachel reached out with a gloved hand to touch the bulge, but she could feel little through the protective material.

Cora seemed more preoccupied with excusing Boris’s temper.  “He is not always like this.  He is strong and has kept us alive by our own wits for ten years now, but everything is running through his fingers.  He lost our companion Nicholas two nights ago in a raid.”  She drew a deep breath.  Her words carried a rich Siberian accent that evoked thoughts of wild lands and simple people.  “These grand gestures of his always backfire. ”

Suddenly Cora’s mouth clamped shut and she let out a hiss.  She squeezed her eyelids together.  The skin on her abdomen tightened until it had a waxy texture and was as hard as the rind of a melon.  Her hands groped for something to grab onto, finally seizing a lump of lava.  She squeezed the sharp edges until blood oozed from shallow cuts in her palms, freezing into a sparkling smear on the rock.

Rachel knelt beside Cora while the other adin came closer, showing their concern.  Rachel had never had children of her own; she had been too preoccupied with her work, too driven, too dedicated.  She had never regretted it, though—had she not done something far more important by preparing the first human to set foot on Mars?

Cora gasped out her next words after the spasm passed.  “It’s all right.  For now.  That has been happening for days.  I can bear the pain, but I can concentrate on little else.”

“You must not have the child here,” Rachel repeated.  She didn’t know if the baby would be getting enough oxygen through the mother’s bloodstream even now, but it certainly could not survive in the open air.  “How frequent are the contractions?”

“I have no idea,” Cora snapped in a voice filled more with pain and weariness than anger.  “I don’t exactly have a chronometer!  Boris left all that behind when we came to the highlands.”

“They are about every fifteen minutes,” said one of the adin, Bebez.  “You must get her away from here.  Give her whatever help you can offer.  The baby will surely die up here.”

Rachel would have to give up her own pointless gesture of defiance, standing on the volcano top while the dust storm swept her away.  But it seemed a ridiculous thing to do now, like something Boris Tiban would attempt.  A grand gesture that would impress no one.  Instead, she would accomplish something to hold up in front of Jesús Keefer’s face.

Cora’s infant would focus Earth’s attention once again on the adin and the dva, and on Rachel’s own efforts.  She might even get a reprieve, be allowed to stay on Mars to study the remaining altered humans and how they adapted to their changing planet.  But she felt she was doing this for something else as well.  Better to save a life than to take her own.

“Let us go and save your child, Cora.  My crawler is not far.”

Cora stood up and Rachel touched her shoulder.  The other three adin nodded their agreement, but made no move to help as the two women went to the door opening into the Martian dusk.

Outside, Boris Tiban was nowhere to be seen.  The sky’s green had turned a muddy ochre.  The upthrust rocks were stark against the smooth slope of Olympus Mons.

The crawler was gone.

Leaving Cora to stand against a rock, Rachel ran over to where she had stopped the vehicle.  The low gravity made her feel light on her feet.  The wind ran groping fingers over her suit.

She found the crawler’s tracks, already beginning to blur in the wind, then she came to a sloughed-off portion of the chasm wall where a large object had been toppled over the edge.  Pry marks in the lava soil showed how Boris had used his metal staff.

As dread surged inside her, Rachel went to the brink of the gorge.  More lava rock lay strewn a hundred meters below.  In the gathering shadows of night, she could make out the squared-off form of her vehicle, out of reach far below.
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In darkness, they used tough cables and harsh white spotlights to reach the bottom of the chasm.  The adin had taken the equipment from the remaining cache of supplies they had brought with them when they had abandoned the Martian lowlands.  Low gravity made the climb easier.

Cora allowed Stroganov and Dr. Dycek to help her over the roughest patches.  She had to stop four times during the descent while cramps seized her body, demanding all her attention.

Over the past two days the cramps had clenched her stomach muscles, squeezing and pushing, then gradually loosening again.  At first they had been intermittent, several an hour and then giving her a few hours’ rest before they started again.  But the pain grew worse, more regular, more intense, as her muscles lowered the baby, helped position it, started to open Cora up inside.  Cora knew the baby could come within hours, or she could have to endure this for several more days.

She watched Stroganov jerk the thin cable as his spotlight shone down on the crawler vehicle surrounded by broken scree.  He had never told anyone his first name, but clung to his family identity; he traced his lineage back to the first nobles sent by Peter the Great to conquer the wilds of Siberia.

The crawler had plowed a clean path down the cliff as it fell, and its low center of mass had brought it to a rest upright, though canted against a mound of rubble.  As Stroganov played the light over the scratched and dust-smeared hull, Cora looked for the disastrous damage she expected to see.

“It appears to be intact,” Dr. Dycek said.  She squeezed Cora’s shoulder and jumped the last few meters to the bottom of the chasm, landing with deeply bent knees.  Her voice sounded thin and far away as she shouted through her faceplate.  “This vehicle is tough, built to withstand Mars—as you were.”

Dr. Dycek held out her hands for Elia to toss down one of the spotlights.  From above, Cora tried to pay attention to the operation.  Using the spotlight beam, Dr. Dycek climbed around the vehicle, inspecting the metal plates protecting the trapezoidal windowports.  She rapped on one with her gloved fist, then held her fist high in satisfaction.

On her own initiative, Cora began the last part of the descent.  Stroganov and Elia helped her until they all stood on the jumbled floor of the chasm.  Loose boulders the size of houses lay strewn about.  Cora looked up to the top of the cliff wall, a black razor-edge that blocked all view of the stars.  Bebez had remained in the caves, and Cora saw no figure looking down at them.

They had called into the darkness for Boris to come and help them, but he had remained silent and hidden.

Dr. Dycek trudged up to them.  “The door-lock mechanism is still functioning.  The antenna is smashed, though, so we will not be able to let anyone on the base know we are coming.”  She paused.  “From the dents around the antenna base, it looks to me as if Boris knocked it off himself. ”

The other adin said nothing.  Cora nodded to herself.  Yes, that was the way Boris would do it.  He was so predictable.

Then her knees buckled as a new labor spasm squeezed her like a fist and sucked away thoughts of the outside world.  Stroganov caught her and held her upright.

Dr. Dycek grabbed one of Cora’s arms and began to stumble-walk her toward the crawler.  “Come on.  We have at least a day’s journey before we get back to the base.  Even at that, I cannot be certain this chasm will lead us anywhere but a blind end.  But there is no other way.  The crawler is down here, and we have no choice of roads.  You have no time to waste.”

Dr. Dycek hauled her into the tilted opening of the crawler’s small airlock.  Stroganov and Elia helped, each of the adin men squeezing Cora’s numb skin in a silent gesture of farewell.

“The storm is coming,” Stroganov said, sniffing the air.

“I know,” Dr. Dycek answered.  She made no other comment about it, but faced Cora instead.  “We will get you inside and begin the slow pressurization of the interior.  We have to make the atmosphere thick enough so the baby can breathe, in case it is born along the way.”

Cora dreaded the thought of air as thick as soup and heavy as bricks on her chest, making an ordeal out of every breath—especially during the most exhausting hours of her life.

She doubted the baby would wait until they reached the Earthers’ inflatable base.

The airlock door closed behind them, leaving them in claustrophobic darkness.  Already Cora longed for one last breath of the cold air on top of Olympus Mons.
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As the southern hemisphere of the planet Mars entered its winter season, the falling temperature caused great portions of the atmosphere to freeze out.  Water vapor and carbon dioxide piled up in layers to form a polar icecap.  The resulting drop in air pressure sucked wind from the northern hemisphere down across the equator.  Gathering force, the wind rushed to fill the invisible hole at the bottom of the world, picking up dust particles in a fist as tall as the sky.

The storm hit them three hours after they had left the adin encampment.  Rachel could barely see as the roiling murk pounded and shook the crawler from side to side.  The brilliant high beams of the vehicle’s lights revealed only an opaque haze; the low beams illuminated no more than a shallow puddle of ground directly in front of her.  Rachel squinted through the whirlwind, hoping to swerve in time to avoid the largest rocks or another gaping chasm.  The walls of the crevasse sheltered them from the worst gusts, but vicious crosscurrents forced her to wrestle with the controls.

Rachel had no idea where the narrow canyon would take her, but she had to follow it.  She wound her way along the crevasse floor, hoping it would spill out onto the Tharsis plain or climb back up to the flat surface of Olympus Mons.  She did not know where the nearest settlement would be, or if she would have a better chance heading straight for the main base facilities.

As they continued, Rachel increased the air pressure in the crawler, gradually acclimating Cora to the change.  The muffled sounds of the scouring gale came through only as distant whispers.  Her suit worked doubletime to absorb her perspiration.  She no longer felt like someone who wanted to surrender.

A wry smile came to Rachel’s face: she had never imagined she would be facing the dust storm in such a manner.  Her planned suicide had seemed poignant and dramatic at the time, like a great hero going to meet doom—but now she realized that most people would have shaken their heads sadly and pitied her instead.  They would have found her pathetic.  They would have reevaluated all of her successes, used her final madness to brush aside the accomplishments and then forgotten about her.

She kept her mind focused on moving ahead, on the need to return to the main base, where she could show Jesús Keefer how important she still was to the Mars project.  Keefer had always been impatient with the slow work of the adin and the dva, wanting instead to have humans scrape out a direct existence on Mars from the start.

But Rachel and her team had made it possible for the first humans to walk free on another world.  No matter how the future changed, no one could alter that.  Her work had resulted in the birth of the first Martian, a landmark event never before rivalled in human history.

Behind her on one of the passenger benches, Cora Marisov spoke little, gasping as another labor spasm hit.  Rachel used the vehicle’s chronometer to time them.  They occurred about every four and a half minutes.  Cora seemed oblivious to the storm outside.

“I think … ” Cora said, gasping words that Rachel heard muffled through her helmet, “you had better find a place to stop the crawler.  Park it.  Shelter.  I need you now.”

Rachel slowed the vehicle and risked a glance backward.

Cora lay on the floor, her back propped against the curved metal wall and her legs spread as far apart as she could manage around the mound of her belly.  Between her legs a gush of liquid spilled out, steaming and freezing in the icy air.

Her water has broken!  Rachel lurched the crawler over to the canyon wall under what she could dimly see as an overhang.  Now what would she do?  Rachel was a doctor, no problem.  No problem!  But she had studied environmental adaptation, worked with cyborg enhancements.  The closest she had come to witnessing birth was in staring at cells dividing under a microscope.  It had been a long time since her basic training, and she had used none of it in practical situations.

She looked down the treads of the crawler and turned back to Cora.  The pregnant adin woman looked up at her; Rachel hoped the faceplate hid her uncertainty.

“I may be able to help you now,” Cora said, “but when the final part of labor comes, I will not be able to hold your hand through this.”

The thought of Cora helping her in the emergency made Rachel stifle a raw-edged giggle, but Cora continued.  “I helped my grandmother deliver two babies when I was small.  Midwives still do much of that work in Siberia.”

Rachel fought away her scattered emotions and stared into Cora’s dark, slanted eyes.  “All right, should I check to see how far you are dilated?”

“Yes.  Reach … inside me.  Then we will know how much time I have. ”

Rachel looked down at her clumsy gloved hand.  She checked the external air pressure monitor; though the suit seemed more flexible now that the differential was not so great, she still could not survive unprotected in the crawler cabin.  “I dare not remove my suit yet.  There is not enough air for me.  And the glove is too big as it is.  I would hurt you.”

Cora’s eyes shut in a wince and her body shook.  Rachel watched her body straining, the augmented muscles stretched to a point where they seemed to hum from the tension.  Cora’s fingers scrabbled on the smooth metal floor, looking for something to grasp.  After a minute or two, the spasm passed.

Cora took five deep breaths, then brought her attention back to the problem.  “We need to learn how long it will be.  If I am not fully dilated, we might have enough time to reach your base.  If I am, then the baby could come in as little as an hour.”

Rachel drove the panic away and tried to dredge up alternatives from the thin air.  “There are small cutting tools in the repair box, and some metal tape.”  She looked down at her suit.  “I could cut off my glove, seal the sleeve around my arm with the tape.  Then I could feel inside you.”

Cora looked at her, saying nothing, as Rachel continued.  “My hand would get numb in this cold, but I can raise the internal temperature here as much as you can stand.”

“If you damage the suit, you will never be able to go outside until we reach your base.”  Cora closed her eyes in anticipation of another labor pain.  “Perhaps you should keep driving.  Hope we will find help within another hour or so.”

Instead, Rachel made up her mind and went to the crawler’s tool locker.  In this storm, and with the distance yet to travel, they would never get to a safe haven in an hour.  She had spent most of a day maneuvering the crawler up the smooth slope of Olympus Mons, making good time and seeing exactly where she was going.  She had now been driving barely four hours, over rough terrain, unable to see for the past hour.  They would never make it.  Better to prepare here.

First, she wrapped the tape around her forearm as tightly as she could, making a crude tourniquet.  Then she pulled up the slick fabric around her wrist and removed one of the small cutting tools from the locker.  The tough suit material could resist most severe abrasions, but not intentional sawing.  Keeping the metal tape at hand, she pulled in a deep lungful of air and sliced across the fabric.

Her ears popped as air gushed out.  She could feel the wind and the cold pushing against her skin.  The tourniquet could not make a perfect seal.  She cut the gash longer, enough that she could pull her fingers out of the glove and thrust her hand through the ragged opening.  With her protected hand, she wrapped more metal tape around her wrist where the suit material met the skin.  She taped back the flopping, empty glove, then sealed the seam over and over.

Panting, Rachel tried to catch her breath as the suit reinflated.  The chemical oxygen regenerator on her back hissed and burbled, adding to the ringing in her ears.  Her head pounded, but her thoughts cleared moment by moment.

Cora squirmed on the floor in her own ordeal.  Rachel knelt in front of her.  “Cora?  Cora, I am ready.”  She touched the adin woman’s bristly coating of fur, the waxy texture of her polymerized skin.  Rachel’s hand felt crisp from the cold, then sensitivity faded as it grew numb.  “Tell me what I should expect to feel inside you.”

Cora blinked and nodded.

The placental water on the crawler floor had sheeted over with a film of ice, clinging in gummy knots to Cora’s inner thighs.  Rachel slowly felt the folds of skin between Cora’s legs, dipped her fingers into them, then slid her hand inside.

At first the temperature felt too hot, like melted butter, in startling contrast to the frigid air.  She forced herself not to withdraw.  Her skin burned.

“Feel the opening deep inside.  It is surrounded by a ridge,” Cora said, biting off each word as she said it.  “Tell me how wide it is.”

“A little wider than my hand and thumb.”

Cora bit her lip.

Rachel withdrew and grabbed the other woman’s arm.  The biting cold of the air felt like acid on her wet hand.  “Is that good or bad.  I can’t remember my training.”

“Bad.  No, good.  That means this should be over much sooner.  A few hours, perhaps.”

The sound of the storm outside suddenly turned into a monster’s roar, a grinding, crunching sound that pounded through the walls of the crawler.  The rock outcropping above them came crashing down, tossing boulders and blankets of dirt.

Rachel fell on her side, clawing at the air; Cora rolled over and curled into a ball to protect her abdomen.  Rocks pummeled the top of the crawler, bouncing and thudding.  Reddish smears clogged the view from the main front windowports, blowing away in patches as gusts of wind tore it free of the smooth glass.

Rachel got to her knees.  She felt herself shaking.  The palm of her bare hand seemed to burn into the frigid metal of the floor.  “Are you all right?” she asked Cora.  The adin woman nodded.

The sounds of the avalanche faded into the roar of the storm, but then another, softer thump sounded on top of the crawler.  Cora froze, and her eyes widened.

Rachel got up to go to the crawler’s control panel.  Luckily none of the falling rocks had smashed through the front windowports.

Then a face and shoulders appeared from above, hands reaching down from the roof of the crawler, brushing the dust aside.  The face pressed against the glass, peering inside and grinning.

An adin.  Boris Tiban.

In shock, Rachel caught herself from crying out.  She smacked her hands down on the controls for the protective plates, which slammed over the windowports.  The last thing she saw was Boris Tiban leaping aside in surprise, vanishing into the tangled murk of the storm.  Then the metal clanged into place, leaving the crawler in dimness.  The central illumination automatically stepped up, bathing the interior in a blue-white glow.

Cora stared wide-eyed at the sealed windowport.  “Boris!” she muttered.  She seemed to have forgotten about her labor.  “He caused the avalanche.  He must have been working at it ever since we stopped.”

“Out in the storm?”  Rachel could hardly believe what she had seen herself.  “How could he survive without shelter?”

Cora shook her head; Rachel saw a smile on her lips.  “He likes to do that, pit himself against the elements.  He is proud of how he can cope with anything Mars throws at him.  Tamer of Worlds—that is what he wants to be called.  He does not like to see you domesticating this planet.  Then he will be obsolete.”

“I know what that feels like,” Rachel muttered, then stopped.  “But if Boris tries to kill me, he will also destroy you, and his baby.  Does he not realize he will murder his own child?”

Cora hung her head, then shuddered with another spasm.  Rachel adjusted the air compressors to increase the pressure inside the crawler more rapidly.  When Cora recovered, she looked Rachel in the eye and kept her voice flat.

“He needs the baby to die.  He has always planned on it.”

Rachel opened and closed her mouth without words; she knew that behind the faceplate she must look like a dying fish in a bowl.  “I don’t understand. ”

Cora let her slanted eyes fall shut beneath the thick lash membranes.  “His grandest gesture of all.  He has been anticipating it for months.  We have always known the baby would die at birth.  I should never have gotten pregnant.  That loss would be a direct fault of the Earthers.  He has found a way to blame all of our troubles on you.  He is good at that.

“When the baby dies, he will have all the reason he needs to strike back.  It will be a catalyst, an excuse.  Everything must be perfectly justified.  Those are the rules by which he plays.”  She sighed.  “No one ever thought someone like you would come.”

Rachel struggled with the sick logic.  “What will he do?”

“He plans to go to your inflatable base and destroy it.  With his metal staff, he can tear holes right through the sides of the walls.  He can run from one section to the next as fast as his legs will take him, striking and moving.  He can do it.  The alarms will send everyone into confusion.  He can burst every module even after they seal themselves.  The people inside will be trapped and he can pick them off one room at a time.  The Earthers might repair some of the walls, but Boris can just strike again.  He can wait longer than any of them.”

“But what about you?  He’s trying to kill you now, too!”

“That is incidental.  He loves me in his own way, but he sees the cause as more important.  Just like a great revolutionary.”

Rachel felt anger welling up inside of her.  “Well then, I must make sure he has no reason to attack the base.  Your baby will live.”  She patted Cora’s bulging stomach with her bare hand and turned to look at the heavy metal plates covering the windowports.  “We are safe here, for now.”
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Surrounded by the muffled whirlwind of the storm, Cora Marisov gave birth to a daughter.  The crawler walls creaked and groaned as the wind tried to push in, but the shelter remained secure.

As soon as Cora’s final labor began, Rachel had no choice but to begin pressurizing the crawler interior as rapidly as the pumps could bring in more air.  Many of the intake vents had been clogged with dust from the storm and the avalanche, but the gauges showed the air pressure increasing.

Cora cried out with the effort of her labor, but also gasped, complaining about how difficult breathing had become.  “Like a metal band around my chest!  My head!”

“There is nothing for it.  The baby must breathe when it comes.”  No matter what it does to Cora, Rachel thought.  “You are strong.  I made you that way.”

“I … know!”

When Rachel had pulled the slick baby free, it steamed in the air, glistening with red wetness.  “A girl!” she said.

Cora’s mouth remained open, gasping to fill her lungs.  The baby, too, worked the tiny dark hole of her mouth in a silent agonized cry of new life, but she could not find enough air.

Rachel moved quickly now.  As she had planned, she shucked her suit and popped open the faceplate, letting the blessed warm air gush out.  The shock stunned her, but she forced herself to keep moving, to plow through the black specks in front of her vision.  A bright pain flashed behind her forehead.  Moments later, a warm, thick trickle of blood came from her nostrils.

She grasped the loose end of the metal tape sealing her wrist to the suit.  The grip slipped twice before her numb fingers clutched it and tore it off.  She let out a howl of pain, releasing half the air left in her lungs.  She felt as if she had just flayed the skin off her arm.

She had to hurry.  Grogginess started to claim her, but she stumbled through the motions.

Shivering already, she stepped out of the empty suit, letting the metallic fabric fall in a rough puddle on the floor.  She wore only a light jumpsuit underneath, clammy with sweat that froze in icy needles against her skin.

Rachel clamped shut the empty faceplate and grabbed up the baby.  The infant skin, smeared with red from the birth, took on a bluish tinge as she tried to breathe.  The umbilical cord, tied in a crude knot, still oozed some blood.

Cora found the strength to reach over and touch the infant one last time before Rachel slid the girl inside the loose folds of the suit and sealed her whispered cries into silence.  She began pressurizing it immediately.  The folds began to straighten themselves as air pumped inside.

Heaving huge breaths but still starving for oxygen, Rachel grasped the limp sleeve where she had cut off the glove and knotted it.  Suit-warmed air blew from the edge, squirting onto her skin.  Rachel clutched the roll of metallic tape and wrapped it around and around the end of the sleeve.  The hissing noise stopped, replaced by the ringing in her ears.  She crawled over to where regenerated air streamed into the chamber, but that helped only a little.

Cora, though, grew worse.  “Can’t inhale,” she said.  “Like stones on my chest.  Breathing soup.”  She was too weak to cope with the increasing difficulty.

Rachel felt all her words go away as she looked at the exhausted new mother, at the mess of blood and amniotic fluid and afterbirth tissue on the crawler floor.  This had not been clean and quick like the make-believe births shown in entertainment disks.  It looked like some slaughter had occurred here.  But not slaughter—new life.

Somehow, Cora got to her knees, wavered as she tried—and failed—to draw a deep breath, then crawled toward the airlock.  “You must let me out.  Dying.  Need to breathe.”

Rachel, dizzy from her own lack of air, tried to fight against confusion.  “Not in the storm!  Not right after the baby.  You are too weak.”  But she knew Cora was right.  If the adin woman had any chance for surviving, it had to be outside, not in here.

Cora reached the door and rested her head against it, panting.  “Strong enough,” she said, repeating Rachel’s words.  “You made us that way.”

Rachel watched her open the inner door and haul herself into the airlock.  The noise of the storm outside doubled.  Cora looked at the sagging environment suit on the floor, focused on the squirming lump that showed the girl’s movements, then raised her deep-set eyes to meet Rachel’s.  She looked intensely human and inhuman at the same time.

“I will tell Boris his daughter is alive.  Safe.”  With great effort, she filled her lungs one more time.  “He must face that.  Adapt to new conditions—his own words.”  She raised her hand in a gesture of farewell, then sealed the door.

Somehow, her words about Boris Tiban did not reassure Rachel.

The noise of the storm muffled again, grew louder as Cora opened the outer door, then finally resettled into relative quiet.  Rachel found herself alone with the newborn baby.
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She had to push the crawler into overdrive to break free of the avalanche rubble.  The vehicle groaned and lurched as it heaved over boulders, bucking from side to side.  Rachel wished she had strapped herself in.  Unsupported on the floor, the baby in the environment suit slid over to one corner and came to rest against a passenger bench.  She could not hear the infant’s cries over the sound of the storm and the straining engine.

“Come on!”  Rachel muttered to herself, pounding the plastic control panel.  The effort sent a wash of dizziness over her.  Her jaws chattered in the cold.  The back of the crawler rose up at an angle over the worst of the obstacles, then she found herself free of the rock slide.

She slid the protective plates aside so she could see her course, though the storm made that nearly impossible.  Using less caution now, she increased the crawler’s speed, trusting the vehicle to crush medium-sized rocks under its treads so she would not need to pick a path around them.

The chasm walls lowered and the floor widened within half an hour.  She felt the urgency slackening as confidence grew; she would be out on the flat slope of Olympus Mons in a few moments, and she could use the guidance gear to choose the most direct course back home.  She eased the crawler to greater speed.

She turned around to glance at the baby, to make sure it had not been injured.

Then Boris Tiban sprang out in front of the vehicle again and bounded onto its sloping hood.  The dust swirled around him, but he seemed to draw energy from the storm.  He hefted his metal staff over his head like a harpoon.  The expression on his face made him look like a savage beast from the wilds of Mars.

Instinctively, Rachel ducked back.  She did not think quickly enough to slam the protective plates over the windowports.

Boris brought the pointed rod down with a crunch in the center of the trapezoidal glass plate.  A white flower of damage burst around the tip, and a high whine of air screamed out as he withdrew the staff.  He brought the tip down again even harder, puncturing another, larger hole through the thick glass.

Rachel heard the wind’s roar and a distant howl that might have been triumph from the adin leader.  “Stop!” she shouted, expending precious air.  She yanked back on the control levers, bringing the crawler to a sudden halt.

The lurch tossed Boris Tiban from his perch, and he rolled nearly out of sight a few meters away.  He staggered to his feet, using the metal staff.

She slapped at the control panel.  The brilliant high beams on the crawler stabbed out like an explosion of light.  Boris froze, blinded.  He wrapped a forearm over his eyes.

Rachel could have accelerated the vehicle then and crushed him under the tread.  But she could not do it.  She stared at him, listening to the scream of escaping air from the puncture holes.  She had created Boris Tiban and exiled him here.  He had survived everything Mars could throw at him, and she could not kill him now.

Still unable to see, Boris staggered toward the crawler, raising his staff to strike again.

Cora appeared out of the whirlwind, stumbling and off balance—but perhaps only due to the wind, for she looked stronger than she had when she departed from the crawler.  She kept her back to the bright lights.

Boris seemed to sense her presence and turned.  He blinked at her in astonishment.  Before he could react, Cora snatched the pointed metal staff out of his hand.  Delayed by surprise, he did not grab it back immediately.  He turned, as if shouting something through the storm at her.

Then Cora shoved the staff through his chest.  In the low gravity, her strength was great enough for the thrust to lift him completely off the ground.  The spear protruded from his body, puncturing the second set of lungs that rose like a hump on his back.  Then she tossed him away from her.

Rachel slapped the palm of her hand against the largest hole in the windowport, picturing herself as the legendary Dutch boy who put his finger in the leaking dike.  Instantly she felt the biting cold and the suction tearing at her hand, trying to rip it through the hole.  She screamed.

Cora had fallen to the ground outside, but she staggered to her feet and stood in front of the vehicle.  She made frantic motions with her arms.  Their meaning was clear: Go!  Now!

Rachel tore her hand away from the windowport, leaving a chunk of meat behind that dribbled blood and slurped as it was sucked outside.  A frosty red smear coated the white cracks in the glass.

Blood dripping from her torn palm, Rachel found the metal tape and pushed several pieces over the punctures in the windowport.  The tape dug into the hole, pulled toward the outside.  She added a second and then third strip of tape over the punctures, and then began to breathe easier.

Outside, red dust had begun to pile around the body of Boris Tiban.  Already Mars hurried to erase all traces of the intruder.  Boris had thought himself invincible because he could withstand the rigors of the harsh environment.  But Mars had not killed him—a human had, an adin human.
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Hours later, she continued on a straight downhill course.  The slope of the volcano offered a relatively gentle road, scoured clean.  The wind continued to hammer at her—such storms rarely let up in less than four days—but it no longer seemed such a difficult thing to withstand.

The layers of metal tape sealed the punctures in the front windowport, but air still hummed out.  The compressors kept laboring to fill the crawler with air; the heaters warmed the interior as fast as the Martian cold could suck it away.  Rachel hoped she could remain conscious for as long as it might take.

The indicators showed the general direction of travel, though the storm and the iron oxide dust in the air could ruin the accuracy of her onboard compass.  Boris had smashed her antenna, so she could not pick up the homing beacons of any nearby settlements, nor could she send out a distress signal.

But if she continued down to the base of Olympus Mons, she might encounter one of the dva materials-processing settlements that tapped into leftover volcanic heat, unleashing water from hydrated rock, smelting metals.  She had been squinting through the dust for hours—and hoping.  She could barely hear the baby crying inside her suit.

Rachel thought her eyes had begun to swim with weariness when she finally saw the yellow lights of a dva encampment.  The squat, smooth-curved walls made the outbuildings look like hulking giants.  Much of the complex would be underground.

Rachel let herself slump back in the driver’s chair.

She had made it back with the baby.  She had returned to her world, when she had intended to be gone forever.  Rachel felt a moment of bittersweet failure, wondering now if she could ever have stood alone and faced the onrushing wall of the storm, to let it carry her away into death.

And what would have been the point?  An empty gesture for no one but herself.

There was no use mourning the completion of a job well done.  Strong people found new goals to achieve, new challenges to face.  Weak people bemoaned the loss of great days.  Beside her on the crawler floor, this new baby was trying to be strong, to survive against all odds.  Rachel Dycek could be strong, too, stronger than Jesús Keefer or the UN administrative council.  Adapt to the hostile environment, and defeat it, Boris Tiban would have said.  Humanity, in all its forms, would never be obsolete.  Rachel would not be obsolete until she surrendered to obsolescence.

Ahead, the dim yellow lights of the dva settlement looked as welcoming as a New Year’s tree.  The cold air of Mars whistled outside the windowport of her vehicle, moaning as it tried to enter through the metal tape.  But she would not let it harm her.

She had work to do.
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This volume you are holding is part of the larger Planetary Anthology series that has one volume for each planet in the solar system, plus Lunar and Sol. If you enjoyed this ride leave a review and check out the rest at 
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Superversive Press is a small press that specializes in heroic and uplifting fiction.  To find out more visit out website

http://superversivepress.com

Also check out our Superversive News site 

http://superversivesf.com

Don’t forget to sign up for our mailing list while your there 
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