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Prologue

Mei

“Mei?” Miss Carrie said. “Please put your painting work away now. Your
mother is here.”

It took her a few seconds to understand what the teacher was saying, not
because Mei didn’t know the words—she was four now, and not a toddler
anymore—but because they didn’t fit with the world as she knew it. Her mother
couldn’t come get her. Mommy had left Ganymede and gone to live on Ceres
Station, because, as her daddy put it, she needed some mommy-alone-time.
Then, her heart starting to race, Mei thought, She came back.

“Mommy?”

From where Mei sat at her scaled-down easel, Miss Carrie’s knee blocked
her view of the coatroom door. Mei’s hands were sticky with finger paints, red
and blue and green swirling on her palms. She shifted forward and grabbed for
Miss Carrie’s leg as much to move it as to help her stand up.

“Mei!” Miss Carrie shouted.

Mei looked at the smear of paint on Miss Carrie’s pants and the controlled
anger on the woman’s broad, dark face.

“I’m sorry, Miss Carrie.”

“It’s okay,” the teacher said in a tight voice that meant it wasn’t, really, but
Mei wasn’t going to be punished. “Please go wash your hands and then come put
away your painting work. I’ll get this down and you can give it to your mother.
It is a doggie?”

“It’s a space monster.”

“It’s a very nice space monster. Now go wash your hands, please,
sweetheart.”

Mei nodded, turned, and ran for the bathroom, her smock flapping around
her like a rag caught in an air duct.

“And don’t touch the wall!”

“I’m sorry, Miss Carrie.”

“It’s okay. Just clean it off after you’ve washed your hands.”

She turned the water on full blast, the colors and swirls rushing off her skin.



She went through the motions of drying her hands without caring whether she
was dripping water or not. It felt like gravity had shifted, pulling her toward the
doorway and the anteroom instead of down toward the ground. The other
children watched, excited because she was excited, as Mei scrubbed the finger
marks mostly off the wall and slammed the paint pots back into their box and the
box onto its shelf. She pulled the smock up over her head rather than wait for
Miss Carrie to help her, and stuffed it into the recycling bin.

In the anteroom, Miss Carrie was standing with two other grown-ups,
neither of them Mommy. One was a woman Mei didn’t know, space monster
painting held gently in her hand and a polite smile on her face. The other was
Doctor Strickland.

“No, she’s been very good about getting to the toilet,” Miss Carrie was
saying. “There are accidents now and then, of course.”

“Of course,” the woman said.

“Mei!” Doctor Strickland said, bending down so that he was hardly taller
than she was. “How is my favorite girl?”

“Where’s—” she began, but before she could say Mommy, Doctor
Strickland scooped her up into his arms. He was bigger than Daddy, and he
smelled like salt. He tipped her backward, tickling her sides, and she laughed
hard enough that she couldn’t talk anymore.

“Thank you so much,” the woman said.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Miss Carrie said, shaking the woman’s hand.
“We really love having Mei in the classroom.”

Doctor Strickland kept tickling Mei until the door to the Montessori cycled
closed behind them. Then Mei caught her breath.

“Where’s Mommy?”

“She’s waiting for us,” Doctor Strickland said. “We’re taking you to her
right now.”

The newer hallways of Ganymede were wide and lush and the air recyclers
barely ran. The knife-thin blades of areca palm fronds spilled up and out from
dozens of hydroponic planters. The broad yellow-green striated leaves of devil’s
ivy spilled down the walls. The dark green primitive leaves of Mother-in-Law’s
Tongue thrust up beneath them both. Full-spectrum LEDs glowed white-gold.
Daddy said it was just what sunlight looked like on Earth, and Mei pictured that
planet as a huge complicated network of plants and hallways with the sun
running in lines above them in a bright blue ceiling-sky, and you could climb



over the walls and end up anywhere.

Mei leaned her head on Doctor Strickland’s shoulder, looking over his back
and naming each plant as they passed. Sansevieria trifasciata. Epipremnum
aureum. Getting the names right always made Daddy grin. When she did it by
herself, it made her body feel calmer.

“More?” the woman asked. She was pretty, but Mei didn’t like her voice.

“No,” Doctor Strickland said. “Mei here is the last one.”

“Chysalidocarpus lutenscens,” Mei said.

“All right,” the woman said, and then again, more softly: “All right.”

The closer to the surface they got, the narrower the corridors became. The
older hallways seemed dirtier even though there really wasn’t any dirt on them.
It was just that they were more used up. The quarters and labs near the surface
were where Mei’s grandparents had lived when they’d come to Ganymede. Back
then, there hadn’t been anything deeper. The air up there smelled funny, and the
recyclers always had to run, humming and thumping.

The grown-ups didn’t talk to each other, but every now and then Doctor
Strickland would remember Mei was there and ask her questions: What was her
favorite cartoon on the station feed? Who was her best friend in school? What
kinds of food did she eat for lunch that day? Mei expected him to start asking the
other questions, the ones he always asked next, and she had her answers ready.

Does your throat feel scratchy? No.

Did you wake up sweaty? No.

Was there any blood in your poop this week? No.

Did you get your medicine both times every day? Yes.

But this time, Doctor Strickland didn’t ask any of that. The corridors they
went down got older and thinner until the woman had to walk behind them so
that the men coming the other direction could pass. The woman still had Mei’s
painting in her hand, rolled up in a tube so the paper wouldn’t get wrinkles.

Doctor Strickland stopped at an unmarked door, shifted Mei to his other
hip, and took his hand terminal out of his pants pocket. He keyed something into
a program Mei had never seen before, and the door cycled open, seals making a
rough popping sound like something out of an old movie. The hallway they
walked into was full of junk and old metal boxes.

“This isn’t the hospital,” Mei said.

“This is a special hospital,” Doctor Strickland said. “I don’t think you’ve
ever been here, have you?”

It didn’t look like a hospital to Mei. It looked like one of the abandoned
tubes that Daddy talked about sometimes. Leftover spaces from when Ganymede
had first been built that no one used anymore except as storage. This one had a



kind of airlock at the end, though, and when they passed through it, things
looked a little more like a hospital. They were cleaner, anyway, and there was
the smell of ozone, like in the decontamination cells.

“Mei! Hi, Mei!”

It was one of the big boys. Sandro. He was almost five. Mei waved at him
as Doctor Strickland walked past. Mei felt better knowing the big boys were here
too. If they were, then it was probably okay, even if the woman walking with
Doctor Strickland wasn’t her mommy. Which reminded her...

“Where’s Mommy?”

“We’re going to go see Mommy in just a few minutes,” Doctor Strickland
said. “We just have a couple more little things we need to do first.”

“No,” Mei said. “I don’t want that.”

He carried her into a room that looked a little like an examination room,
only there weren’t any cartoon lions on the walls, and the tables weren’t shaped
like grinning hippos. Doctor Strickland put her onto a steel examination table
and rubbed her head. Mei crossed her arms and scowled.

“I want Mommy,” Mei said, and made the same impatient grunt that Daddy
would.

“Well, you just wait right here, and I’'ll see what I can do about that,”
Doctor Strickland said with a smile. “Umea?”

“I think we’re good to go. Check with ops, load up, and let’s release it.”

“I’ll go let them know. You stay here.”

The woman nodded, and Doctor Strickland walked back out the door. The
woman looked down at her, the pretty face not smiling at all. Mei didn’t like her.

“I want my painting,” Mei said. “That’s not for you. That’s for Mommy.”

The woman looked at the painting in her hand as if she’d forgotten it was
there. She unrolled it.

“It’s Mommy’s space monster,” Mei said. This time, the woman smiled.
She held out the painting, and Mei snatched it away. She made some wrinkles in
the paper when she did, but she didn’t care. She crossed her arms again and
scowled and grunted.

“You like space monsters, kid?” the woman asked.

“I want my mommy.”

The woman stepped close. She smelled like fake flowers and her fingers
were skinny. She lifted Mei down to the floor.

“C’mon, kid,” she said. “I’'ll show you something.”

The woman walked away and for a moment Mei hesitated. She didn’t like
the woman, but she liked being alone even less. She followed. The woman
walked down a short hallway, punched a key-code into a big metal door, like an



old-fashioned airlock, and walked through when the door swung open. Mei
followed her. The new room was cold. Mei didn’t like it. There wasn’t an
examination table here, just a big glass box like they kept fish in at the aquarium,
only it was dry inside, and the thing sitting there wasn’t a fish. The woman
motioned Mei closer and, when Mei came near, knocked sharply on the glass.

The thing inside looked up at the sound. It was a man, but he was naked and
his skin didn’t look like skin. His eyes glowed blue like there was a fire in his
head. And something was wrong with his hands.

He reached toward the glass, and Mei started screaming.



Chapter One

Bobbie

“Snoopy’s out again,” Private Hillman said. “I think his CO must be pissed at
him.”

Gunnery Sergeant Roberta Draper of the Martian Marine Corps upped the
magnification on her armor’s heads-up display and looked in the direction
Hillman was pointing. Twenty-five hundred meters away, a squad of four United
Nations Marines were tromping around their outpost, backlit by the giant
greenhouse dome they were guarding. A greenhouse dome identical in nearly all
respects to the dome her own squad was currently guarding.

One of the four UN Marines had black smudges on the sides of his helmet
that looked like beagle ears.

“Yep, that’s Snoopy,” Bobbie said. “Been on every patrol detail so far
today. Wonder what he did.”

Guard duty around the greenhouses on Ganymede meant doing what you
could to keep your mind occupied. Including speculating on the lives of the
Marines on the other side.

The other side. Eighteen months before, there hadn’t been sides. The inner
planets had all been one big, happy, slightly dysfunctional family. Then Eros,
and now the two superpowers were dividing up the solar system between them,
and the one moon neither side was willing to give up was Ganymede,
breadbasket of the Jovian system.

As the only moon with any magnetosphere, it was the only place where
dome-grown crops stood a chance in Jupiter’s harsh radiation belt, and even then
the domes and habitats still had to be shielded to protect civilians from the eight
rems a day burning off Jupiter and onto the moon’s surface.

Bobbie’s armor had been designed to let a soldier walk through a nuclear
bomb crater minutes after the blast. It also worked well at keeping Jupiter from
frying Martian Marines.

Behind the Earth soldiers on patrol, their dome glowed in a shaft of weak
sunlight captured by enormous orbital mirrors. Even with the mirrors, most
terrestrial plants would have died, starved of sunlight. Only the heavily modified



versions the Ganymede scientists cranked out could hope to survive in the trickle
of light the mirrors fed them.

“Be sunset soon,” Bobbie said, still watching the Earth Marines outside
their little guard hut, knowing they were watching her too. In addition to
Snoopy, she spotted the one they called Stumpy because he or she couldn’t be
much over a meter and a quarter tall. She wondered what their nickname for her
was. Maybe Big Red. Her armor still had the Martian surface camouflage on it.
She hadn’t been on Ganymede long enough to get it resurfaced with mottled
gray and white.

One by one over the course of five minutes, the orbital mirrors winked out
as Ganymede passed behind Jupiter for a few hours. The glow from the
greenhouse behind her changed to actinic blue as the artificial lights came on.
While the overall light level didn’t go down much, the shadows shifted in
strange and subtle ways. Above, the sun—not even a disk from here as much as
the brightest star—flashed as it passed behind Jupiter’s limb, and for a moment
the planet’s faint ring system was visible.

“They’re going back in,” Corporal Travis said. “Snoop’s bringing up the
rear. Poor guy. Can we bail too?”

Bobbie looked around at the featureless dirty ice of Ganymede. Even in her
high-tech armor she could feel the moon’s chill.

“Nope.”

Her squad grumbled but fell in line as she led them on a slow low-gravity
shuffle around the dome. In addition to Hillman and Travis, she had a green
private named Gourab on this particular patrol. And even though he’d been in
the Marines all of about a minute and a half, he grumbled just as loud as the
other two in his Mariner Valley drawl.

She couldn’t blame them. It was make-work. Something for the Martian
soldiers on Ganymede to do to keep them busy. If Earth decided it needed
Ganymede all to itself, four grunts walking around the greenhouse dome
wouldn’t stop them. With dozens of Earth and Mars warships in a tense standoff
in orbit, if hostilities broke out the ground pounders would probably find out
only when the surface bombardment began.

To her left, the dome rose to almost half a kilometer: triangular glass panels
separated by gleaming copper-colored struts that turned the entire structure into
a massive Faraday cage. Bobbie had never been inside one of the greenhouse
domes. She’d been sent out from Mars as part of a surge in troops to the outer
planets and had been walking patrols on the surface almost since day one.
Ganymede to her was a spaceport, a small Marine base, and the even smaller
guard outpost she currently called home.



As they shuffled around the dome, Bobbie watched the unremarkable
landscape. Ganymede didn’t change much without a catastrophic event. The
surface was mostly silicate rock and water ice a few degrees warmer than space.
The atmosphere was oxygen so thin it could pass as an industrial vacuum.
Ganymede didn’t erode or weather. It changed when rocks fell on it from space,
or when warm water from the liquid core forced itself onto the surface and
created short-lived lakes. Neither thing happened all that often. At home on
Mars, wind and dust changed the landscape hourly. Here, she was walking
through the footsteps of the day before and the day before and the day before.
And if she never came back, those footprints would outlive her. Privately, she
thought it was sort of creepy.

A rhythmic squeaking started to cut through the normally smooth hiss and
thump sounds her powered armor made. She usually kept the suit’s HUD
minimized. It got so crowded with information that a marine knew everything
except what was actually in front of her. Now she pulled it up, using blinks and
eye movements to page over to the suit diagnostic screen. A yellow telltale
warned her that the suit’s left knee actuator was low on hydraulic fluid. Must be
a leak somewhere, but a slow one, because the suit couldn’t find it.

“Hey, guys, hold up a minute,” Bobbie said. “Hilly, you have any extra
hydraulic fluid in your pack?”

“Yep,” said Hillman, already pulling it out.

“Give my left knee a squirt, would you?”

While Hillman crouched in front of her, working on her suit, Gourab and
Travis began an argument that seemed to be about sports. Bobbie tuned it out.

“This suit is ancient,” Hillman said. “You really oughta upgrade. This sort
of thing is just going to happen more and more often, you know.”

“Yeah, I should,” Bobbie said. But the truth was that was easier said than
done. Bobbie was not the right shape to fit into one of the standard suits, and the
Marines made her jump through a series of flaming hoops every time she
requisitioned a new custom one. At a bit over two meters tall, she was only
slightly above average height for a Martian male, but thanks in part to her
Polynesian ancestry, she weighed in at over a hundred kilos at one g. None of it
was fat, but her muscles seemed to get bigger every time she even walked
through a weight room. As a marine, she trained all the time.

The suit she had now was the first one in twelve years of active duty that
actually fit well. And even though it was beginning to show its age, it was just
easier to try to keep it running than beg and plead for a new one.

Hillman was starting to put his tools away when Bobbie’s radio crackled to
life.



“Outpost four to stickman. Come in, stickman.”

“Roger four,” Bobbie replied. “This is stickman one. Go ahead.”

“Stickman one, where are you guys? You’re half an hour late and some shit
is going down over here.”

“Sorry, four, equipment trouble,” Bobbie said, wondering what sort of shit
might be going down, but not enough to ask about it over an open frequency.

“Return to the outpost immediately. We have shots fired at the UN outpost.
We’re going into lockdown.”

It took Bobbie a moment to parse that. She could see her men staring at her,
their faces a mix of puzzlement and fear.

“Uh, the Earth guys are shooting at you?” she finally asked.

“Not yet, but they’re shooting. Get your asses back here.”

Hillman pushed to his feet. Bobbie flexed her knee once and got greens on
her diagnostic. She gave Hilly a nod of thanks, then said, “Double-time it back
to the outpost. Go.”

Bobbie and her squad were still half a kilometer from the outpost when the
general alert went out. Her suit’s HUD came up on its own, switching to combat
mode. The sensor package went to work looking for hostiles and linked up to
one of the satellites for a top-down view. She felt the click as the gun built into
the suit’s right arm switched to free-fire mode.

A thousand alarms would be sounding if an orbital bombardment had
begun, but she couldn’t help looking up at the sky anyway. No flashes or missile
trails. Nothing but Jupiter’s bulk.

Bobbie took off for the outpost in a long, loping run. Her squad followed
without a word. A person trained in the use of a strength-augmenting suit
running in low gravity could cover a lot of ground quickly. The outpost came
into view around the curve of the dome in just a few seconds, and a few seconds
after that, the cause of the alarm.

UN Marines were charging the Martian outpost. The yearlong cold war was
going hot. Somewhere deep behind the cool mental habits of training and
discipline, she was surprised. She hadn’t really thought this day would come.

The rest of her platoon were out of the outpost and arranged in a firing line
facing the UN position. Someone had driven Yojimbo out onto the line, and the
four-meter-tall combat mech towered over the other marines, looking like a
headless giant in power armor, its massive cannon moving slowly as it tracked
the incoming Earth troops. The UN soldiers were covering the 2,500 meters



between the two outposts at a dead run.

Why isn’t anyone talking? she wondered. The silence coming from her
platoon was eerie.

And then, just as her squad got to the firing line, her suit squealed a
jamming warning at her. The top-down vanished as she lost contact with the
satellite. Her team’s life signs and equipment status reports went dead as her link
to their suits was cut off. The faint static of the open comm channel disappeared,
leaving an even more unsettling silence.

She used hand motions to place her team at the right flank, then moved up
the line to find Lieutenant Givens, her CO. She spotted his suit right at the center
of the line, standing almost directly under Yojimbo. She ran up and placed her
helmet against his.

“What the fuck is going on, El Tee?” she shouted.

He gave her an irritated look and yelled, “Your guess is as good as mine.
We can’t tell them to back off because of the jamming, and visual warnings are
being ignored. Before the radio cut out, I got authorization to fire if they come
within half a klick of our position.”

Bobbie had a couple hundred more questions, but the UN troops would
cross the five-hundred-meter mark in just a few more seconds, so she ran back to
anchor the right flank with her squad. Along the way, she had her suit count the
incoming forces and mark them all as hostiles. The suit reported seven targets.
Less than a third of the UN troops at their outpost.

This makes no sense.

She had her suit draw a line on the HUD at the five-hundred-meter mark.
She didn’t tell her boys that was the free-fire zone. She didn’t need to. They’d
open fire when she did without needing to know why.

The UN soldiers had crossed the one-kilometer mark, still without firing a
shot. They were coming in a scattered formation, with six out front in a ragged
line and a seventh bringing up the rear about seventy meters behind. Her suit
HUD selected the figure on the far left of the enemy line as her target, picking
the one closest to her by default. Something itched at the back of her brain, and
she overrode the suit and selected the target at the rear and told it to magnify.

The small figure suddenly enlarged in her targeting reticule. She felt a chill
move down her back, and magnified again.

The figure chasing the six UN Marines wasn’t wearing an environment suit.
Nor was it, properly speaking, human. Its skin was covered in chitinous plates,
like large black scales. Its head was a massive horror, easily twice as large as it
should have been and covered in strange protruding growths.

But most disturbing of all were its hands. Far too large for its body, and too



long for their width, they were a childhood nightmare version of hands. The
hands of the troll under the bed or the witch sneaking in through the window.
They flexed and grasped at nothing with a constant manic energy.

The Earth forces weren’t attacking. They were retreating.

“Shoot the thing chasing them,” Bobbie yelled to no one.

Before the UN soldiers could cross the half-kilometer line that would cause
the Martians to open fire, the thing caught them.

“Oh, holy shit,” Bobbie whispered. “Holy shit.”

It grabbed one UN Marine in its huge hands and tore him in half like paper.
Titanium-and-ceramic armor ripped as easily as the flesh inside, spilling broken
bits of technology and wet human viscera indiscriminately onto the ice. The
remaining five soldiers ran even harder, but the monster chasing them barely
slowed as it killed.

“Shoot it shoot it shoot it,” Bobbie yelled, and opened fire. Her training and
the technology of her combat suit combined to make her an extremely efficient
killing machine. As soon as her finger pulled the trigger on her suit’s gun, a
stream of two-millimeter armor-piercing rounds streaked out at the creature at
more than a thousand meters per second. In just under a second she’d fired fifty
rounds at it. The creature was a relatively slow-moving human-sized target,
running in a straight line. Her targeting computer could do ballistic corrections
that would let her hit a softball-sized object moving at supersonic speeds. Every
bullet she fired at the monster hit.

It didn’t matter.

The rounds went through it, probably not slowing appreciably before they
exited. Each exit wound sprouted a spray of black filaments that fell onto the
snow instead of blood. It was like shooting water. The wounds closed almost
faster than they were created; the only sign the thing had even been hit was the
trail of black fibers in its wake.

And then it caught a second UN Marine. Instead of tearing him to pieces
like it had the last one, it spun and hurled the fully armored Earther—probably
massing more than five hundred kilos total—toward Bobbie. Her HUD tracked
the UN soldier on his upward arc and helpfully informed her that the monster
had thrown him not toward her but at her. In a very flat trajectory. Which meant
fast.

She dove to the side as quickly as her bulky suit would let her. The hapless
UN Marine swiped Hillman, who’d been standing next to her, and then both of
them were gone, bouncing down the ice at lethal speeds.

By the time she’d turned back to the monster, it had killed two more UN
soldiers.



The entire Martian line opened fire on it, including Yojimbo’s big cannon.
The two remaining Earth soldiers diverged and ran at angles away from the
thing, trying to give their Martian counterparts an open firing lane. The creature
was hit hundreds, thousands of times. It stitched itself back together while
remaining at a full run, never more than slowing when one of Yojimbo’s cannon
shots detonated nearby.

Bobbie, back on her feet, joined in the barrage of fire but it didn’t make any
difference. The creature slammed into the Martian line, killing two marines
faster than the eye could follow. Yojimbo slid to one side, far more nimble than a
machine of its size should be. Bobbie thought Sa’id must be driving it. He
bragged he could make the big mech dance the tango when he wanted to. That
didn’t matter either. Even before Sa’id could bring the mech’s cannon around for
a point-blank shot, the creature ran right up its side, gripped the pilot hatch, and
tore the door off its hinges. Sa’id was snatched from his cockpit harness and
hurled sixty meters straight up.

The other marines had begun to fall back, firing as they went. Without
radio, there was no way to coordinate the retreat. Bobbie found herself running
toward the dome with the rest. The small and distant part of her mind that wasn’t
panicking knew that the dome’s glass and metal would offer no protection
against something that could tear an armored man in half or rip a nine-ton mech
to pieces. That part of her mind recognized the futility in attempting to override
her terror.

By the time she found the external door into the dome, there was only one
other marine left with her. Gourab. Up close, she could see his face through the
armored glass of his helmet. He screamed something at her she couldn’t hear.
She started to lean forward to touch helmets with him when he shoved her
backward onto the ice. He was hammering on the door controls with one metal
fist, trying to smash his way in, when the creature caught him and peeled the
helmet off his suit with one casual swipe. Gourab stood for a moment, face in
vacuum, eyes blinking and mouth open in a soundless scream; then the creature
tore off his head as easily as it had his helmet.

It turned and looked at Bobbie, still flat on her back.

Up close, she could see that it had bright blue eyes. A glowing, electric
blue. They were beautiful. She raised her gun and held down the trigger for half
a second before she realized she’d run out of ammo long before. The creature
looked at her gun with what she would have sworn was curiosity, then looked
into her eyes and cocked its head to one side.

This is it, she thought. This is how I go out, and I’'m not going to know what
did it, or why. Dying she could handle. Dying without any answers seemed



terribly cruel.

The creature took one step toward her, then stopped and shuddered. A new
pair of limbs burst out of its midsection and writhed in the air like tentacles. Its
head, already grotesque, seemed to swell up. The blue eyes flashed as bright as
the lights in the domes.

And then it exploded in a ball of fire that hurled her away across the ice and
slammed her into a low ridge hard enough for the impact-absorbing gel in her
suit to go rigid, freezing her in place.

She lay on her back, fading toward unconsciousness. The night sky above
her began to flash with light. The ships in orbit, shooting each other.

Cease fire, she thought, pressing it out into the blackness. They were
retreating. Cease fire. Her radio was still out, her suit dead. She couldn’t tell
anyone that the UN Marines hadn’t been attacking.

Or that something else had.



Chapter Two

Holden

The coffeemaker was broken again.

Again.

Jim Holden clicked the red brew button in and out several more times,
knowing it wouldn’t matter, but helpless to stop himself. The massive and
gleaming coffeemaker, designed to brew enough to keep a Martian naval crew
happy, refused to make a single cup. Or even a noise. It wasn’t just refusing to
brew; it was refusing to try. Holden closed his eyes against the caffeine headache
that threatened in his temples and hit the button on the nearest wall panel to open
the shipwide comm.

“Amos,” he said.

The comm wasn’t working.

Feeling increasingly ridiculous, he pushed the button for the 1IMC channel
several more times. Nothing. He opened his eyes and saw that all the lights on
the panel were out. Then he turned around and saw that the lights on the
refrigerator and the ovens were out. It wasn’t just the coffeemaker; the entire
galley was in open revolt. Holden looked at the ship name, Rocinante, newly
stenciled onto the galley wall, and said, “Baby, why do you hurt me when I love
you so much?”

He pulled out his hand terminal and called Naomi.

After several moments, she finally answered, “Uh, hello?”

“The galley doesn’t work, where’s Amos?”

A pause. “You called me from the galley? While we are on the same ship?
The wall panel just one step too far away?”

“The wall panel in the galley doesn’t work either. When I said, ‘The galley
doesn’t work,’ it wasn’t clever hyperbole. It literally means that not one thing in
the galley works. I called you because you carry your terminal and Amos almost
never does. And also because he never tells me what he’s working on, but he
always tells you. So, where is Amos?”

Naomi laughed. It was a lovely sound, and it never failed to put a smile on
Holden’s face. “He told me he was going to be doing some rewiring.”



“Do you have power up there? Are we hurtling out of control and you guys
were trying to figure out how to break the news to me?”

Holden could hear tapping from Naomi’s end. She hummed to herself as
she worked.

“Nope,” she said. “Only area without power seems to be the galley. Also,
Alex says we’re less than an hour from fighting with space pirates. Want to
come up to ops and fight pirates?”

“I can’t fight pirates without coffee. I’'m going to find Amos,” Holden said,
then hung up and put his terminal back in his pocket.

Holden moved to the ladder that ran down the keel of the ship, and called
up the lift. The fleeing pirate ship could only sustain about 1 g for extended
flight, so Holden’s pilot, Alex Kamal, had them flying at 1.3 g to intercept.
Anything over 1 g made the ladder dangerous to use.

A few seconds later, the deck hatch clanged open, and the lift whined to a
stop at his feet. He stepped on and tapped the button for the engineering deck.
The lift began its slow crawl down the shaft, deck hatches opening at its
approach, then slamming shut once he had passed.

Amos Burton was in the machine shop, one deck above engineering. He
had a complex-looking device half disassembled on the workbench in front of
him and was working on it with a solder gun. He wore a gray jumpsuit several
sizes too small for him, which strained to contain his broad shoulders when he
moved, the old ship name Tachi still embroidered on the back.

Holden stopped the lift and said, “Amos, the galley doesn’t work.”

Amos waved one thick arm in an impatient gesture without stopping his
work. Holden waited. After another couple seconds of soldering, Amos finally
put down the tool and turned around.

“Yep, it doesn’t work because I got this little fucker yanked out of it,” he
said, pointing at the device he’d been soldering.

“Can you put it back?”

“Nope, at least not yet. Not done working on it.”

Holden sighed. “Is it important that we disable the galley to fix this thing
just before confronting a bloodthirsty band of space pirates? Because my head is
really starting to ache, and I’d love to get a cup of coffee before, you know,
doing battle.”

“Yep, it was important,” Amos said. “Should I explain why? Or you want
to take my word for it?”

Holden nodded. While he didn’t miss much about his days in the Earth
Navy, he did find that he occasionally got nostalgic for the absolute respect for
the chain of command. On the Rocinante the title “captain” was much more



nebulously defined. Rewiring things was Amos’ job, and he would resist the idea
that he had to inform Holden anytime he was doing it.

Holden let it drop.

“Okay,” he said. “But I wish you’d warned me ahead of time. I’'m going to
be cranky without my coffee.”

Amos grinned at him and pushed his cap back on his mostly bald head.

“Shit, Cap, I can cover you on that,” he said, then reached back and grabbed
a massive metal thermos off the bench. “I made some emergency supplies before
I shut the galley down.”

“Amos, I apologize for all the mean things I was thinking about you just
now.”

Amos waved it off and turned back to his work. “Take it. I already had a
cup.”

Holden climbed back onto the lift and rode it up to the operations deck, the
thermos clutched in both hands like a life preserver.

Naomi was seated at the sensor and communications panel, tracking their
progress in pursuit of the fleeing pirates. Holden could see at a glance that they
were much closer than the last estimate he’d received. He strapped himself into
the combat operations couch. He opened a nearby cabinet and, guessing they
might be at low g or in free fall in the near future, pulled out a drinking bulb for
his coffee.

As he filled it from the thermos’s nipple, he said, “We’re closing awful fast.
What’s up?”

“Pirate ship has slowed down quite a bit from its initial one g acceleration.
They dropped to half a g for a couple minutes, then stopped accelerating
altogether a minute ago. The computer tracked some fluctuations in drive output
just before they slowed, so I think we chased them too hard.”

“They broke their ship?”

“They broke their ship.”

Holden took a long drink out of the bulb, scalding his tongue in the process
and not caring.

“How long to intercept now?”

“Five minutes, tops. Alex was waiting to do the final decel burn until you
were up here and belted in.”

Holden tapped the comm panel’s 1MC button and said, “Amos, buckle up.
Five minutes to badguys.” Then he switched to the cockpit channel and said,
“Alex, what’s the word?”

“I do believe they broke their ship,” Alex replied in his Martian Mariner
Valley drawl.



“That seems to be the consensus,” Holden said.

“Makes runnin’ away a bit harder.”

The Mariner Valley had originally been settled by Chinese, East Indians,
and Texans. Alex had the dark complexion and jet-black hair of an East Indian.
Coming as he did from Earth, Holden always found it strangely disconcerting
when an exaggerated Texas drawl came from someone his brain said should be
speaking with Punjabi accents.

“And it makes our day easier,” Holden replied, warming up the combat ops
panel. “Bring us to relative stop at ten thousand klicks. I’'m going to paint them
with the targeting laser and turn on the point defense cannons. Open the outer
doors to the tubes, too. No reason not to look as threatening as possible.”

“Roger that, boss,” Alex replied.

Naomi swiveled in her chair and gave Holden a grin. “Fighting space
pirates. Very romantic.”

Holden couldn’t help smiling back. Even wearing a Martian naval officer’s
jumpsuit that was three sizes too short and five sizes too big around for her long
and thin Belter frame, she looked beautiful to him. Her long and curly black hair
was pulled into an unruly tail behind her head. Her features were a striking mix
of Asian, South American, and African that was unusual even in the melting pot
of the Belt. He glanced at his brown-haired Montana farm boy reflection in a
darkened panel and felt very generic by comparison.

“You know how much I like anything that gets you to say the word
‘romantic,”” he said. “But I'm afraid I lack your enthusiasm. We started out
saving the solar system from a horrific alien menace. Now this?”

Holden had only known one cop well, and him briefly. During the massive
and unpleasant series of clusterfucks that now went under the shorthand “the
Eros incident,” Holden had teamed up for a time with a thin, gray, broken man
called Miller. By the time they’d met, Miller had already walked away from his
official job to obsessively follow a missing persons case.

They’d never precisely been friends, but they’d managed to stop the human
race from being wiped out by a corporation’s self-induced sociopathy and a
recovered alien weapon that everyone in human history had mistaken for a moon
of Saturn. By that standard, at least, the partnership had been a success.

Holden had been a naval officer for six years. He’d seen people die, but
only from the vantage of a radar screen. On Eros, he’d seen thousands of people
die, up close and in horrific ways. He’d killed a couple of them himself. The
radiation dose he’d received there meant he had to take constant medications to
stop the cancers that kept blooming in his tissues. He’d still gotten off lighter
than Miller.



Because of Miller, the alien infection had landed on Venus instead of Earth.
But that hadn’t killed it. Whatever the alien’s hijacked, confused programming
was, it was still going on under that planet’s thick cloud cover, and no one had
so far been able to offer any scientific conclusions more compelling than Hmm.
Weird.

Saving humanity had cost the old, tired Belter detective his life.

Saving humanity had turned Holden into an employee of the Outer Planets
Alliance tracking down pirates. Even on the bad days, he had to think he’d
gotten the better end of that deal.

“Thirty seconds to intercept,” Alex said.

Holden pulled his mind back to the present and called down to engineering.
“You all strapped in down there, Amos?”

“Roger, Cap. Ready to go. Try not to get my girl all shot up.”

“No one’s shooting anyone today,” Holden said after he shut the comm link
off. Naomi heard him and raised an eyebrow in question. “Naomi, give me
comms. I want to call our friends out there.”

A second later, the comm controls appeared on his panel. He aimed a
tightbeam at the pirate ship and waited for the link light to go green. When it did,
he said, “Undesignated light freighter, this is Captain James Holden of the Outer
Planets Alliance missile frigate Rocinante. Please respond.”

His headset was silent except for the faint static of background radiation.

“Look, guys, let’s not play games. I know you know who I am. I also know
that five days ago, you attacked the food freighter Somnambulist, disabled its
engines, and stole six thousand kilos of protein and all of their air. Which is
pretty much all I need to know about you.”

More staticky silence.

“So here’s the deal. I'm tired of following you, and I’'m not going to let you
stall me while you fix your broken ship and then lead me on another merry
chase. If you don’t signal your full and complete surrender in the next sixty
seconds, I am going to fire a pair of torpedoes with high-yield plasma warheads
and melt your ship into glowing slag. Then I'm going to fly back home and sleep
really well tonight.”

The static was finally broken by a boy who sounded way too young to have
already decided on a life of piracy.

“You can’t do that. The OPA isn’t a real government. You can’t legally do
shit to me, so back the fuck off,” the voice said, sounding like it was on the
verge of a pubescent squeak the entire time.

“Seriously? That’s the best you’ve got?” Holden replied. “Look, forget the
debate about legality and what constitutes actual governmental authority for a



minute. Look at the ladar returns you’re getting from my ship. While you are in
a cobbled-together light freighter that someone welded a homemade gauss
cannon onto, I’m in a state-of-the-art Martian torpedo bomber with enough
firepower to slag a small moon.”

The voice on the other end didn’t reply.

“Guys, even if you don’t recognize me as the appropriate legal authority,
can we at least agree that I can blow you up anytime I want to?”

The comm remained silent.

Holden sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. In spite of the caffeine,
his headache was refusing to go away. Leaving the channel open to the pirate
ship, he opened another channel to the cockpit.

“Alex, put a short burst from the forward point defense cannons through
that freighter. Aim for midships.”

“Wait!” yelled the kid on the other ship. “We surrender! Jesus Christ!”

Holden stretched out in the zero g, enjoying it after the days of acceleration,
and grinned to himself. No one gets shot today indeed.

“Naomi, tell our new friends how to give remote control of their ship to
you, and let’s take them back to Tycho Station for the OPA tribunals to figure
out. Alex, once they have their engines back up, plot us a return trip at a nice
comfortable half g. I’'ll be down in sick bay trying to find aspirin.”

Holden unbuckled his crash couch harness and pushed off to the deck
ladder. Along the way, his hand terminal started beeping. It was Fred Johnson,
the nominal leader of the OPA and their personal patron on the Tycho
corporation’s manufacturing station, which was also now doubling as the de
facto OPA headquarters.

“Yo, Fred, caught our naughty pirates. Bringing them back for trial.”

Fred’s large dark face crinkled into a grin. “That’s a switch. Got tired of
blowing them up?”

“Nope, just finally found some who believed me when I said I would.”

Fred’s grin turned into a frown. “Listen, Jim, that’s not why I called. I need
you back at Tycho on the double. Something’s happening on Ganymede...”



Chapter Three

Prax

Praxidike Meng stood in the doorway of the staging barn, looking out at the
fields of softly waving leaves so utterly green they were almost black, and
panicked. The dome arched above him, darker than it should have been. Power
to the grow lights had been cut, and the mirrors... He couldn’t think about the
Mirrors.

The flickers of fighting ships looked like glitches on a cheap screen, colors
and movements that shouldn’t have been there. The sign that something was
very wrong. He licked his lips. There had to be a way. There had to be some way
to save them.

“Prax,” Doris said. “We have to go. Now.”

The cutting edge of low-resource agricultural botany, the Glycine kenon, a
type of soybean so heavily modified it was an entirely new species, represented
the last eight years of his life. They were the reason his parents still hadn’t seen
their only granddaughter in the flesh. They, and a few other things, had ended
his marriage. He could see the eight subtly different strains of engineered
chloroplasts in the fields, each one trying to spin out the most protein per photon.
His hands were trembling. He was going to vomit.

“We have maybe five more minutes to impact,” Doris said. “We have to
evacuate.”

“I don’t see it,” Prax said.

“It’s coming fast enough, by the time you see it, you won’t see it. Everyone
else has already gone. We’re the last ones. Now get in the lift.”

The great orbital mirrors had always been his allies, shining down on his
fields like a hundred pale suns. He couldn’t believe that they’d betray him. It
was an insane thought. The mirror plummeting toward the surface of Ganymede
—toward his greenhouse, his soybeans, his life’s work—hadn’t chosen anything.
It was a victim of cause and effect, the same as everything else.

“I’m about to leave,” Doris said. “If you’re here in four minutes, you’ll
die.”

“Wait,” Prax said. He ran out into the dome. At the edge of the nearest



field, he fell to his knees and dug into the rich black soil. The smell of it was like
a good patchouli. He pushed his fingers in as deep as he could, cupping a root
ball. The small, fragile plant came up in his hands.

Doris was in the industrial lift, ready to descend into the caves and tunnels
of the station. Prax sprinted for her. With the plant to save, the dome suddenly
felt horribly dangerous. He threw himself through the door and Doris pressed the
control display. The wide metal room of the lift lurched, shifted, and began its
descent. Normally, it would have carried heavy equipment: the tiller, the tractor,
the tons of humus taken from the station recycling processors. Now it was only
the three of them: Prax sitting cross-legged on the floor, the soybean seedling
nodding in his lap, Doris chewing her lower lip and watching her hand terminal.
The lift felt too big.

“The mirror could miss,” Prax said.

“It could. But it’s thirteen hundred tons of glass and metal. The shock wave
will be fairly large.”

“The dome might hold.”

“No,” she said, and Prax stopped talking to her.

The cart hummed and clanked, falling deeper under the surface ice, sliding
into the network of tunnels that made up the bulk of the station. The air smelled
like heating elements and industrial lubricant. Even now, he couldn’t believe
they’d done it. He couldn’t believe the military bastards had actually started
shooting each other. No one, anywhere, could really be that shortsighted. Except
that it seemed they could.

In the months since the Earth-Mars alliance had shattered, he’d gone from
constant and gnawing fear to cautious hope to complacency. Every day that the
United Nations and the Martians hadn’t started something had been another bit
of evidence that they wouldn’t. He’d let himself think that everything was more
stable than it looked. Even if things got bad and there was a shooting war, it
wouldn’t be here. Ganymede was where the food came from. With its
magnetosphere, it was the safest place for pregnant women to gestate, claiming
the lowest incidence of birth defects and stillbirth in the outer planets. It was the
center of everything that made human expansion into the solar system possible.
Their work was as precious as it was fragile, and the people in charge would
never let the war come here.

Doris said something obscene. Prax looked up at her. She ran a hand
through her thin white hair, turned, and spat.

“Lost connectivity,” she said, holding up the hand terminal. “Whole
network’s locked down.”

“By who?”



“Station security. United Nations. Mars. How would I know?”

“But if they—”

The concussion was like a giant fist coming down on the cart’s roof. The
emergency brakes kicked in with a bone-shaking clang. The lights went out,
darkness swallowing them for two hummingbird-fast heartbeats. Four battery-
powered emergency LEDs popped on, then off again as the cart’s power came
back. The critical failure diagnostics started to run: motors humming, lifts
clicking, the tracking interface spooling through checksums like an athlete
stretching before a run. Prax stood up and walked to the control panel. The shaft
sensors reported minimal atmospheric pressure and falling. He felt a shudder as
containment doors closed somewhere above them and the exterior pressure
started to rise. The air in the shaft had been blown out into space before the
emergency systems could lock down. His dome was compromised.

His dome was gone.

He put his hand to his mouth, not realizing he was smearing soil across his
chin until he’d already done it. Part of his mind was skittering over the things
that needed to be done to save the project—contact his project manager at RMD-
Southern, refile the supplemental grant applications, get the data backups to
rebuild the viral insertion samples—while another part had gone still and eerily
calm. The sense of being two men—one bent on desperate measures, the other
already in the numb of mourning—felt like the last weeks of his marriage.

Doris turned to him, a weary amusement plucking at her wide lips. She put
out her hand.

“It was a pleasure working with you, Dr. Meng.”

The cart shuddered as the emergency brakes retracted. Another impact
came from much farther off. A mirror or a ship falling. Soldiers shelling each
other on the surface. Maybe even fighting deeper in the station. There was no
way to know. He shook her hand.

“Dr. Bourne,” he said. “It has been an honor.”

They took a long, silent moment at the graveside of their previous lives.
Doris sighed.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Mei’s day care was deep in the body of the moon, but the tube station was only a
few hundred yards from the cart’s loading dock, and the express trip down to her
was no more than ten minutes. Or would have been if they were running. In
three decades of living on Ganymede, Prax had never even noticed that the tube



stations had security doors.

The four soldiers standing in front of the closed station wore thick plated
armor painted in shifting camouflage lines the same shades of beige and steel as
the corridor. They carried intimidatingly large assault rifles and scowled at the
crowd of a dozen or more pressing in around them.

“I am on the transportation board,” a tall, thin, dark-skinned woman was
saying, punctuating each word by tapping her finger on one soldier’s chest plate.
“If you don’t let us past, then you’re in trouble. Serious trouble.”

“How long is it going to be down?” a man asked. “I need to get home. How
long is it going to be down?”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the soldier on the left shouted. She had a powerful
voice. It cut through the rumble and murmur of the crowd like a teacher
speaking to restless schoolchildren. “This settlement is in security lockdown.
Until the military action is resolved, there is no movement between levels except
by official personnel.”

“Whose side are you on?” someone shouted. “Are you Martians? Whose
side are you on?”

“In the meantime,” the soldier went on, ignoring the question, “we are
going to ask you all to be patient. As soon as it’s safe to travel, the tube system
will be opened. Until that time, we’re going to ask you to remain calm for your
own safety.”

Prax didn’t know he was going to speak until he heard his own voice. He
sounded whiny.

“My daughter’s in the eighth level. Her school’s down there.”

“Every level is in lockdown, sir,” the soldier said. “She’ll be just fine. You
just have to be patient.”

The dark-skinned woman from the transportation board crossed her arms.
Prax saw two men abandon the press, walking back down the narrow, dirty hall,
talking to each other. In the old tunnels this far up, the air smelled of recyclers—
plastic and heat and artificial scents. And now also of fear.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the soldier shouted. “For your own safety, you
need to remain calm and stay where you are until the military situation has been
resolved.”

“What exactly is the military situation?” a woman at Prax’s elbow said, her
voice making the words a demand.

“It’s rapidly evolving,” the soldier said. Prax thought there was a dangerous
buzz in her voice. She was as scared as anyone. Only she had a gun. So this
wasn’t going to work. He had to find something else. His one remaining Glycine
kenon still in his hand, Prax walked away from the tube station.



He’d been eight years old when his father had transferred from the high-
population centers of Europa to help build a research lab on Ganymede. The
construction had taken ten years, during which Prax had gone through a rocky
adolescence. When his parents had packed up to move the family to a new
contract on an asteroid in eccentric orbit near Neptune, Prax had stayed behind.
He’d gotten a botany internship thinking that he could use it to grow illicit,
untaxed marijuana only to discover that every third botany intern had come in
with the same plan. The four years he’d spent trying to find a forgotten closet or
an abandoned tunnel that wasn’t already occupied by an illegal hydroponics
experiment left him with a good sense of the tunnel architecture.

He walked through the old, narrow hallways of the first-generation
construction. Men and women sat along the walls or in the bars and restaurants,
their faces blank or angry or frightened. The display screens were set on old
entertainment loops of music or theater or abstract art instead of the usual
newsfeeds. No hand terminals chimed with incoming messages.

By the central-air ducts, he found what he’d been looking for. The
maintenance transport always had a few old electric scooters lying around. No
one used them anymore. Because Prax was a senior researcher, his hand terminal
would let him through the rusting chain-link fencing. He found one scooter with
a sidecar and half a charge still in the batteries. It had been seven years since
he’d been on a scooter. He put the Glycine kenon in the sidecar, ran through the
diagnostic sequence, and wheeled himself out to the hall.

The first three ramps had soldiers just like the ones he’d seen at the tube
station. Prax didn’t bother stopping. At the fourth, a supply tunnel that led from
the surface warehouses down toward the reactors, there was nobody. He paused,
the scooter silent beneath him. There was a bright acid smell in the air that he
couldn’t quite place. Slowly, other details registered. The scorch marks at the
wall panel, a smear of something dark along the floor. He heard a distant
popping sound that it took three or four long breaths to recognize as gunfire.

Rapidly evolving apparently meant fighting in the tunnels. The image of
Mei’s classroom stippled with bullet holes and soaked in children’s blood
popped into his mind, as vivid as something he was remembering instead of
imagining. The panic he’d felt in the dome came down on him again, but a
hundred times worse.

“She’s fine,” he told the plant beside him. “They wouldn’t have a firefight
in a day care. There’re kids there.”

The green-black leaves were already starting to wilt. They wouldn’t have a
war around children. Or food supplies. Or fragile agricultural domes. His hands
were trembling again, but not so badly he couldn’t steer.



The first explosion came just as he was heading down the ramp from seven to
level eight along the side of one of the cathedral-huge unfinished caverns where
the raw ice of the moon had been left to weep and refreeze, something between a
massive green space and a work of art. There was a flash, then a concussion, and
the scooter was fishtailing. The wall loomed up fast, and Prax wrenched his leg
out of the way before the impact. Above him, he heard voices shouting. Combat
troops would be in armor, talking through their radios. At least, he thought they
would. The people screaming up there had to be just people. A second explosion
gouged the cavern wall, a section of blue-white ice the size of a tractor calving
off the roof and falling slowly and inexorably down to the floor, grinding into it.
Prax scrambled to keep the scooter upright. His heart felt like it was trying to
break out of his rib cage.

On the upper edge of the curving ramp, he saw figures in armor. He didn’t
know if they were UN or Mars. One of them turned toward him, lifting a rifle.
Prax gunned the scooter, sliding fast down the ramp. The chatter of automatic
weapons and the smell of smoke and steam melt followed him.

The school’s doors were closed. He didn’t know if that was ominous or
hopeful. He brought the wobbling scooter to a halt, jumped off. His legs felt
weak and unsteady. He meant to knock gently on the steel drop door, but his first
try split the skin over his knuckle.

“Open up! My daughter’s in there!” He sounded like a madman, but
someone inside heard him or saw him on the security monitor. The articulated
steel plates of the door shuddered and began to rise. Prax dropped to the ground
and scrambled through.

He hadn’t met the new teacher, Miss Carrie, more than a few times, when
dropping Mei off or picking her up. She couldn’t have been more than twenty
years old and was Belter-tall and thin. He didn’t remember her face being so
gray.

The schoolroom was intact, though. The children were in a circle, singing a
song about an ant traveling through the solar system, with rhymes for all the
major asteroid bodies. There was no blood, no bullet holes, but the smell of
burning plastic was seeping through the vents. He had to get Mei someplace
safe. He wasn’t sure where that would be. He looked at the circle of children,
trying to pick out her face, her hair.

“Mei’s not here, sir,” Miss Carrie said, her voice tight and breathy at the
same time. “Her mother got her this morning.”



“This morning?” Prax said, but his mind fastened on her mother. What was
Nicola doing on Ganymede? He’d had a message from her two days earlier
about the child support judgment; she couldn’t have gotten from Ceres to
Ganymede in two days...

“Just after snack,” the teacher said.

“You mean she was evacuated. Someone came and evacuated Mei.”

Another explosion came, shaking the ice. One of the children made a high,
frightened sound. The teacher looked from him to the children, then back. When
she spoke again, her voice was lower.

“Her mother came just after snack. She took Mei with her. She hasn’t been
here all day.”

Prax pulled up his hand terminal. The connection was still dead, but his
wallpaper was a picture from Mei’s first birthday, back when things were still
good. Lifetimes ago. He held up the picture and pointed at Nicola, laughing and
dangling the doughy, delighted bundle that had been Mei.

“Her?” Prax said. “She was here?”

The confusion in the teacher’s face answered him. There’d been a mistake.
Someone—a new nanny or a social worker or something—had come to pick up
a kid and gotten the wrong one.

“She was on the computer,” the teacher said. “She was in the system. It
showed her.”

The lights flickered. The smell of smoke was getting stronger, and the air
recyclers were humming loudly, popping and crackling as they struggled to suck
out the volatile particulates. A boy whose name Prax should have known
whimpered, and the teacher reflexively tried to turn toward him. Prax took her
elbow and wrenched her back.

“No, you made a mistake,” he said. “Who did you give Mei to?”

“The system said it was her mother! She had identification. It cleared her.”

A stutter of muted gunfire came from the hallway. Someone was screaming
outside, and then the kids started to shriek. The teacher pulled her arm away.
Something banged against the drop door.

“She was about thirty. Dark hair, dark eyes. She had a doctor with her, she
was in the system, and Mei didn’t make any kind of fuss about it.”

“Did they take her medicine?” he asked. “Did they take her medicine?”

“No. I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

Without meaning to, Prax shook the woman. Only once, but hard. If Mei
didn’t have her medicine, she’d already missed her midday dose. She might
make it as long as morning before her immune system started shutting down.

“Show me,” Prax said. “Show me the picture. The woman who took her.”



“I can’t! The system’s down!” the teacher shouted. “They’re killing people
in the hallway!”

The circle of children dissolved, screams riding on the backs of screams.
The teacher was crying, her hands pressed to her face. Her skin had an almost
blue cast to it. He could feel the raw animal panic leaping through his brain. The
calm that fell on him didn’t take away from it.

“Is there an evacuation tunnel?” he asked.

“They told us to stay here,” the teacher said.

“I’m telling you to evacuate,” Prax said, but what he thought was I have to
find Mei.



Chapter Four

Bobbie

Consciousness returned as an angry buzzing noise and pain. Bobbie blinked
once, trying to clear her head, trying to see where she was. Her vision was
maddeningly blurry. The buzzing sound resolved into an alarm from her suit.
Colored lights flashed in her face as the suit’s HUD sent her data she couldn’t
read. It was in the middle of rebooting and alarms were coming on one by one.
She tried to move her arms and found that although weak, she wasn’t paralyzed
or frozen in place. The impact gel in her suit had returned to a liquid state.

Something moved across the window of faint light that was her helmet’s
face shield. A head, bobbing in and out of view. Then a click as someone
plugged a hardline into her suit’s external port. A corpsman, then, downloading
her injury data.

A voice, male and young, in her suit’s internal speakers said, “Gotcha,
Gunny. We gotcha. Gonna be okay. Gonna be all right. Just hang in there.”

He hadn’t quite finished saying there when she blacked out again.

She woke bouncing down a long white tunnel on a stretcher. She wasn’t wearing
her suit anymore. Bobbie was afraid that the battlefield med-techs hadn’t wasted
time taking her out of it the normal way, that they’d just hit the override that
blew all the seams and joints apart. It was a fast way to get a wounded soldier
out of four hundred kilos of armored exoskeleton, but the suit was destroyed in
the process. Bobbie felt a pang of remorse for the loss of her faithful old suit.

A moment later, she remembered that her entire platoon had been ripped to
pieces before her eyes, and her sadness about the lost suit seemed trivial and
demeaning.

A hard bump on the stretcher sent a jolt of lightning up her spine and hurled
her back into darkness.



“Sergeant Draper,” a voice said.

Bobbie tried to open her eyes and found it impossible to do. Each eyelid
weighed a thousand kilos, and even the attempt left her exhausted. So she tried
to answer the voice and was surprised and a little ashamed of the drunken
mumble that came out instead.

“She’s conscious, but just barely,” the voice said. It was a deep, mellow
male voice. It seemed filled with warmth and concern. Bobbie hoped that the
voice would keep talking until she fell back asleep.

A second voice, female and sharp, replied, “Let her rest. Trying to bring her
fully awake right now is dangerous.”

The kind voice said, “I don’t care if it kills her, Doctor. I need to speak to
this soldier, and I need to do it now. So you give her whatever you need to give
her to make that happen.”

Bobbie smiled to herself, not parsing the words the nice voice said, just the
kindly, warm tone. It was good to have someone like that to take care of you.
She started to fall back asleep, the coming blackness a welcome friend.

White fire shot up Bobbie’s spine, and she sat bolt upright in bed, as awake as
she’d ever been. It felt like going on the juice, the chemical cocktail they gave
sailors to keep them conscious and alert during high-g maneuvers. Bobbie
opened her eyes and then slammed them shut again when the room’s bright
white light nearly burned them out of her sockets.

“Turn off the lights,” she mumbled, the words coming out of her dry throat
in a whisper.

The red light seeping in through her closed eyelids dimmed, but when she
tried to open them again, it was still too bright. Someone took her hand and held
it while a cup was put into it.

“Can you hold that?” the nice voice said.

Bobbie didn’t answer; she just brought the cup to her mouth and drank the
water in two greedy swallows.

“More,” she said, this time in something resembling her old voice.

She heard the sounds of someone scooting a chair and then footsteps away
from her on a tile floor. Her brief look at the room had told her she was in a
hospital. She could hear the electric hum of medical machines nearby, and the
smells of antiseptic and urine competed for dominance. Disheartened, she
realized she was the source of the urine smell. A faucet ran for a moment, and
then the footsteps came toward her. The cup was put back into her hand. She



sipped at it this time, letting the water stay in her mouth awhile before
swallowing. It was cool and delicious.

When she was finished, the voice asked, “More?”

She shook her head.

“Maybe later,” she said. Then, after a moment: “Am I blind?”

“No. You’ve been given a combination of focus drugs and powerful
amphetamines. Which means your eyes are fully dilated. Sorry, I didn’t think to
lower the lights before you woke up.”

The voice was still filled with kindness and warmth. Bobbie wanted to see
the face behind that voice, so she risked squinting through one eye. The light
didn’t burn into her like it had before, but it was still uncomfortable. The owner
of the nice voice turned out to be a very tall, thin man in a naval intelligence
uniform. His face was narrow and tight, the skull beneath it pressing to get out.
He gave her a frightening smile that didn’t extend past a slight upturn at the
corners of his mouth.

“Gunnery Sergeant Roberta W. Draper, 2nd Marine Expeditionary Force,”
he said, his voice so at odds with his appearance that Bobbie felt like she was
watching a movie dubbed from a foreign language.

After several seconds, he still hadn’t continued, so Bobbie said, “Yes, sir,”
then glanced at his bars and added, “Captain.”

She could open both eyes now without pain, but a strange tingling sensation
was moving up her limbs, making them feel numb and shaky at the same time.
She resisted an urge to fidget.

“Sergeant Draper, my name is Captain Thorsson, and I am here to debrief
you. We’ve lost your entire platoon. There’s been a two-day pitched battle
between the United Nations and Martian Congressional Republic forces on
Ganymede. Which, at most recent tally, has resulted in over five billion MCR
dollars of infrastructure damage, and the deaths of nearly three thousand military
and civilian personnel.”

He paused again, staring at her through narrowed eyes that glittered like a
snake’s. Not sure what response he was looking for, Bobbie just said, “Yes, sir.”

“Sergeant Draper, why did your platoon fire on and destroy the UN military
outpost at dome fourteen?”

This question was so nonsensical that Bobbie’s mind spent several seconds
trying to figure out what it really meant.

“Who ordered you to commence firing, and why?”

Of course he couldn’t be asking why her people had started the fight. Didn’t
he know about the monster?

“Don’t you know about the monster?”



Captain Thorsson didn’t move, but the corners of his mouth dropped into a
frown, and his forehead bunched up over his nose.

“Monster,” he said, none of the warmth gone from his voice.

“Sir, some kind of monster... mutant... something attacked the UN outpost.
The UN troops were running to us to escape it. We didn’t fire on them. This...
this whatever it was killed them, and then it killed us,” she said, nauseated and
pausing to swallow at the lemony taste in her mouth. “I mean, everyone but me.”

Thorsson frowned for a moment, then reached into one pocket and took out
a small digital recorder. He turned it off, then set it on a tray next to Bobbie’s
bed.

“Sergeant, I’'m going to give you a second chance. Up to now, your record
has been exemplary. You are a fine marine. One of our best. Would you like to
start over?”

He picked up the recorder and placed a finger on the delete button while
giving her a knowing look.

“You think I’m lying?” she said. The itchy feeling in her limbs resolved
itself into a very real urge to reach out and snap the smug bastard’s arm off at the
elbow. “We all shot at it. There will be gun camera footage from the entire
platoon of this thing killing UN soldiers and then attacking us. Sir.”

Thorsson shook his hatchet-shaped head at her, narrowing his eyes until
they almost disappeared.

“We have no transmissions from the platoon for the entire fight, and no
uploaded data—"

“They were jamming,” Bobbie interrupted. “I lost my radio link when I got
close to the monster too.”

Thorsson continued as though she had not spoken. “And all of the local
hardware was lost when an orbital mirror array fell onto the dome. You were
outside of the impact area, but the shock wave threw you nearly another quarter
of a kilometer. It took us some time to find you.”

All of the local hardware was lost. Such a sterile way of putting it.
Everyone in Bobbie’s platoon blown into shrapnel and vapor when a couple
thousand tons of mirror fell out of orbit onto them. A monitor started sounding a
low, chiming alert, but no one else paid it any attention, so she didn’t either.

“My suit, sir. I shot at it too. My video will still be there.”

“Yes,” Thorsson said. “We’ve examined your suit’s video log. It’s nothing
but static.”

This is like a bad horror movie, she thought. The heroine who sees the
monster, but no one will believe her. She imagined the second act, in which she
was court-martialed in disgrace, and only got her redemption in the third act,



when the monster showed up again and killed everyone who didn’t believe—

“Wait!” she said. “What decompression did you use? My suit is an older
model. It uses the version 5.1 video compression. Tell the tech that, and have
them try it again.”

Thorsson stared at her for a few moments, then pulled out his hand terminal
and called someone.

“Have Sergeant Draper’s combat suit brought up to her room. Send a tech
with video gear with it.”

He put the terminal away and then gave Bobbie another of those frightening
smiles.

“Sergeant, I admit that I am extremely curious about what you want me to
see. If this is still a ruse of some kind, you’ve only bought yourself a few more
moments.”

Bobbie didn’t reply, but her reaction to Thorsson’s attitude had finally
shifted from frightened through angry to annoyed. She pushed herself up in the
narrow hospital bed and turned sideways, sitting on the edge and tossing the
blanket to the side. With her size, her physical presence up close usually either
frightened men or turned them on. Either way it made them uncomfortable. She
leaned toward Thorsson a bit and was rewarded when he pushed his chair back
an equal amount.

She could tell from his disgusted expression that he immediately knew what
she’d done, and he looked away from her smile.

The door to the room opened and a pair of Navy techs wheeled in her suit
on a rack. It was intact. They hadn’t wrecked it taking her out. She felt a lump
come up in her throat, and swallowed it back down. She wasn’t going to show
even a moment’s weakness in front of this Thorsson clown.

The clown pointed at the senior of the two techs and said, “You. What’s
your name?”

The young tech snapped off a salute and said, “Petty Officer Electrician’s
Mate Singh, sir.”

“Mr. Singh, Sergeant Draper here is claiming that her suit has a different
video compression than the new suits, and that’s why you were unable to read
her video data. Is this correct?”

Singh slapped himself on the forehead with his palm.

“Shit. Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t think—This is the old Mark III Goliath suit.
When they started making the Mark IV, they completely rewrote the firmware.
Totally different video storage system. Wow, I feel pretty stupid—"

“Yes,” interrupted Thorsson. “Do whatever you need to do to display the
video stored on that suit. The sooner you do, the less time I will have to dwell on



the delays caused by incompetence.”

Singh, to his credit, did not reply. He immediately plugged the suit into a
monitor and began working. Bobbie examined her suit. It had a lot of scratches
and dings but appeared otherwise undamaged. She felt a strong urge to go put it
on and then tell Thorsson where he could stick his attitude.

A new set of shakes moved up her arms and legs. Something fluttered in
her neck like the heartbeat of a small animal. She reached up and touched it. It
was her pulse. She started to say something, but the tech was pumping his fist
and high-fiving his assistant.

“Got it, sir,” Singh said, then began the playback.

Bobbie tried to watch, but the picture kept getting fuzzy. She reached for
Thorsson’s arm to get his attention, but missed somehow and just kept tipping
forward.

Here we go again, she thought, and there was a brief moment of free fall
before the blackness.

“God dammit,” the sharp voice said. “I goddamn well told you this would
happen. This soldier has suffered internal injuries and a nasty concussion. You
can’t just pump her full of speed and then interrogate her. It’s irresponsible. It’s
fucking criminal!”

Bobbie opened her eyes. She was back in bed. Thorsson sat in the chair by
her side. A stocky blond woman in hospital scrubs stood at the foot of her bed,
her face flushed and furious. When she saw Bobbie was awake, she moved to
her side and took her hand.

“Sergeant Draper, don’t try to move. You took a fall and aggravated some
of your injuries. We’ve got you stabilized, but you need to rest now.”

The doctor looked up at Thorsson as she said it, her face placing
exclamation marks after every sentence. Bobbie nodded at her, which made her
head feel like a bowl of water being carried in shifting gravity. That it didn’t hurt
probably meant they’d shot her full of every pain medication they had.

“Sergeant Draper’s assistance was crucial,” Thorsson said, not a hint of
apology in his lovely voice. “Because of it, she may have just saved us from an
all-out shooting war with Earth. Risking one’s own life so others don’t have to is
pretty much the definition of Roberta’s job.”

“Don’t call me Roberta,” Bobbie mumbled.

“Gunny,” Thorsson said. “I’'m sorry about what happened to your team. But
mostly I'm sorry for not believing you. Thank you for responding with



professionalism. We avoided a serious mistake because of it.”

“Just thought you were an asshole,” Bobbie said.

“That’s my job, soldier.”

Thorsson stood up. “Get some rest. We’re shipping you out as soon as
you’re well enough for the trip.”

“Shipping me out? Back to Mars?”

Thorsson didn’t answer. He nodded to the doctor, then left. The doctor
pushed a button on one of the machines near Bobbie’s bed, and something cool
shot into her arm. The lights went out.

Gelatin. Why do hospitals always serve gelatin?

Bobbie desultorily poked her spork at the quivering mound of green on her
plate. She was finally feeling good enough to really eat, and the soft and see-
through foods they kept bringing her were growing more unsatisfying. Even the
high-protein, high-carbohydrate slop they cranked out on most Navy ships
sounded good right then. Or a thick mushroom steak covered in gravy with a
side of couscous...

The door to her room slid open and her doctor, who she now knew was
named Trisha Pichon but who insisted that everyone call her Dr. Trish, came in
along with Captain Thorsson and a new man she didn’t know. Thorsson gave her
his creepy smile, but Bobbie had learned that it was just the way the man’s face
worked. He seemed to lack the muscles necessary for normal smiling. The new
man wore a Marine chaplain’s uniform of indeterminate religious affiliation.

Dr. Trish spoke first.

“Good news, Bobbie. We’re turning you loose tomorrow. How do you
feel?”

“Fine. Hungry,” Bobbie said, then gave her gelatin another stab.

“We’ll see about getting you some real food, then,” Dr. Trish said, then
smiled and left the room.

Thorsson pointed at the chaplain. “This is Captain Martens. He’ll be
coming with us on our trip. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted.”

Thorsson left before Bobbie could respond, and Martens plopped himself
down in the chair next to her bed. He stuck out his hand, and she shook it.

“Hello, Sergeant,” he said. “I—"

“When I marked my 2790 form as ‘none’ for religious faith, I was serious
about that,” Bobbie said, cutting him off.

Martens smiled, apparently not offended by her interruption or her



agnosticism.

“I’m not here in a religious capacity, Sergeant. I’'m also a trained grief
counselor, and since you witnessed the death of every person in your unit, and
were almost killed yourself, Captain Thorsson and your doctor agree that you
might need me.”

Bobbie started to make a dismissive reply, which was cut off by the lump in
her chest. She hid her discomfort by taking a long drink of water, then said, “I’'m
fine. Thanks for coming by.”

Martens leaned back in the chair, his smile never wavering.

“If you were really all right after what you’ve been through, it would be a
sign that something was wrong. And you’re about to be thrown into a situation
with a lot of emotional and intellectual pressure. Once we get to Earth, you
won’t have the luxury of having an emotional breakdown or post-traumatic
stress responses. We have a lot of work to—"

“Earth?” Bobbie pounced on the word. “Waitaminute. Why am I going to
Earth?”



Chapter Five

Avasarala

Chrisjen Avasarala, assistant to the undersecretary of executive administration,
sat near the end of the table. Her sari was orange, the only splash of color in the
otherwise military blue-and-gray of the meeting. The seven others with seats at
the table were the heads of their respective branches of the United Nations
military forces, all of them men. She knew their names, their career paths and
psychological profiles, pay rates and political alliances and who they were
sleeping with. Against the back wall, personal assistants and staff pages stood in
uncomfortable stillness, like the shy teenagers at a dance. Avasarala snuck a
pistachio out of her purse, cracked the shell discreetly, and popped the salted nut
into her mouth.

“Any meeting with Martian command is going to have to wait until after
the situation on Ganymede is stabilized. Official diplomatic talks before then are
only going to make it seem like we’ve accepted the new status quo.” That was
Admiral Nguyen, youngest of the men present. Hawkish. Impressed with himself
in the way that successful young men tended to be.

General Adiki-Sandoval nodded his bull-wide head.

“Agreed. It’s not just Mars we need to think about here. If we start looking
weak to the Outer Planets Alliance, you can count on a spike in terrorist
activity.”

Mikel Agee, from the diplomatic corps, leaned back on his chair and licked
his lips anxiously. His slicked-back hair and pinched face made him look like an
anthropomorphic rat.

“Gentlemen, I have to disagree—"

“Of course you do,” General Nettleford said dryly. Agee ignored him.

“Meeting with Mars at this point is a necessary first step. If we start
throwing around preconditions and obstacles, not only is this process going to
take longer, but the chances for renewed hostilities go up. If we can take the
pressure off, blow off some steam—"

Admiral Nguyen nodded, his face expressionless. When he spoke, his tone
was conversational.



“You guys over at Dip have any metaphors more recent than the steam
engine?”

Avasarala chuckled with the others. She didn’t think much of Agee either.

“Mars has already escalated,” General Nettleford said. “Seems to me our
best move at this point is to pull the Seventh back from Ceres Station. Get them
burning. Put a ticking clock on the wall, then see if the Martians want to stand
back on Ganymede.”

“Are you talking about moving them to the Jovian system?” Nguyen asked.
“Or are you taking them in toward Mars?”

“Taking something in toward Earth looks a lot like taking it in toward
Mars,” Nettleford said.

Avasarala cleared her throat.

“Do you have anything new on the initial attacker?” she asked.

“The tech guys are working on it,” Nettleford said. “But that makes my
point. If Mars is testing out new technologies on Ganymede, we can’t afford to
let them control the tempo. We have to get a threat of our own on the board.”

“It was the protomolecule, though?” Agee asked. “I mean, it was whatever
was on Eros when it went down?”

“Working on that,” Nettleford said again, biting at the words a little. “There
are some gross similarities, but there’s some basic differences too. It didn’t
spread the way it did on Eros. Ganymede isn’t changing the way the population
of Eros did. From the satellite imagery we’ve got, it looks like it went to Martian
territory and either self-destructed or was disposed of by their side. If it’s related
to Eros at all, it’s been refined.”

“So Mars got a sample and weaponized it,” Admiral Souther said. He didn’t
talk much. Avasarala always forgot how high his voice was.

“One possibility,” Nettleford said. “One very strong possibility.”

“Look,” Nguyen said with a self-satisfied little smile, like a child who knew
he was going to get his way. “I know we’ve taken first strike off the table here,
but we need to talk about what the limits are on immediate response. If this was
a dry run for something bigger, waiting may be as good as walking out an
airlock.”

“We should take the meeting with Mars,” Avasarala said.

The room went quiet. Nguyen’s face darkened.

“Is that...” he said, but never finished the sentence. Avasarala watched the
men look at each other. She took another pistachio from her purse, ate the meat,
and tucked the shells away. Agee tried not to look pleased. She really did need to
find out who had pulled strings to have him represent the diplomatic corps. He
was a terrible choice.



“Security’s going to be a problem,” Nettleford said. “We’re not letting any
of their ships inside our effective defense perimeter.”

“Well, we can’t have it on their terms. If we’re going to do this, we want
them here, where we control the ground.”

“Park them a safe distance away, and have our transports pick them up?”

“They’ll never agree to that.”

“So let’s find out what they will agree to.”

Avasarala quietly stood up and headed for the door. Her personal assistant
—a European boy named Soren Cottwald—detached himself from the back wall
and followed her. The generals pretended not to notice her exit, or maybe they
were so wrapped up in the new set of problems she’d handed them, they really
didn’t. Either way, she was sure they were as pleased to have her out as she was
to leave.

The hallways of the United Nations complex in the Hague were clean and
wide, the décor a soft style that made everything look like a museum diorama of
Portuguese colonies in the 1940s. She paused at an organics recycling unit and
started digging the shells out of her bag.

“What’s next?” she asked.

“Debriefing with Mr. Errinwright.”

“After that?”

“Meeston Gravis about the Afghanistan problem.”

“Cancel it.”

“What should I tell him?”

Avasarala dusted her hands over the waste container, then turned, walking
briskly toward the central commons and the elevators.

“Fuck him,” she said. “Tell him the Afghanis have been resisting external
rule since before my ancestors were kicking out the British. As soon as I figure
out how to change that, I'll let him know.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I also need an updated summary paper on Venus. The latest. And I don’t
have time to get another PhD to read it, so if it’s not in clear, concise language,
fire the sonofabitch and get someone who knows how to write.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The elevator that rose from the common lobby and meeting rooms up to the
offices glittered like spun diamond set in steel and was big enough to seat dinner
for four. It recognized them as they stepped in, and began its careful rise through
the levels. Outside the windows of the common areas, the Binnenhof seemed to
sink and the huge anthill of buildings that was the Hague spread out under a
perfect blue sky. It was springtime, and the snow that had touched the city since



December was finally gone. The pigeons swirled up from the streets far below.
There were thirty billion people on the planet, but they would never crowd out
the pigeons.

“They’re all fucking men,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Soren said.

“The generals. They’re all fucking men.”

“I thought Souther was the only—"

“I don’t mean that they all fuck men. I mean they’re all men, the fuckers.
How long has it been since a woman was in charge of the armed forces? Not
since I came here. So instead, we wind up with another example of what happens
to policy when there’s too much testosterone in the room. That reminds me: Get
in touch with Annette Rabbir in infrastructure. I don’t trust Nguyen. If traffic
starts going up between him and anyone in the general assembly, I want to know
it.”

Soren cleared his throat.

“Excuse me, ma’am. Did you just instruct me to spy on Admiral Nguyen?”

“No, I just asked for a comprehensive audit of all network traffic, and I
don’t give a fuck about any results besides Nguyen’s office.”

“Of course. My mistake.”

The elevator rose past the windows, past the view of the city, and into the
dark shaft of the private-office levels. Avasarala cracked her knuckles.

“Just in case, though,” she said, “do it on your own initiative.”

“Yes, ma’am. That was my thought too.”

To those who knew Avasarala only by reputation, her office was
deceptively unassuming. It was on the east side of the building, where the lower-
ranked officials usually started out. She had a window looking out over the city,
but not a corner. The video screen that took up most of the southern wall was left
off when it wasn’t in active use, leaving it matte black. The other walls were
scuffed bamboo paneling. The carpet was industrially short and patterned to hide
stains. The only decorations were a small shrine with a clay sculpture of the
Gautama Buddha beside the desk, and a cut crystal vase with the flowers that her
husband, Arjun, sent every Thursday. The place smelled like fresh blooms and
old pipe smoke, though Avasarala had never smoked there and didn’t know
anyone who had. She walked to the window. Beneath her, the city spread out in
vast concrete and ancient stone.

In the darkening sky, Venus burned.

In the twelve years she had been at this desk, in this room, everything had
changed. The alliance between Earth and its upstart brother had been an eternal,
unshakable thing once. The Belt had been an annoyance and a haven for tiny



cells of renegades and troublemakers as likely to die of a ship malfunction as to
be called to justice. Humanity had been alone in the universe.

And then the secret discovery that Phoebe, idiosyncratic moon of Saturn,
had been an alien weapon, launched at earth when life here was hardly more
than an interesting idea wrapped in a lipid bilayer. How could anything be the
same after that?

And yet it was. Yes, Earth and Mars were still unsure whether they were
permanent allies or deadly enemies. Yes, the OPA, Hezbollah of the vacuum,
was on its way to being a real political force in the outer planets. Yes, the thing
that had been meant to reshape the primitive biosphere of Earth had instead
ridden a rogue asteroid down into the clouds of Venus and started doing no one
knew what.

But the spring still came. The election cycle still rose and fell. The evening
star still lit the indigo heavens, outshining even the greatest cities of Earth.

Other days, she found that reassuring.

“Mr. Errinwright,” Soren said.

Avasarala turned to the dead screen on her wall as it came to life. Sadavir
Errinwright was darker skinned than she was, his face round and soft. It would
have been in place anywhere in the Punjab, but his voice affected the cool,
analytic amusement of Britain. He wore a dark suit and a smart, narrow tie.
Wherever he was, it was bright daylight behind him. The link kept fluttering,
trying to balance the bright with the dark, leaving him a shadow in a government
office or else a man haloed by light.

“Your meeting went well, I hope?”

“It was fine,” she said. “We’re moving ahead with the Martian summit.
They’re working out the security arrangements now.”

“That was the consensus?”

“Once I told them it was, yes. The Martians are sending their top men to a
meeting with officials of the United Nations to personally deliver their apology
and discuss how to normalize relations and return Ganymede to blah blah blah.
Yes?”

Errinwright scratched his chin.

“I’m not sure that’s how our opposites on Mars see it,” he said.

“Then they can protest. We’ll send out dueling press releases and threaten
to cancel the meeting right up to the last minute. High drama is wonderful. It’s
better than wonderful; it’s distracting. Just don’t let the bobble-head talk about
Venus or Eros.”

His flinch was almost subliminal.

“Please, can we not refer to the secretary-general as ‘the bobble-head’?”



“Why not? He knows I do. I say it to his face, and he doesn’t mind.”

“He thinks you’re joking.”

“That’s because he’s a fucking bobble-head. Don’t let him talk about
Venus.”

“And the footage?”

It was a fair question. Whatever had made its attack on Ganymede, it had
started in the area held by the United Nations. If the back-channel chatter was to
be trusted—and it wasn’t—Mars had a lone marine’s suit camera. Avasarala had
seven minutes of high-definition video from forty different cameras of the thing
slaughtering the best people Earth had standing for it. Even if the Martians could
be convinced to keep it quiet, this was going to be hard to bury.

“Give me until the meeting,” Avasarala said. “Let me see what they say and
how they say it. Then I’ll know what to do. If it’s a Martian weapon, they’ll
show it by what they bring to the table.”

“I see,” Errinwright said slowly. Meaning he didn’t.

“Sir, with all respect,” she said, “for the time being, this needs to be
something between Earth and Mars.”

“High drama between the two major military forces in the system is what
we want? How exactly do you see that?”

“I got an alert from Michael-Jon de Uturbé about increased activity on
Venus at the same time the shooting started on Ganymede. It wasn’t a big spike,
but it was there. And Venus getting restless just when something happens that
looks a damn lot like the protomolecule showed up on Ganymede? That’s a
problem.”

She let that sink in for a moment before she went on. Errinwright’s eyes
shifted, like he was reading in the air. It was something he did when he was
thinking hard.

“Saber rattling we’ve done before,” she said. “We’ve survived it. It’s a
known quantity. I have a binder with nine hundred pages of analysis and
contingency plans for conflict with Mars, including fourteen different scenarios
about what we do if they develop an unexpected new technology. The binder for
what we do if something comes up from Venus? It’s three pages long, and it
begins Step One: Find God.”

Errinwright looked sober. She could hear Soren behind her, a different and
more anxious silence than he usually carried. She’d laid her fear out on the table.

“Three options,” she said softly. “One: Mars made it. That’s just war. We
can handle that. Two: Someone else made it. Unpleasant and dangerous, but
solvable. Three: It made itself. And we don’t have anything.”

“You’re going to put more pages in your thin binder?” Errinwright said. He



sounded flippant. He wasn’t.

“No, sir. I’'m going to find out which of the three we’re looking at. If it’s
one of the first two, I’ll solve the problem.”

“And if the third?”

“Retire,” she said. “Let you put some other idiot in charge.”

Errinwright had known her long enough to hear the joke in her voice. He
smiled and tugged absently at his tie. It was a tell of his. He was as anxious as
she was. No one who didn’t know him would have seen it.

“That’s a tightrope. We can’t let the conflict on Ganymede become too
heated.”

“I’ll keep it a sideshow,” Avasarala said. “No one starts a war unless I say
they can.”

“You mean unless the secretary-general issues the executive decision and
the general assembly casts an affirming vote.”

“And I’ll tell him when he can do that,” she said. “But you can give him the
news. Hearing it from an old grandma like me makes his dick shrink.”

“Well, we can’t have that, certainly. Let me know what you find. I’'ll speak
with the speech-writing staff and make certain that the text of his announcement
doesn’t color outside the lines.”

“And anyone who leaks the video of the attack answers to me,” she said.

“Anyone who leaks it is guilty of treason and will be tried before a
legitimate tribunal and sent to the Lunar Penal Colony for life.”

“Close enough.”

“Don’t be a stranger, Chrisjen. We’re in difficult times. The fewer
surprises, the better.”

“Yes, sir,” she said. The link died. The screen went dark. She could see
herself in it as a smudge of orange topped by the gray of her hair. Soren was a
blur of khaki and white.

“You need more work?”

“No, ma’am.”

“So get the fuck out.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She heard his footsteps retreating behind her.

“Soren!”

“Ma’am?”

“Get me a list of everyone who testified at the Eros incident hearings. And
run what they said in testimony past the neuro-psych analysts if it hasn’t already
been.”

“Would you like the transcripts?”



“Yes, that too.”

“I’1l have them to you as soon as possible.”

The door closed behind him, and Avasarala sank into her chair. Her feet
hurt, and the presentiment of a headache that had haunted her since morning was
stepping forward, clearing its throat. The Buddha smiled serenely, and she
chuckled at him, as if sharing a private joke. She wanted to go home, to sit on
her porch and listen to Arjun practice his piano.

And instead...

She used her hand terminal rather than the office system to call Arjun. It
was a superstitious urge that made her want to keep them separate, even in ways
as small as this. He picked up the connection at once. His face was angular, the
close-cut beard almost entirely white now. The merriness in his eyes was always
there, even when he wept. Just looking at him, she felt something in her breast
relax.

“I’m going to be late coming home,” she said, immediately regretting the
matter-of-fact tone. Arjun nodded.

“I am shocked beyond words,” he said. Even the man’s sarcasm was gentle.
“The mask is heavy today?”

The mask, he called it. As if the person she was when she faced the world
was the false one, and the one who spoke to him or played painting games with
her granddaughters was authentic. She thought he was wrong, but the fiction was
so comforting she had always played along.

“Today, very heavy. What are you doing now, love?”

“Reading Kukurri’s thesis draft. It needs work.”

“Are you in your office?”

“Yes.”

“You should go to the garden,” she said.

“Because that’s where you want to be? We can go together when you’re
home.”

She sighed.

“I may be very late,” she said.

“Wake me, and we can go then.”

She touched the screen, and he grinned as if he’d felt the caress. She cut the
connection. By long habit, they didn’t tell each other goodbye. It was one of a
thousand small personal idioms that grew from decades of marriage.

Avasarala turned to her desk system, pulling up the tactical analysis of the
battle on Ganymede, the intelligence profiles of the major military figures within
Mars, and the master schedule for the meeting, already half filled in by the
generals in the time since her conference. She took a pistachio from her purse,



cracked its shell, and let the raw information wash over her, her mind dancing
through it. In the window behind her, other stars struggled through the light
pollution of the Hague, but Venus was still the brightest.



Chapter Six

Holden

Holden was dreaming of long twisting corridors filled with half-human horrors
when a loud buzzing woke him to a pitch-black cabin. He struggled for a
moment with the unfamiliar straps on the bunk before he unbuckled and floated
free in the microgravity. The wall panel buzzed again. Holden pushed off the
bed to it and hit the button to bring the cabin lights up. The cabin was tiny. A
seventy-year-old crash couch above a personal storage locker crammed up
against one bulkhead, a toilet and sink built into a corner, and across from the
bunk, a wall panel with the name Somnambulist etched above it.

The panel buzzed a third time. This time Holden hit the reply button and
said, “Where are we, Naomi?”

“Final braking for high orbit. You’re not going to believe this, but they’re
making us queue up.”

“Queue up, as in get in line?”

“Yep,” Naomi said. “I think they’re boarding all the ships that are landing
on Ganymede.”

Shit.

“Shit. Which side is it?”

“Does it matter?”

“Well,” Holden said. “Earth wants me for stealing a couple thousand of
their nuclear missiles and handing them over to the OPA. Mars just wants me for
stealing one of their ships. I assume those carry different penalties.”

Naomi laughed. “They’d lock you up for eternity either way.”

“Call me pedantic, then.”

“The group we’re in line for look like UN ships, but a Martian frigate is
parked right next to them, watching the proceedings.”

Holden gave a private prayer of thanks for letting Fred Johnson back on
Tycho talk him into taking the recently repaired Somnambulist to Ganymede
rather than try to land in the Rocinante. The freighter was the least suspicious
ship in the OPA fleet right now. Far less likely to draw unwanted attention than
their stolen Martian warship. They’d left the Roci parked a million kilometers



away from Jupiter in a spot no one was likely to look. Alex had the ship shut
down except for air recycling and passive sensors and was probably huddled in
his cabin with a space heater and a lot of blankets, waiting for their call.

“Okay, I'm on my way up. Send a tightbeam to Alex and let him know the
situation. If we get arrested, he’s to take the Roci back to Tycho.”

Holden opened the locker under the bunk and pulled out a badly fitting
green jumpsuit with Somnambulist stenciled on the back and the name Philips on
the front pocket. According to the ship’s records, provided by the tech wizards
back at Tycho, he was crewman first class Walter Philips, engineer and general
tool pusher on the food freighter Somnambulist. He was also third-in-command
out of a crew of three. Given his reputation in the solar system, it was thought
best that Holden not have a job on the ship that would require him to speak to
anyone in authority.

He washed up in his tiny sink—no actual free-flowing water, but a system
of moist towels and soaped pads—scratching unhappily at the scraggly beard
he’d been growing as part of his disguise. He’d never tried to grow one before,
and was disappointed to discover that his facial hair grew in patches of varying
length and curl. Amos had grown a beard as well in an act of solidarity and now
had a lush lion’s mane, which he was considering keeping because it looked so
good.

Holden slid the used towel into its cycling chamber and pushed off toward
the compartment hatch and up the crew ladder to the operations deck.

Not that it was much of an ops deck. The Somnambulist was nearly a
hundred years old and definitely at the end of her life cycle. If they hadn’t
needed a throwaway ship for this mission, Fred’s people would probably have
just scrapped the old girl out. Her recent run-in with pirates had left her half dead
to begin with. But she’d spent the last twenty years of her life flying the
Ganymede-to-Ceres food run, and she’d show up in the registry as a regular
visitor to the Jovian moon, a ship that might plausibly arrive with relief supplies.
Fred thought that with her regular arrivals at Ganymede, she might just get
waved past any customs or blockades without a look.

That, it seemed, had been optimistic.

Naomi was belted into one of the operations stations when Holden arrived.
She wore a green jumpsuit similar to his, though the name on her pocket read
Estancia. She gave him a smile, then waved him over to look at her screen.

“That’s the group of ships that are checking everyone out before they land.”

“Damn,” Holden said, zooming the telescopic image in to get a better look
at the hulls and identifying marks. “Definitely UN ships.” Something small
moved across the image from one of the UN ships to the heavy freighter that was



currently at the front of the line. “And that looks like a boarding skiff.”

“Well, good thing you haven’t groomed in a month,” Naomi said, tugging
at a lock of his hair. “With that bush on your head and that awful beard, your
own mothers wouldn’t recognize you.”

“I’'m hoping they haven’t recruited my mothers,” Holden said, trying to
match her lightness of tone. “I’ll warn Amos that they’re coming.”

Holden, Naomi, and Amos waited in the short locker-filled hallway just outside
the inner airlock door for the boarding party to finish cycling the ’lock. Naomi
looked tall and stern in her freshly washed captain’s uniform and magnetic
boots. Captain Estancia had skippered the Somnambulist for ten years before the
pirate attack that took her life. Holden thought Naomi made a suitably regal
replacement.

Behind her, Amos wore a jumpsuit with a chief engineer’s patch and a
bored scowl. Even in the microgravity of their current orbit around Ganymede,
he seemed to be slouching. Holden did his best to emulate his stance and his
half-angry expression.

The airlock finished cycling, and the inner doors slid open. Six marines in
combat armor and a junior lieutenant in an environment suit clanked out on mag
boots. The lieutenant quickly looked over the crew and checked them against
something on his hand terminal. He looked as bored as Amos did. Holden
guessed that this poor junior officer had been stuck with the shit duty of
boarding ships all day and was probably in as big a hurry to be done as they
were to leave.

“Rowena Estancia, captain and majority owner of the Ceres-registered
freighter Weeping Somnambulist.”

He didn’t make it a question, but Naomi replied, “Yes, sir.”

“I like the name,” the lieutenant said without looking up from his terminal.

“Sir?”

“The ship name. It’s unusual. I swear, if I board one more ship named after
someone’s kid or the girl they left behind after that magical weekend on Titan,
I’m going to start fining people for general lack of creativity.”

Holden felt a tension begin at the base of his spine and creep up toward his
scalp. This lieutenant might be bored with his job, but he was smart and
perceptive, and he was letting them know it up front.

“Well, this one is named after the tearful three months I spent on Titan after
he left me,” Naomi said with a grin. “Probably a good thing in the long term. I



was going to name her after my goldfish.”

The lieutenant’s head snapped up in surprise; then he began laughing.
“Thanks, Captain. That’s the first laugh today. Everyone else is scared shitless of
us, and these six slabs of meat”—he gestured at the marines behind him—*“have
had their senses of humor chemically removed.”

Holden shot a look to Amos. Is he flirting with her? I think he’s flirting with
her. Amos’ scowl could have meant anything.

The lieutenant tapped something on his terminal and said, “Protein,
supplements, water purifiers, and antibiotics. Can I take a quick look?”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said, gesturing toward the hatch. “Right this way.”

She left, the UN officer and two of the marines in tow. The other four
settled into alert-guard poses next to the airlock. Amos elbowed Holden to get
his attention, then said, “How you boys doing today?”

The marines ignored him.

“I was saying to my buddy here, I was saying, ‘I bet those fancy tin suits
those boys wear bind up something awful in the crotch.’”

Holden closed his eyes and started sending psychic messages to Amos to
shut up. It didn’t work.

“I mean, all that fancy high-tech gear strapped on everywhere, and the one
thing they don’t allow for is scratching your balls. Or, God forbid, you get outta
alignment and gotta give the works a shift to create some space.”

Holden opened his eyes. The marines were all looking at Amos now, but
they hadn’t moved or spoken. Holden shifted to the back corner of the room and
tried to press himself into it. No one even glanced in his direction.

“So,” Amos continued, his voice full of companionable good cheer. “I got
this theory, and I was hoping you boys could help me out.”

The closest marine took a half step forward, but that was all.

“My theory is,” Amos said, “that to avoid that whole problem, they just go
ahead and cut off all those parts that might get caught up in your suit. And it has
the added benefit of reducing your temptation to diddle each other during those
long cold nights on the ship.”

The marine took another step, and Amos immediately took one of his own
to close the distance. With his nose so close to the marine’s armored faceplate
that his breath fogged the glass, Amos said, “So be straight with me, Joe. The
outside of those suits, that’s anatomically correct, ain’t it?”

There was a long, tense silence that was finally broken when someone
cleared his throat at the hatch, and the lieutenant came into the corridor. “There a
problem here?”

Amos smiled and stepped back.



“Nope. Just getting to know the fine men and women my tax dollars help
pay for.”

“Sergeant?” the lieutenant said.

The marine stepped back.

“No, sir. No problem.”

The lieutenant turned around and shook Naomi’s hand.

“Captain Estancia, it has been a pleasure. Our people will be radioing you
with landing clearance shortly. I’'m sure the people of Ganymede will be grateful
for the supplies you’re bringing.”

“Happy to help,” Naomi said, and gave the young officer a brilliant smile.

When the UN troops had cycled back through the airlock and flown away
in their skiff, Naomi let out a long breath and began massaging her cheeks.

“If I had to smile one second longer, my face was going to crack apart.”

Holden grabbed Amos by the sleeve.

“What. The. Fuck,” he said through gritted teeth, “was that all about?”

“What?” Naomi said.

“Amos here did just about everything he could to piss the marines off while
you were gone. I’'m surprised they didn’t shoot him, and then me half a second
later.”

Amos glanced down at Holden’s hand, still gripping his arm, but made no
move to pull free.

“Cap, you’re a good guy, but you’d be a shitty smuggler.”

“What?” Naomi said again.

“The captain here was so nervous even I started to think he was up to
something. So I kept the marines’ attention until you got back,” Amos said. “Oh,
and they can’t shoot you unless you actually touch them or draw a weapon. You
were a UN Navy boy. You should remember the rules.”

“So...” Holden started.

“So,” Amos interrupted. “If the lieutenant asks them about us, they’ll have
a story to tell about the asshole engineer who got in their faces, and not the
nervous guy with the patchy beard who kept trying to hide in the corner.”

“Shit,” Holden said.

“You’re a good captain, and you can have my back in a fight anytime. But
you’re a crap criminal. You just don’t know how to act like anyone but
yourself.”

“Wanna be captain again?” Naomi said. “That job sucks.”



“Ganymede tower, this is Somnambulist repeating our request for a pad
assignment,” Naomi said. “We’ve been cleared by the UN patrols, and you’ve
had us holding in low orbit for three hours now.”

Naomi flicked off her mic and added, “Asshole.”

The voice that replied was different from the one they’d been requesting
landing clearance from for the last few hours. This one was older and less
annoyed.

“Sorry, Somnambulist, we’ll get you into the pattern as soon as possible.
But we’ve had launches nonstop for the last ten hours, and we still have a dozen
ships to get off of the ground before we start letting people land.”

Holden turned on his mic and said, “We talking to the supervisor now?”

“Yep. Senior supervisor Sam Snelling if you’re making notes for a
complaint. That’s Snelling with two Ls.”

“No, no,” Holden replied. “Not a complaint. We’ve been watching the
outgoing ships flying by. Are these refugee ships? With the tonnage we’ve seen
lifting off, it looks like half the moon is leaving.”

“Nope. We do have a few charters and commercial liners taking people off,
but most of the ships leaving right now are food freighters.”

“Food freighters?”

“We ship almost a hundred thousand kilos of food a day, and the fighting
trapped a lot of those shipments on the surface. Now that the blockade is letting
people through, they’re on their way out to make their deliveries.”

“Wait,” Holden said. “I’'m waiting to land with relief food supplies for
people starving on Ganymede, and you’re launching a hundred thousand kilos of
food off the moon?”

“Closer to half a million, what with the backup,” Sam said. “But we don’t
own this food. Most of the food production on Ganymede is owned by
corporations that aren’t headquartered here. Lot of money tied up in these
shipments. Every day it sat on the ground here, people were losing a fortune.”

“I...” Holden started, then after a pause said, “Somnambulist out.”

Holden turned his chair around to face Naomi. Her expression was closed
in a way that meant she was as angry as he was.

Amos, lounging near the engineering console and eating an apple he’d
stolen from their relief supplies, said, “This surprises you why, Captain?”

An hour later, they got permission to land.



Seen from low orbit and their descent path, the surface of Ganymede didn’t look
much different than it ever had. Even at its best, the Jovian moon was a
wasteland of gray silicate rock and slightly less gray water ice, the entire thing
pocked with craters and flash-frozen lakes. It had looked like a battlefield long
before humanity’s ancestors crawled up onto dry land for the first time.

But humans, with their great creativity and industriousness in the domain of
destruction, had found ways to make their mark. Holden spotted the almost
skeletal remains of a destroyer stretched across the landscape at the end of a long
black scar. The shock wave of its impact had flattened smaller domes as far as
ten kilometers away. Tiny rescue ships flitted about its corpse, looking less for
survivors than for bits of information or technology that had survived the crash
and couldn’t be allowed to fall into enemy hands.

The worst damage visible was the complete loss of one of the enormous
greenhouse domes. The agricultural domes were gigantic structures of steel and
glass with hectares of carefully cultivated soil and meticulously bred and tended
crops beneath them. To see one crushed beneath the twisted metal of what
looked like a fallen mirror array was shocking and demoralizing. The domes fed
the outer planets with their specially bred crops. The most advanced agricultural
science in history happened inside them. And the orbiting mirrors were marvels
of engineering that helped make it possible. Slamming one into the other, and
leaving both lying in ruins, struck Holden as being as stupidly shortsighted as
shitting in your water supply to deny your enemy a drink.

By the time the Somnambulist had set her creaking bones to rest on their
assigned landing pad, Holden had lost all patience with human stupidity.

So, of course, it came out to meet him.

The customs inspector was waiting for them when they stepped out of the
airlock. He was a stick-thin man with a handsome face and an egg-shaped bald
head. He was accompanied by two men in nondescript security guard uniforms
with Tasers in holsters at their belts.

“Hello, my name is Mr. Vedas. I am the customs inspector for port eleven,
pads A14 through A22. Your manifest, please.”

Naomi, once again playing captain, stepped forward and said, “The
manifest was transmitted to your office prior to landing. I on’t—"

Holden saw that Vedas wasn’t holding an official cargo-inspection
terminal, nor were the guards with him wearing Ganymede Port Authority
uniforms. He got the tingling premonition of a bad con job about to be played
out. He moved up and waved Naomi off.



“Captain, I'll take care of this.”

Customs inspector Vedas looked him up and down and said, “And you
are?”

“You can call me Mr. Not-putting-up-with-your-bullshit.”

Vedas scowled, and the two security guards shuffled closer. Holden smiled
at them, then reached behind his back and under his coat and pulled out a large
pistol. He held it at the side of his leg, pointed at the ground, but they stepped
back anyway. Vedas blanched.

“I know this shakedown,” Holden said. “You ask to look at our manifest;
then you tell us which items we have mistakenly included on it. And while we
are retransmitting to your office with our newly amended manifest, you and your
goons take the plum items and sell them on what I’m guessing is a thriving black
market for food and medicine.”

“I am a legally vested administrator of Ganymede Station,” Vedas
squeaked. “You think you can bully me with your gun? I’ll have port security
arrest you and impound your entire ship if you think—"”

“No, I’m not going to bully you,” Holden said. “But I have had it right up
to here with idiots profiting from misery, and I’m going to make myself feel
better by having my big friend Amos here beat you senseless for trying to steal
food and medicine from refugees.”

“Ain’t bullying so much as stress relief,” Amos said amiably.

Holden nodded at Amos.

“How angry does it make you that this guy wants to steal from refugees,
Amos?”

“Pretty fucking angry, Captain.”

Holden patted his pistol against his thigh.

“The gun is just to make sure ‘port security’ there doesn’t interfere until
Amos has fully worked out his anger issues.”

Mr. Vedas, customs inspector for port eleven, pads Al14 through A22,
turned and ran as though his life depended on it, with his rent-a-cops in hot
pursuit.

“You enjoyed that,” Naomi said. Her expression was odd and evaluating,
her voice in the no-man’s-land between accusing and not.

Holden holstered his gun.

“Let’s go find out what the hell happened here.”



Chapter Seven

Prax

The security center was on the third layer down from the surface. The finished
walls and independent power supply seemed like luxury items compared with
the raw ice of other places on the station, but really they were important signals.
The way some plants advertised their poisons by bright foliage, the security
center advertised its impregnability. It wasn’t enough that it was impossible to
tunnel through the ice and sneak a friend or a lover out of the holding cells.
Everyone had to know that it was impossible—know just by looking—or else
someone would try it.

In all his years on Ganymede, Prax had been there only once before, and
then as a witness. As a man there to help the law, not to ask help from it. He’d
been back twelve times in the last week, waiting in the long, desperate line,
fidgeting and struggling with the almost overpowering sense that he needed to be
somewhere else doing something, even if he didn’t know what exactly it was.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Meng,” the woman at the public information counter said
from behind her inch-thick wire-laced window. She looked tired. More than
tired, more than exhausted even. Shell-shocked. Dead. “Nothing today either.”

“Is there anyone I can talk to? There has to be a way to—"

“I’m sorry,” she said, and her eyes looked past him to the next desperate,
frightened, unbathed person that she wouldn’t be able to help. Prax walked out,
teeth grinding in impotent rage. The line was two hours long; men and women
and children stood or leaned or sat. Some were weeping. A young woman with
red-rimmed eyes smoked a marijuana cigarette, the smell of burning leaves over
the stink of close-packed bodies, the smoke curling up past the NO SMOKING sign
on the wall. No one protested. All of them had the haunted look of refugees,
even the ones who’d been born here.

In the days since the official fighting had stopped, the Martian and Earth
militaries had retreated back behind their lines. The breadbasket of the outer
planets found itself reduced to a wasteland between them, and the collected
intelligence of the station was bent to a single task: getting away.

The ports had started out under lockdown by two military forces in conflict,



but they’d soon left the surface for the safety of their ships, and the depth of
panic and fear in the station could no longer be contained. The few passenger
ships that were permitted out were packed with people trying to get anywhere
else. The fares for passage were bankrupting people who’d worked for years in
some of the highest-paying material science positions outside Earth. The poorer
people were left sneaking out in freight drones or tiny yachts or even space suits
strapped onto modified frames and fired off toward Europa in hopes of rescue.
Panic drove them from risk to risk until they wound up somewhere else or in the
grave. Near the security stations, near the ports, even near the abandoned
military cordons set up by Mars and the UN, the corridors were thick with
people scrambling for anything they could tell themselves was safety.

Prax wished he was with them.

Instead, his world had fallen into a kind of rhythm. He woke at his rooms,
because he always went home at night so that he would be there if Mei came
back. He ate whatever he could find. The last two days, there hadn’t been
anything left in his personal storage, but a few of the ornamental plants in the
parkways were edible. He wasn’t really hungry anyway.

Then he checked the body drops.

The hospital had maintained a scrolling video feed of the recovered dead to
help in identification for the first week. Since then, he’d had to go look at the
actual bodies. He was looking for a child, so he didn’t have to go through the
vast majority of the dead, but the ones he did see haunted him. Twice he’d found
a corpse sufficiently mutilated that it might have been Mei, but the first had a
stork-bite birthmark at the back of her neck and the other’s toenails were the
wrong shape. Those dead girls were someone else’s tragedies.

Once he’d assured himself that Mei wasn’t among the lists of the dead, he
went hunting. The first night she’d been gone, he’d taken out his hand terminal
and made a list. People to contact who had official power: security, her doctors,
the warring armies. People to contact who might have information: the other
parents at her school, the other parents in his medical support group, her mother.
Favorite places to check: her best friend’s home, the common-space parks she
liked best, the sweet shop with the lime sherbet she always asked for. Places
someone might go to buy a stolen child for sex: a list of bars and brothels off a
cached copy of the station directory. The updated directory would be on the
system, but it was still locked down. Every day, he crossed as many off the list
as he could, and when they were all gone, he started over.

From a list, they’d become a schedule. Security every other day, alternating
with whoever would talk to him from the Martian forces or the UN on the other
days. The parks in the morning after the body checks. Mei’s best friend and her



family had made it out, so there was nothing to check there. The sweet shop had
been burned out in a riot. Finding her doctors was the hardest. Dr. Astrigan, her
pediatrician, had made all the right concerned noises and promised him that she
would call him if she heard anything and then, when he checked again three days
later, didn’t remember having spoken to him. The surgeon who’d helped drain
the abscesses along her spine when she’d first been diagnosed hadn’t seen her.
Dr. Strickland from the support and maintenance group was missing. Nurse
Abuakar was dead.

The other families from the group had their own tragedies to work through.
Mei wasn’t the only child missing. Katoa Merton. Gabby Solyuz. Sandro
Ventisiete. He’d seen the fear and desperation that shrieked in the back of his
head mirrored in the faces of the other parents. It made those visits harder than
looking at bodies. It made the fear hard to forget.

He did it anyway.

Basia Merton—KatoaDaddy, Mei called him—was a thick-necked man
who always smelled of peppermint. His wife was pencil thin with a nervous
twitch of a smile. Their home was six chambers near the water-management
complex five levels down from the surface, decorated in spun silk and bamboo.
When Basia opened the door, he didn’t smile or say hello; he only turned and
walked in, leaving the way open. Prax followed him.

At the table, Basia poured Prax a glass of miraculously unspoiled milk. It
was the fifth time Prax had come since Mei had gone missing.

“No sign, then?” Basia said. It wasn’t really a question.

“No news,” Prax said. “So there’s that, at least.”

From the back of the house, a young girl’s voice rose in outrage, matched
by a younger boy’s. Basia didn’t even turn to look.

“Nothing here either. I'm sorry.”

The milk tasted wonderful, smooth and rich and soft. Prax could almost feel
the calories and nutrients being sucked in through the membranes in his mouth.
It occurred to him that he might technically be starving.

“There’s still hope,” Prax said.

Basia blew out his breath like the words had been a punch in the gut. His
lips were pressed thin and he was staring at the table. The shouting voices in the
back resolved into a low boyish wail.

“We’re leaving,” Basia said. “My cousin works on Luna for Magellan
Biotech. They’re sending relief ships, and when they put off the medical
supplies, there’s going to be room for us. It’s all arranged.”

Prax put down the glass of milk. The chambers around them seemed to go
quiet, but he knew that was an illusion. A strange pressure bloomed in his throat,



down into his chest. His face felt waxy. He had the sudden physical memory of
his wife announcing that she’d filed for divorce. Betrayed. He felt betrayed.

“...after that, another few days,” Basia was saying. He’d been talking, but
Prax hadn’t heard him.

“But what about Katoa?” Prax managed to say around the thickness in his
throat. “He’s here somewhere.”

Basia’s gaze flickered up and then away, fast as a bird’s wing.

“He’s not. He’s gone, brother. Boy had a swamp where his immune system
should’ve been. You know that. Without his medicine, he used to start feeling
really sick in three, maybe four days. I have to take care of the two kids I still
got.”

Prax nodded, his body responding without him. He felt like a flywheel had
come loose somewhere in the back of his head. The grain of the bamboo table
seemed unnaturally sharp. The smell of ice melt. The taste of milk going sour on
his tongue.

“You can’t know that,” he said, trying to keep his voice soft. He didn’t do a
great job.

“I pretty much can.”

“Whoever... whoever took Mei and Katoa, they aren’t useful to them dead.
They knew. They had to know that they’d need medicine. And so it only makes
sense that they’d take them somewhere they could get it.”

“No one took them, brother. They got lost. Something happened.”

“Mei’s teacher said—"

“Mei’s teacher was scared crazy. Her whole world was making sure
toddlers don’t spit in each other’s mouths too much, and there’s a shooting war
outside her room. Who the hell knows what she saw?”

“She said Mei’s mother and a doctor. She said a doctor—"

“And come on, man. Not useful if they’re dead? This station is ass deep in
dead people, and I don’t see anyone getting useful. It’s a war. Fuckers started a
war.” There were tears in his wide, dark eyes now, and sorrow in his voice. But
there was no fight. “People die in a war. Kids die. You gotta... ah shit. You got
to keep moving.”

“You don’t know,” Prax said. “You don’t know that they’re dead, and until
you know, you’re abandoning them.”

Basia looked down at the floor. There was a flush rising under the man’s
skin. He shook his head, the corners of his mouth twitching down.

“You can’t go,” Prax said. “You have to stay and look for him.”

“Don’t,” Basia said. “And I mean do not shout at me in my own home.”

“These are our kids, and you don’t get to walk away from them! What kind



of father are you? I mean, Jesus...”

Basia was leaning forward now, hunched over the table. Behind him, a girl
on the edge of womanhood looked in from the hallway, her eyes wide. Prax felt
a deep certainty rising in him.

“You’re going to stay,” he said.

The silence lasted three heartbeats. Four. Five.

“It’s arranged,” Basia said.

Prax hit him. He didn’t plan it, didn’t intend it. His arm rolled through the
shoulder, balled fist shooting out of its own accord. His knuckles sank into the
flesh of Basia’s cheek, snapping his head to the side and rocking him back. The
big man boiled across the room at him. The first blow hit just below Prax’s
collarbone, pushing him back, the next one was to his ribs, and the one after that.
Prax felt his chair slide out from under him, and he was falling slowly in the low
g but unable to get his feet beneath him. Prax swung wild, kicked out. He felt his
foot connect with something, but he couldn’t tell if it was the table or Basia.

He hit the floor, and Basia’s foot came down on his solar plexus. The world
went bright, shimmering, and painful. Somewhere a long way away, a woman
was shouting. He couldn’t make out the words. And then, slowly, he could.

He’s not right. He lost a baby too. He’s not right.

Prax rolled over, forced himself up to his knees. There was blood on his
chin he was pretty sure came from him. No one else there was bleeding. Basia
stood by the table, hands in fists, nostrils flared, breath fast. The daughter stood
in front of him, interposed between her enraged father and Prax. All he could
really see of her was her ass and her ponytail and her hands, flat out at her father
in the universal gesture for stop. She was saving his life.

“You’d be better off gone, brother,” Basia said.

“Okay,” Prax said.

He got to his feet slowly and stumbled to the door, still not quite breathing
right. He let himself out.

The secret of closed-system botanical collapse was this: It’s not the thing that
breaks you need to watch out for. It’s the cascade. The first time he’d lost a
whole crop of G. kenon, it had been from a fungus that didn’t hurt soybeans at
all. The spores had probably come in with a shipment of ladybugs. The fungus
took hold in the hydroponic system, merrily taking up nutrients that weren’t
meant for it and altering the pH. That weakened the bacteria Prax had been using
to fix nitrogen to the point that they were vulnerable to a phage that wouldn’t



have been able to take them out otherwise. The nitrogen balance of the system
got out of whack. By the time the bacteria recovered to their initial population,
the soybeans were yellow, limp, and past repair.

That was the metaphor he used when he thought about Mei and her immune
system. The problem was tiny, really. A mutant allele produced a protein that
folded left instead of right. A few base pairs’ difference. But that protein
catalyzed a critical step in signal transduction to the T cells. She could have all
the parts of an immune system standing ready to fight off a pathogen, but
without twice-daily doses of an artificial catalyzing agent, the alarm would never
sound. Myers-Skelton Premature Immunosenescence they called it, and the
preliminary studies still hadn’t even been able to tell if it was more common
outside the well of Earth because of an unknown low-g effect or just the high
radiation levels increasing mutations rates generally. It didn’t matter. However
she’d gotten there, Mei had developed a massive spinal infection when she was
four months old. If they’d been anywhere else in the outer planets, she’d have
died of it. But everyone came to Ganymede to gestate, so the child health
research all happened there. When Dr. Strickland saw her, he knew what he was
looking at, and he held back the cascade.

Prax walked down the corridors toward home. His jaw was swelling. He
didn’t remember being hit in the jaw, but it was swelling, and it hurt. His ribs
had a sharp pain on the left that hurt if he breathed in too deep, so he kept his
breath shallow. He stopped at one of the parks, scrounging a few leaves for
dinner. He paused at a large stand of Epipremnum aureum. The wide spade-
shaped leaves looked wrong. They were still green, but thicker, and with a
golden undertone. Someone had put distilled water in the hydroponic supply
instead of the mineral-rich solution long-stability hydroponics needed. They
could get away with it for another week. Maybe two. Then the air-recycling
plants would start to die, and by the time that happened, the cascade would be
too far gone to stop. And if they couldn’t get the right water to the plants, he
couldn’t imagine they’d be able to set all the mechanical air recyclers going.
Someone was going to have to do something about that.

Someone else.

In his rooms, his one small G. kenon held its fronds up to the light. Without
any particular conscious thought, he put his finger in the soil, testing it. The rich
scent of well-balanced soil was like incense. It was doing pretty well, all things
considered. He glanced at the time stamp on his hand terminal. Three hours had
passed since he’d come home. His jaw had gone past aching into a kind of
constantly rediscovered pain.

Without her medicine, the normal flora of her digestive system would start



overgrowing. The bacteria that normally lived benignly in her mouth and throat
would rise against her. After two weeks, maybe she wouldn’t be dead. But even
in the best case, she’d be so sick that bringing her back would be problematic.

It was a war. Kids died in wars. It was a cascade. He coughed, and the pain
was immense and it was still better than thinking. He needed to go. To get out.
Ganymede was dying around him. He wasn’t going to do Mei any good. She was
gone. His baby girl was gone.

Crying hurt worse than coughing.

He didn’t sleep so much as lose consciousness. When he woke, his jaw was
swollen badly enough that it clicked when he opened his mouth too wide. His
ribs felt a degree better. He sat on the edge of his bed, head in his hands.

He’d go to the port. He’d go to Basia and apologize and ask to go along.
Get out of the Jovian system entirely. Go someplace and start over without his
past. Without his failed marriage and shattered work. Without Mei.

He switched to a slightly less dirty shirt. Swabbed his armpits with a damp
cloth. Combed his hair back. He’d failed. It was pointless. He had to come to
terms with the loss and move on. And maybe someday he would.

He checked his hand terminal. That day was checking the Martian body
drop, walking the parks, checking with Dr. Astrigan, and then a list of five
brothels he hadn’t been to, where he could ask after the illicit pleasures of
pedophilia, hopefully without being gutted by some right-thinking, civic-minded
thug. Thugs had children too. Some probably loved them. With a sigh, he keyed
in a new entry: MINERALIZE PARK WATER. He’d need to find someone with
physical plant access codes. Maybe security could help with that at least.

And maybe, somewhere along the way, he’d find Mei.

There was still hope.



Chapter Eight

Bobbie

The Harman Dae-Jung was a Donnager-class dreadnought, half a kilometer in
length, and a quarter million tons dry weight. Her interior docking bay was large
enough to hold four frigate-class escort ships and a variety of lighter shuttles and
repair craft. Currently, it held only two ships: the large and almost opulent
shuttle that had ferried the Martian ambassadors and state officials up for the
flight to Earth, and the smaller and more functional Navy shuttle Bobbie had
ridden up from Ganymede.

Bobbie was using the empty space to jog.

The Dae-Jung’s captain was being pressured by the diplomats to get them
to Earth as quickly as possible, so the ship was running at a near-constant one g
acceleration. While this made most of the Martian civilians uncomfortable, it
suited Bobbie just fine. The corps trained at high g all the time and did lengthy
endurance drills at one g at least once a month. No one ever said it was to
prepare for the possibility of having to fight a ground war on Earth. No one had
to.

Her recent tour on Ganymede hadn’t allowed her to get in any high-g
exercise, and the long trip to Earth seemed like an excellent opportunity to get
back into shape. The last thing she wanted was to appear weak to the natives.

“Anything you can do I can do better,” she sang to herself in a breathless
falsetto as she ran. “I can do anything better than you.”

She gave her wristwatch a quick glance. Two hours. At her current leisurely
pace, that meant twelve miles. Push for twenty? How many people on Earth
regularly ran for twenty miles? Martian propaganda would have her believe that
half of the people on Earth didn’t even have jobs. They just lived off the
government dole and spent their meager allowances on drugs and stim parlors.
But probably some of them could run for twenty miles. She’d bet Snoopy and his
gang of Earther marines could have run twenty miles, the way they were running
from—

“Anything you can do I can do better,” she sang, then concentrated on
nothing but the sound of her shoes slapping on the metal deck.



She didn’t see the yeoman enter the docking bay, so when he called out to
her, she twisted in surprise and tripped over her own feet, catching herself with
her left hand just before she would have dashed her brains out on the deck. She
felt something pop in her wrist, and her right knee bounced painfully off the
floor as she rolled to absorb the impact.

She lay on her back for a few moments, moving her wrist and knee to see if
there was any serious damage. Both hurt, but neither had any grating sensation
in it. Nothing broken, then. Barely out of the hospital and already looking for
ways to bang herself up again. The yeoman ran up to her and dropped into a
crouch at her side.

“Jesus, Gunny, you took a hell of a spill!” the Navy boy said. “A hell of a
spill!”

He touched her right knee where the bruise was already starting to darken
the bare skin below her jogging shorts, then seemed to realize what he was doing
and yanked his hand back.

“Sergeant Draper, your presence is requested at a meeting in conference
room G at fourteen fifty hours,” he said, squeaking a little as he rattled off his
message. “How come you don’t carry your terminal with you? They’ve had
trouble tracking you down.”

Bobbie pushed herself back up to her feet, gingerly testing her knee to see if
it would hold her weight.

“You just answered your own question, kid.”

Bobbie arrived at the conference room five minutes early, her red-and-khaki
service uniform sharply pressed and marred only by the white wrist brace the
company medic had given her for what turned out to be a minor sprain. A marine
in full battle dress and armed with an assault rifle opened the door for her and
gave her a smile as she went by. It was a nice smile, full of even white teeth,
below almond-shaped eyes so dark they were almost black.

Bobbie smiled back and glanced at the name on his suit. Corporal Matsuke.
Never knew who you’d run into in the galley or the weight room. It didn’t hurt
to make a friend or two.

She was pulled the rest of the way into the room by someone calling her
name.

“Sergeant Draper,” Captain Thorsson repeated, gesturing impatiently
toward a chair at the long conference table.

“Sir,” Bobbie said, and snapped off a salute before taking the seat. She was



surprised by how few people were in the room. Just Thorsson from the
intelligence corps and two civilians she hadn’t met.

“Gunny, we’re going over some of the details in your report; we’d
appreciate your input.”

Bobbie waited a moment to be introduced to the two civilians in the room,
but when it became clear Thorsson wasn’t going to do it, she just said, “Yes, sir.
Whatever I can do to help.”

The first civilian, a severe-looking redheaded woman in a very expensive
suit, said, “We’re trying to create a better timeline of the events leading up to the
attack. Can you show us on this map where you and your fire team were when
you received the radio message to return to the outpost?”

Bobbie showed them, then went step by step through the events of that day.
Looking at the map they’d brought, she saw for the first time how far she’d been
flung across the ice by the impact of the orbital mirror. It looked like it had been
a matter of centimeters between that and being smashed into dust like the rest of
her platoon...

“Sergeant,” Thorsson said, his tone of voice letting her know he’d said it a
couple of times before.

“Sir, sorry, looking at these photos sent me woolgathering. It won’t happen
again.”

Thorsson nodded, but with a strange expression Bobbie couldn’t read.

“What we’re trying to pinpoint is precisely where the Anomaly was
inserted prior to the attack,” the other civilian, a chubby man with thinning
brown hair, said.

The Anomaly they called it now. You could hear them capitalize the word
when they said it. Anomaly, like something that just happens. A strange random
event. It was because everyone was still afraid to call it what it really was. The
Weapon.

“So,” the chubby guy said, “based on how long you had radio contact, and
information regarding loss of radio signal from other installations around that
area, we are able to pinpoint the source of the jamming signal as the Anomaly
itself.”

“Wait,” Bobbie said, shaking her head. “What? The monster can’t have
jammed our radios. It had no tech. It wasn’t even wearing a damned space suit to
breathe! How could it be carrying jamming equipment?”

Thorsson patted her hand paternally, a move that irritated Bobbie more than
it calmed her.

“The data doesn’t lie, Sergeant. The zone of radio blackout moved. And
always at its center was the... thing. The Anomaly,” Thorsson said, then turned



away from her to speak to the chubby guy and the redhead.

Bobbie sat back, feeling the energy move away from her in the room, like
she was the one person at the dance without a date. But since Thorsson hadn’t
dismissed her, she couldn’t just leave.

Redhead said, “Based on our radio loss data, that puts insertion here”—she
pointed at something on the map—*“and the path to the UN outpost is along this
ridge.”

“What’s in that location?” Thorsson said with a frown.

Chubby pulled up a different map and pored over it for a few seconds.

“Looks like some old service tunnels for the dome’s hydro plant. This says
they haven’t been used in decades.”

“So,” Thorsson said. “The kind of tunnels one might use to transport
something dangerous that needs to be kept secret.”

“Yes,” Redhead said, “maybe they were delivering it to that Marine outpost
and it got loose. The marines cut and ran when they saw it was out of control.”

Bobbie gave a dismissive laugh before she could stop herself.

“You have something to add, Sergeant Draper?” Thorsson said.

Thorsson was looking at her with his enigmatic smile, but Bobbie had
worked with him long enough now to know that what he hated most was
bullshit. If you spoke up, he wanted to make sure you actually had something
useful to say. The two civilians were looking at her with surprise, as though she
were a cockroach that had suddenly stood up on two legs and started speaking.

She shook her head.

“When I was a boot, you know what my drill sergeant said was the second
most dangerous thing in the solar system, after a Martian Marine?”

The civvies continued to stare at her, but Thorsson nodded and mouthed the
words along with her as she next spoke.

“A UN Marine.”

Chubby and Redhead shared a look and Redhead rolled her eyes for him.
But Thorsson said, “So you don’t think the UN soldiers were running from
something that got out of their control.”

“Not a fucking chance, sir.”

“Then give us your take on it.”

“That UN outpost was staffed by a full platoon of Marines. Same strength
as our outpost. When they finally started running, there were six left. Six. They
fought almost to the last man. When they ran to us, they weren’t trying to
disengage. They were coming so we could help them continue the fight.”

Chubby picked a leather satchel up off the floor and started rummaging in
it. Redhead watched, as though what he was doing was far more interesting than



anything Bobbie had to say.

“If this were some secret UN thing that those Marines were tasked to
deliver or protect, they wouldn’t have come. They’d have died doing it rather
than abandon their mission. That’s what we would have done.”

“Thank you,” Thorsson said.

“I mean, it wasn’t even our fight, and we fought to the last marine to stop
that thing. You think the UN Marines would do less?”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Thorsson said again, louder. “I tend to agree, but
we have to explore all possibilities. Your comments are noted.”

Chubby finally found what he was looking for. A small plastic box of
mints. He took one out, then held the box out to Redhead to take one. The sickly
sweet smell of spearmint filled the air. Around a mouthful of mint, Chubby said,
“Yes, thank you, Sergeant. I think we can proceed here without taking up more
of your time.”

Bobbie stood up, snapped another salute at Thorsson, and left the room. Her
heart was going fast. Her jaw ached where she was grinding her teeth.

Civvies didn’t get it. No one did.

When Captain Martens came into the cargo bay, Bobbie had just finished
disassembling the gun housing on her combat suit’s right arm. She removed the
three-barrel Gatling gun from its mount and placed it on the floor next to the two
dozen other parts she’d already stripped off. Next to them sat a can of gun
cleaner and a bottle of lubricant, along with the various rods and brushes she’d
use to clean the parts.

Martens waited until she had the gun on the cleaning mat, then sat down on
the floor next to her. She attached a wire brush to the end of one of the cleaning
rods, dipped it in the cleaner, and began running the brush through the gun, one
barrel at a time. Martens watched.

After a few minutes, she replaced the brush with a small cloth and swabbed
the remaining cleanser out of the barrels. Then a fresh cloth soaked in gun
lubricant to oil them. When she was applying lube to the complex mesh of gears
that composed the Gatling mechanism and ammo feed system, Martens finally
spoke.

“You know,” he said, “Thorsson is naval intelligence right from the start.
Straight into officer training, top of his class at the academy, and first posting at
fleet command. He’s never done anything but be an intelligence wonk. The last
time he fired a gun was his six weeks as a boot, twenty years ago. He’s never led



a fire team. Or served in a combat platoon.”

“That,” Bobbie said, putting down her lubricant then standing up to put the
gun back together, “is a fascinating story. I really appreciate you sharing it.”

“So,” Martens continued, not missing a beat. “How fucked up do you have
to be before Thorsson starts asking me if maybe you aren’t a little shell-
shocked?”

Bobbie dropped the wrench she was holding, but caught it with her other
hand before it could hit the deck.

“Is this an official visit? Because if not, you can f—~

“Me now? I’m not a wonk,” Martens said. “I’'m a marine. Ten years as an
enlisted man before I was offered OCS. Got dual degrees in psychology and
theology.”

The end of Bobbie’s nose itched, and she scratched it without thinking. The
sudden smell of gun oil let her know that she’d just rubbed lubricant all over her
face. Martens glanced at it but didn’t stop talking. She tried to drown him out by
putting the gun together as noisily as possible.

“I’ve done combat drills, CQB training, war games,” he said, speaking a
little louder. “Did you know I was a boot at the same camp where your father
was first sergeant? Sergeant Major Draper is a great man. He was like a god to
us boots.”

Bobbie’s head snapped up and her eyes narrowed. Something about this
headshrinker acting like he knew her father felt dirty.

“It’s true. And if he were here right now, he’d be telling you to listen to
me.”

“Fuck you,” Bobbie said. She imagined her father wincing at the use of
obscenity to hide her fear. “You don’t know shit.”

“I know that when a gunnery sergeant with your level of training and
combat readiness almost gets taken out by a yeoman still at the tail end of
puberty, something is goddamned wrong.”

Bobbie threw the wrench at the ground, knocking over the gun oil, which
began to spread across her mat like a bloodstain.

“I fucking fell down! We were at a full g, and I just... I fell down.”

“And in the meeting today? Yelling at two civilian intelligence analysts
about how Marines would rather die than fail?”

“I didn’t yell,” Bobbie said, not sure if that was the truth. Her memories of
the meeting had become confused once she was out of the room.

“How many times have you fired that gun since you cleaned it yesterday?”

“What?” Bobbie said, feeling nauseated and not sure why.

“For that matter, how many times had you fired it since you cleaned it the



day before that? Or the one before that?”

“Stop it,” Bobbie said, waving one hand limply at Martens and looking for
a place to sit back down.

“Have you fired that gun even once since you’ve come on board the Dae-
Jung? Because I can tell you that you’ve cleaned it every single day you’ve been
on board, and several times you’ve cleaned it twice in one day.”

“No, I—” Bobbie said, finally sitting down with a thump on an ammo
canister. She had no memory of having cleaned the gun before that day. “I didn’t
know that.”

“This is post-traumatic stress disorder, Bobbie. It’s not a weakness or some
kind of moral failure. It’s what happens when you live through something
terrible. Right now you’re not able to process what happened to you and your
men on Ganymede, and you’re acting irrationally because of it,” Martens said,
then moved over to crouch in front of her. She was afraid for a moment that he’d
try to take her hand, because if he did, she’d hit him.

He didn’t.

“You’re ashamed,” he said, “but there’s nothing to be ashamed of. You're
trained to be tough, competent, ready for anything. They taught you that if you
just do your job and remember your training, you can deal with any threat. Most
of all, they taught you that the most important people in the world are the ones
standing next to you on the firing line.”

Something twitched in her cheek just under her eye, and Bobbie rubbed at
the spot hard enough to make stars explode in her vision.

“Then you ran into something that your training couldn’t prepare you for,
and against which you had no defense. And you lost your teammates and
friends.”

Bobbie started to reply and realized she’d been holding her breath, so
instead of speaking, she exhaled explosively. Martens didn’t stop talking.

“We need you, Roberta. We need you back. I haven’t been where you are,
but I know a lot of people who have, and I know how to help you. If you let me.
If you talk to me. I can’t take it away. I can’t cure you. But I can make it better.”

“Don’t call me Roberta,” Bobbie said so quietly that she could barely hear
herself.

She took a few short breaths, trying to clear her head, trying not to
hyperventilate. The scents of the cargo bay washed over her. The smell of rubber
and metal from her suit. The acrid, competing scents of gun oil and hydraulic
fluid, old and aged right into the metal no matter how many times the Navy boys
swabbed the decks. The thought of thousands of sailors and marines passing
through this same space, working on their equipment and cleaning these same



bulkheads, brought her back to herself.

She moved over to her reassembled gun and picked it up off the mat before
the spreading pool of gun oil could touch it.

“No, Captain, talking to you is not what’s going to get me better.”

“Then what, Sergeant?”

“That thing that killed my friends, and started this war? Somebody put that
thing on Ganymede,” she said, and seated the gun in its housing with a sharp
metallic click. She gave the triple barrels a spin with her hand, and they turned
with the fast oily hiss of high-quality bearings. “I’m going to find out who. And
I’m going to kill them.”



Chapter Nine

Avasarala

The report was more than three pages long, but Soren had managed to find
someone with the balls to admit it when he didn’t know everything. Strange
things were happening on Venus, stranger than Avasarala had known or guessed.
A network of filaments had nearly encased the planet in a pattern of fifty-
kilometer-wide hexagons, and apart from the fact that they seemed to carry
superheated water and electrical currents, no one knew what they were. The
gravity of the planet had increased by 3 percent. Paired whirlwinds of benzene
and complex hydrocarbons were sweeping the impact craters like synchronized
swimmers where the remains of Eros Station had smashed into the planetary
surface. The best scientific minds of the system were staring at the data with
their jaws slack, and the reason no one was panicking yet was that no one could
agree on what they should panic about.

On one hand, the Venusian metamorphosis was the most powerful scientific
tool ever. Whatever happened did so in plain sight of everyone. There were no
nondisclosure agreements or anti-competition treaties to be concerned with.
Anyone with a scanner sensitive enough could look down through the clouds of
sulfuric acid and see what was going on today. Analyses were confidential,
follow-up studies were proprietary, but the raw data was orbiting the sun for
anyone to see.

Only, so far, it was like a bunch of lizards watching the World Cup. Politely
put, they weren’t sure what they were looking at.

But the data was clear. The attack on Ganymede and the spike in the energy
expended on Venus had come at exactly the same time. And no one knew why.

“Well, that’s worth shit,” she said.

Avasarala closed down her hand terminal and looked out the window.
Around them the commissary murmured softly, like the best kind of restaurant,
only without the ugly necessity of paying for anything. The tables were real
wood and arranged carefully so that everyone had a view and no one could be
overheard unless they wanted to be. It was raining that day. Even if the raindrops
hadn’t been pelting the windows, blurring city and sky, she’d have known by the



smell. Her lunch—cold sag aloo and something that was supposed to be tandoori
chicken—sat on the table, untouched. Soren was still sitting across from her, his
expression polite and alert as a Labrador retriever’s.

“There’s no data showing a launch,” Soren said. “Whatever’s on Venus
would have to have gotten out to Ganymede, and there’s no sign of that at all.”

“Whatever’s on Venus thinks inertia’s optional and gravity isn’t a constant.
We don’t know what a launch would look like. As far as we know, they could
walk to Jupiter.”

The boy’s nod conceded the point.

“Where do we stand on Mars?”

“They’ve agreed to meet here. They’ve got ships on the way with the
diplomatic delegation, including their witness.”

“The marine? Draper?”

“Yes, ma’am. Admiral Nguyen is in charge of the escort.”

“He’s playing nice?”

“So far.”

“All right, where do we go from here?” Avasarala asked.

“Jules-Pierre Mao’s waiting in your office, ma’am.”

“Run him down for me. Anything you think’s important.”

Soren blinked. Lightning lit the clouds from within.

“I sent the briefing...”

She felt a stab of annoyance that was half embarrassment. She’d forgotten
that the background on the man was in her queue. There were thirty other
documents there too, and she’d slept poorly the night before, troubled by dreams
in which Arjun had died unexpectedly. She’d had widowhood nightmares since
her son had died in a skiing accident, her mind conflating the only two men
she’d ever loved.

She’d meant to review the information before breakfast. She’d forgotten.
But she wasn’t going to admit it to some European brat just because he was
smart, competent, and did everything she said.

“I know what’s in the briefing. I know everything,” she said, standing up.
“This is a fucking test. I'm asking what you think is important about him.”

She walked away, moving toward the carved oak doors with a deliberate
speed that made Soren scramble a little to keep up.

“He’s the corporate controlling interest of Mao-Kwikowski Mercantile,”
Soren said, his voice low enough to carry to her and then die. “Before the
incident, they were one of Protogen’s major suppliers. The medical equipment,
the radiation rooms, the surveillance and encryption infrastructure. Almost
everything Protogen put on Eros or used to construct their shadow station came



from a Mao-Kwik warehouse and on a Mao-Kwik freighter.”

“And he’s still breathing free air because...?” she said, pushing through the
doors and into the hallway beyond.

“No evidence that Mao-Kwik knew what the equipment was for,” Soren
said. “After Protogen was exposed, Mao-Kwik was one of the first to turn over
information to the investigation committee. If they—and by ‘they,” I mean
‘he’—hadn’t turned over a terabyte of confidential correspondence,
Gutmansdottir and Kolp might never have been implicated.”

A silver-haired man with a broad Andean nose walking the other way in the
hall looked up from his hand terminal and nodded to her as they drew near.

“Victor,” she said. “I’m sorry about Annette.”

“The doctors say she’ll be fine,” the Andean said. “I'll tell her you asked.”

“Tell her I said to get the hell out of bed before her husband starts getting
dirty ideas,” she said, and the Andean laughed as they passed. Then, to Soren:
“Was he cutting a deal? Cooperation for clemency?”

“That was one interpretation, but most people assumed it was personal
vengeance for what happened to his daughter.”

“She was on Eros,” Avasarala said.

“She was Eros,” Soren said as they stepped into the elevator. “She was the
initial infection. The scientists think the protomolecule was building itself using
her brain and body as a template.”

The elevator doors closed, the car already aware of who she was and where
she was going. It dropped smoothly as her eyebrows rose.

“So when they started negotiating with that thing—”

“They were talking to what was left of Jules-Pierre Mao’s daughter,” Soren
said. “I mean, they think they were.”

Avasarala whistled low.

“Did I pass the test, ma’am?” Soren asked, keeping his face empty and
impassive except for a small twinkle in the corners of his eyes that said he knew
she’d been bullshitting him. Despite herself, she grinned.

“No one likes a smart-ass,” she said. The elevator stopped; the doors slid
open.

Jules-Pierre Mao sat at her desk, radiating a sense of calm with the faintest
hint of amusement. Avasarala’s eyes flickered over him, taking in the details:
well-tailored silk suit that straddled the line between beige and gray, receding
hairline unmodified by medical therapies, startling blue eyes that he had
probably been born with. He wore his age like a statement that fighting the
ravages of time and mortality was beneath his notice. Twenty years earlier, he’d
just have been devastatingly handsome. Now he was that and dignified too, and



her first, animal impulse was that she wanted to like him.

“Mr. Mao,” she said, nodding to him. “Sorry to make you wait.”

“I’ve worked with government before,” he said. He had a European accent
that would have melted butter. “I understand the constraints. What can I do for
you, Assistant Undersecretary?”

Avasarala lowered herself into her chair. The Buddha smiled beatifically
from his place by the wall. The rain sheeted down the window, shadows giving
the near-subliminal impression that Mao was weeping. She steepled her fingers.

“You want some tea?”

“No, thank you,” Mao said.

“Soren! Go get me some tea.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the boy said.

“Soren.”

“Ma’am?”

“Don’t hurry.”

“Of course not, ma’am.”

The door closed behind him. Mao’s smile looked weary.

“Should I have brought my attorneys?”

“Those rat fuckers? No,” she said, “the trials are all done with. I’m not here
to reopen any of the legal wrangling. I’ve got real work to do.”

“I can respect that,” Mao said.

“I have a problem,” Avasarala said. “And I don’t know what it is.”

“And you think I do?”

“It’s possible. I’ve been through a lot of hearings about one damn thing and
another. Most of the time they’re exercises in ass covering. If the unvarnished
truth ever came out at one, it would be because someone screwed up.”

The bright blue eyes narrowed. The smile grew less warm.

“You think my executives and I were less than forthcoming? I put powerful
men in prison for you, Assistant Undersecretary. I burned bridges.”

Distant thunder mumbled and complained. The rain redoubled its angry
tapping at the pane. Avasarala crossed her arms.

“You did. But that doesn’t make you an idiot. There are still things you say
under oath and things you dance around. This room isn’t monitored. This is off
the record. I need to know anything you can tell me about the protomolecule that
didn’t come out in the hearings.”

The silence between them stretched. She watched his face, his body,
looking for signs, but the man was unreadable. He’d been doing this too long,
and he was too good at it. A professional.

“Things get lost,” Avasarala said. “There was one time during the finance



crisis that we found a whole auditing division that no one remembered. Because
that’s how you do it. You take part of a problem and you put it somewhere, get
some people working on it, and then you get another part of the problem and get
other people working on that. And pretty soon you have seven, eight, a hundred
different little boxes with work going on, and no one talking to anyone because
it would break security protocol.”

“And you think...?”

“We killed Protogen, and you helped. I’'m asking whether you know of any
little boxes lying around somewhere. And I’'m very much hoping you say yes.”

“Is this from the secretary-general or Errinwright?”

“No. Just me.”

“I’ve already said everything I know,” he said.

“I don’t believe that.”

The mask of his persona slipped. It lasted less than a second, nothing more
than a shift in the angle of his spine and a hardness in his jaw, here and gone
again. It was anger. That was interesting.

“They killed my daughter,” he said softly. “Even if I’d had something to
hide, I wouldn’t have.”

“How did it come to be your girl?” Avasarala asked. “Did they target her?
Was somebody using her against you?”

“It was bad luck. She was out in the deep orbits, trying to prove something.
She was young and rebellious and stupid. We were trying to get her to come
home but... she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Something tickled at the back of Avasarala’s mind. A hunch. An impulse.
She went with it.

“Have you heard from her since it happened?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Since Eros Station crashed into Venus, have you heard from her?”

It was interesting watching him pretend to be angry now. It was almost like
the real thing. She couldn’t have said what about it was inauthentic. The
intelligence in his eyes, maybe. The sense that he was more present than he had
been before. Real rage swept people away. This was rage as a gambit.

“My Julie is dead,” he said, his voice shaking theatrically. “She died when
that bastard alien thing went down to Venus. She died saving the Earth.”

Avasarala countered soft. She lowered her voice, let her face take on a
concerned, grandmotherly expression. If he was going to play the injured man,
she could play the mother.

“Something lived,” she said. “Something survived that impact, and
everybody knows that it did. I have reason to think that it didn’t stay there. If



some part of your daughter made it through that change, she might have reached
out to you. Tried to contact you. Or her mother.”

“There is nothing I want more than to have my little girl back,” Mao said.
“But she’s gone.”

Avasarala nodded.

“All right,” she said.

“Is there anything else?”

Again, the false anger. She ran her tongue against the back of her teeth,
thinking. There was something here, something beneath the surface. She didn’t
know what she was looking at with Mao.

“You know about Ganymede?” she said.

“Fighting broke out,” he said.

“Maybe more than that,” she said. “The thing that killed your daughter is
still out there. It was on Ganymede. I’'m going to find out how and why.”

He rocked back. Was the shock real?

“I’ll help if I can,” he said, his voice small.

“Start with this. Is there anything you didn’t say during the hearings? A
business partner you chose not to mention. A backup program or auxiliary staff
you outfitted. If it wasn’t legal, I don’t care. I can get you amnesty for just about
anything, but I need to hear it now. Right now.”

“Amnesty?” he said as if she’d been joking.

“If you tell me now, yes.”

“If I had it, I would give it to you,” he said. “I've said everything I know.”

“All right, then. I’'m sorry to have taken your time. And... I’m sorry to open
old wounds. I lost a son. Charanpal was fifteen. Skiing accident.”

“I’m sorry,” Mao said.

“If you find out something more, bring it to me,” she said.

“I will,” he said, rising from his seat. She let him get almost to the doorway
before she spoke again.

“Jules?”

Turning to glance over his shoulder, he looked like a still frame from a film.

“If T find out that you knew something and you didn’t tell me, I won’t take
it well,” she said. “I’m not someone you want to fuck with.”

“If I didn’t know that when I came in, I do now,” Mao said. It was as good
a parting line as any. The door closed behind him. Avasarala sighed, leaning
back in her chair. She shifted to look at the Buddha.

“Fat lot of help you were, you smug bastard,” she said. The statue, being
only a statue, didn’t reply. She thumbed down the lights and let the gray of the
storm fill the room. Something about Mao didn’t sit well with her.



It might only have been the practiced control of a high-level corporate
negotiator, but she had the sense of being cut out of the loop. Excluded. That
was interesting too. She wondered if he would try to counter her, maybe go over
her head. It would be worth telling Errinwright to expect an angry call.

She wondered. It was a stretch to believe there was anything human down
on Venus. The protomolecule, as well as anyone understood it, had been
designed to hijack primitive life and remake it into something else. But if... If
the complexity of a human mind had been too much for it to totally control, and
the girl had in some sense survived the descent, if she’d reached out to her
daddy...

Avasarala reached for her hand terminal and opened a connection to Soren.

“Ma’am?”

“When I said don’t hurry, I didn’t mean you should take the whole fucking
day off. My tea?”

“Coming, ma’am. I got sidetracked. I have a report for you that might be
interesting.”

“Less interesting if the tea’s cold,” she said, and dropped the channel.

Putting any kind of real surveillance on Mao would probably be impossible.
Mao-Kwikowski Mercantile would have its own communications arrays, its own
encryption schemes, and several rival companies at least as well funded as the
United Nations already bent on ferreting out corporate secrets. But there might
be other ways to track communications coming off Venus and going to Mao-
Kwik installations. Or messages going down that well.

Soren came in carrying a tray with a cast-iron teapot and an earthenware
cup with no handle. He didn’t comment on the darkness, but walked carefully to
her desk, set down the tray, poured out a smoky, dark cupful of still-steaming
tea, and put his hand terminal on the desk beside it.

“You could just send me a fucking copy,” Avasarala said.

“More dramatic this way, ma’am,” Soren said. “Presentation is everything.”

She snorted and pointedly picked up the cup, blowing across the dark
surface before she looked at the terminal. The date stamp at the lower right
showed it as coming from outside Ganymede seven hours earlier and the
identification code of the associated report. The man in the picture had the
stocky bones of an Earther, unkempt dark hair, and a peculiar brand of boyish
good looks. Avasarala frowned at the image as she sipped her tea.

“What happened to his face?” she asked.

“The reporting officer suggested the beard was intended as a disguise.”

She snorted.

“Well, thank God he didn’t put on a pair of glasses, we might never have



figured it out. What the fuck is James Holden doing on Ganymede?”

“It’s a relief ship. Not the Rocinante.”

“We have confirmation on that? You know those OPA bastards can fake
registration codes.”

“The reporting officer did a visual inspection of the interior layout and
checked the record when he got back. Also, the crew didn’t include Holden’s
usual pilot, so we assume they’ve got it parked-and-dark somewhere in
tightbeam range,” Soren said. He paused. “There is a standing detain-on-sight
for Holden.”

Avasarala turned the lights back on. The windows became dark mirrors
again; the storm was pressed back outside.

“Tell me we didn’t enforce it,” Avasarala said.

“We didn’t enforce it,” Soren said. “We have a surveillance detail on him
and his team, but the situation on the station isn’t conducive to a close watch.
Plus which, it doesn’t look like Mars knows he’s there yet, so we’re trying to
keep that to ourselves.”

“Good that someone out there knows how to run an intelligence operation.
Any idea what he’s doing?”

“So far, it looks a lot like a relief effort,” Soren said with a shrug. “We
haven’t seen him meeting with anybody of special interest. He’s asking
questions. Almost got into a fight with some opportunists who’ve been shaking
down relief ships, but the other guys backed down. It’s early, though.”

Avasarala took another sip of tea. She had to give it to the boy; he could
brew a fine pot of tea. Or he knew someone who could, which was just as good.
If Holden was there, that meant the OPA was interested in the situation on
Ganymede. And that they didn’t have someone already on the ground to report
to them.

Wanting the intelligence didn’t in itself mean much. Even if it had been just
a bunch of idiot ground-pounders getting trigger-happy, Ganymede was a critical
station for the Jovian system and the Belt. The OPA would want their own eyes
on the scene. But to send Holden, the only survivor of Eros Station, seemed
more than coincidental.

“They don’t know what it is,” she said aloud.

“Ma’am?”

“They smuggled in someone with experience in the protomolecule for a
reason. They’re trying to figure out what the hell’s going on. Which means they
don’t know. Which means...” She sighed. “Which means it wasn’t them. Which
is a fucking pity, since they’ve got the only live sample we know about.”

“What would you like the surveillance team to do?”



“Surveillance,” she snapped. “Watch him, see who he talks to and what he
does. Daily reports back if it’s boring, real-time updates if it runs hot.”

“Yes, ma’am. Do you want him brought in?”

“Pull him and his people in when they try to leave Ganymede. Otherwise
stay out of their way and try not to get noticed. Holden’s an idiot, but he’s not
stupid. If he realizes he’s being watched, he’ll start broadcasting pictures of all
our Ganymede sources or something. Do not underestimate his capacity to fuck
things up.”

“Anything else?”

Another flash of lightning. Another roll of thunder. Another storm among
trillions of storms that had assaulted the Earth since back in the beginning, when
something had first tried to end all life on the planet. Something that was on
Venus right now. And spreading.

“Find a way for me to get a message to Fred Johnson without Nguyen or
the Martians finding out,” she said. “We may need to do some back-channel
negotiation.”



Chapter Ten

Prax

“Pas kirrup es I’m to this,” the boy sitting on the cot said. “Pinche salad, sa-sa?
Ten thousand, once was.”

He couldn’t have been more than twenty. Young enough, technically, to be
his son, just as Mei could have been the boy’s daughter. Colt-thin from
adolescent growth and a life in low g, his thinness was improbable to begin with.
And he’d been starving besides.

“I can write you a promissory note if you want,” Prax said.

The boy grinned and made a rude gesture.

From his professional work, Prax knew that the inner planets thought of
Belter slang as a statement about location. He knew from living as a food
botanist on Ganymede that it was also about class. He had grown up with tutors
in accent-free Chinese and English. He’d spoken with men and women from
everywhere in the system. From the way someone said allopolyploidy, he could
tell if they came from the universities around Beijing or Brazil, if they’d grown
up in the shadow of the Rocky Mountains or Olympus Mons or in the corridors
of Ceres. He’d grown up in microgravity himself, but Belt patois was as foreign
to him as to anyone fresh up the well. If the boy had wanted to speak past him, it
would have been effortless. But Prax was a paying customer, and he knew the
boy was making an effort to dial it back.

The programming keyboard was twice as large as a standard hand terminal,
the plastic worn by use and time. A progress bar was slowly filling along the
side, notations in simplified Chinese cycling with each movement.

The hole was a cheap one near the surface of the moon. No more than ten
feet wide, four rough rooms inched into the ice from a public corridor hardly
wider or better lit. The old plastic walls glittered and wept with condensation.
They were in the room farthest from the corridor, the boy on his cot and Prax
standing hunched in the doorway.

“No promise for the full record,” the boy said. “What is, is, sabé?”

“Anything you can get would be great.”

The boy nodded once. Prax didn’t know his name. It wasn’t the sort of



thing to ask. The days it had taken to track down someone willing to break
through the security system had been a long dance between his own ignorance of
Ganymede Station’s gray economy and the increasing desperation and hunger in
even the most corrupt quarters. A month before, the boy might have been
skimming commercial data to resell or hold hostage for easily laundered private
credit. Today he was looking for Mei in exchange for enough leafy greens to
make a small meal. Agricultural barter, the oldest economy in humanity’s
record, had come to Ganymede.

“Authcopy’s gone,” the boy said. “Sucked into servers, buried ass deep.”

“So if you can’t break the security servers—”

“Don’t have to. Camera got memory, memory got cache. Since the
lockdown, it’s just filling and filling. No one watching.”

“You're kidding,” Prax said. “The two biggest armies in the system are
staring each other down, and they’re not watching the security cameras?”

“Watching each other. No one half-humps for us.”

The progress bar filled completely and chimed. The boy pulled open a list
of identifying codes and started paging through them, muttering to himself.
From the front room, a baby complained weakly. It sounded hungry. Of course it
did.

“Your kid?”

The boy shook his head.

“Collateral,” he said, and tapped twice on a code. A new window opened. A
wide hall. A door half melted and forced open. Scorch marks on the walls and,
worse, a puddle of water. There shouldn’t be free water. The environmental
controls were getting further and further away from their safe levels. The boy
looked up at Prax. “C’est la?”

“Yes,” Prax said. “That’s it.”

The boy nodded and hunched back over his console.

“I need it before the attack. Before the mirror came down,” Prax said.

“Hokay, boss. Waybacking. Tod a frames con null delta. Only see when
something happens, que si?”

“Fine. That’s fine.”

Prax moved forward, leaning to look over the boy’s shoulder. The image
jittered without anything on the screen changing except the puddle, slowly
getting smaller. They were going backward through time, through the days and
weeks. Toward the moment when it had all fallen apart.

Medics appeared in the screen, appearing to walk backward in the inverted
world as they brought a dead body to lay beside the door. Then another draped
over it. The two corpses lay motionless; then one moved, pawing gently at the



wall, then more strongly until, in an eyeblink, he staggered to his feet and was
gone.

“There should be a girl. I'm looking for who brought out a four-year-old
girl.”

“Sa day care, no? Should be a thousand of them.”

“I only care about the one.”

The second corpse sat up and then stood, clutching her belly. A man
stepped into the frame, a gun in his hand, healing her by sucking the bullet from
her guts. They argued, grew calm, parted peaceably. Prax knew he was seeing it
all in reverse, but his sleep-and calorie-starved brain kept trying to make the
images into a narrative. A group of soldiers crawled backward out of the ruined
door, like a breech birth, then huddled, backed away in a rush. A flash of light,
and the door had made itself whole, thermite charges clinging to it like fruit until
a soldier in a Martian uniform rushed forward to collect them safely. Their
technological harvest complete, the soldiers all backed rapidly away, leaving a
scooter behind them, leaning against the wall.

And then the door slid open, and Prax saw himself back out. He looked
younger. He beat on the door, hands popping off the surface in staccato bursts,
then leapt awkwardly onto the scooter and vanished backward.

The door went quiet. Motionless. He held his breath. Walking backward, a
woman carrying a five-year-old boy on her hip went to the door, vanished
within, and then reappeared. Prax had to remind himself that the woman hadn’t
been dropping her son off, but retrieving him. Two figures backed down the
corridor.

No. Three.

“Stop. That’s it,” Prax said, his heart banging against his ribs. “That’s her.”

The boy waited until all three figures were caught in the camera’s eye,
stepping out into the corridor. Mei’s face was petulant; even in the low
resolution of the security camera, he knew the expression. And the man holding
her...

Relief warred with outrage in his chest, and relief won. It was Dr.
Strickland. She’d gone with Dr. Strickland, who knew about her condition, about
the medicine, about all the things that needed to be done to keep Mei alive. He
sank to his knees, his eyes closed and weeping. If he’d taken her, she wasn’t
dead. His daughter wasn’t dead.

Unless, a thin demonic thought whispered in his brain, Strickland was too.

The woman was a stranger. Dark-haired with features that reminded Prax of
the Russian botanists he’d worked with. She was holding a roll of paper in her
hand. Her smile might have been one of amusement or impatience. He didn’t



know.

“Can you follow them?” he asked. “See where they went?”

The boy looked at him, lips curled.

“For salad? No. Box of chicken and atche sauce.”

“I don’t have any chicken.”

“Then you got what you got,” the boy said with a shrug. His eyes had gone
dead as marbles. Prax wanted to hit him, wanted to choke him until he dug the
images out of the dying computers. But it was a fair bet the boy had a gun or
something worse, and unlike Prax, he likely knew how to use it.

“Please,” Prax said.

“Got your favor, you. No epressa mé, si?”

Humiliation rose in the back of his throat, and he swallowed it down.

“Chicken,” he said.

“Si.”

Prax opened his satchel and put a double handful of leaves, orange peppers,
and snow onions on the cot. The boy snatched up a half of it and stuffed it into
his mouth, eyes narrowing in animal pleasure.

“I’ll do what I can,” Prax said.

He couldn’t do anything.

The only edible protein still on the station was either coming in a slow
trickle from the relief supplies or walking around on two feet. People had started
trying Prax’s strategy, grazing off the plants in the parks and hydroponics. They
hadn’t bothered with the homework, though. Inedibles were eaten all the same,
degrading the air-scrubbing functions and throwing the balance of the station’s
ecosystem further off. One thing was leading to another, and chicken couldn’t be
had, or anything that might substitute for it. And even if there was, he didn’t
have time to solve that problem.

In his own home, the lights were dim and wouldn’t go bright. The soybean
plant had stopped growing but didn’t fade, which was an interesting datapoint, or
would have been.

Sometime during the day, an automated system had clicked into a
conservation routine, limiting energy use. In the big picture, it might be a good
sign. Or it might be the fever break just before the catastrophe. It didn’t change
what he had to do.

As a boy, he’d entered the schools young, shipping up with his family to the
sunless reaches of space, chasing a dream of work and prosperity. He hadn’t



taken the change well. Headaches and anxiety attacks and constant, bone-deep
fatigue had haunted those first years when he needed to impress his tutors, be
tracked as bright and promising. His father hadn’t let him rest. The window is
open until the window is closed, he’d say, and then push Prax to do a little more,
to find a way to think when he was too tired or sick or in pain to think. He’d
learned to make lists, notes, outlines.

By capturing his fleeting thoughts, he could drag himself to clarity like a
mountain climber inching toward a summit. Now, in the artificial twilight, he
made lists. The names of all the children he could remember from Mei’s therapy
group. He knew there were twenty, but he could only remember sixteen. His
mind wandered. He put the image of Strickland and the mystery woman on his
hand terminal, staring at it. The confusion of hope and anger swirled in him until
it faded. He felt like he was falling asleep, but his pulse was racing. He tried to
remember if tachycardia was a symptom of starvation.

For a moment, he came to himself, clear and lucid in a way he only then
realized he hadn’t been in days. He was starting to crash. His own personal
cascade was getting ahead of him, and he wouldn’t be able to keep up his
investigation much longer without rest. Without protein. He was already half
zombie.

He had to get help. His gaze drifted to the list of children’s names. He had
to get help, but first he’d check, just check. He’d go to... go to...

He closed his eyes, frowned. He knew the answer. He knew that he knew.
The security station. He’d go there and ask about each of them. He opened his
eyes, writing security station down under the list, capturing the thought. Then
UN outreach station. Mars outreach. All the places he’d been before, day after
day, only now with new questions. It would be easy. And then, when he knew,
there was something else he was supposed to do. It took a minute to figure out
what it was, and then he wrote it at the bottom of the page.

Get help.

“They’re all gone,” Prax said, his breath ghosting white in the cold. “They’re all
his patients, and they’re all gone. Sixteen out of sixteen. Do you know the
probability of that? It’s not random.”

The security man hadn’t shaved in days. A long, angry ice burn reddened
his cheek and neck, the wound fresh and untreated. His face must have touched
an uninsulated piece of Ganymede. He was lucky to still have skin. He wore a
thick coat and gloves. There was frost on the desk.



“I appreciate the information, sir, and I’ll see it gets out to the relief stations

»

“No, you don’t understand, he took them. They’re sick, and he took them.”

“Maybe he was trying to keep them safe,” the security man said. His voice
was a gray rag, limp and weary. There was a problem with that. Prax knew there
was a problem with that, but he couldn’t remember what it was. The security
man reached out, gently moving him aside, and nodded to the woman behind
him. Prax found himself staring at her like he was drunk.

“I want to report a murder,” she said, her voice shaking.

The security man nodded, neither surprise nor disbelief in his eyes. Prax
remembered.

“He took them first,” he said. “He took them before the attack happened.”

“Three men broke into my apartment,” the woman said. “They... My
brother was with me and he tried to stop them.”

“When did this happen, ma’am?”

“Before the attack,” Prax said.

“A couple hours ago,” the woman said. “Fourth level. Blue sector.
Apartment 1453.”

“Okay, ma’am. I’m going to take you over to a desk here. I need you to fill
out a report.”

“My brother’s dead. They shot him.”

“And I’m very sorry about that, ma’am. I need you to fill out a report so we
can catch the men who did this.”

Prax watched them walk away. He turned back to the line of the
traumatized and desperate waiting their turns to beg for help, for justice, for law.
A flash of anger lit him, then flickered. He needed help, but there wasn’t any to
be had here. He and Mei were a pebble in space. They didn’t signify.

The security man was back, talking to a tall pretty woman about something
horrible. Prax hadn’t noticed the man returning, hadn’t heard the beginning of
the woman'’s tale. He was starting to lose time. That wasn’t good.

The small sane part of his brain whispered that if he died, no one would
look for Mei. She’d be lost. It whispered that he needed food, that he’d needed it
for days. That he didn’t have very much time left.

“I have to go to the relief center,” he said aloud. The woman and the
security man didn’t seem to hear. “Thanks anyway.”

Now that he had started to notice his own condition, Prax was astonished
and alarmed. His gait was a shuffle; his arms were weak and ached badly,
though he couldn’t remember having done anything to earn the pain. He hadn’t
lifted anything heavy or gone climbing. He hadn’t done his daily exercise



routine any time that he could remember. He didn’t remember the last time he’d
eaten. He remembered the shudder of the falling mirror, the death of his dome,
like it was something that had happened in a previous lifetime. No wonder he
was falling apart.

The corridors by the relief center were packed like a slaughterhouse. Men
and women, many of them who looked stronger and healthier than he was,
pushed against each other, making even the widest spaces feel narrow. The
closer he got to the port, the more light-headed he felt. The air was almost warm
here, the barn-hot of bodies. It stank of keytone-acrid breath. Saint’s breath, his
mother called it. The smell of protein breakdown, of bodies eating their own
muscles to survive. He wondered how many people in the crowd knew what that
scent was.

People were yelling. Shoving. The crowd around him surged back and forth
the way he imagined waves might press against a beach.

“Then open the doors and let us look!” a woman shouted, far ahead of him.

Oh, Prax thought. This is a food riot.

He pushed for the edges, trying to get out. Trying to get away. Ahead of
him, people were shouting. Behind him, they pushed. Banks of LEDs in the
ceiling glowed white and gold. The walls were industrial gray. He put a hand
out. He’d gotten to a wall. Somewhere, the dam burst, and the crowd flowed
suddenly forward, the collective movement threatening to pull him swirling
away into the flow. He kept a hand on the wall. The crowd thinned, and Prax
staggered forward. The loading bay doors stood open. Beside them Prax saw a
familiar face but couldn’t place it. Someone from the lab, maybe? The man was
thick-boned and muscular. An Earther. Maybe someone he’d seen in his travels
through the failing station. Had he seen the man grubbing for food? But no, he
looked too well fed. There was no gauntness to his cheeks. He was like a friend
and also a stranger. Someone Prax knew and also didn’t. Like the secretary-
general or a famous actor.

Prax knew he was staring, but he couldn’t stop. He knew that face. He knew
it. It had to do with the war.

Prax had a sudden flashbulb memory. He was in his apartment, holding Mei
in his arms, trying to calm her. She was barely a year old, not walking, the
doctors still tinkering to find the right pharmaceutical cocktail to keep her alive.
Over her colic wail, the news streams were a constant alarmed chatter. A man’s
face played over and over.

My name is James Holden and my ship, the Canterbury, was just destroyed
by a warship with stealth technology and what appear to be parts stamped with
Martian Navy serial numbers.



That was him. That was why he recognized the face and felt that he’d never
seen it before. Prax felt a tug from somewhere near the center of his chest and
found himself stepping forward. He paused. Beyond the loading doors, someone
whooped. Prax took out his hand terminal, looked at his list. Sixteen names,
sixteen children gone. And at the bottom of the page, in simple block characters:
Get help.

Prax turned toward the man who’d started wars and saved planets, suddenly
shy and uncertain.

“Get help,” he said, and walked forward.



Chapter Eleven

Holden

Santichai and Melissa Supitayaporn were a pair of eighty-year-old earthborn
missionaries from the Church of Humanity Ascendant, a religion that eschewed
supernaturalism in all forms, and whose theology boiled down to Humans can be
better than they are, so let’s do that. They also ran the relief depot headquarters
with the ruthless efficiency of natural-born dictators. Minutes after arriving,
Holden had been thoroughly dressed down by Santichai, a frail wisp of a man
with thinning white hair, about his altercation with customs officials at the port.
After several minutes of trying to explain himself, only to be shouted down by
the tiny missionary, he finally just gave up and apologized.

“Don’t make our situation here any more precarious,” Santichai repeated,
apparently mollified by the apology but needing to drive this point home. He
shook a sticklike brown finger in Holden’s face.

“Got it,” Holden said, holding up his hands in surrender. The rest of his
crew had vanished at Santichai’s first angry outburst, leaving Holden to deal
with the man alone. He spotted Naomi across the large open warehouse space of
the relief depot, talking calmly to Melissa, Santichai’s hopefully less volatile
wife. Holden couldn’t hear any shouting, though with the voices of several
dozen people and the grinding gears and engine whine and reverse alerts of three
lift trucks, Melissa could have been flinging grenades at Naomi and he probably
wouldn’t have heard it.

Looking for an opportunity to escape, Holden pointed at Naomi across the
room and said, “Excuse me, [—”

Santichai cut him off with a curt wave of one hand that sent his loose
orange robes swirling. Holden found himself unable to disobey the tiny man.

“This,” Santichai said, pointing in the direction of the crates being brought
in from the Somnambulist, “is not enough.”

(>

“The OPA promised us twenty-two thousand kilos of protein and
supplements by last week. This is less than twelve thousand kilos,” Santichai
said, punctuating his statement with a sharp poke at Holden’s bicep.



“I’m not in charge of—"

“Why would they promise us things they have no intention of delivering?
Promise twelve thousand if that is what you have. Do not promise twenty-two
thousand and then deliver twelve,” he said, accompanied by more poking.

“I agree,” Holden said, backing out of poke range with his hands up. “I
totally agree. I’ll call my contact on Tycho Station immediately to find out
where the rest of the promised supplies are. I’'m sure they’re on the way.”

Santichai shrugged in another swirl of orange.

“See that you do,” he said, then steamed off toward one of the lift trucks.
“You! You! Do you see the sign that says ‘medicine’? Why are you putting
things that are not medicine in that place?”

Holden used this distraction to make good his escape, and jogged over to
Naomi and Melissa. Naomi had a form open on her terminal and was completing
some paperwork while Melissa watched.

Holden glanced around the warehouse space while Naomi worked. The
Somnambulist was just one of almost twenty relief ships that had landed in the
last twenty-four hours, and the massive room was quickly filling up with crates
of supplies. The chill air smelled of dust and ozone and hot oil from the lift
trucks, but under it there was a vaguely unpleasant smell of decay, like rotting
vegetation. As he watched, Santichai darted across the warehouse floor, shouting
instructions to a pair of workers carrying a heavy crate.

“Your husband is something else, ma’am,” Holden said to Melissa.

Melissa was both taller and heavier than her tiny husband, but she had the
same shapeless cloud of thinning white hair he had. She also had bright blue
eyes that nearly disappeared in her face when she smiled. As she was doing now.

“I’ve never met anyone else in my life who cared more about other people’s
welfare, and less about their feelings,” she said. “But at least he’ll make sure
everyone is well fed before he tells them all the many things they did wrong.”

“I think that does it,” Naomi said, hitting the key to send the filled-out form
to Melissa’s terminal, a charmingly outdated model she pulled out of a pocket in
her robe when it chimed receipt.

“Mrs. Supitayaporn,” Holden said.

“Melissa.”

“Melissa, how long have you and your husband been on Ganymede?”

“Almost,” she said, tapping her finger against her chin and staring off into
the distance, “ten years? Can it be that long? It must be, because Dru had just
had her baby, and he—"

“I’m wondering because the one thing no one outside of Ganymede seems
to know is how this”—Holden gestured around him—*all got started.”



“The station?”

“The crisis.”

“Well, the UN and Martian soldiers started shooting at each other; then we
started seeing system failures—”

“Yes,” Holden said, cutting in again. “I understand that. But why? Not one
shot during the entire year that Earth and Mars have jointly held this moon. We
had a war before the whole Eros thing, and they didn’t bring it here. Then all at
once everyone everywhere is shooting? What kicked that off?”

Melissa looked puzzled, another expression that made her eyes almost
disappear in a mass of wrinkles.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’d assumed they were shooting each other
everywhere in the system. We don’t get much news right now.”

“No,” Holden said. “It’s just here, and it was just for a couple of days. And
then it stopped, with no explanation.”

“That is odd,” Melissa said, “but I don’t know that it matters. Whatever
happened, it doesn’t change what we need to do now.”

“I suppose not,” Holden agreed.

Melissa smiled, embraced him warmly, then went off to check someone
else’s paperwork.

Naomi hooked her arm through Holden’s, and they started toward the
warehouse exit into the rest of the station, dodging crates of supplies and aid
workers as they went.

“How can they have had a whole battle here,” she said, “and no one knows
why?”

“They know,” Holden said. “Someone knows.”

The station looked worse on the ground than from space. The vital, oxygen-
producing plants that lined the corridor walls were turning an unhealthy shade of
yellow. Many corridors didn’t have lights, and the automatic pressure doors had
been hand cranked and then wedged open; if one area of the station suddenly lost
pressure, many adjoining sections would as well. The few people they ran into
either avoided their eyes or stared at them with open hostility. Holden found
himself wishing he were wearing his gun openly, rather than in a concealed
holster at the small of his back.

“Who’s our contact?” Naomi asked quietly.

“Hmmmm?”

“I assume Fred has people here,” she replied under her breath as she smiled



and nodded at a passing group of men. All of them openly carried weapons,
though most were of the stabbing and clubbing variety. They stared back at her
with speculative looks on their faces. Holden moved his hand under his coat and
toward his gun, but the men moved on, only giving them a few backward
glances before they turned a corner and disappeared from view.

“He didn’t arrange for us to meet someone?” Naomi finished in a normal
voice.

“He gave me some names. But communication with this moon has been so
spotty he wasn’t able to—"

Holden was cut off by a loud bang from another part of the port. The
explosion was followed by a roar that gradually resolved into people shouting.
The few people in the corridor with them began to run, some toward the noise,
but most away from it.

“Should we...” Naomi said, looking at the people running toward the
commotion.

“We’re here to see what’s going on,” Holden replied. “So let’s go see.”

They quickly became lost in the twisting corridors of Ganymede’s port, but it
didn’t matter as long as they kept moving toward the noise and along with the
growing wave of people running in the same direction. A tall, stocky man with
spiked red hair ran alongside them for a while. He was carrying a length of black
metal pipe in each hand. He grinned at Naomi and tried to hand her one. She
waved it off.

“’Bout fookin’ time,” he yelled in an accent Holden couldn’t place. He held
his extra club out to Holden when Naomi didn’t take it.

“What is?” Holden asked, taking the club.

“Fookin’ bastahds flingin’ the victuals up, and the prols jus gotta shove,
wut? Well, fook that, ya mudder-humpin’ spunk guzzlas!”

Spiky Redhead howled and waved his club in the air, then took off at a
faster run and disappeared into the crowd. Naomi laughed and howled at his
back as he ran. When Holden shot her a look, she just smiled and said, “It’s
infectious.”

A final bend in the corridor brought them to another large warehouse space,
looking almost identical to the one ruled over by the Supitayaporns, except that
this room was filled with a mob of angry people pushing toward the loading
dock. The doors to the dock were closed, and a small group of port security
officers were trying to hold the mob back. When Holden arrived, the crowd was



still cowed by the security officers’ Tasers and shock prods, but from the rising
tension and anger in the air, he could tell that wouldn’t last long.

Just behind the front line of rent-a-cops, with their nonlethal deterrents,
stood a small clump of men in dark suits and sensible shoes. They carried
shotguns with the air of men who were just waiting for someone to give them
permission.

That would be the corporate security, then.

Looking over the room, Holden felt the scene snap into place. Beyond that
closed loading bay door was one of the few remaining corporate freighters
loaded down with the last food being stripped from Ganymede.

And this crowd was hungry.

Holden remembered trying to escape a casino on Eros when it went into
security lockdown. Remembered angry crowds facing down men with guns.
Remembered the screams and the smells of blood and cordite. Before he knew
he’d made a decision, he found himself pushing his way to the front of the
crowd. Naomi followed, murmuring apologies in his wake. She grabbed his arm
and stopped him for a moment.

“Are you about to do something really stupid?” she asked.

“I’m about to keep these people from being shot for the crime of being
hungry,” he said, wincing at the self-righteous tone even as he said it.

“Don’t,” Naomi said, letting him go, “pull your gun on anyone.”

“They have guns.”

“Guns plural. You have gun singular, which is why you will keep yours in
your holster, or you’ll do this by yourself.”

That’s the only way you ever do anything. By yourself. It was the kind of
thing Detective Miller would have said. For him, it had been true. That was a
strong enough argument against doing it that way.

“Okay.” Holden nodded, then resumed pushing his way to the front. By the
time he reached it, two people had become the focus of the conflict. A gray-
haired port security man wearing a white patch with the word supervisor printed
on it and a tall, thin dark-skinned woman who could pass for Naomi’s mother
were yelling at each other while their respective groups looked on, shouting
agreements and insults.

“Just open the damn door and let us look!” yelled the woman in a tone that
let Holden know this was something she was repeating again and again.

“You won’t get anything by yelling at me,” the gray-haired supervisor
yelled back. Beside him, his fellow security guards held their shock sticks in
white-knuckled grips and the corporate boys held their shotguns in a loose cradle
that Holden found far more threatening.



The woman stopped shouting when Holden pushed his way up to the
supervisor, and stared at him instead.

“Who...?” she said.

Holden climbed up onto the loading dock next to the supervisor. The other
guards waved their shock prods around a little, but no one jabbed him. The
corporate thugs just narrowed their eyes and shifted their stances a bit. Holden
knew that their confusion about who he was would only last so long, and when
they finally got past it, he was probably going to get uncomfortably intimate
with one of those cattle prods, if not just blasted in the face with a shotgun.
Before that could happen, he thrust his hand out to the supervisor and said in a
loud voice that would carry to the crowd, “Hi there, I'm Walter Philips, an OPA
rep out of Tycho Station, and here as personal representative of Colonel
Frederick Johnson.”

The supervisor shook his hand like a man in a daze. The corporate gorillas
shifted again and held their guns more firmly.

“Mr. Philips,” the supervisor said. “The OPA has no authority...”

Holden ignored him and turned to the woman he’d been shouting at.

“Ma’am, what’s all the fuss?”

“That ship,” she said, pointing at the door, “has almost ten thousand kilos of
beans and rice on it, enough to feed the whole station for a week!”

The crowd murmured agreement at her back and shuffled forward a step or
two.

“Is that true?” Holden asked the supervisor.

“As I said,” the man replied, holding up his hands and making pushing
motions at the crowd as though he could drive them back through sheer force of
will, “we are not allowed to discuss the cargo manifests of privately owned—"

“Then open the doors and let us look!” the woman shouted again. While she
yelled and the crowd picked up her chant—Iet us look, let us look—Holden took
the security supervisor by the elbow and pulled his head close.

“In about thirty seconds, that mob is going to tear you and your men to
pieces trying to get into that ship,” he said. “I think you should let them have it
before this turns violent.”

“Violent!” The man gave a humorless laugh. “It’s already violent. The only
reason the ship isn’t long gone is because one of them set off a bomb and blew
up the docking-clamp release mechanism. If they try to take the ship, we’ll—”

“They will not take the ship,” said a gravelly voice, and a heavy hand came
down on Holden’s shoulder. When he turned around, one of the corporate goons
was standing behind him. “This ship is Mao-Kwikowski Mercantile property.”

Holden pushed the man’s hand off his shoulder.



“A dozen guys with Tasers and shotguns isn’t going to stop them,” he said,
pointing out at the chanting mob.

“Mr.”—the goon looked him up and down once—“Philips. I don’t give a
drippy shit what you or the OPA thinks about anything, and especially not my
chances of doing my job. So why don’t you fuck off before the shooting starts?”

Well, he’d tried. Holden smiled at the man and began to reach for the
holster at the small of his back. He wished that Amos were here, but he hadn’t
seen him since they had gotten off the ship. Before he reached the pistol, his
hand was enveloped by long slender fingers and squeezed tightly.

“How about this,” Naomi said, suddenly at Holden’s side. “How about we
skip past the posturing and I just tell you how this is actually going to work?”

Both Holden and the goon turned to look at Naomi in surprise. She held up
one finger in a wait a minute gesture and pulled out her hand terminal. She
called someone and turned on the external speaker.

“Amos,” she said, still holding her finger up.

“Yep,” came the reply.

“A ship is trying to leave from port 11, pad B9. It’s full of food we could
really use here. If it makes it off the ground, do we have an OPA gunship close
enough to intercept?”

There was a long pause; then, with a chuckle, Amos said, “You know we
do, boss. Who’m I actually saying this to?”

“Call that ship and have them disable the freighter. Then have an OPA team
secure it, strip it of everything, and scuttle it.”

Amos just said, “You got it.”

Naomi closed up the terminal and put it back into her pocket.

“Don’t test us, boy,” she said to the goon, a hint of steel in her voice. “Not
one word of that was empty threat. Either you give these people the cargo, or
we’ll take the whole damned ship. Your choice.”

The goon stared at her for a moment, then motioned to his team and walked
away. Port security followed, and Holden and Naomi had to dodge out of the
way of the crowd rushing up the dock and to the loading bay doors.

When they were out of danger of being trampled, Holden said, “That was
pretty cool.”

“Getting shot standing up for justice probably seemed very heroic to you,”
she said, the steel not quite gone from her voice. “But I want to keep you around,
so stop being an idiot.”

“Smart play, threatening the ship,” Holden said.

“You were acting like that asshole Detective Miller, so I just acted like you
used to. What I said was the kind of thing you say when you’re not in a hurry to



wave your gun around.”

“I wasn’t acting like Miller,” he said, the accusation stinging, because it
was true.

“You weren’t acting like you.”

Holden shrugged, noticing only afterward that it was another imitation of
Miller. Naomi looked down at the captain’s patches on the shoulder of her
Somnambulist jumpsuit. “Maybe I should keep these...”

A small, unkempt-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair, Chinese features,
and a week’s growth of beard walked up to them and nodded nervously. He was
literally wringing his hands, a gesture Holden had been pretty sure only little old
ladies in ancient cinema made.

He gave them another small nod and said, “You are James Holden? Captain
James Holden? From the OPA?”

Holden and Naomi glanced at each other. Holden tugged at his patchy
beard. “Is this actually helping at all? Be honest.”

“Captain Holden, my name is Prax, Praxidike Meng. I’'m a botanist.”

Holden shook the man’s hand.

“Nice to meet you, Prax. I’m afraid we have to—"

“You have to help me,” Prax said. Holden could see that the man had been
through a rough couple of months. His clothes hung off him like a starving
man’s, and his face was covered with yellowing bruises from a fairly recent
beating.

“Sure, if you’ll see the Supitayaporns at the aid station, tell them I said—"

“No!” Prax shouted. “I don’t need that. I need you to help me!”

Holden shot a glance at Naomi. She shrugged. Your call.

“Okay,” Holden said. “What’s the problem?”



Chapter Twelve

Avasarala

“A small house is a deeper kind of luxury,” her husband said. “To live in a space
entirely our own, to remember the simple pleasures of baking bread and washing
our own dishes. This is what your friends in high places forget. It makes them
less human.”

He was sitting at the kitchen table, leaning back in a chair of bamboo
laminate that had been distressed until it looked like stained walnut. The scars
from his cancer surgery were two pale lines in the darkness of his throat, barely
visible under the powdering of white stubble. His forehead was broader than
when she’d married him, his hair thinner. The Sunday morning sun spilled
across the table, glowing.

“That’s crap,” she said. “Just because you pretend to live like a dirt farmer
doesn’t make Errinwright or Lus or any of the others less human. There’s
smaller houses than this with six families living in them, and the people in those
are a hundred times closer to animals than anyone I work with.”

“You really think that?”

“Of course I do. Otherwise why would I go to work in the morning? If
someone doesn’t get those half-feral bastards out of the slums, who are you
university types going to teach?”

“An excellent point,” Arjun said.

“What makes them less human is they don’t fucking meditate. A small
house isn’t a luxury,” she said, then paused. “A small house and a lot of money,
maybe.”

Arjun grinned at her. He had always had the most beautiful smile. She
found herself smiling back at him, even though part of her wanted to be cross.
Outside, Kiki and Suri shrieked, their small half-naked bodies bolting across the
grass. Their nurse trotted along a half second behind them, her hand to her side
like she was easing a stitch.

“A big yard is a luxury,” Avasarala said.

“It is.”

Suri burst in the back door, her hand covered in loose black soil and a wide



grin on her face. Her footsteps left crumbling dark marks on the carpet.

“Nani! Nani! Look what I found!”

Avasarala shifted in her chair. In her granddaughter’s palm, an earthworm
was shifting the pink and brown rings of its body, wet as the soil that dripped
from Suri’s fingers. Avasarala made her face into a mask of wonder and delight.

“That’s wonderful, Suri. Come back outside and show your nani where you
found that.”

The yard smelled like cut grass and fresh soil. The gardener—a thin man
hardly older than her own son would have been—knelt in the back, pulling
weeds by hand. Suri pelted out toward him, and Avasarala moved along after her
at a stroll. When she came near, the gardener nodded, but there was no space for
conversation. Suri was pointing and gesturing and retelling the grand adventure
of finding a common worm in the mud as if it were a thing of epics. Kiki
appeared at Avasarala’s side, quietly taking her hand. She loved her little Suri,
but privately—or if not that, then only to Arjun—she thought Kiki was the
smarter of her grandchildren. Quiet, but the girl’s black eyes were bright, and
she could mimic anyone she heard. Kiki didn’t miss much.

“Darling wife,” Arjun called from the back door. “There’s someone to talk
with you.”

“Where?”

“The house system,” Arjun said. “She says your terminal’s not answering.”

“There’s a reason for that,” Avasarala said.

“It’s Gloria Tannenbaum.”

Avasarala reluctantly handed Kiki’s hand over to the nurse, kissed Suri’s
head, and went back toward the house. Arjun held the door open for her. His
expression was apologetic.

“These cunts are digging into my grandma time,” she said.

“The price of power,” Arjun replied with a solemnity that was amused and
serious at the same time.

Avasarala opened the connection on the system in her private office. There
was a click and a moment’s dislocation while the privacy screens came up, and
then Gloria Tannenbaum’s thin, eye-browless face appeared on her screen.

“Gloria! I’'m sorry. I had my terminal down with the children over.”

“Not a problem,” the woman said with a clean, brittle smile that was as
close as she came to a genuine emotion. “Probably for the best anyway. Always
assume those are being monitored more closely than civilian lines.”

Avasarala lowered herself into her chair. The leather breathed out gently
under her weight.

“I hope things are all right with you and Etsepan?”



“Fine,” Gloria said.

“Good, good. Now why the fuck are you calling me?”

“I was talking to a friend of mine whose wife is stationed on the Mikhaylov.
From what he says, it’s being pulled off patrol. Going deep.”

Avasarala frowned. The Mikhaylov was part of a small convoy monitoring
the traffic between the deep stations orbiting at the far edge of the Belt.

“Going deep where?”

“I asked around,” Gloria said. “Ganymede.”

“Nguyen?”

“Yes.”

“Your friend has loose lips,” Avasarala said.

“I never tell him anything true,” Gloria said. “I thought you should know.”

“I owe you,” Avasarala said. Gloria nodded once, the movement sharp as a
crow’s, and dropped the connection. Avasarala sat in silence for a long moment,
fingers pressed to her lips, mind following the chains of implication like a brook
flowing over stones. Nguyen was sending more ships to Ganymede, and he was
doing it quietly.

The why quietly part was simple. If he’d done it openly, she would have
stopped him. Nguyen was young and he was ambitious, but he wasn’t stupid. He
was drawing conclusions of his own, and somehow he’d gotten to the idea that
sending more forces into the open sore that was Ganymede Station would make
things better.

“Oh, Nani!” Kiki called. From the lilt of her voice, Avasarala knew there
was mischief afoot. She hefted herself up from the desk and headed for the door.

“In here, Kiki,” she said, stepping out into the kitchen.

The water balloon hit her in the shoulder without bursting, bobbled down to
the floor, and popped at her feet, turning the stone tiles around her dark.
Avasarala looked up, rage-faced. Kiki stood in the doorway leading to the yard,
caught between fear and delight.

“Did you just make a mess in my house?” Avasarala asked.

Pale-faced, the girl nodded.

“Do you know what happens to bad children who make a mess in their
nani’s house?”

“Do they get tickled?”

“They get tickled!” Avasarala said, and bolted for her. Of course Kiki got
away. She was a child of eight. The only time the girl’s joints ached, it was from
growing too fast. And of course, eventually she let her nani catch her and tickle
her until she screamed. By the time Ashanti and her husband came to gather up
their children for the flight back to Novgorod, Avasarala had grass stains on her



sari and her hair was standing off her scalp in all directions, like the cartoon
image of her lightning-struck self.

She hugged the children twice before they left, sneaking bits of chocolate to
them each time, then kissed her daughter, nodded to her son-in-law, and waved
to them all from her doorway. The security team followed their car. No one so
closely related to her was safe from kidnapping. It was just another fact of life.

Her shower was long, using a lavish volume of water almost too hot for
comfort. She’d always liked her baths to approach scalding, ever since she was a
girl. If her skin didn’t tingle and throb a little when she toweled off, she’d done it
wrong.

Arjun was on the bed, reading seriously from his hand terminal. She walked
to her closet, threw the wet towel into the hamper, and shrugged into a cotton-
weave robe.

“He thinks they did it,” she said.

“Who did what?” Arjun asked.

“Nguyen. He’s thinking that the Martians are behind the thing. That there’s
going to be a second attack on Ganymede. He knows the Martians aren’t moving
their fleet there, and he’s still reinforcing. He doesn’t care if it fucks the peace
talks, because he thinks they’re crap anyway. Nothing to lose. Are you listening
to me?”

“Yes, I am. Nguyen thinks it was Mars. He’s building a fleet to respond.
You see?”

“Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“As a rule? No. But Maxwell Asinnian-Koh just posted a paper about post-
lyricism that’s going to get him no end of hate mail.”

Avasarala chuckled.

“You live in your own world, dear one.”

“I do,” Arjun agreed, running his thumb across the hand terminal’s screen.
He looked up. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“I love you for it. Stay here. Read about post-lyricism.”

“What are you going to do?”

“The same thing as always. Try to keep civilization from blowing up while
the children are in it.”

When she’d been young, her mother had tried to teach her knitting. The skill
hadn’t taken, but there were other lessons that had. Once, the skein of yarn had
gotten knotted badly, and Avasarala’s frustrated yanking had only made things



progressively worse. Her mother had taken the tight-bound clump from her, but
instead of fixing it herself and handing it back, her mother sat cross-legged on
the floor beside her and spoke aloud about how to solve the knot. She’d been
gentle, deliberate, and patient, looking for places where she could work more
slack into the system until, seemingly all at once, the yarn spilled free.

There were ten ships in the list, ranging from an ancient transport past due
for the scrap heap to a pair of frigates captained by people whose names she’d
heard. It wasn’t a huge force, but it was enough to be provocative. Gently,
deliberately, patiently, Avasarala started plucking it apart.

The transport was first, because it was easiest. She’d been cultivating the
boys in maintenance and safety for years. It took four hours for someone with
the schematics and logs to find a bolt that hadn’t been replaced on schedule, and
less than half an hour after that to issue the mandatory recall. The Wu Tsao—
better armed of the frigates—was captained by Golla Ishigawa-Marx. His
service record was solid, workmanlike reading. He was competent,
unimaginative, and loyal. Three conversations had him promoted to the head of
the construction oversight committee, where he probably wouldn’t do any harm.
The full command crew of the Wu Tsao was requested to come back to Earth to
be present when they pinned a ribbon on him. The second frigate was harder, but
she found a way. And by then the convoy was small enough that the medical and
support ship was a higher rating than the remaining convoy justified.

The knot unspooled in her fingers. The three ships she couldn’t pry loose
were old and underpowered. If it came to a fight, they wouldn’t be significant.
And because of that, the Martians would only take offense if they were looking
for an excuse.

She didn’t think they would. And if she was wrong, that would be
interesting too.

“Won’t Admiral Nguyen see through all this?” Errinwright asked. He was
in a hotel room somewhere on the other side of the planet. It was night behind
him, and his dress shirt was unbuttoned at the top.

“Let him,” Avasarala said. “What’s he going to do? Go crying to his mama
that I took his toys away? If he can’t play with the big kids, he shouldn’t be a
fucking admiral.”

Errinwright smiled and cracked his knuckles. He looked tired.

“The ships that will get there?”

“The Bernadette Koe, the Aristophanes, and the Feodorovna, sir.”

“Those, yes. What are you going to tell the Martians about them?”

“Nothing if they don’t bring it up,” Avasarala said. “If they do, I can
dismiss them. A minor medical support ship, a transport, and an itty-bitty



gunship to keep off pirates. I mean, it’s not like we’re sending a couple of
cruisers. So fuck them.”

“You’ll say it more gently, I hope?”

“Of course I will, sir. I'm not stupid.”

“And Venus?”

She took a long breath, letting the air hiss out between her teeth.

“It’s the damn bogeyman,” she said. “I’m getting daily reports, but we
don’t know what we’re looking at. The network it built across the planetary
surface is finished, and now it’s breaking down, but there are structures coming
up in a complex radial symmetry. Only it’s not along the axis of rotation. It’s on
the plane of ecliptic. So whatever’s down there, it’s orienting itself with the
whole solar system in mind. And the spectrographic analysis is showing an
uptick in lanthanum oxide and gold.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Neither does anyone else, but the brains are thinking it may be a set of
very high-temperature superconductors. They’re trying to replicate the crystal
structures in the labs, and they’ve found some things they don’t understand.
Turns out, the thing down there’s a better physical chemist than we are. No
fucking surprise there.”

“Any link to Ganymede?”

“Just the one,” Avasarala said. “Otherwise nothing. Or at least not directly.”

“What do you mean, not directly?”

Avasarala frowned and looked away. The Buddha looked back.

“Did you know that the number of religious suicide cults has doubled since
Eros?” she said. “I didn’t until I got the report. The bond initiative to rebuild the
water reclamation center at Cairo almost failed last year because a millennialist
group said we wouldn’t need it.”

Errinwright sat forward. His eyes were narrow.

“You think there’s a connection?”

“I don’t think there’s a bunch of pod people sneaking up from Venus,” she
said, “but...I’ve been thinking about what it’s done to us. The whole solar
system. Them and us and the Belters. It’s not healthy having God sleeping right
there where we can all watch him dream. It scares the shit out of us. It scares the
shit out of me. And so we all look away and go about things as if the universe
were the same as when we were young, but we know better. We’re all acting like
we’re sane, but...”

She shook her head.

“Humanity’s always lived with the inexplicable,” Errinwright said. His
voice was hard. She was making him uncomfortable. Well, she was making



herself uncomfortable too.

“The inexplicable didn’t used to eat planets,” she said. “Even if the thing on
Ganymede didn’t come up off Venus on its own, it’s pretty damn clear that it’s
related. And if we did it—"

“If we built that, it’s because we found a new technology, and we’re using
it,” Errinwright said. “Flint spear to gunpowder to nuclear warheads, it’s what
we do, Chrisjen. Let me worry about that. You keep your eye on Venus and
don’t let the Martian situation get out of control.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Everything’s going to be fine.”

And, looking at the dead screen where her superior had been, Avasarala
decided that maybe he even thought it was true. Avasarala wasn’t sure any
longer. Something was bothering her, and she didn’t yet know what it was. It
only lurked there, just underneath her conscious mind, like a splinter in a
fingertip. She opened the captured video from the UN outpost on Ganymede,
went through the mandatory security check, and watched the Marines die again.

Kiki and Suri were going to grow up in a world where this had happened,
where Venus had always been the colony of something utterly foreign,
uncommunicative, and implacable. The fear that carried would be normal to
them, something they didn’t think about any more than they did their own
breath. On her screen, a man no older than Soren emptied an assault rifle clip
into the attacker. The enhanced images showed the dozens of impacts cutting
through the thing, the trails of filament coming out its back like streamers. The
soldier died again. At least it had been quick for him. She paused the image. Her
fingertip traced the outline of the attacker.

“Who are you?” she asked the screen. “What do you want?”

She was missing something. It happened often enough that she knew the
feeling, but that didn’t help. It would come when it came. All she could do until
it did was keep scratching where it itched. She shut down the files, waiting for
the security protocols to make sure she hadn’t copied anything, then signed out
and turned to the window.

She found that she was thinking about the next time. What information
they’d be able to get the next time. What kind of patterns she’d be able to glean
from the next time. The next attack, the next slaughter. It was already perfectly
clear in her mind that what had happened on Ganymede was going to happen
again, sooner or later. Genies didn’t get put back into bottles, and from the
moment the protomolecule had been set loose on the civilian population of Eros
just to see what it would do, civilization had changed. Changed so fast and so
powerfully that they were still playing catch-up.



Playing catch-up.

There was something there. Something in the words, like a lyric from a
song she almost remembered. She ground her teeth and stood up, pacing the
length of her window. She hated this part. Hated it.

Her office door opened. When she turned to look at Soren, he flinched
back. Avasarala took her scowl down a couple of notches. It wasn’t fair to scare
the poor bunny. He was probably just the intern who’d pulled the short straw and
gotten stuck with the cranky old woman. And in a way, she liked him.

“Yes?” she said.

“I thought you’d want to know that Admiral Nguyen sent a note of protest
to Mr. Errinwright. Interference in his field of command. He didn’t copy the
secretary-general.”

Avasarala smiled. If she couldn’t unlock all the mysteries of the universe,
she could at least keep the boys in line. And if he wasn’t appealing to the
bobble-head, then it was just pouting. Nothing was going to come of it.

“Good to know. And the Martians?”

“They’re here, ma’am.”

She sighed, plucked at her sari, and lifted her chin.

“Let’s go stop the war, then,” she said.



Chapter Thirteen

Holden

Amos, who’d finally turned up a few hours after the food riot carrying a case of
beer and saying he’d done some “recon,” was now carrying a small case of
canned food. The label claimed it was “chicken food products.” Holden hoped
that the hacker Prax was leading them to would see the offering as at least being
in the spirit of his requested payment.

Prax led the way with the manic speed of someone who had one last thing
to do before he died, and could feel the end close on his heels. Holden suspected
this wasn’t far from the truth. The small botanist certainly looked like he’d been
burning himself up.

They’d taken him aboard the Somnambulist while they’d gathered the
supplies they’d need, and Holden had forced the man to eat a meal and take a
shower. Prax had begun stripping while Holden was still showing him how to
use the ship’s head, as if waiting for privacy would waste precious time. The
sight of the man’s ravaged body had shocked him. All the while, the botanist
spoke only of Mei, of his need to find her. Holden realized that he’d never in his
life needed anything as badly as this man needed to see his daughter again.

To his surprise, it made him sad.

Prax had been robbed of everything, had all his fat boiled away; he’d been
rendered down to the bare minimum of humanity. All he had left was his need to
find his little girl, and Holden envied him for it.

When Holden had been dying and trapped in the hell of Eros Station, he
had discovered that he needed to see Naomi one last time. Or barring that, to see
that she was safe. It was why he hadn’t died there. That and having Miller at his
side with a second gun. And that connection, even now that he and Naomi were
lovers, was a pale shadow compared to the thing driving Prax. It left Holden
feeling like he’d lost something important without realizing it.

While Prax had showered, Holden had gone up the ladder to ops, where
Naomi had been working to hack her way into Ganymede’s crippled security
system, pulled her out of her chair, and held her for a few moments. She
stiffened with surprise for a second, then relaxed into his embrace. “Hi,” she



whispered in his ear. It might be a pale shadow, but it was what he had right
now, and it was pretty damn good.

Prax paused at an intersection, his hands tapping at his thighs as if he were
hurrying himself along. Naomi was back on the ship, monitoring their progress
through locators they all carried and with the remnants of the station’s security
cameras.

At Holden’s back, Amos cleared his throat and said in a voice low enough
that Prax wouldn’t hear, “If we lose this guy, I don’t like our chances of finding
our way back too quick.”

Holden nodded. Amos was right.

Even at the best of times, Ganymede was a maze of identical gray corridors
and occasional parklike caverns. And the station certainly wasn’t at her best
now. Most of the public information kiosks were dark, malfunctioning, or
outright destroyed. The pubnet was unreliable at best. And the local citizens
moved like scavengers over the corpse of their once-great moon, alternately
terrified and threatening. He and Amos were both openly wearing firearms, and
Amos had mastered a sort of constant glower that made people automatically put
him onto their “not to be fucked with” list. Not for the first time, Holden
wondered what sort of life Amos had been leading prior to his signing up for a
tour on the Canterbury, the old water hauler they’d served together on.

Prax came to a sudden halt in front of a door that looked like a hundred
other doors they’d already passed, set into the wall of a gray corridor that looked
like every other gray corridor.

“This is it. He’s in here.”

Before Holden could respond, Prax was hammering on the door. Holden
took a step back and to the side, giving himself a clear view of the doorway past
Prax. Amos stepped to the other side, tucking the case of chicken under his left
arm and hooking his right thumb into his waistband just in front of the holster. A
year of patrolling the Belt, cleaning up the worst jackals that the governmental
vacuum had left behind, had instilled some automatic habits in his crew. Holden
appreciated them, but he wasn’t sure he liked them. Working security certainly
hadn’t made Miller’s life any better.

The door was yanked open by a scrawny and shirtless teenager with a big
knife in his other hand.

“The fuck—" he started, then stopped when he saw Holden and Amos
flanking Prax. He glanced at their guns and said, “Oh.”



“I’ve brought you chicken,” Prax replied, pointing back at the case Amos
carried. “I need to see the rest of the camera footage.”

“Coulda got that for you,” Naomi said in Holden’s ear, “given enough
time.”

“It’s the ‘enough time’ part that’s a problem,” Holden subvocalized back at
her. “But that’s definitely plan B.”

The skinny teen shrugged and opened the door the rest of the way,
gesturing for Prax to enter. Holden followed, with Amos bringing up the rear.

“So,” the kid said. “Show it, sabé?”

Amos put down the case on a filthy table and removed a single can from the
box. He held it up where the kid could see it.

“Sauce?” the kid said.

“How about a second can instead?” Holden replied, moving over to the kid
and smiling up at him agreeably. “So go get the rest of the footage, and we’ll get
out of your hair. Sound good?”

The kid lifted his chin and pushed Holden an arm’s length back.

“Don’t push up on me, macho.”

“My apologies,” Holden said, his smile never wavering. “Now go get the
damned video footage you promised my friend here.”

“Maybe no,” the kid said. He flapped one hand at Holden. “Adinerado, si
no? Quizas you got more than chicken to pay. Maybe a lot.”

“Let me get this straight,” Holden replied. “Are you shaking us down?
Because that would be—”

A meaty hand came down on his shoulder, cutting him off.

“I got this one, Cap,” Amos said, stepping between Holden and the kid. He
held one of the chicken cans in his hand, and he was tossing it lightly and
catching it.

“That guy,” Amos said, pointing at Prax with his left hand while continuing
to toss the chicken with his right, “got his baby girl snatched. He just wants to
know where she is. He’s willing to pay the agreed-upon price for that
information.”

The kid shrugged and started to speak, but Amos held up a finger to his lips
and shushed him.

“And now, when that price is ready to be paid,” Amos said, his tone
friendly and conversational, “you want to shake him down because you know
he’s desperate. He’ll give anything to get his girl back. This is a fat payday,
right?”

The kid shrugged again. “Que no—”

Amos smashed the can of chicken food product into the kid’s face so fast



that for a moment Holden couldn’t figure out why the hacker was suddenly lying
on the ground, blood gushing from his nose. Amos settled one knee onto his
chest, pinning him to the floor. The can of chicken went up and then pistoned
down into the kid’s face again with a sharp crack. He started to howl, but Amos
clamped his left hand over the boy’s mouth.

“You piece of shit,” Amos yelled, all the friendliness gone from his voice,
leaving just a ragged animal rage that Holden had never heard there before.
“You gonna hold a baby girl hostage for more fucking chicken?”

Amos smashed the can into the hacker’s ear, which immediately bloomed
red. His hand came away from the kid’s mouth, and the boy started yelling for
help. Amos raised the can of chicken one more time, but Holden grabbed his arm
and pulled him up off the gibbering kid.

“Enough,” he said, holding on to Amos and hoping the big man didn’t
decide to clobber him with the can instead. Amos had always been the kind of
guy who got into bar fights because he enjoyed them.

This was something different.

“Enough,” Holden said again, and then held on until Amos stopped
struggling. “He can’t help us if you bash his brains out.”

The kid scooted backward across the floor and had his shoulders up against
the wall. He nodded as Holden spoke, and held his bleeding nose between his
finger and thumb.

“That right?” Amos said. “You going to help?”

The kid nodded again and scrambled to his feet, still pressed against the
wall.

“I’ll go with him,” Holden said, patting Amos on the shoulder. “Why don’t
you stay here and take a breather.”

Before Amos could answer, Holden pointed at the terrified hacker.

“Better get to work.”

“There,” Prax said when the video of Mei’s abduction came up again. “That’s
Mei. That man is her doctor, Dr. Strickland. That woman, I don’t know her. But
Mei’s teacher said that she came up in their records as Mei’s mother. With a
picture and authorization to pick her up. Security is very good at the school.
They’d never let a child go without that.”

“Find where they went,” Holden said to the hacker. To Prax he said, “Why
her doctor?”

“Mei is...” Prax started, then stopped and started over. “Mei has a rare



genetic disease that disables her immune system without regular treatments. Dr.
Strickland knows this. Sixteen other kids with her disorder are missing too. He
could keep them... he could keep Mei alive.”

“You getting this, Naomi?”

“Yep, riding the hacker’s trail through security. We won’t need him again.”

“Good,” Holden said. “Because I’m pretty sure this bridge is thoroughly
burned once we walk out the door.”

“We always have more chicken,” Naomi said with a chuckle.

“Amos made sure the kid’s next request will be for plastic surgery.”

“Ouch,” she replied. “He okay?”

Holden knew she meant Amos. “Yeah. But... is there something I don’t
know about him that would make this problematic? Because he’s really—~

“Aqui,” the hacker said, pointing at his screen.

Holden watched as Dr. Strickland carried Mei down an older-looking
corridor, the dark-haired woman in tow. They came to a door that looked like an
ancient pressure hatch. Strickland did something at the panel next to it, and the
three of them went inside.

“No eyes past this,” the hacker said, almost flinching as if in expectation of
being punished for the failings of the Ganymede security system.

“Naomi, where does that go?” Holden said, patting the air to let the hacker
know he wasn’t to blame.

“Looks like an old part of the original dig,” she said, her words punctuated
by pauses as she worked her console. “Zoned for utility storage. Shouldn’t be
anything beyond that door but dust and ice.”

“Can you get us there?” Holden asked.

Naomi and Prax both said, “Yes,” at the same time.

“Then that’s where we’re going.”

He gestured for Prax and the hacker to lead the way back out to the front
room, then followed them. Amos was sitting at the table, spinning one of the
chicken cans on its edge like a thick coin. In the light gravity of the moon, it
seemed like it would keep spinning forever. His expression was distant and
unreadable.

“You did the job,” Holden said to the hacker, who was staring at Amos, his
face twitching from fear to rage and back again. “So you’ll get paid. We aren’t
going to stiff you.”

Before the kid could reply, Amos stood up and picked up the case of
canned chicken. He turned it over and dumped all the remaining cans on the
floor, where a few rolled away to various corners of the small room.

“Keep the change, asshole,” he said, then threw the empty box into the tiny



kitchen nook.

“And with that,” Holden said, “we’ll take our leave.”

After Amos and Prax had gone out the door, Holden backed out, keeping a
watchful eye on the hacker to make sure there were no misguided attempts at
revenge. He shouldn’t have worried. The minute Amos was out the door, the kid
just started picking up the chicken cans and stacking them on the table.

As he backed out and closed the door behind him, Naomi said, “You know
what it means, don’t you?”

“Which thing?” he replied, then said to Amos, “Back to the ship.”

“Prax said all the kids with Mei’s particular disorder were missing,” Naomi
continued. “And her doctor is the one who took her out of school.”

“So we can probably assume he, or people working with him, took the
others,” Holden agreed.

Amos and Prax were walking together up the corridor, the big man still
wearing his distant look. Prax put a hand on his arm, and Holden heard him
whisper, “Thank you.” Amos just shrugged.

“Why would he want those kids?” Naomi asked.

“The better question to me is, how did he know to take them just hours
before the shooting started?”

“Yeah,” Naomi said, her voice quiet. “Yeah, how did he know that?”

“Because he’s the reason why things went pear-shaped,” Holden replied,
saying out loud what they were both thinking.

“If he’s got all of those kids, and he or the people he’s with were able to
start a shooting war between Mars and Earth to cover up the snatch...”

“Starts to feel like a strategy we’ve seen before, doesn’t it? We need to
know what’s on the other side of that door.”

“One of two things,” Naomi said. “Nothing, because after the snatch they
got the hell off this moon...”

“Or,” Holden continued, “a whole lot of guys with guns.”

“Yeah.”

The galley of the Somnambulist was quiet as Prax and Holden’s crew watched

the video again. Naomi had pieced together all the security footage of Mei’s

abduction into a single long loop. They watched as her doctor carried her

through various corridors, up a lift, and finally to the door of the abandoned parts

of the station. After the third viewing, Holden gestured for Naomi to turn it off.
“What do we know?” he said, his fingers drumming on the table.



“The kid’s not scared. She’s not fighting to get away,” Amos said.

“She’s known Dr. Strickland all her life,” Prax replied. “He would be
almost like family to her.”

“Which means they bought him,” Naomi said. “Or this plan has been going
on for...”

“Four years,” Prax said.

“Four years,” Naomi repeated. “Which is a hell of a long con to run unless
the stakes are huge.”

“Is it kidnapping? If they want a ransom payment...”

“Doesn’t wash. A couple hours after Mei disappears into that hatch,”
Holden said, pointing at the image frozen on Naomi’s screen, “Earth and Mars
are shooting each other. Somebody’s going to a lot of trouble to grab sixteen
sick kids and hide the fact they did it.”

“If Protogen wasn’t toast,” Amos said, “I’d say this is exactly the kind of
shit they’d pull.”

“And whoever it is has significant tech resources too,” Naomi said. “They
were able to hack the school’s system even before the Ganymede netsec was
collapsing from the battle, and insert that woman’s records into Mei’s file
without any trace of tampering.”

“Some of the kids in her school had very rich or powerful parents,” Prax
said. “Their security would have to be top notch.”

Holden drummed out a last rhythm on the tabletop with both hands, then
said, “Which all leads us back to the big question. What’s waiting for us on the
other side of that door?”

“Corporate goons,” Amos said.

“Nothing,” Naomi said.

“Mei,” Prax said quietly. “It might be Mei.”

“We need to be prepared for all three possibilities: violence, gathering
clues, or rescuing a kid. So let’s put together a plan. Naomi, I want a terminal
with a radio link that I can plug into whatever network we find on the other side,
and give you a doorway in.”

“Yep,” Naomi said, already getting up from the table and heading toward
the keel ladder.

“Prax, you need to come up with a way for Mei to trust us if we find her,
and give us details on any complications her illness might cause during a rescue.
How quickly do we need to get her back here for her meds? Things like that.”

“Okay,” Prax said, pulling out his terminal and making notes.

“Amos?”

“Yeah, Cap?”



“That leaves violence to us. Let’s tool up.”
The smile began and ended at the corners of Amos’ eyes.
“Fuck yeah.”



Chapter Fourteen

Prax

Prax didn’t understand how near he was to collapse until he ate. Canned chicken
with some kind of spicy chutney, soft no-crumb crackers of the type usually used
in zero-g environments, a tall glass of beer. He wolfed it down, his body
suddenly ravenous and unstoppable.

After he finished vomiting, the woman who seemed to take care of all the
small practical matters on the ship—he knew her name was Naomi, but he kept
wanting to call her Cassandra, because she looked like an intern by that name
he’d worked with three years earlie—switched him to a thin protein broth that
his atrophied gut could actually handle. Over the course of hours, his mind
started coming back. It felt like waking up over and over without falling asleep
in between; sitting in the hold of Holden’s ship, he’d find himself noticing the
shift in his cognition, how much more clearly he could think and how good it felt
to come back to himself. And then a few minutes later, some set of sugar-
deprived ganglia would struggle back to function, and it would all happen again.

And with every step back toward real consciousness, he felt the drive
growing, pushing him toward the door that Strickland and Mei had gone
through.

“Doctor, huh?” the big one—Amos—said.

“I got my degree here. The university’s really good. Lots of grant money.
Or... now I suppose there used to be.”

“I was never much for formal education myself.”

The relief ship’s mess hall was tiny and scarred by age. The woven carbon
filament walls had cracks in the enameling, and the tabletop was pitted from
years, maybe decades, of use. The lighting was a thin spectrum shifted toward
pink that would have killed any plants living under it in about three days. Amos
had a canvas sack filled with formed plastic boxes of different sizes, each of
which seemed to have a firearm of some kind inside. He had unrolled a square of
red felt and disassembled a huge matte-black pistol on it. The delicate metal
parts looked like sculpture. Amos dipped a cotton swab into a bright blue
cleaning solution and rubbed it gently on a silver mechanism attached to a black



metal tube, polishing metal plates that were already bright as a mirror.

Prax found his hands moving toward the disassembled pieces, willing them
to come together. To be already cleaned and polished and remade. Amos
pretended not to notice in a way that meant he was very much aware.

“I don’t know why they would have taken her,” Prax said. “Dr. Strickland
has always been great with her. He never... I mean, he’d never hurt her. I don’t
think he’d hurt her.”

“Yeah, probably not,” Amos said. He dipped the swab into the cleaning
fluid again and started on a metal rod with a spring wrapped around it.

“I really need to get there,” Prax said. He didn’t say, Every minute here is a
minute that they could be hurting Mei. That she could be dying or getting
shipped offworld. He tried to keep his words from sounding like a whine or a
demand, but they seemed to come out as both.

“Getting ready’s the shitty part,” Amos said, as if agreeing to something.
“You want to get right out into it right the fuck now. Get it over with.”

“Well, yes,” Prax said.

“I get that,” Amos said. “It’s no fun, but you’ve got to get through it. Going
in without your gear ready, you might as well not go. Plus which the girl’s been
gone for how long now?”

“Since the fighting. Since the mirror came down.”

“Chances of another hour making much difference are pretty small, right?”

“But—"

“Yeah,” Amos said with a sigh. “I know. This is the tough part. Not as bad
as waiting for us to get back, though. That’s gonna suck even worse.”

Amos put down the swab and started fitting the long black spring back over
the spindle of bright metal. The alcohol fumes of the cleaning solution stung
Prax’s eyes.

“I’m waiting for you,” Prax said.

“Yeah, I know,” Amos said. “And I’ll make sure we’re real quick about it.
The captain’s a real good guy, but he can get kind of distracted sometimes. I'll
keep him on point. No trouble.”

“No,” Prax said, “I don’t mean I’'m waiting for you when you go to that
door. I mean I’'m waiting for you right now. I’m waiting to go there with you.”

Amos slid the spring and spindle into the shell of the gun, twisting it gently
with his fingertips. Prax didn’t know when he’d risen to his feet.

“How many gunfights have you been in?” Amos asked. His voice was low
and wide and gentle. “Because I’ve been in... shit. This’ll be eleven for me.
Maybe twelve, if you count the one time when the guy got up again as a
different fight. Point is, if you want your little girl safe, you don’t want her in a



tunnel with a guy firing a gun who doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

As if in punctuation, Amos slid the gun together. The metal clacked.

“I’ll be fine,” Prax said, but his legs were trembling, just standing up. Amos
held up the gun.

“This ready to fire?” Amos asked.

“Sorry?”

“If you pick this gun up right now, point it at a bad guy, pull the trigger,
does it go bang? You just watched me put it together. Dangerous or safe?”

Prax opened his mouth, then closed it. An ache just behind his sternum
grew a notch worse. Amos started to put the gun down.

“Safe,” Prax said.

“You sure about that, Doc?”

“You didn’t put any bullets in it. It’s safe.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

Amos frowned at the gun.

“Well, yeah, that’s right,” he said. “But you’re still not going.”

Voices came from the narrow hallway from the airlock. Jim Holden’s voice
wasn’t what Prax had thought it would be. He’d expected him to be serious,
grave. Instead, even during the times like now, when the distress clipped his
vowels short and tightened his voice, there was a lightness to him. The woman’s
voice—Naomi, not Cassandra—wasn’t deeper, but it was darker.

“Those are the numbers,” she said.

“They’re wrong,” Holden said, ducking into the mess. “They’ve got to be
wrong. It doesn’t make sense.”

“What’s the word, Cap’n?” Amos asked.

“Security’s not going to be any use,” Holden said. “The locals are stretched
too thin trying to keep the place from straight-out catastrophe.”

“Which is why maybe we shouldn’t be going in with guns drawn,” Naomi
said.

“Please, can we not have that conversation again right now?”

Her mouth hardened and Amos pointedly looked at the gun, polishing the
parts that already shone. Prax had the sense of walking in on a much longer
conversation.

“This guy who grabs a gun first and talks later...” Naomi said. “You didn’t
used to be him. You aren’t him.”

“Well, I need to be him today,” Holden said in a voice that closed the
subject. The silence was uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong with the numbers?” Prax asked. Holden looked at him,



confused. “You said there was something wrong with the numbers.”

“They’re saying that the death rate’s going up. But that’s got to be wrong.
The fighting was... what? One day? Day and a half? Why would things be
getting worse now?”

“No,” Prax said. “That’s right. It’s the cascade. It’1l get worse.”

“What’s the cascade?” Naomi asked. Amos slid the pistol into its box and
hauled out a longer case. A shotgun maybe. His gaze was on Prax, waiting.

“It’s the basic obstacle of artificial ecosystems. In a normal evolutionary
environment, there’s enough diversity to cushion the system when something
catastrophic happens. That’s nature. Catastrophic things happen all the time. But
nothing we can build has the depth. One thing goes wrong, and there’s only a
few compensatory pathways that can step in. They get overstressed. Fall out of
balance. When the next one fails, there are even fewer paths, and then they’re
more stressed. It’s a simple complex system. That’s the technical name for it.
Because it’s simple, it’s prone to cascades, and because it’s complex, you can’t
predict what’s going to fail. Or how. It’s computationally impossible.”

Holden leaned against the wall, his arms folded. It was still odd, seeing him
in person. He looked the same as he had on the screens, and he also didn’t.

“Ganymede Station,” Holden said, “is the most important food supply and
agricultural center outside Earth and Mars. It can’t just collapse. They wouldn’t
let it. People come here to have their babies, for God’s sake.”

Prax tilted his head. A day before, he wouldn’t have been able to explain
this. For one thing, he wouldn’t have had the blood sugar to fuel thought. For
another, he wouldn’t have had anyone to say it to. It was good to be able to think
again, even if it was only so he could explain how bad things had become.

“Ganymede’s dead,” Prax said. “The tunnels will probably survive, but the
environmental and social structures are already broken. Even if we could
somehow get the environmental systems back in place—and really, we can’t
without a lot of work—how many people are going to stay here now? How many
would be going to jail? Something’s going to fill the niche, but it won’t be what
was here before.”

“Because of the cascade,” Holden said.

“Yes,” Prax said. “That’s what I was trying to say before. To Amos. It’s all
going to fall apart. The relief effort’s going to make the fall a little more
graceful, maybe. But it’s too late. It’s too late, and since Mei’s out there, and we
don’t know what’s going to break, I have to go with you.”

“Prax,” Cassandra said. No. Naomi. Maybe his brain wasn’t really up to full
power even now.

“Strickland and that woman, even if they think they can keep her safe, they



can’t. You see? Even if they’re not hurting her, even if they’re not, everything
around them is going to fall apart. What if they run out of air? What if they don’t
understand what’s happening?”

“I know this is hard,” Holden said. “But shouting about it won’t help.”

“I’m not shouting. I'm not shouting. I'm just telling you that they took my
little girl away, and I need to go and get her. I need to be there when you open
that door. Even if she’s not there. Even if she’s dead, I need to be the one who
finds her.”

The sound was crisp and professional and oddly beautiful: a magazine
slipping into a pistol. Prax hadn’t seen Amos take it back out of its box, but the
dark metal was in the man’s huge hand. Dwarfed by his fingers. While he
watched, Amos chambered a round. Then he took the gun by its barrel, careful to
keep it pointing at the wall, and held it out.

“But I thought...” Prax said. “You said [ wasn’t...”

Amos stretched his arms out another half inch. The gesture was
unmistakable. Take it. Prax took it. It was heavier than it looked.

“Um. Amos?” Holden said. “Did you just give him a loaded gun?”

“Doc needs to go, Cap’n,” Amos said with a shrug. “So I’'m thinking he
should probably go.”

Prax saw the look that passed between Holden and Naomi.

“We might want to talk about that decision-making process, Amos,” Naomi
said, shaping the words carefully.

“You betcha,” Amos said. “Soon as we get back.”

Prax had been walking through the station for weeks as a native, a local. A
refugee with nowhere to flee. He’d gotten used to how the hallways looked, how
people’s eyes slid over him in case he’d try to lay his burdens on them. Now that
Prax was fed and armed and part of a group, the station had become a different
place. People’s eyes still slid across them, but the fear was different, and hunger
fought against it. Holden and Amos didn’t have the gray of malnutrition or the
haunted look around their eyes of seeing everything they thought was immutable
collapse. Naomi was back at the ship, hacked into the local security network and
ready to coordinate the three of them in case they got split up.

For the first time perhaps in his life, Prax felt like an outsider. He looked at
his hometown and saw what Holden would see: a huge hallway with paints and
dyes worked into the ice up high on the wall; the lower half, where people might
accidentally touch it, covered in thick insulation. Ganymede’s raw ice would



strip the flesh from bone with even the briefest contact. The hallway was too
dark now, the floodlights beginning to fail. A wide corridor Prax had walked
through every day he was at school was a dim chamber filled with the sounds of
dripping water as the climate regulation failed. The plants that weren’t dead
were dying, and the air was getting the stale taste at the back of his throat that
meant the emergency recyclers would be coming on soon. Should be coming on
soon. Had better.

Holden was right, though. The thin-faced, desperate people they passed had
been food scientists and soil technicians, gas exchange experts and agricultural
support staff. If Ganymede Station died, the cascade wouldn’t stop here. Once
the last load of food lifted off, the Belt, the Jovian system, and the myriad long-
term bases in their own orbits around the sun would have to find a different way
to get vitamins and micronutrients for their kids. Prax started wondering whether
the bases on the far planets would be able to sustain themselves. If they had full
hydroponics rigs and yeast farms and nothing went wrong...

It was a distraction. It was grasping anything other than the fear of what
would be waiting behind that door. He embraced it.

“Hold up! All y’all.”

The voice was low and rough and wet, like the man’s vocal cords had been
taken out and dragged through mud. He stood in the center of the ice tunnels
intersecting before them, military-police body armor two sizes too small
straining to keep his bulk in. His accent and build said he was Martian.

Amos and Holden paused, turned, looking everywhere but at the man
before them. Prax followed their gazes. Other men lurked, half hidden, around
them. The sudden panic tasted like copper.

“I make six,” Holden said.

“What about the guy with the gray pants?” Amos asked.

“Okay, maybe seven. He’s been with us since we left the ship, though. He
might be something else.”

“Six is still more than three,” Naomi said in their ears. “You want me to
send backup?”

“Hot damn. We’ve got backup?” Amos asked. “Gonna have Supitayaporn
come down and talk ’em all to death?”

“We can take them,” Prax said, reaching for the pistol in his pocket. “We
can’t let anyone—”

Amos’ wide hand closed over his own, keeping the gun in his pocket and
out of sight.

“These aren’t the ones you shoot,” Amos said. “These are the ones you talk

»

to.



Holden stepped toward the Martian. The ease with which he held himself
made the assault rifle on his shoulder seem almost innocuous. Even the
expensive body armor he wore didn’t seem at odds with his casual smile.

“Hey,” Holden said. “There a problem, sir?”

“Might be,” the Martian drawled. “Might not. That’s your call.”

“I’ll take not,” Holden said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’ll be on—"

“Slow down,” the Martian said, sidling forward. His face was vaguely like
someone Prax had seen before on the tube and never particularly remarked.
“You’re not from around here.”

“I am,” Prax said. “I’'m Dr. Praxidike Meng. Chief botanist on the RMD-
Southern soy farm project. Who are you?”

“Let the cap’n do this,” Amos said.

“But—"

“He’s pretty good at it.”

“I’m thinking you’re part of the relief work,” the Martian said. “Long way
from the docks. Looks like you lost your way. Maybe you need an escort back to
where it’s safe.”

Holden shifted his weight. The assault rifle just happened to slide forward a
few inches, not at all provocatively.

“I don’t know,” Holden said. “We’re pretty well protected. I think we can
probably take care of ourselves. What kind of fee are you... um, escorts
asking?”

“Well now. I count three of you. Call it a hundred in Martian scrip. Five,
local.”

“How about you follow us down, and I arrange passage for all of you off
this ice ball?”

The Martian’s jaw dropped.

“That’s not funny,” he said, but the mask of power and confidence had
slipped. Prax had seen the hunger and desperation behind it.

“I’'m going to an old tunnel system,” Holden said. “Someone abducted a
bunch of kids right before everything went to hell. They took them there. Doc’s
kid was one of the ones that got snatched. We’re going to get her back and
politely ask how they knew all this was coming down. Might be resistance. I
could use a few people who know what end of the gun points forward.”

“You’re fucking with me,” the Martian said. From the corner of his eye,
Prax saw one of the others step forward. A thin woman in cheap protective
weave.

“We’re OPA,” Amos said, then nodded at Holden. “He’s James Holden of
the Rocinante.”



“Holy shit,” the Martian said. “You are. You’re Holden.”

“It’s the beard,” Holden said.

“My name’s Wendell. Used to work for Pinkwater Security before the
bastards took off, left us here. Way I figure, that voids the contract. You want to
pick up some professional firepower, you ain’t gonna find better than us.”

“How many you got?”

“Six, counting me.”

Holden looked over at Amos. Prax felt Amos shrug as much as saw it. The
other man they’d been talking about was unrelated after all.

“All right,” Holden said. “We tried to talk to local security, but they didn’t
give us the time of day. Follow me, back us up, and I give you my word you’ll
get off Ganymede.”

Wendell grinned. He’d had one of his incisors dyed red with a small black-
and-white design on it.

“Anything you say, boss,” he said. Then, lifting his gun: “Form up! We got
us a new contract, people. Let’s get it done!”

The whoops came from all around them. Prax found the thin woman beside
him, grinning and shaking his hand like she was running for office. Prax blinked
and smiled back, and Amos put his hand on Prax’s shoulder.

“See? Told you. Now let’s get moving.”

The hallway was darker than it had seemed in the video. The ice had thin melt
channels, like pale veins, but the frost covering them was fresh. The door looked
like any other of a hundred they’d passed on the way in. Prax swallowed. His
stomach ached. He wanted to scream for Mei, to call her name and hear her call
back.

“Okay,” Naomi said in his ear. “I’ve got the lock disabled. Whenever you
guys are ready.”

“No time like the present,” Holden said. “Open it up.”

The seal around the door hissed.

The door opened.



Chapter Fifteen

Bobbie

Three hours into the first big meeting between the Martian and UN diplomats
and they’d only just got past introducing everyone and on to reading the agenda.
A squat Earther in a charcoal-gray suit that probably cost more than Bobbie’s
recon armor droned on about Section 14, Subsection D, Items 1-11, in which
they would discuss the effect of past hostilities on commodity pricing pursuant
to existing trade agreements. Bobbie looked around, noticed that everyone else
at the long oak table was staring with rapt attention at the agenda reader, and
stifled the truly epic yawn that was struggling to get out.

She distracted herself by trying to figure out who people were. They’d all
been introduced by name and title at some point, but that didn’t mean much.
Everyone here was an assistant secretary, or undersecretary, or director of
something. There were even a few generals, but Bobbie knew enough about how
politics worked to know that the military people in the room would be the least
important. The people with real power would be the quiet ones with unassuming
titles. There were several of those, including a moonfaced man with a skinny tie
who’d been introduced as the secretary of something or other. Sitting next to him
was someone’s grandmother in a bright sari, a splash of yellow in the middle of
all the dark brown and dark blue and charcoal gray. She sat and munched
pistachios and wore an enigmatic half smile. Bobbie entertained herself for a few
minutes by trying to guess if Moonface or Grandma was the boss.

She considered pouring a glass of water from one of the crystal decanters
evenly distributed across the table. She wasn’t thirsty, but turning her glass over,
pouring water into it, and drinking it would burn a minute, maybe two. She
glanced down the table and noticed that no one else was drinking the water.
Maybe everyone was waiting for someone else to be first.

“Let’s take a short break,” charcoal-suit man said. “Ten minutes, then we
can move on to Section fifteen of the agenda.”

People got up and began dispersing toward restrooms and smoking areas.
Grandma carried her handbag to a recycling chute and dumped pistachio shells
into it. Moonface pulled out his terminal and called someone.



“Jesus,” Bobbie said, rubbing her eyes with her palms until she saw stars.

“Problem, Sergeant?” Thorsson said, leaning back in his chair and grinning.
“The gravity wearing on you?”

“No,” Bobbie said. Then, “Well, yes, but mostly I’m ready to jab a stylus
into my eye, just for a change of pace.”

Thorsson nodded and patted her hand, a move he was using more often
now. It hadn’t gotten any less irritating and paternalistic, but now Bobbie was
worried that it might mean Thorsson was working up to hitting on her. That
would be an uncomfortable moment.

She pulled her hand away and leaned toward Thorsson until he turned and
looked her in the eye.

“Why,” she whispered, “is no one talking about the goddamned monster?
Isn’t that why I’'m—why we’re here?”

“You have to understand how these things work,” Thorsson said, turning
away from her and fiddling with his terminal. “Politics moves slow because the
stakes are very high, and no one wants to be the person that screwed it up.”

He put his terminal down and gave her a wink. “Careers are at stake here.”

“Careers...”

Thorsson just nodded and tapped on his terminal some more.

Careers?

For a moment, she was on her back, staring up into the star-filled void
above Ganymede. Her men were dead or dying. Her suit radio dead, her armor a
frozen coffin. She saw the thing’s face. Without a suit in the radiation and hard
vacuum, the red snowfall of flash-frozen blood around its claws. And no one at
this table wanted to talk about it because it might affect their careers?

To hell with that.

When the meeting’s attendees had shuffled back into the room and taken
their places around the table, Bobbie raised her hand. She felt faintly ridiculous,
like a fifth-grade student in a room full of adults, but she had no idea what the
actual protocol for asking a question was. The agenda reader shot her one
annoyed glance, then ignored her. Thorsson reached under the table and sharply
squeezed her leg.

She kept her hand up.

“Excuse me?” she said.

People around the table took turns giving her increasingly unfriendly looks
and then pointedly turning away. Thorsson upped the pressure on her leg until
she’d had enough of him and grabbed his wrist with her other hand. She
squeezed until the bones creaked and he snatched his hand away with a surprised
gasp. He turned his chair to look at her, his eyes wide and his mouth a flat,



lipless line.

Yellow-sari placed a hand on the agenda reader’s arm, and he instantly
stopped talking. Okay, that one is the boss, Bobbie decided.

“I, for one,” Grandma said, smiling a mild apology at the room, “would like
to hear what Sergeant Draper has to say.”

She remembers my name, Bobbie thought. That’s interesting.

“Sergeant?” Grandma said.

Bobbie, unsure of what to do, stood up.

“I’m just wondering why no one is talking about the monster.”

Grandma’s enigmatic smile returned. No one spoke. The silence slid
adrenaline into Bobbie’s blood. She felt her legs starting to tremble. More than
anything in the world, she wanted to sit down, to make them all forget her and
look away.

She scowled and locked her knees.

“You know,” Bobbie said, her voice rising, but she was unable to stop it.
“The monster that killed fifty soldiers on Ganymede? The reason we’re all
here?”

The room was silent. Thorsson stared at her like she had lost her mind.
Maybe she had. Grandma tugged once at her yellow sari and smiled
encouragement.

“I mean,” Bobbie said, holding up the agenda, “I’m sure trade agreements
and water rights and who gets to screw who on the second Thursday after the
winter solstice is all very important!”

She stopped to suck in a long breath, the gravity and her tirade seeming to
have robbed her of air. She could see it in their eyes. She could see that if she
just stopped now, she’d be an odd thing that happened and everyone could go
back to work and quickly forget her. She could see her career not crashing off a
cliff in flames.

She discovered that she didn’t care.

“But,” she said, throwing the agenda across the table, where a surprised
man in a brown suit dodged it as though its touch might infect him with
whatever Bobbie had, “what about the fucking monster?”

Before she could continue, Thorsson popped up from his seat.

“Excuse me for a moment, ladies and gentlemen. Sergeant Draper is
suffering from some post-combat-related stress and needs attention.”

He grabbed her elbow and drove her from the room, a rising wave of
murmurs pushing at their backs. Thorsson stopped in the conference room’s
lobby and waited for the door to shut behind him.

“You,” Thorsson said, shoving her toward a chair. Normally the skinny



intelligence officer couldn’t have pushed her anywhere, but all the strength
seemed to have run out of her legs, and she collapsed into the seat.

“You,” he repeated. Then, to someone on his terminal, he said, “Get down
here, now.”

“You,” he said a third time, pointing at Bobbie, then paced back and forth
in front of her chair.

A few minutes later, Captain Martens came trotting into the conference
room lobby. He pulled up short when he saw Bobbie slouched in her chair and
Thorsson’s angry face.

“What—" he started, but Thorsson cut him off.

“This is your fault,” he said to Martens, then spun to face Bobbie. “And
you, Sergeant, have just proven that it was a monumental mistake to bring you
along. Any benefit that might have been gained from having the only eyewitness
has now been squandered by your... your idiotic tirade.”

“She—" Martens tried again, but Thorsson poked a finger into his chest and
said, “You said you could control her.”

Martens gave Thorsson a sad smile.

“No, I never said that. I said I could help her given enough time.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Thorsson said, waving a hand at them. “You’re both on
the next ship to Mars, where you can explain yourselves to a disciplinary board.
Now get out of my sight.”

He spun on his heel and slipped back into the conference room, opening the
door only wide enough for his narrow body to squeeze through.

Martens sat down in the chair next to Bobbie and let out a long breath.

“So,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Did I just destroy my career?” she asked.

“Maybe. How do you feel?”

“I feel...” she said, realizing how badly she did want to talk with Martens,
and becoming angered by the impulse. “I feel like I need some air.”

Before Martens could protest, Bobbie stood up and headed for the
elevators.

The UN complex was a city in its own right. Just finding a way out took her the
better part of an hour. Along the way, she moved through the chaos and energy
of government like a ghost. People hurried past her in the long corridors, talking
energetically in clumps or on their hand terminals. Bobbie had never been to
Olympia, where the Martian congressional building was located. She’d caught a



few minutes of congressional sessions on the government broadcast when an
issue she cared about was being discussed, but compared to the activity here at
the UN, it was pretty low-key. The people in this building complex governed
thirty billion citizens and hundreds of millions of colonists. By comparison,
Mars’ four billion suddenly seemed like a backwater.

On Mars, it was a generally accepted fact that Earth was a civilization in
decay. Lazy, coddled citizens who lived on the government dole. Fat, corrupt
politicians who enriched themselves at the expense of the colonies. A degrading
infrastructure that spent close to 30 percent of its total output on recycling
systems to keep the population from drowning in its own filth. On Mars, there
was virtually no unemployment. The entire population was engaged either
directly or indirectly in the greatest engineering feat in human history: the
terraforming of a planet. It gave everyone a sense of purpose, a shared vision of
the future. Nothing like the Earthers, who lived only for their next government
payout and their next visit to the drugstore or entertainment malls.

Or at least, that was the story. Suddenly Bobbie wasn’t so sure.

Repeated visits to the various information kiosks scattered through the
complex eventually got her to an exit door. A bored guard nodded to her as she
passed by, and then she was outside.

Outside. Without a suit.

Five seconds later she was clawing at the door, which she now realized was
an exit only, trying to get back in. The guard took pity on her and pushed the
door open. She ran back inside and collapsed on a nearby settee, gasping and
hyperventilating.

“First time?” the guard asked with a smile.

Bobbie found herself unable to speak, but nodded.

“Mars or Luna?”

“Mars,” she said once her breathing had slowed.

“Yeah, I knew it. Domes, you know. People who’ve been in domes just
panic a bit. Belters lose their shit. And I mean completely. We wind up shipping
them home drugged up to keep them from screaming.”

“Yeah,” Bobbie said, happy to let the guard ramble while she collected
herself. “No kidding.”

“They bring you in when it was dark outside?”

“Yeah.”

“They do that for offworlders. Helps with the agoraphobia.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll hold the door open a bit for you. In case you need to come back in
again.”



The assumption that she’d give it a second try instantly won Bobbie over,
and she actually looked at the guard for the first time. Earther short, but with
beautiful skin so dark it was almost blue. He had a compact, athletic frame and
lovely gray eyes. He was smiling at her without a trace of mockery.

“Thank you,” she said. “Bobbie. Bobbie Draper.”

“Chuck,” he replied. “Look at the ground, then slowly look to the horizon.
Whatever you do, don’t look straight up.”

“I think I got it this time, Chuck, but thanks.”

Chuck gave her uniform a quick glance and said, “Semper fi, Gunny.”

“Oohrah,” Bobbie replied with a grin.

On her second trip outside, she did as Chuck had recommended and looked
down at the ground for a few moments. This helped reduce the feeling of
massive sensory overload. But only a little. A thousand scents hit her nose,
competing for dominance. The rich aroma of plants and soil she would expect in
a garden dome. The oil and hot metal from a fabrication lab. The ozone of
electric motors. All of them hit her at once, layered on top of each other and
mixed with scents too exotic to name. And the sounds were a constant
cacophony. People talking, construction machinery, electric cars, a transorbital
shuttle lifting off, all at once and all the time. It was no wonder it had caused a
panic. Just two senses’ worth of data threatened to overwhelm her. Add that
impossibly blue sky that stretched on forever...

Bobbie stood outside, eyes closed, breathing until she heard Chuck let the
door close behind her. Now she was committed. Turning around and asking
Chuck to let her back in would be admitting defeat. He’d clearly done some time
in the UNMC, and she wasn’t going to look weak in front of the competition.
Hell no.

When her ears and nose had gotten more accustomed to the barrage of
inputs, she opened her eyes again, looking down at the concrete of the walkway.
Slowly, she lifted them till the horizon was in view. Ahead of her lay long
sidewalks passing through meticulously tended green space. Beyond it in the
distance was a gray wall that must have stood ten meters high, with guard towers
regularly spaced on it. The UN complex had a surprising amount of security. She
wondered if she’d be able to get out.

She needn’t have worried. As she approached the guarded gate to the
outside world, the security system queried her terminal, which assured it of her
VIP status. A camera above the guard post scanned her face, compared it to the
picture on file, and verified her identity while she was still twenty meters from
the gate. When she reached the exit, the guard snapped her a sharp salute and
asked if she’d need a ride.



“No, just going for a walk,” she said.

The guard smiled and wished her a good day. She began walking down the
street leading away from the UN complex, then turned around to see two armed
security personnel following her at a discreet distance. She shrugged and walked
on. Somebody would probably lose their job if a VIP like her got lost or hurt.

Once Bobbie was outside the UN compound, her agoraphobia lessened.
Buildings rose around her like walls of steel and glass, moving the dizzying
skyline far enough up that she no longer saw it. Small electric cars whizzed
down the streets, trailing a high-pitched whine and the scent of ozone.

And people were everywhere.

Bobbie had gone to a couple of games at Armstrong Stadium on Mars, to
watch the Red Devils play. The stadium had seats for twenty thousand fans.
Because the Devils were usually at the bottom of the standings, it generally held
less than half that. That relatively modest number was the greatest number of
humans Bobbie had ever seen in one place at one time. There were billions of
people on Mars, but there weren’t a lot of open spaces for them to gather.
Standing at an intersection, looking down two streets that seemed to stretch into
infinity, Bobbie was sure she saw more than the average attendance of a Red
Devils game just walking on the sidewalks. She tried to imagine how many
people were in the buildings that rose to vertigo-inducing heights in every
direction around her, and couldn’t. Millions of people, probably in just the
buildings and streets she could see.

And if Martian propaganda was right, most of the people she could see right
now didn’t have jobs. She tried to imagine that, not having any particular place
you had to be on any given day.

What the Earthers had discovered is that when people have nothing else to
do, they have babies. For a brief period in the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries, the population had looked like it might shrink rather than continue to
grow. As more and more women went into higher education, and from there to
jobs, the average family size grew smaller.

A few decades of massive employment shrinkage ended that.

Or, again, that was what she’d been taught in school. Only here on Earth,
where food grew on its own, where air was just a by-product of random
untended plants, where resources lay thick on the ground, could a person
actually choose not to do anything at all. There was enough extra created by
those who felt the need to work that the surplus could feed the rest. A world no
longer of the haves and the have-nots, but of the engaged and the apathetic.

Bobbie found herself standing next to a street-level coffee shop and took a
seat.



“Can I get you anything?” a smiling young woman with brightly dyed blue
hair asked.

“What’s good?”

“We make the best soy-milk tea, if you like that.”

“Sure,” Bobbie said, not sure what soy-milk tea was, but liking those two
things separately enough to take a chance.

The blue-haired girl bustled away and chatted with an equally young man
behind the bar while he made the tea. Bobbie looked around her, noticing that
everyone she saw working was about the same age.

When the tea arrived, she said, “Hey, do you mind if I ask you something?”

The girl shrugged, her smile an invitation.

“Is everyone who works here the same age?”

“Well,” she said. “Pretty close. Gotta collect your pre-university credits,
right?”

“I’m not from here,” Bobbie said. “Explain that.”

Blue seemed actually to see her for the first time, looking over her uniform
and its various insignias.

“Oh, wow, Mars, right? I want to go there.”

“Yeah, it’s great. So tell me about the credits thing.”

“They don’t have that on Mars?” she asked, puzzled. “Okay, so, if you
apply to a university, you have to have at least a year of work credits. To make
sure you like working. You know, so they don’t waste classroom space on
people who will just go on basic afterward.”

“Basic?”

“You know, basic support.”

“I think I understand,” Bobbie said. “Basic support is the money you live
on if you don’t work?”

“Not money, you know, just basic. Gotta work to have money.”

“Thanks,” Bobbie said, then sipped her milk tea as Blue trotted to another
table. The tea was delicious. She had to admit, it made a sad kind of sense to do
some early winnowing before spending the resources to educate people. Bobbie
told her terminal to pay the bill, and it flashed a total at her after calculating the
exchange rate. She added a nice tip for the blue-haired girl who wanted more
from life than basic support.

Bobbie wondered if Mars would become like this after the terraforming. If
Martians didn’t have to fight every day to make enough resources to survive,
would they turn into this? A culture where you could actually choose if you
wanted to contribute? The work hours and collective intelligence of fifteen
billion humans just tossed away as acceptable losses for the system. It made



Bobbie sad to think of. All that effort to get to a point where they could live like
this. Sending their kids to work at a coffee shop to see if they were up to
contributing. Letting them live the rest of their lives on basic if they weren’t.

But one thing was for sure: All that running and exercising the Martian
Marines did at one full gravity was bullshit. There was no way Mars could ever
beat Earth on the ground. You could drop every Martian soldier, fully armed,
into just one Earth city and the citizens would overwhelm them using rocks and
sticks.

Deep in the grip of pathos, she suddenly felt a massive weight lift that she
hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying. Thorsson and his bullshit didn’t
matter. The pissing contest with Earth didn’t matter. Making Mars into another
Earth didn’t matter, not if this was where it was headed.

All that mattered was finding out who’d put that thing on Ganymede.

She tossed off the last of her tea and thought, I’ll need a ride.



Chapter Sixteen

Holden

Beyond the door lay a long hallway that looked, to Holden, exactly the same as
every other hallway on Ganymede: ice walls with moisture-resistant and
insulated structural plates and inset conduit, rubberized walking surface, full-
spectrum LEDs to mimic sunlight slanting down from the blue skies of Earth.
They could have been anywhere.

“We’re sure this is right, Naomi?”

“That’s the one we saw Mei go through in the hacker’s footage,” she
replied.

“Okay,” he said, then dropped to one knee and motioned for his ad hoc
army to do the same. When everyone was in a rough circle around him, he said,
“Our overwatch, Naomi, has intel on the layout of these tunnels, but not much
else. We have no idea where the bad guys are, or even if they’re still here.”

Prax started to object, but Amos quieted him with a heavy hand on his back.

“So we could conceivably leave a lot of intersections at our back. I don’t
like that.”

“Yeah,” said Wendell, the Pinkwater leader. “I don’t like that much either.”

“So we’re going to leave a lookout at each intersection until we know
where we’re going,” Holden replied, then said, “Naomi, put all their hand
terminals on our channel. Guys, put in your ear-buds. Comm discipline is don’t
speak unless I ask a direct question, or someone is about to die.”

“Roger,” said Wendell, echoed by the rest of his team.

“Once we know what we’re looking at, I’ll call all the lookouts up to our
position if needed. If not, they’re our way out of here if we’re in over our
heads.”

Nods all around.

“Outstanding. Amos is point. Wendell, you cover our asses. Everyone else,
string out at one-meter intervals,” Holden said, then tapped on Wendell’s
breastplate. “We do this thing clean, and I’'ll talk to my OPA people about
putting a few credits in your accounts in addition to getting you offworld.”

“Righteous,” the thin woman with the cheap armor said, and then racked a



round in her machine pistol.

“Okay, let’s go. Amos, Naomi’s map says fifty meters to another pressure
door, then some warehouse space.”

Amos nodded, then shouldered his weapon, a heavy automatic shotgun with
a thick magazine. He had several more magazines and a number of grenades
dangling from his Martian armor’s harness. The metal clicked a little as he
walked. Amos headed off down the hallway at a fast walk. Holden gave a quick
glance behind, gratified to see the Pinkwater people keeping up the pace and the
spacing. They might look half starved, but they knew what they were doing.

“Cap, there’s a tunnel coming off to the right just before the pressure door,”
Amos said, stopping and dropping to one knee to cover the unexpected corridor.

It didn’t appear on the map. That meant that new tunnels had been dug after
the station specs had last been updated. Modifications like that meant he had
even less information than he’d thought. It wasn’t a good thing.

“Okay,” Holden said, pointing at the thin woman with the machine pistol.
“You are?”

“Paula,” she said.

“Paula, this is your intersection. Try not to shoot anyone that doesn’t shoot
at you first, but do not let anyone past you for any reason.”

“Solid copy on that,” Paula said, and took up a position looking down the
side corridor with her weapon at the ready.

Amos pulled a grenade off his harness and handed it to her.

“Just in case shit goes down,” he said. Paula nodded, settled her back
against the wall. Amos, taking point, moved toward the pressure door.

“Naomi,” Holden said, looking over the door and locking mechanism.
“Pressure door, uh, 223-B6. Pop it.”

“Got it,” she said. A few seconds later, Holden heard the bolts retract.

“Ten meters to the next mapped intersection,” he said, then looked at the
Pinkwater people and picked one gruff-looking older man at random. “That’s
your intersection when we get there.”

The man nodded, and Holden gestured at Amos. The mechanic took hold of
the hatch with his right hand and began counting down from five with his left.
Holden took up a position facing the door, his assault rifle at the ready.

When Amos hit one, Holden took a deep breath, and he burst through the
door as Amos yanked it open a split second later.

Nothing.

Just another ten meters of corridor, dimly lit by the few LEDs that hadn’t
failed in the decades since its last use. Years of micro-frost melt had built a
texture over the surface of the walls like dripping spiderwebs. It looked delicate,



but it was mineralized as hard as stone. It reminded Holden of a graveyard.

Amos began advancing to the intersection and the next hatch, his gun aimed
down the hallway. Holden followed him, his rifle tracking right as he kept it
aimed at the side passage, the reflex to cover every possible ingress point to their
position having become automatic over the last year.

His year as a cop.

Naomi had said this wasn’t him. He’d left the Navy without seeing live
combat outside pirate hunting from the comfort of a warship’s operations deck.
He’d worked for years on the Canterbury, hauling ice from Saturn to the Belt
without ever having to worry about something more violent than drunken ice
buckers fighting out their boredom. He’d been the peacemaker, the one who
always found the way to keep things cool. When tempers flared, he’d keep it
calm or keep it funny or just sit for a shift and listen to someone rave and rant
whatever it was out of their system.

This new person he’d become reached for his gun first and talked second.
Maybe she was right. How many ships had he slagged in the year since Eros? A
dozen? More? He comforted himself with the thought that they were all very bad
people. The worst kind of carrion eaters, using the chaos of war and the retreat
of the Coalition Navy as an opportunity to pillage. The kind of people who’d
strip all the expensive parts off your engine, steal your spare air, and leave you
adrift to suffocate. Every one of their ships he’d shot down had probably saved
dozens of innocent ships, hundreds of lives. But doing it had taken something
from him that he occasionally felt the lack of.

Occasions like when Naomi had said, This isn’t you.

If they tracked down the secret base where Mei had been taken, there was a
good chance they’d have to fight to get her back. Holden found himself hoping it
would bother him, if for no other reason than to prove that it still could.

“Cap? You okay?”

Amos was staring at him.

“Yeah,” Holden said, “I just need a different job.”

“Might not be the best moment for a career change, Cap.”

“Fair point,” Holden said, and pointed to the older Pinkwater man he’d
singled out before. “This is your intersection. Same instructions. Hold it unless I
call you.”

The older guy shrugged and nodded, then turned to Amos. “Don’t I get a
grenade too?”

“Nah,” Amos said, “Paula’s cuter than you.” He counted down from five,
and Holden went through the door, same as last time.

He’d been ready for another featureless gray corridor, but on the other side



there was a wide-open space, with a few tables and dusty equipment scattered
haphazardly around the room. A massive 3-D copier emptied of resin and
partially disassembled, a few light industrial waldoes, the kind of complex
automated supply cabinet that usually lurked under desks in scientific labs or
medical bays. The mineralized webwork was on the walls but not the boxes or
equipment. A glass-walled cube two meters to a side sat off in one corner. One
of the tables had a small bundle of sheets or tarps piled on it. Across the room
another hatch stood closed.

Holden pointed to the abandoned equipment and said to Wendell, “See if
you can find a network access point. If you can, plug this into it.” He handed
Naomi’s hastily rigged network bridge to him.

Amos sent two of the remaining Pinkwater people up to the next hatch to
cover it, then came back to Holden and gestured with his gun toward the glass
box.

“Big enough for a couple kids,” he said. “Think that’s where they kept
em?”

“Maybe,” Holden said, moving over to examine it. “Prax, can you—"
Holden stopped when he realized the botanist had gone over to the tables and
was standing next to the bundle of rags. With Prax standing next to the bundle,
Holden’s perspective shifted and suddenly it didn’t look like a pile of rags at all.
It looked very much like a small body under a sheet.

Prax was staring at it, his hand darting toward it and then pulling back. He
was shaking all over.

“This... this is...” he said to no one in particular, his hand moving out and
back again.

Holden looked at Amos, then gestured at Prax with his eyes. The big
mechanic moved over to him and put a hand on his arm.

“How’s about you let us take a look at that, okay?”

Holden let Amos guide Prax a few steps away from the table before he
moved over to it. When he lifted the sheet to look under, Prax made a sharp
noise like the intake of breath before a scream. Holden shifted his body to block
Prax’s view.

A small boy lay on the table. He was skinny, with a mop of unruly black
hair and dark skin. His clothes were bright: yellow pants and a green shirt with a
cartoon crocodile and daisies. It wasn’t immediately clear what had killed him.

Holden heard a commotion and turned around to see Prax, red-faced and
struggling to get past Amos to the table. The mechanic was restraining him with
one arm in a grip that was halfway between a wrestling hold and an embrace.

“It’s not her,” Holden said. “It’s a kid, but it’s not her. A boy. Four, maybe



five years old.”

When Amos heard that, he let the struggling Prax go. The botanist rushed to
the table, flipping the sheet over and giving one quick cry.

“That’s Katoa,” Prax said. “I know him. His father...”

“It’s not Mei,” Holden repeated, putting a hand on Prax’s shoulder. “We
need to keep looking.”

Prax shrugged his hand off.

“It’s not Mei,” Holden said again.

“But Strickland was here,” Prax said. “He was their doctor. I thought if he
was with them, they’d be...”

Holden said nothing. He was thinking the same thing. If one of the kids was
dead, they could all be.

“I thought that meant they’d keep them alive,” Prax said. “But they let
Katoa die. They just let him die and they put him under this sheet. Basia, I’'m so
sorry...”

Holden grabbed Prax and spun him around. The way he imagined a cop
would.

“That,” he said, pointing at the small body on the table, “is not Mei. Do you
want to find her? Then we need to keep moving.”

Prax’s eyes were filled with tears and his shoulders shook in silent sobs, but
he nodded and walked away from the table. Amos watched him carefully. The
mechanic’s expression was unreadable. The thought came unbidden: I hope
bringing Prax was a good idea.

Across the room, Wendell whistled and waved a hand. He pointed at
Naomi’s network access rig plugged into a port in the wall and gave the thumbs-
up.

“Naomi, you in?” Holden said while he pulled the sheet back up to cover
the dead boy.

“Yep, I’m in,” she said, her tone distracted as she worked with the
incoming data. “Traffic in this node is encrypted. Got the Somnambulist started
on it, but she’s not nearly as smart as the Roci. This could take a while.”

“Keep trying,” Holden replied, and signaled to Amos. “But if there’s traffic
on the network, someone’s still here.”

“If you wait a minute,” Naomi said, “I might be able to give you the
security cameras and a more up-to-date floor plan.”

“Feed us what you can, when you can, but we’re not waiting.”

Amos ambled over to Holden and tapped the visor of his helmet. Prax was
standing alone by the glass cube, staring into it like there was something to see.
Holden expected Amos to say something about the man, but Amos surprised



him.

“Been paying attention to the temperature, Cap?”

“Yeah,” Holden replied. “Every time I check it says ‘cold as hell.””

“I was just over by the door,” Amos continued. “It went up about half a
degree.”

Holden thought about that for a moment, double-checking it on his own
HUD and tapping his fingers on his thigh.

“There’s climate in the next room. They’re heating it.”

“Seems likely,” Amos said, shifting the big auto-shotgun into both hands
and thumbing off the safety.

Holden motioned the remaining Pinkwater people over to them.

“It looks like we’ve come to the inhabited portion of this base. Amos and I
go in first. You three”—Holden pointed at the three Pinkwater people who
weren’t Wendell—“follow and cover our flanks. Wendell, you cover our asses
and make sure we can get back out in a hurry if things go bad. Prax—"

Holden stopped, looking around for the botanist. He had quietly slipped
over to the door into the next room. He’d taken the handgun Amos had given
him out of his pocket. As Holden watched, he reached out and opened the door,
then walked deliberately through.

“Fuck me,” Amos said conversationally.

“Shit,” Holden said. Then, “Go, go, go,” as he rushed toward the now open
door.

Just before he got to the hatch, he heard Prax say, “Nobody move,” in a
loud but quavering voice.

Holden burst through into the room on the other side, going right while
Amos came through just behind him and went left. Prax stood a few feet past the
door, the large black handgun looking improbable in his pale, shaking hand. The
area itself looked a lot like the one they’d just left, except that this one had a
small crowd of people in it. Armed people. Holden tried to take in everything
that could be used as cover. A half dozen large gray packing crates with
scientific equipment in various states of disassembly in them squatted around the
room. Someone’s hand terminal was propped up on a bench and blaring dance
music. On one of the crates sat several open boxes of pizza with most of the
slices missing, several of which were still clutched in people’s hands. He tried to
count them. Four. Eight. An even dozen, all of them wide about the eye and
glancing around, thinking about what to do.

It looked to Holden very much like a room full of people packing up to
move, taking a short lunch break. Except that the people in this room all had
holsters at their sides, and they had left the corpse of a small child to rot in the



next room over.

“Nobody! Move!” Prax repeated, this time with more force.

“You should listen to him,” Holden added, moving the barrel of his assault
rifle in a slow scan across the room. To drive the point home, Amos sidled up to
the nearest worker and casually slammed the butt of his auto-shotgun into the
man'’s ribs, dropping him to the floor like a bag of wet sand. Holden heard the
tramping of his Pinkwater people rushing into the room behind him and taking
up cover positions.

“Wendell,” Holden said, not lowering his rifle. “Please disarm these people
for me.”

“No,” said a stern-faced woman with a slice of pizza in her hand. “No, I
don’t think so.”

“Excuse me?” Holden said.

“No,” the woman repeated, taking another bite of her pizza. Around a
mouthful of food, she said, “There are only seven of you. There are twelve of us
just in this room alone. And there are a lot more behind us that will come
running at the first gunshot. So, no, you don’t get to disarm us.”

She smiled a greasy smile at Holden, then took another bite. Holden could
smell the cheese-and-pepperoni smell of good pizza over the top of Ganymede’s
ever-present odor of ice and the scent of his own sweat. It made his stomach give
an ill-timed rumble. Prax pointed his handgun at the woman, though his hand
was now shaking so badly that she probably didn’t feel particularly threatened.

Amos gave him a sidelong glance as if to ask, What now, chief?

In Holden’s mind, the room shifted into a tactical problem with an almost
physical click. The eleven potential combatants who were still standing were in
three clusters. None of them were wearing visible armor. Amos would almost
certainly drop the group of four to the far left of the room in a single burst from
his auto-shotgun. Holden was pretty sure he could take down the three directly in
front of him. That left four for the Pinkwater people to handle. Best not to count
on Prax for any of it.

He finished the split-second tally of potential casualties, and almost of its
own volition, his thumb clicked the assault rifle to full auto.

This is not you.

Shit.

“We don’t have to do this,” he said, instead of opening fire. “No one has to
die here today. We’re looking for a little girl. Help us find her, and everyone
walks away from this.”

Holden could see the arrogance and bravado in the woman’s face for the
mask it was. Behind that, there was worry as she weighed the casualties her team



would suffer against the risks of talking it out and seeing where that went.
Holden gave her a smile and a nod to help her decide. Talk to me. We’re all
rational people here.

Except that not all of them were.

“Where’s Mei?” Prax yelled, poking the gun at her as if his gesture would
be somehow translated through the air. “Tell me where Mei is!”

“I—” she started to reply, but Prax screamed out, “Where’s my little girl!”
and cocked his gun.

As if in slow motion, Holden saw eleven hands dart down to the holsters at
their belts.

Shit.



Chapter Seventeen

Prax

In the cinema and games that formed the basis of Prax’s understanding of how
people of violence interacted, the cocking of a gun was less a threat than a kind
of punctuation mark. A security agent questioning someone might begin with
threats and slaps, but when he cocked his gun, that meant it was time to take him
seriously. It wasn’t something Prax had considered any more carefully than
which urinal to use when he wasn’t the only one in the men’s room or how to
step on and off a transport tube. It was the untaught etiquette of received
wisdom. You yelled, you threatened, you cocked your gun, and then people
talked.

“Where’s my little girl!” he yelled.

He cocked his pistol.

The reaction was almost immediate: a sharp, stuttering report like a high-
pressure valve failing, but much louder. He danced back, almost dropping the
pistol. Had he fired it by mistake? But no, his finger hadn’t touched the trigger.
The air smelled sharp, acidic. The woman with the pizza was gone. No, not
gone. She was on the ground. Something terrible had happened to her jaw. As he
watched, her ruined mouth moved, as though she was trying to speak. Prax could
hear only a high-pitched squeal. He wondered if his eardrums had ruptured. The
woman with the destroyed jaw took a long, shuddering breath and then didn’t
take another. With a sense of detachment, he noticed that she’d drawn her pistol.
It was still clutched in her hand. He wasn’t sure when she’d done that. The
handset playing dance music transitioned to a different song that only faintly
made it past the ringing in his ears.

“I didn’t shoot her,” he said. His voice sounded like he was in partial
vacuum, the air too thin to support the energy of sound waves. But he could
breathe. He wondered again if the gunfire had ruptured his eardrums. He looked
around. Everyone was gone. He was alone in the room. Or no, they were behind
cover. It occurred to him that he should probably be behind cover too. Only
nobody was firing and he wasn’t sure where to go.

Holden’s voice seemed to come from far away.



“Amos?”

“Yeah, Cap?”

“Would you please take his gun away now?”

“I’m on it.”

Amos rose from behind one of the boxes nearest the wall. His Martian
armor had a long pale streak across the chest and two white circles just below
the ribs. Amos limped toward him.

“Sorry, Doc,” he said. “Givin’ it to you was my bad call. Maybe next time,
right?”

Prax looked at the big man’s open hand, then carefully put the gun in it.

“Wendell?” Holden said. Prax still wasn’t sure where he was, but he
sounded closer. That was probably just Prax’s hearing coming back. The acrid
smell in the air changed to something more coppery. It made him think of
compost heaps gone sour: warm and organic and unsettling.

“One down,” Wendell said.

“We’ll get a medic,” Holden said.

“Nice thought, but no point,” Wendell said. “Finish the mission. We got
most of them, but two or three made it through the door. They’ll raise an alarm.”

One of the Pinkwater soldiers stood up. Blood was running down his left
arm. Another lay on the floor, half of his head simply gone. Holden appeared.
He was massaging his right elbow, and the armor showed a new scar at his left
temple.

“What happened?” Prax asked.

“You started a gunfight,” Holden said. “Okay, let’s move ahead before they
can set up defenses.”

Prax started noticing other bodies. Men and women who had been eating
pizza and listening to music. They’d had pistols, but Holden’s people carried
automatic shotguns and assault rifles and some had military-looking armor. The
difference in outcome hadn’t been subtle.

“Amos, take point,” Holden said, and the big man moved through the
doorway and into the unknown. Prax moved to follow, and the head of the
Pinkwater people took his elbow.

“Why don’t you stay with me, professor,” he said.

“Yes. I’ll... all right.”

On the other side of the door, the nature of the rooms changed. They were
still clearly in the old tunnels of Ganymede. The walls still had their webwork of
mineralized frost, the lighting was still old-fashioned LED housings, and the
gray walls showed where ice had melted and refrozen during some climate
system glitch years or decades before. But walking through that doorway was



walking from the land of the dead into something living. The air was warmer,
and it smelled of bodies and fresh soil and the subtle, sharp scent of phenol
disinfectant. The wide hall they entered could have been the common room in
any of a dozen labs where Prax had worked. Three metal office doors were
closed along the far wall and a rolling metal freight gateway hung open ahead of
them. Amos and Holden went to the three closed doors, Amos kicking each in
turn. When the third flew open, Holden shouted something, but the words were
lost in the bark of a pistol and Amos’ return shotgun fire.

The two remaining Pinkwater soldiers who weren’t Wendell scuttled
forward, pressing their backs to the wall on either side of the freight gateway.
Prax started toward them, but Wendell put a restraining hand on his shoulder.
The man on the left side of the door ducked his head into the doorway and then
out again. A bullet gouged a streak in the wall where it missed him.

“What can you give me?” Holden asked, and for a moment Prax thought he
was talking to them. Holden’s eyes were hard, and the scowl seemed etched into
his skin. Then Naomi said something to make him smile, and he only looked
tired and sad. “All right. We’ve got a partial floor plan. Through there, we’ve got
an open room. It drops down about two meters, with exits to our ten o’clock and
one o’clock. It’s built like a pit, so if they’re setting up defense here, we’ve got
the high ground.”

“Makes it a damned stupid place to set up a defense, then,” Wendell said.

Gunfire chattered, three small holes appearing in the metal of the freight
gateway. The people on the other side were nervous.

“And yet the evidence suggests...” Holden said.

“You want to talk to ’em, Cap?” Amos said. “Or do we head straight for the
obvious thing?”

The question meant something more than Prax understood; he could tell
that much. Holden started to say something, hesitated, and then nodded toward
the doorway.

“Let’s get this done,” he said.

Holden and Amos jogged toward the gateway, Prax and Wendell close
behind. Someone was shouting orders in the room beyond. Prax made out the
words payload and evac, his heart going tight. Evac. They couldn’t let anyone
leave until they found Mei.

“I counted seven,” one of the Pinkwater soldiers said. “Could be more.”

“Any kids?” Amos asked.

“Didn’t see any.”

“We should probably look again,” Amos said, and leaned out the door. Prax
caught his breath, expecting to see the man’s head dissolve in a rain of bullets,



but Amos was already pulling back when the first shots started.

“What are we working with?” Holden asked.

“More’n seven,” Amos said. “They’re using this as a choke point, but the
fella’s right. Either they don’t know what they’re doing, or there’s something in
there they can’t pull back from.”

“So either panicking amateurs or something critical to defend,” Holden
said.

A metal canister the size of a fist rolled through the gateway, clanking.
Amos picked the grenade up casually and tossed it back through the doorway.
The detonation lit the room, the report louder than anything Prax had ever heard
before. The ringing in his ears redoubled.

“Could be both,” Amos shouted conversationally from very far away.

In the next room, something shattered. People were screaming. Prax
imagined technicians like the ones from the previous room shredded by shrapnel
from their own grenade. One of the Pinkwater soldiers leaned out, peering into
the haze of smoke. An assault rifle blatted, and he pulled back, clutching his
belly. Blood poured between his fingers. Wendell pushed past Prax, kneeling by
his fallen soldier.

“Sorry, sir,” the Pinkwater man said. “Got careless. Leave me here and I’ll
guard the rear as long as I can.”

“Captain Holden,” Wendell said. “If we’re going to do something, we’re
better off doing it soon.”

The screaming in the other room got louder. Someone was roaring
inhumanly. Prax wondered if they’d had livestock in there. The bellowing
sounded almost like an injured bull. He had to fight the urge to put his hands
over his ears. Something loud happened. Holden nodded.

“Amos. Soften them up, then let’s head in.”

“Aye, aye, Cap,” Amos said, putting down his shotgun. He took two
grenades of his own, pulled the pink plastic strip-pins, rolled the live grenades
through the gateway, and scooped his gun back up. The doubled detonation was
deeper than the first one had been, but not as loud. Even before the echo faded,
Amos, Holden, Wendell, and the one remaining soldier ducked through the
gateway, weapons blazing.

Prax hesitated. He was unarmed. The enemy was just beyond the threshold.
He could stay here and tend to the gut-shot man. But the image that wouldn’t
leave him was Katoa’s still body. The dead boy wasn’t more than a hundred
meters away. And Mei...

Keeping his head down, Prax scuttled through the doorway. Holden and
Wendell were to his right, Amos and the other soldier to his left. All four were



crouched, weapons at the ready. Smoke stung Prax’s eyes and nostrils, and the
air recyclers groaned in protest, fighting to clear the air.

“Well now,” Amos said, “that’s fucking queer.”

The room was built on two levels: an upper catwalk a meter and a half
wide, and a lower floor two meters below it. A wide passage led away at ten
o’clock on the lower level, and a door on the upper level stood open at one
o’clock. The pit below them was chaos. Blood soaked the walls and had sprayed
up to stipple the ceiling. Bodies lay on the ground below them. A thin steam rose
from the gore.

They had been using equipment for cover. Prax recognized a
microcentrifuge smashed almost out of its casing. Inch-thick slivers of ice or
glass glittered among the carnage. A nitrogen bath was tipped on its side, the
alarm indicator showing it had locked down. A massive blot array—easily two
hundred kilos—lay at an improbable angle, a child’s toy thrown aside in the
ecstasy of play.

“What the hell kind of ordnance are you packing?” Wendell asked, his
voice awed. From the wide passage at ten o’clock came shrieks and the sound of
gunfire.

“I don’t think this was us,” Holden said. “Come on. Double-time it.”

They dropped down to the killing floor. A glass cube like the one they’d
seen before stood in shattered glory. Blood made the floor slick underfoot. A
hand still wrapping a pistol lay in the corner. Prax looked away. Mei was here.
He couldn’t lose focus. Couldn’t be sick.

He kept going on.

Holden and Amos led the way toward the sound of fighting. Prax trotted
along behind them. When he tried to hold back, let Wendell and his compatriot
go first, the Pinkwater men gently pushed him forward. They were guarding the
rear, Prax realized. In case someone came up from behind. He should have
thought of that.

The passageway opened out, broad but low. Industrial loading mechs,
amber indicators showing idle, stood beside pallets of foam-coated supply boxes.
Amos and Holden moved down the hall with a practiced efficiency that left Prax
winded. But with every turn they reached, every door they opened, he found
himself willing them to go faster. She was here, and they had to find her. Before
she got hurt. Before something happened. And with every body they found, the
sick feeling that something had already happened sank deeper in his gut.

They moved forward quickly. Too quickly. When they reached the end of
the line—an airlock four meters high and at least seven across—Prax couldn’t
imagine that there was anyone behind it. Amos let his automatic shotgun hang at



his side as he tapped at the airlock controls. Holden squinted up at the ceiling as
if something might be written there. The ground trembled and set the hidden
base creaking.

“Was that a launch?” Holden said. “That was a launch!”

“Yeah,” Amos said. “Looks like they’ve got a landing pad out there.
Monitors aren’t showing anything else on it, though. Whatever that was, it was
the last train outta here.”

Prax heard someone shouting. It took him only a second to realize it was
him. Like he was watching his body move without him, he dashed to the sealed
metal doors, pounding them with his clenched fists. She was there. She was just
out there, on the ship lifting away from Ganymede. He could feel her like she
had a rope tied to his heart and every moment pulled it out of him a little more.

He blacked out for a second. Or maybe longer. When he came back to
himself, he was slung over Amos’ wide shoulder, the armor biting into his belly.
He pushed up to see the airlock receding slowly behind them.

“Put me down,” Prax said.

“Can’t do it,” Amos replied. “Cap says—"

The stuttering of assault rifle fire came, and Amos dropped Prax to the
ground and squatted over him, shotgun at the ready.

“What the fuck, Cap?” Amos said.

Prax glanced up in time to see the Pinkwater soldier cut down, blood
spraying out of his back. Wendell was on the ground, returning fire around a
sharp corner.

“Missed someone,” Holden said. “Or else they called in their friends.”

“Don’t shoot them,” Prax said. “What if it’s Mei! What if they have her
with them?”

“They don’t, Doc,” Amos said. “Stay down.”

Holden was shouting, words rolling out of him too fast to follow. Prax
didn’t know if he was talking to Amos or Wendell or Naomi back on the ship or
him. It could have been any of them. All of them. Four men came around the
corner, weapons in hand. They wore the same coveralls that all the others had
worn. One had long black hair and a goatee. Another was a woman with skin the
color of buttercream. The two in the middle could have been brothers—the same
close-cut brown hair, the same long noses.

From somewhere to Prax’s right, the shotgun spoke twice. All four fell
back. It was like something out of a prank comedy. Eight legs, swept at once.
Four people Prax didn’t know, had never met, just fell down. They just fell
down. He knew they were never getting back up.

“Wendell?” Holden said. “Report?”



“Caudel’s dead,” Wendell said. He didn’t sound sad about it. He didn’t
sound like anything. “I think I broke my wrist. Anyone know where they came
from?”

“Nope,” Holden said. “Let’s not assume they were alone, though.”

They retraced their steps, back through the long, wide passages. Past bodies
of men and women they hadn’t killed, but who were dead now anyway. Prax
didn’t try to keep from weeping. There was no point. If he could keep his legs
moving, one foot in front of the other, it was enough.

They reached the bloodied pit after a few minutes or an hour or a week.
Prax couldn’t tell, and all options seemed equally plausible. The ruptured bodies
stank, the spilled blood thickening to a black currant jelly, the opened viscera
freeing colonies of bacteria usually held in check by the gut. On the catwalk, a
woman stood. What was her name? Paula. That was it.

“Why aren’t you at your post?” Wendell snapped when he saw her.

“Guthrie called for backup. Said he was gut-shot and about to pass out. I
brought him some adrenaline and speed.”

“Good call,” Wendell said.

“Uchi and Caudel?”

“Didn’t make it,” Wendell said.

The woman nodded, but Prax saw something pass over her. Everyone here
was losing someone. His tragedy was just one among dozens. Hundreds.
Thousands. By the time the cascade had run all the way out, maybe millions.
When death grew that large, it stopped meaning anything. He leaned against the
nitrogen bath, his head in his hands. He’d been so close. So close...

“We have to find that ship,” he said.

“We have to drop back ten and punt,” Holden said. “We came here looking
for a missing kid. Now we’ve got a covert scientific station halfway to being
packed up and shipped out. And a secret landing pad. And whatever third player
was fighting with these people while we were.”

“Third player?” Paula asked.

Wendell gestured to the carnage.

“Not us,” he said.

“We don’t know what we’re looking at,” Holden said. “And until we do, we
need to back off.”

“We can’t stop,” Prax said. “I can’t stop. Mei is—”

“Probably dead,” Wendell said. “The girl’s probably dead. And if she’s not,
she’s alive someplace besides Ganymede.”

“I’m sorry,” Holden said.

“The dead boy,” Prax said. “Katoa. His father took the family off



Ganymede as soon as he could. Got them someplace safe. Someplace else.”

“Wise move,” Holden said.

Prax looked to Amos for support, but the big man was poking through the
wreckage, pointedly not taking either side.

“The boy was alive,” Prax said. “Basia said he knew the boy was dead and
he packed up and he left, and when he got on that transport? His boy was here.
In this lab. And he was alive. So don’t tell me Mei’s probably dead.”

They were all silent for a moment.

“Just don’t,” Prax said.

“Cap?” Amos said.

“Just a minute,” Holden said. “Prax, I’m not going to say that I know what
you’re going through, but I have people I love too. I can’t tell you what to do,
but let me ask you—ask you—to look at what kind of strategy is going to be best
for you. And for Mei.”

“Cap,” Amos said. “Seriously, you should look at this.”

Amos stood by the shattered glass cube. His shotgun hung forgotten in his
hand. Holden walked up to the man’s side, following his gaze to the ruined
container. Prax pushed away from the nitrogen bath and joined them. There,
clinging to the walls of glass that still stood, was a network of fine black
filament. Prax couldn’t tell if it was an artificial polymer or a natural substance.
Some kind of web. It had a fascinating structure, though. He reached out to
touch it and Holden grabbed his wrist, pulling him back so hard it hurt.

When Holden spoke, his words were measured and calm, which only made
the panic behind them more terrifying.

“Naomi, prep the ship. We have to get off this moon. We have to do it right

»

now.



Chapter Eighteen

Avasarala

“What do you think?” the secretary-general asked from the upper left pane of the
display. On the upper right, Errinwright leaned forward a centimeter, ready to
jump in if she lost her temper.

“You’ve read the briefing, sir,” Avasarala said sweetly.

The secretary-general waved his hand in a lazy circle. He was in his early
sixties and wore the decades with the elfin charm of a man untroubled by
weighty thoughts. The years Avasarala had spent building herself from the
treasurer of the Workers Provident Fund to the district governor of the
Maharshta-Karnataka-Goa Communal Interest Zone, he’d spent as a political
prisoner at a minimum-security facility in the recently reconstructed Andean
cloud forest. The slow, grinding wheels of power had lifted him to celebrity, and
his ability to appear to be listening lent him an air of gravity without the
inconvenience of an opinion of his own. Had a man been engineered from birth
to be the ideal governmental figurehead, he still wouldn’t have achieved the
perfection that was Secretary-General Esteban Sorrento-Gillis.

“Political briefs never capture the really important things,” the bobble-head
said. “Tell me what you think.”

I think you haven’t read the fucking briefs, Avasarala thought. Not that I
can really complain. She cleared her throat.

“It’s all sparring and no fight, sir,” Avasarala said. “The players are top
level. Michel Undawe, Carson Santiseverin, Ko Shu. They brought enough
military to show that it’s not just the elected monkeys. But so far, the only one
who’s said anything interesting is a marine they brought in to be a flower
arrangement. Otherwise, we’re all waiting for someone else to say something
telling.”

“And what about”—the secretary-general paused and lowered his voice
—*“the alternative hypothesis?”

“There’s activity on Venus,” Avasarala said. “We still don’t know what any
of it means. There was a massive upwelling of elemental iron in the northern
hemisphere that lasted fourteen hours. There has also been a series of volcanic



eruptions. Since the planet doesn’t have any tectonic motion, we’re assuming the
protomolecule is doing something in the mantle, but we can’t tell what. The
brains put together a statistical model that shows the approximate energy output
expected for the changes we’ve seen. It suggests that the overall level of activity
is rising about three hundred percent per year over that last eighteen months.”

The secretary-general nodded, his expression grave. It was almost as if he’d
understood any part of what she’d said. Errinwright coughed.

“Do we have any evidence that ties the activity on Venus to the events on
Ganymede?” he asked.

“We do,” Avasarala said. “An anomalous energy spike at the same time as
the Ganymede attack. But it’s only one datapoint. It might have been
coincidence.”

A woman’s voice came from the secretary-general’s feed, and he nodded.

“I’'m afraid I’m called to duty,” he said. “You’re doing fine work,
Avasarala. Damn fine work.”

“I can’t tell you what that means coming from you, sir,” she said with a
smile. “You’d fire me.”

Half a beat later, the secretary-general barked out a laugh and wagged his
finger at the screen before the green connection-ended message took his place.
Errinwright sat back, his palms pressed to his temples. Avasarala picked up her
cup of tea and sipped it with her eyebrows lifted and her gaze on the camera,
inviting him to say something. The tea wasn’t quite down to tepid.

“All right,” Errinwright said. “You win.”

“We’re impeaching him?”

He actually chuckled. Wherever he was, it was dark outside his windows,
so he was on the same side of the planet that she was. That they were both in
night gave the meeting a sense of closeness and intimacy that had more to do
with her own exhaustion than anything else.

“What do you need to resolve the Venus situation?” he asked.

“Resolve?”

“Poor choice of words,” he said. “From the beginning of this, you’ve had
your eye on Venus. Keeping things calm with the Martians. Reining in Nguyen.”

“Noticed that, did you?”

“These talks are stalled, and I’m not going to waste you on babysitting a
deadlock. We need clarity, and we need it a month ago. Ask for the resources
you need, Chrisjen, and either rule Venus out or get us proof. I'm giving you a
blank check.”

“Retirement at last,” she said, laughing. To her surprise, Errinwright took it
seriously.



“If you want, but Venus first. This is the most important question either of
us has ever asked. I’m trusting you.”

“I’ll see to it,” she said. Errinwright nodded and dropped the connection.

She leaned forward on her desk, fingertips pressed to her lips. Something
had happened. Something had changed. Either Errinwright had read enough
about Venus to get his own set of the heebie-jeebies, or someone wanted her off
the Martian negotiation. Someone with enough pull to get Errinwright to kick
her upstairs. Did Nguyen have patrons that powerful?

Yes, it gave her what she wanted. After all she’d said—and meant when
she’d said it—she couldn’t refuse the project, but the success had a bitter
aftertaste. Perhaps she was reading too much into it. God knew she hadn’t been
getting enough sleep, and fatigue left her paranoid. She checked the time. Ten
o’clock p.m. She wouldn’t make it back to Arjun that night. Another morning in
the depressing VIP quarters, drinking the weak coffee and pretending to care
what the latest ambassador from the Pashwiri Autonomous Zone thought about
dance music.

Screw it, she thought, I need a drink.

The Dasihari Lounge catered to the full range in the complex organism that was
the United Nations. At the bar, young pages and clerks leaned into the light,
laughing too loud and pretending to be more important than they were. It was a
mating dance only slightly more dignified than presenting like a mandrill, but
endearing in its own fashion. Roberta Draper, the Martian Marine who’d shat on
the table that morning, was among them, a pint glass dwarfed by her hand and an
amused expression on her face. Soren would probably be there, if not that night,
another time. Avasarala’s son would probably have been among them if things
had gone differently.

In the center of the room, there were tables with built-in terminals to pipe in
encrypted information from a thousand different sources. Privacy baffles kept
even the waitstaff from glimpsing over the shoulders of the middle-range
administrators drinking their dinners while they worked. And in the back were
dark wooden tables in booths that recognized her before she sat down. If anyone
below a certain status walked too close, a discreet young man with perfect hair
would sweep up and see them to a different table, elsewhere, with less important
people.

Avasarala sipped her gin and tonic while the threads of implication wove
and rewove themselves. Nguyen couldn’t have enough influence to put



Errinwright against her. Could the Martians have asked that she be removed?
She tried to remember who she’d been rude to and how, but no good suspect
came to mind. And if they had, what was she going to do about it?

Well, if she couldn’t be party to the Martian negotiations in an official
capacity, she could still have contacts on an informal basis. Avasarala started
chuckling even before she knew quite why. She picked up her glass, tapped the
table to let it know it was permitted to let someone else sit there, and made her
way across the bar. The music was soft arpeggios in a hypermodern tonal scale,
which managed to sound soothing despite itself. The air smelled of perfume too
expensive to be applied tastelessly. As she neared the bar, she saw conversations
pause, glances pass between one young fount of ambition and another. The old
lady, she imagined them saying. What’s she doing here?

She sat down next to Draper. The big woman looked over at her. There was
a light of recognition in her eyes that boded well. She might not know who
Avasarala was, but she’d guessed what she was. Smart, then. Perceptive. And
fucking hell, the woman was enormous. Not fat either, just... big.

“Buy you a drink, Sergeant?” Avasarala asked.

“I’ve had a few too many already,” she said. And a moment later: “All
right.”

Avasarala lifted an eyebrow, and the bartender quietly gave the marine
another glass of whatever she’d been having before.

“You made quite an impression today,” Avasarala said.

“lI did,” Draper said. She seemed serenely unconcerned about it.
“Thorsson’s going to ship me out. I’'m done here. May just be done.”

“That’s fair. You’ve accomplished what they wanted from you anyway.”

Draper looked down at her. Polynesian blood, Avasarala guessed. Maybe
Samoan. Someplace that evolution had made humans like mountain ranges. Her
eyes were narrowed, and there was a heat to them. An anger.

“I haven’t done shit.”

“You were here. That’s all they needed from you.”

“What’s the point?”

“They want to convince me that the monster wasn’t theirs. One argument
they’ve made is that their own soldiers—meaning you—didn’t know about it. By
bringing you, they’re showing that they aren’t afraid to bring you. That’s all they
need. You could sit around with your thumb up your ass and argue about the
offside rule all day. It would be just as good for them. You’re a showpiece.”

The marine took it in, then raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t think I like that,” she said.

“Yes, well,” Avasarala said, “Thorsson’s a cunt, but if you stop working



with politicians just for that, you won’t have any friends.”

The marine chuckled. Then she laughed. Then, seeing Avasarala’s gaze on
her own, she sobered.

“That thing that killed your friends?” Avasarala said while the marine was
looking her in the eye. “It wasn’t one of mine.”

Draper’s inhalation was sharp. It was like Avasarala had touched a wound.
Which made sense, because she had. Draper’s jaw worked for a second.

“It wasn’t one of ours either.”

“Well. At least we’ve got that settled.”

“It won’t do any good, though. They won’t do anything. They won’t talk
about anything. They don’t care. You know that? They don’t care what
happened as long as they all protect their careers and make sure the balance of
power isn’t tilted the wrong way. None of them fucking care what that thing was
or where it came from.”

The bar around them wasn’t silent, but it was quieter. The mating dance
was now only the second most interesting thing happening at the bar.

“I care,” Avasarala said. “As a matter of fact, I’ve just been given a very
great deal of latitude in finding out what that thing was.”

It wasn’t entirely true. She’d been given a huge budget to implicate or rule
out Venus. But it was close, and it was the right frame for what she wanted.

“Really?” Draper said. “So what are you going to do?”

“First thing, I'm going to hire you. I need a liaison with the Martian
military. That should be you. Can you handle it?”

No one at the bar was talking to anybody now. The room might have been
empty. The only sounds were the soft music and Draper’s laughter. An older
man wearing clove-and-cinnamon cologne walked by, drawn by the quiet
spectacle without knowing what it was.

“I’'m a Martian Marine,” Draper said. “Martian. You’re UN. Earth. We
aren’t even citizens of the same planet. You can’t hire me.”

“My name’s Chrisjen Avasarala. Ask around.”

They were silent for a moment.

“I’m Bobbie,” Draper said.

“Nice to meet you, Bobbie. Come work for me.”

“Can I think about it?”

“Of course,” Avasarala said, and had her terminal send Bobbie her private
number. “So long as when you’re done thinking, you come work for me.”



At the VIP apartments, Avasarala tuned the system to the kind of music Arjun
might be listening to just then. If he wasn’t already asleep. She fought back the
urge to call him. It was late already, and she was just drunk enough to get
maudlin. Sobbing into her hand terminal about how much she loved her husband
wasn’t something she longed to make a habit of. She pulled off her sari and took
a long, hot shower. She didn’t drink alcohol often. Usually she didn’t like how it
dulled her mind. That night it seemed to loosen her up, give her brain the little
extra jazz it needed to see connections.

Draper kept her connected to Mars, even if not to the day-by-day slog of the
negotiations. That was a good start. There would be other connections too.
Foster, in data services, could be brought in. She’d need to start routing more
work through him. Build a relationship. It wouldn’t do to march in and insist on
being his new best friend just because he happened to be managing the
encryption requests for Nguyen. A few no-strings-attached cupcakes first. Then
the hook. Who else could she—

Her hand terminal chimed a priority alert. She turned off the water and
grabbed a bathrobe, wrapping herself tightly and double-knotting the stay before
she accepted the connection. She was years past flashing someone over a hand
terminal, no matter how much she’d drunk. The connection came from someone
in priority surveillance. The image that flashed up was a middle-aged man with
ill-advised mutton-chop whiskers.

“Ameer! You mad dog. What have you done that they make you work so
late?”

“Moved to Atlanta, miss,” the analyst said with a toothy grin. He was the
only one who ever called her miss. She hadn’t spoken to him in three years.
“I’ve just come back from lunch. I had an unscheduled report flagged for you.
Contact immediately. I tried your assistant, but he didn’t answer.”

“He’s young. He still sleeps sometimes. It’s a weakness. Stand by while I
set privacy.”

The moment of friendly banter was over. Avasarala leaned forward, tapping
her hand terminal twice to add a layer of encryption. The red icon went green.

“Go ahead,” she said.

“It’s from Ganymede, miss. You have a standing order on James Holden.”

“Yes?”

“He’s on the move. He made an apparent rendezvous with a local scientist.
Praxidike Meng.”

“What’s Meng?”



In Atlanta, Ameer transitioned smoothly to a different file. “Botanist, miss.
Emigrated to Ganymede with his family when he was a child. Schooled there.
Specializes in partial-pressure low-light soybean strains. Divorced, one child. No
known connections to the OPA or any established political party.”

“Go ahead.”

“Holden, Meng, and Burton have left their ship. They’re armed, and
they’ve made contact with a small group of private-security types. Pinkwater.”

“How many?”

“The on-site analyst doesn’t say, miss. A small force. Should I query?”

“What lag are we at?”

Ameer’s brown-black eyes flickered.

“Forty-one minutes, eight seconds, miss.”

“Hold the query. If I have anything else, I can send them together.”

“The on-site analyst reports that Holden negotiated with the private
security, either a last-minute renegotiation or else the whole meeting was
extemporaneous. It appears they reached some agreement. The full group
proceeded to an unused corridor complex and forced entry.”

“A what?”

“Disused access door, miss.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? How big is it? Where is it?”

“Should I query?”

“You should go to Ganymede and kick this sorry excuse for an on-site
analyst in the balls. Add a clarification request.”

“Yes, miss,” Ameer said with the ghost of a smile. Then, suddenly, he
frowned. “An update. One moment.”

So the OPA had something on Ganymede. Maybe something they’d put
there, maybe something they’d found. Either way, this mysterious door made
things a degree more interesting. While Ameer read through and digested the
new update, Avasarala scratched the back of her hand and reevaluated her
position. She’d thought Holden was there as an observer. Forward intelligence.
That might be wrong. If he’d gone to meet with this Praxidike Meng, this utterly
under-the-radar botanist, the OPA might already know quite a bit about Bobbie
Draper’s monster. Add the fact that Holden’s boss had the only known sample of
the protomolecule, and a narrative about the Ganymede collapse began to take
shape.

There were holes in it, though. If the OPA had been playing with the
protomolecule, there had been no sign of it. And Fred Johnson’s psychological
profile didn’t match with terrorist attacks. Johnson was old-school, and the
monster attack was decidedly new.



“There’s been a firefight, miss. Holden and his people have met armed
resistance. They’ve set a perimeter. The on-site analyst can’t approach.”

“Resistance? I thought this was supposed to be unused. Who the fuck are
they shooting at?”

“Shall I query?”

“God damn it!”

Forty light-minutes away, something important was going on, and she was
here, in a bedroom that wasn’t hers, trying to make sense of it by pressing her
ear to the wall. The frustration was a physical sensation. It felt like being
crushed.

Forty minutes out. Forty minutes back. Whatever she said, whatever order
she gave, it would get there almost an hour and a half behind what was clearly a
rapidly changing situation.

“Pull him in,” she said. “Holden, Burton. Their Pinkwater friends. And this
mysterious botanist. Bring them all in. Now.”

Ameer in Atlanta paused.

“If they’re in a firefight, miss...”

“Then send in the dogs, break up the fight, and take them in. We’re past
surveillance. Get it done.”

“Yes, miss.”

“Contact me as soon as it’s done.”

“Yes, miss.”

She watched Ameer’s face as he framed the order, confirmed it, sent it out.
She could practically imagine the screen, the strokes of his fingers. She willed
him to go faster, to press her intent out past the speed of light and get the damn
thing done.

“Order’s out. As soon as I hear from the on-site analyst, I’ll reach you.”

“I’ll be here. If I don’t take the connection, try again until I wake up.”

She dropped the link and sat back. Her brain felt like a swarm of bees.
James Holden had changed the game again. The boy had a talent for that, but
that in itself made him a known quantity. This other one, this Meng, had come
from her blind side. The man might be a mole or a volunteer or a stalking goat
sent to lead the OPA into a trap. She considered turning off the light, trying to
sleep, then abandoned it as a bad bet.

Instead, she set up a connection with the UN’s intelligence research
database. It was an hour and a half at earliest before she’d hear anything more.
In the meantime, she wanted to know who Praxidike Meng was and why he
mattered.



Chapter Nineteen

Holden

“Naomi, prep the ship. We have to get off this moon. We have to do it right
now.”

All around Holden, the black filaments spread, a dark spider’s web with
him at the center. He was on Eros again. He was seeing thousands of bodies
turning into something else. He thought he’d made it off, but Eros just kept
coming. He and Miller had gotten out, but it got Miller anyway.

Now it was back for him.

“What’s the matter, Jim?” Naomi said from the distance of the suit radio.
“Jim?”

“Prep the ship!”

“It’s the stuff,” Amos said. He was talking to Naomi. “Like from Eros.”

“Jesus, they...” Holden managed to gasp out before the fear welled up in
his mind, robbing him of speech. His heart banged against his ribs like it wanted
out, and he had to check the oxygen levels on his HUD. It felt like there wasn’t
enough air in the room.

Out of the corner of his eye, something appeared to scuttle up the wall like
a disembodied hand, leaving a trail of brown slime in its wake. When Holden
spun and pointed his assault rifle at it, it resolved into a bloodstain below a
discolored patch of ice.

Amos moved toward him, a worried look on his broad face. Holden waved
him off, then set the butt of his rifle on the ground and leaned on a nearby crate
to catch his breath.

“We should probably move out,” Wendell said. He and Paula were helping
hold up the man who’d been gut-shot. The injured man was having trouble
breathing. A small red bubble of blood had formed in his left nostril, and it
inflated and deflated with each ragged gasp the man took.

“Jim?” Naomi said in his ear, her voice soft. “Jim, I saw it through Amos’
suitcam, and I know what it means. I’'m getting the ship ready. That encrypted
local traffic? It’s dropped way off. I think everyone’s gone.”

“Everyone’s gone,” Holden echoed.



The diminished remains of his Pinkwater team were staring at him, the
concern on their faces shifting to fear, his own terror infecting them even though
they had no idea what the filament meant. They wanted him to do something,
and he knew he had to, but he couldn’t quite think what it was. The black web
filled his head with flashing images, running too quickly to make sense, like
video played at high speed: Julie Mao in her shower, the black threads
surrounding her, her body twisted into a nightmare; bodies scattered across the
floor of a radiation chamber; the zombielike infected staggering off the trams in
Eros, vomiting brown bile on everyone around them, even a drop of the goo a
death sentence; video captures of the horror show Eros had become; a torso
stripped to a rib cage and one arm dragging itself through the protomolecule
landscape on some unknowable mission.

“Cap,” Amos said, then moved over to touch Holden’s arm. Holden yanked
away, almost falling over in the process.

He swallowed the thick lemony-flavored saliva building up in his throat and
said, “Okay. I’'m here. Let’s go. Naomi. Call Alex. We need the Roci.”

Naomi didn’t answer for a moment, then said, “What about the block—"

“Right fucking now, Naomi!” Holden yelled. “Right fucking now! Call
Alex right now!”

She didn’t reply, but the gut-shot man took one final ragged breath and then
collapsed, nearly dragging the wounded Wendell to the floor with him.

“We have to go,” Holden said to Wendell, meaning We can’t help him. If
we stay, we all die. Wendell nodded but went to one knee and began taking the
man’s light armor off, not understanding. Amos pulled the emergency medkit off
his harness and dropped down next to Wendell to begin working on the wounded
man while Paula watched, her face pale.

“Have to go,” Holden said again, wanting to grab Amos and shake him
until he understood. “Amos, stop, we have to go right now. Eros—"

“Cap,” Amos interrupted, “all due respect, but this ain’t Eros.” He took a
syringe from the medkit and gave the downed man an injection. “No radiation
rooms, no zombies puking goo. Just that broken box, a whole lotta dead guys,
and these black threads. We don’t know what the fuck it is, but it ain’t Eros. And
we ain’t leaving this guy behind.”

The small rational part of Holden’s mind knew Amos was right. And more
than that, the person Holden wanted to believe he still was would never consider
leaving even a complete stranger behind, much less a guy who’d taken a wound
for him. He forced himself to take three deep, slow breaths. Prax knelt by Amos’
side, holding the medkit.

“Naomi,” Holden said, meaning to apologize for yelling at her.



“Alex is on his way,” she replied, her voice tight but not accusing. “He’s a
few hours out. Running the blockade won’t be easy, but he thinks he’s got an
angle. Where is he putting down?”

Holden found himself answering before he realized he’d made the decision.
“Tell him to land in the Somnambulist’s berth. I’'m giving her to someone. Meet
us outside the airlock when we get there.”

He pulled the mag-key for the Somnambulist out of a pocket on his harness
and tossed it to Wendell. “This will get you on the ship you’re taking. Consider
it a down payment for services rendered.”

Wendell nodded and tucked the key away, then went back to his injured
man. The man appeared to be breathing.

“Can he be carried?” Holden asked Amos, proud of how steady his voice
sounded again, trying not to think about the fact that he would have left the man
to die a minute before.

“No choice, Cap.”

“Then somebody pick him up,” Holden said. “No, not you, Amos. I need
you back on point.”

“I got him,” Wendell said. “I can’t shoot for shit with this hand busted.”

“Prax. Help him,” Holden said. “We’re getting the hell out of here.”

They moved as quickly as injured people could back through the base. Back
past the men and women they’d killed getting in and, more frighteningly, the
ones they hadn’t. Back past Katoa’s small, still corpse. Prax’s gaze drifted
toward the body, but Holden grabbed his jacket and shoved him toward the
hatch.

“It’s still not Mei,” he said. “Slow us down and I leave you.”

The threat made him feel like an ass the moment it left his lips, but it wasn’t
idle. Finding the scientist’s lost little girl had stopped being the priority the
instant they found the black filaments. And as long as he was being honest with
himself, leaving the scientist behind would mean not being there when they
found his daughter twisted into a monster by the protomolecule, brown goo
leaking from orifices she hadn’t been born with, the black threads crawling from
her mouth and eyes.

The older Pinkwater man who’d been covering their exit rushed over to
help carry the injured man without being asked. Prax handed the wounded man
off to him without a word and then slid in place behind Paula as she scanned the
hallways ahead with her machine pistol.

Corridors that had seemed boring on the trip in took on a sinister feel on the
way back out. The frosted texture that had reminded Holden of spiderwebs when
he’d come in now looked like the veins of some living thing. Their pulsing had



to be caused by adrenaline making his eyes twitch.

Eight rems burning off Jupiter onto the surface of Ganymede. Even with the
magnetosphere, eight rems a day. How quickly would the protomolecule grow
here, with Jupiter endlessly supplying the energy? Eros had become something
frighteningly powerful once the protomolecule had taken hold. Something that
could accelerate at incredible speeds without inertia. Something that could, if the
reports were right, change the very atmosphere and chemical composition of
Venus. And that was with just over a million human hosts and a thousand trillion
tons of rocky mass to work with at the beginning.

Ganymede had ten times as many humans and many orders of magnitude
more mass than Eros. What could the ancient alien weapon do with such bounty?

Amos threw open the last hatch to the shadow base, and the crew was back
in the higher-traffic tunnels of Ganymede. Holden didn’t see anyone acting
infected. No mindless zombies staggering through the corridors. No brown
vomit coating the walls and floor, filled with the alien virus looking for a host.
No Protogen hired thugs shepherding people into the kill zone.

Protogen is gone.

An itch at the back of his mind that Holden hadn’t even been aware of
pushed its way to the front. Protogen was gone. Holden had helped bring them
down. He’d been in the room when the architect of the Eros experiment died.
The Martian fleet had nuked Phoebe into a thin gas that was sucked into Saturn’s
massive gravity. Eros had crashed into the acidic and autoclave-hot atmosphere
of Venus, where no human ships could go. Holden himself had taken Protogen’s
only sample of the protomolecule away from them.

So who had brought the protomolecule to Ganymede?

He’d given the sample to Fred Johnson as leverage to be used in the peace
talks. The Outer Planets Alliance had gotten a lot of concessions in the chaos
that followed the brief inner planets war. But not everything they’d wanted. The
inner planets fleets in orbit around Ganymede were proof of that.

Fred had the only sample of the protomolecule left in the solar system.
Because Holden had given it to him.

“It was Fred,” he said out loud without realizing it.

“What was Fred?” Naomi asked.

“This. What’s happening here. He did this.”

“No,” Naomi said.

“To drive the inner planets out, to test some kind of super-weapon,
something. But he did this.”

“No,” Naomi said again. “We don’t know that.”

The air in the corridor grew smoky, the nauseating scent of burning hair and



flesh choking off Holden’s reply. Amos held up a hand to halt the group, and the
Pinkwater people stopped and took up defensive positions. Amos moved up the
corridor to the junction and looked off to his left for several moments.

“Something bad happened here,” he finally said. “I’ve got half a dozen
dead, more than that celebrating.”

“Are they armed?” Holden asked.

“Oh yeah.”

The Holden who would have tried to talk his way by them, the Holden who
Naomi liked and wanted back, barely put up a struggle when he said, “Get us
past them.”

Amos leaned out around the corner and fired off a long burst from his auto-
shotgun.

“Go,” he said when the echoes of the gunshots had faded away.

The Pinkwater people picked up their wounded and hurried up the corridor
and beyond the battle; Prax jogged along close behind, head down and thin arms
pumping. Holden followed, a glance showing him dead bodies on fire at the
center of a wide hallway. Burning them had to be a message. It wasn’t quite bad
enough yet for them to be eating each other. Was it?

There were a few bodies lying outside the fire, bleeding out on the
corrugated metal floors. Holden couldn’t tell if they were Amos’ handiwork. The
old Holden would have asked. The new one didn’t.

“Naomi,” he said, wanting to hear her voice.

“I’m here.”

“We’re seeing trouble out here.”

“Is it...” He heard the dread in her voice.

“No. Not the protomolecule. But the locals may be bad enough. Seal up the
’locks,” Holden told her, the words coming to him without thought. “Warm up
the reactor. If something happens to us, leave and rendezvous with Alex. Don’t
go to Tycho.”

“Jim,” she said, “I—"

“Don’t go to Tycho. Fred did this. Don’t go back to him.”

“No,” she said. Her new mantra.

“If we aren’t there in half an hour, go. That’s an order, XO.”

At least she would get away, Holden told himself. No matter what
happened on Ganymede, at least Naomi would make it out alive. A vision of the
nightmare Julie, dead in her shower, but with Naomi’s face flashed in his mind.
He didn’t expect the little yelp of grief that escaped him. Amos turned and
looked back at him, but Holden waved him on without a word.

Fred had done this.



And if Fred had, then Holden had too.

Holden had spent a year playing enforcer to Fred’s politician. He’d hunted
ships and killed them for Fred’s grand OPA government experiment. He’d
changed the man he’d been into the man he was now, because some part of him
believed in Fred’s dream of the liberated and self-governed outer planets.

And Fred had secretly been planning... this.

Holden thought of all the things he’d put off so that he could help Fred
build his new solar system order. He’d never taken Naomi to meet his family
back on Earth. Not that Naomi herself could have ever gone to Earth. But he
could have flown his family up to Luna to meet her. Father Tom would have
resisted. He hated travel. But Holden had no doubt that in the end he would have
gotten them all to come meet her once he explained how important she’d
become to him.

And meeting Prax, seeing his need to find his daughter, made Holden
realize how badly he wanted to know what that was like. To experience that sort
of hunger for the presence of another human being. To present another
generation to his parents. To show them that all the effort and energy they had
put into him had paid off. That he was passing it along. He wanted, almost more
than he’d wanted anything before, to see the looks on their faces when he
showed them a child. His child. Naomi’s child.

Fred had taken that from him, first by wasting his time as the OPA’s leg
breaker, and now by this betrayal. Holden swore to himself that if he made it off
Ganymede, Fred would pay for all of it.

Amos halted the group again, and Holden noticed that they were back at the
port. He shook himself out of his reverie. He didn’t remember how they’d gotten
there.

“Looks clear,” Amos said.

“Naomi,” Holden said, “what does it look like around the ship?”

“Looks clear here,” she said. “But Alex is worried that—"

Her voice was cut off by an electronic squeal.

“Naomi? Naomi!” Holden yelled, but there was no response. To Amos he
said, “Go, double-time it to the ship!”

Amos and the Pinkwater people ran toward the docks as quickly as their
injured bodies and the unconscious teammate would let them. Holden brought up
the rear, shouldering his assault rifle and flicking off the safety as he ran.

They ran through the twisting corridors of the port sector, Amos scattering
pedestrians with loud shouts and the unspoken threat of his shotgun. An old
woman in a hijab scurried away before them like a leaf driven before a storm.
She was dead already. If the protomolecule was loose, everyone Holden passed



was dead already. Santichai and Melissa Supitayaporn and all the people they’d
come to Ganymede to save. The rioters and killers who’d been normal citizens
of the station before their social ecosystem collapsed. If the protomolecule was
loose, all of them were as good as dead.

So why hadn’t it happened?

Holden pushed the thought aside. Later—if there was a later—he could
worry about it. Someone shouted at Amos, and Amos fired his shotgun into the
ceiling once. If port security still existed outside of the vultures trying to take a
cut of every incoming shipment, they didn’t try to stop them.

The outer airlock door of the Somnambulist was closed when they reached
it.

“Naomi, you there?” Holden asked, fumbling in his pockets for the swipe
card. She didn’t reply, and it took him a moment to remember he’d given the
card to Wendell. “Wendell, open the door for us.”

The Pinkwater leader didn’t reply.

“Wendell—” Holden started, then stopped when he saw that Wendell was
staring, wide-eyed, at something behind him. Holden turned to look and saw five
men—Earthers, all of them—in plain gray armor without insignias. All were
armed with large bore weapons.

No, Holden thought, and brought his gun up and across them in a full auto
sweep. Three of the five men dropped, their armor blooming red. The new
Holden rejoiced; the old was quiet. It didn’t matter who these men were. Station
security or inner planet military or just leftover mercenaries from the now
destroyed shadow base, he’d kill them all before he let them stop him from
getting his crew off this infected moon.

He never saw who fired the shot that took his leg out from under him. One
second he was standing, emptying the magazine of his assault rifle into the gray-
armored fire-team, and the next a sledgehammer blow hit the armor on his right
thigh, knocking him off his feet. As he fell, he saw the two remaining gray-
armored soldiers go down as Amos’ auto-shotgun unloaded in a single long roar.

Holden rolled to his side, looking to see if anyone else was hurt, and saw
that the five on his side had been only half of the enemy team. The Pinkwater
people were raising their hands and dropping their weapons as five more gray-
armored soldiers came down the corridor from behind.

Amos never saw them. He dropped the expended magazine from his auto-
shotgun and was pulling a new one off his harness when one of the mercenaries
aimed a large weapon at the back of his head and pulled the trigger. Amos’
helmet flew off and he was slapped forward onto the corrugated-metal decking
with a wet crunch. Blood splashed across the floor where he hit it.



Holden tried to get a new magazine into his assault rifle, but his hands
wouldn’t cooperate and before he could reload his gun, one of the soldiers had
crossed the distance and kicked the rifle away from him.

Holden had time to see the still standing members of his Pinkwater team

disappear into black bags before one came down over his own head and plunged
him into darkness.



Chapter Twenty

Bobbie

The Martian delegation had been given a suite of offices in the UN building for
their own use. The furniture was all real wood; the paintings on the walls were
originals and not prints. The carpet smelled new. Bobbie thought that either
everyone in the UN campus lived like a king, or they were just going out of their
way to impress the Martians.

Thorsson had called her a few hours after she’d left her run-in with
Avasarala at the bar, and had demanded that she meet with him the next day.
Now she waited in the lobby of their temporary office suite, sitting in a bergere-
style chair with green velvet cushions and a cherry wood frame that would have
cost her two years’ salary on Mars. A screen set into the wall across from her
played a news channel with the sound muted. It turned the program into a
confusing and occasionally macabre slide show of images: two talking heads
sitting at a desk in a blue room, a large building on fire, a woman walking down
a long white hallway while gesturing animatedly to both sides, a UN battleship
parked at an orbital station with severe damage scarring its flank, a red-faced
man talking directly into the camera against the backdrop of a flag Bobbie didn’t
recognize.

It all meant something and nothing at the same time. A few hours before,
this would have frustrated Bobbie. She would have felt compelled to go find the
remote and turn the sound up, to add context to the information being thrown at
her.

Now she just let the images flow around her like canal water past a rock.

A young man she’d seen a few times on the Dae-Jung but had never
actually met hurried through the lobby, tapping furiously on his terminal. When
he was halfway across the room, he said, “He’s ready for you.”

It took Bobbie a moment to realize the young man had been talking to her.
Apparently her stock had fallen far enough that she no longer warranted face-to-
face delivery of information. More meaningless data. More water flowing past
her. She pushed herself to her feet with a grunt. Her hours-long walk at one g the
previous day had taken more out of her than she’d realized.



She was vaguely surprised to find that Thorsson’s office was one of the
smallest in the suite. That meant that either he didn’t care about the unspoken
status conferred through office size, or he was actually the least important
member of the delegation to still rate a private workspace. She felt no
compulsion to figure out which. Thorsson did not react to her arrival, his head
bent over his desk terminal. Bobbie didn’t care about being ignored, or about the
lesson he was trying to teach her with it. The size of the office meant that
Thorsson had no chair for guests, and the ache in her legs was sufficiently
distracting.

“I may have overreacted earlier,” he finally said.

“Oh?” Bobbie replied, thinking about where she might find more of that
soy-milk tea.

Thorsson looked up at her. His face was trying its mummified-remains
version of a warm smile. “Let me be clear. There’s no doubt that you damaged
our credibility with your outburst. But, as Martens points out, that is largely my
fault for not fully understanding the extent of your trauma.”

“Ah,” Bobbie said. There was a framed photograph on the wall behind
Thorsson of a city with a tall metal structure in the foreground. It looked like an
archaic rocket gantry. The caption read PARIS.

“So instead of sending you home, I will be keeping you on staff here.
You’ll be given an opportunity to repair the damage you’ve done.”

“Why,” Bobbie said, looking Thorsson in the eye for the first time since
coming in, “am I here?”

Thorsson’s hint of a smile disappeared and was replaced by an equally
understated frown. “Excuse me?”

“Why am I here?” she repeated, thinking past the disciplinary board.
Thinking of how hard it would be to get reassigned to Ganymede if Thorsson
didn’t send her back to Mars. If he didn’t, would she be allowed to resign? Just
leave the corps and buy her own ticket? The thought of no longer being a marine
made her sad. The first really strong feeling she’d had in a while.

“Why are you—" Thorsson started, but Bobbie cut him off.

“Not to talk about the monster, apparently. Honestly, if I’'m just here as a
showpiece, I think I’d rather be sent home. I have some things I could be
doing...”

“You,” Thorsson said, his voice getting tighter, “are here to do exactly what
I say for you to do, and exactly when I say it. Is that understood, soldier?”

“Yeah,” Bobbie said, feeling the water slide past her. She was a stone. It
moved her not at all. “I have to go now.”

She turned and walked away, Thorsson not managing to get a last word out



before she left. As she moved through the suite toward the exit, she saw Martens
pouring powdered creamer into a cup of coffee in the small kitchen area. He
spotted her at the same time.

“Bobbie,” he said. He’d gotten a lot more familiar with her over the last few
days. Normally, she’d have assumed it was a buildup to romantic or sexual
overtures. With Martens, she was pretty sure it was just another tool in his “how
to fix broken marines” tool Kkit.

“Captain,” she said. She stopped. She felt the front door tugging at her with
a sort of psychic gravity, but Martens had never been anything but good to her.
And she had a strange premonition that she was never going to see any of these
people again. She held out her hand to him, and when he took it, she said, “I’'m
leaving. You won’t have to waste your time with me anymore.”

He smiled his sad smile at her. “In spite of the fact that I don’t actually feel
like I’ve accomplished anything, I don’t feel like I wasted my time. Do we part
friends?”

“I—" she started, then had to stop and swallow a lump in her throat. “I hope
this didn’t wreck your career or anything.”

“I’m not worried about it,” he said to her back. She was already walking out
the door. She didn’t turn around.

In the hallway Bobbie pulled out her terminal and called the number
Avasarala had given her. It immediately went to voice mail.

“Okay,” she said, “I’ll take that job.”

There was something liberating and terrifying about the first day on a new job.
In any new assignment, Bobbie had always had the unsettling feeling that she
was in over her head, that she wouldn’t know how to do any of the things they
would ask her to do, that she would dress wrong or say the wrong thing, or that
everyone would hate her. But no matter how strong that feeling was, it was
overshadowed by the sense that with a new job came the chance to totally
recreate herself in whatever image she chose, that—at least for a little while—
her options were infinite.

Even waiting for Avasarala finally to notice her couldn’t fully dampen that
feeling.

Standing in Avasarala’s office reinforced Bobbie’s impression that the
Martian suite was intended to impress. The deputy secretary was important
enough to get Bobbie transferred out of Thorsson’s command and into a liaison
role for the UN with a single phone call. And yet her office had cheap carpet that



smelled unpleasantly of stale tobacco smoke. Her desk was old and scuffed. No
cherrywood chairs here. The only things that looked lovingly tended in the room
were the fresh flowers and the Buddha shrine.

Avasarala radiated weariness. There were dark circles under her eyes that
hadn’t been there during their official meetings and hadn’t been visible in the
dim lights of the bar where she’d made her offer. Sitting behind her giant desk in
a bright blue sari, she looked very small, like a child pretending to be a grown-
up. Only the gray hair and crow’s-feet ruined the illusion. Bobbie suddenly
pictured her instead as a cranky doll, complaining as children moved her arms
and legs and forced her to go to tea parties with stuffed animals. The thought
made her cheeks ache from restraining the grin.

Avasarala tapped at a terminal on her desk and grunted with irritation. No
more tea for you, gramma dolly, you’ve had enough, Bobbie thought, then stifled
a laugh. “Soren, you’ve moved my fucking files again. I can’t find a goddamned
thing anymore.”

The stiff young man who’d brought Bobbie into the office and then sort of
melted into the background cleared his throat. It made Bobbie jump. He was
closer behind her than she’d realized.

“Ma’am, you asked me to move a few of the—"

“Yes, yes,” Avasarala interrupted, tapping harder on the terminal’s screen,
as if that would make the device understand what she wanted. Something about
that made Bobbie think of people who started talking louder when trying to
communicate with someone who spoke a different language.

“Okay, there they are,” Avasarala said with irritation. “Why you’d put
them...”

She tapped a few more times and Bobbie’s terminal chimed.

“That,” she said, “is the report and all of my notes on the Ganymede
situation. Read them. Today. I may have an update later, once I’ve had a little
polite questioning done.”

Bobbie pulled out her terminal and scrolled quickly through the documents
she’d just been sent. It went on and on for hundreds of pages. Her first thought
was Did she really mean read all of this today? This was quickly followed by
Did she really just hand me everything she knows? It made her own
government’s recent treatment of her look even worse.

“It won’t take you long,” her new boss continued. “There’s almost nothing
there. Lots of bullshit by overpaid consultants who think they can hide the fact
that they don’t actually know anything by talking twice as long.”

Bobbie nodded, but the feeling of being in over her head had started to
outcompete her excitement at a new opportunity.



“Ma’am, is Sergeant Draper cleared to access—” Soren said.

“Yes. I just cleared her. Bobbie? You’re cleared,” Avasarala said right over
the top of him. “Stop busting my balls, Soren. I’m out of tea.”

Bobbie made a conscious effort not to turn around and look at Soren. The
situation was uncomfortable enough without driving home the fact that he’d just
been humiliated in front of a foreigner with exactly seventeen minutes on the
job.

“Yes, ma’am,” Soren said. “But I was wondering whether you should alert
the security service about your decision to clear the sergeant. They do like to be
in the loop on that kind of thing.”

“Meow meow cry meow meow,” Avasarala said. “That’s all I heard you
say.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Soren said.

Bobbie finally looked back and forth between them. Soren was being
dressed down in front of a new team member who was also technically the
enemy. His expression hadn’t changed. He looked like he was humoring a
demented grandmother. Avasarala made an impatient clicking sound with her
teeth.

“Was I not clear? Have I lost the ability to speak?”

“No, ma’am,” Soren said.

“Bobbie? Can you understand me?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“Good. Then get out of my office and do your jobs. Bobbie, read. Soren,
tea.”

Bobbie turned to leave and found Soren staring at her, his face
expressionless. Which was, in its way, more disconcerting than a little well-
justified anger would have been.

As she walked past him, Avasarala said, “Soren, wait. Take this to Foster in
data services.” She handed Soren what looked like a memory stick. “Make sure
you get it to him before he leaves for the day.”

Soren nodded, smiled, and took the small black wafer from her. “Of
course.”

When he and Bobbie had left Avasarala’s office, and Soren had closed the
door behind them, Bobbie let out a long whistling exhale and smiled at him.

“Wow, that was awkward. Sorry about—" she started, but stopped when
Soren held up his hand, casually dismissing her concern.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “She’s actually having a pretty good day.”

While she stood gaping and looking at him, Soren turned away from her
and tossed the memory stick onto his desk, where it slid under the wrapper of a



half-eaten package of cookies. He sat down and put on a headset, then began
scrolling through a list of phone numbers on his desktop terminal. If he noticed
her continued presence, he gave no sign.

“You know,” Bobbie said finally, “I just have some stuff to read, so if
you’re busy, I could take that thing to the data services guy. I mean, if you’re
busy with other stuff.”

Soren finally looked at her quizzically.

“Why would I need you to do that?”

“Well,” Bobbie said, glancing at the time on her terminal, “it’s pretty close
to eighteen hundred local, and I don’t know what time you guys usually close up
shop, so I just thought—"

“Don’t worry about it. The thing is, my whole job is making her”—he
jerked his head toward the closed door—“calm and happy. With her,
everything’s top priority. And so nothing is, you know? I’ll do it when it needs
doing. Until then, the bitch can bark a little if it makes her feel happy.”

Bobbie felt a cool rush of surprise. No, not surprise. Shock.

“You just called her a bitch?”

“What would you call her, right?” Soren said with a disarming grin. Or was
it mocking? Was this all a joke to him, Avasarala and Bobbie and the monster on
Ganymede too? An image popped into her head of snatching the smug little
assistant out of his chair and snapping him into a zigzag shape. Her hands flexed
involuntarily.

Instead, she said, “Madam Secretary seemed to think it was pretty
important.”

Soren turned to look at her again. “Don’t worry about it, Bobbie. Seriously.
I know how to do my job.”

She stood for a long moment.

“Solid copy on that,” she said.

Bobbie was yanked from a dead sleep by sudden blaring music. She lurched
upright in an unfamiliar bed in a nearly pitch-black room. The only light she
could see was a faint pulsing pearly glow from her hand terminal, all the way
across the room. The music suddenly stopped sounding like an atonal cacophony
and became the song she’d selected as the audio alarm for incoming phone calls
when she went to bed. Someone was calling. She cursed them in three languages
and tried to crawl across the bed toward the terminal.

The edge of the bed came unexpectedly and plunged her face-first toward



the floor, her half-asleep body not compensating for Earth’s heavier gravity. She
managed to avoid breaking her head open at the cost of a pair of jammed fingers
on her right hand.

Cursing even louder, she continued her trek across the floor to the still
glowing terminal. When she finally reached it, she opened the connection and
said, “If someone isn’t dead, someone will be.”

“Bobbie,” the person on the other end said. It took Bobbie’s fuzzy head a
moment to place the voice. Soren. She glanced at the time on her terminal and
saw that it was 0411. She wondered if he was calling to drunkenly upbraid her or
apologize. It certainly wouldn’t be the strangest thing that’d happened over the
last twenty-four hours.

Bobbie realized he was still talking, and put the speaker back up to her ear.
“—is expecting you soonest, so get down here,” Soren said.

“Can you repeat that?”

He started speaking slowly, as though to a dim child. “The boss wants you
to come to the office, okay?”

Bobbie looked at the time again. “Right now?”

“No,” Soren said. “Tomorrow at the normal time. She just wanted me to
call at four a.m. to make sure you were coming.”

The flash of anger helped wake her up. Bobbie stopped gritting her teeth
long enough to say, “Tell her I’ll be right there.”

She fumbled her way to a wall, and then along it to a panel, which lit up at
her touch. A second touch brought up the room’s lights. Avasarala had gotten
her a small furnished apartment within walking distance of the office. It wasn’t
much bigger than a cheap rent hole on Ceres. One large room that doubled as
living space and bedroom, a smaller room with a shower and toilet, and an even
smaller room that pretended to be a kitchen. Bobbie’s duffel lay slumped in the
corner, a few items pulled out of it, but mostly still packed. She’d stayed up till
one in the morning reading and hadn’t bothered to do anything after that but
brush her teeth and then collapse into the bed that pulled down from the ceiling.

As she stood surveying the room and trying to wake up, Bobbie had a
sudden moment of total clarity. It was as though a pair of dark glasses she hadn’t
even known she was wearing were snatched away, leaving her blinking in the
light. Here she was, climbing out of bed after three hours of sleep to meet with
one of the most powerful women in the solar system, and all she cared about was
that she hadn’t gotten her quarters shipshape and that she really wanted to beat
one of her coworkers to death with his brass pen set. Oh, and she was a career
marine who’d taken a job working with her government’s current worst enemy
because someone in naval intelligence had been mean to her. And not least of



all, she wanted to get back to Ganymede and kill someone without having the
foggiest idea who that someone might be.

The abrupt and crystal-clear vision of how far off the tracks her life seemed
to have fallen lasted for a few seconds, and then the fog and sleep deprivation
returned, leaving her with only the disquieting feeling that she’d forgotten to do
something important.

She dressed in the prior day’s uniform and rinsed her mouth out, then
headed out the door.

Avasarala’s modest office was packed with people. Bobbie recognized at least
three civilians from her first meeting there on Earth. One of them was the
moonfaced man who she’d later learned was Sadavir Errinwright, Avasarala’s
boss and possibly the second most powerful man on Earth. The pair were in an
intense conversation when she came in, and Avasarala didn’t see her.

Bobbie spotted a small clump of people in military uniforms and drifted in
their direction until she saw that they were generals and admirals, and changed
course. She wound up next to Soren, the only other person in the room standing
alone. He didn’t even give her a glance, but something about the way he held
himself seemed to radiate that disquieting charm, powerful and insincere. It
struck Bobbie that Soren was the kind of man she might take to bed if she was
drunk enough, but she’d never trust him to watch her back in a fight. On second
thought, no, she’d never be drunk enough.

“Draper!” Avasarala called out in a loud voice, having finally noticed her
arrival.

“Yes, ma’am,” Bobbie said, taking a step forward as everyone in the room
stopped talking to look at her.

“You’re my liaison,” Avasarala said, the bags under her eyes so
pronounced they looked less like fatigue and more like an undiagnosed medical
condition. “So fucking liaise. Call your people.”

“What happened?”

“The situation around Ganymede has just turned into the shit-storm to end
all shit-storms,” she said. “We’re in a shooting war.”



Chapter Twenty-One

Prax

Prax knelt, his arms zip-tied securely behind him. His shoulders ached. It hurt to
hold his head up and it hurt to let it sink down. Amos lay facedown on the floor.
Prax thought he was dead until he saw the zip-ties holding his arms behind his
back. The nonlethal round their kidnappers had fired into the back of the
mechanic’s head had left an enormous blue-and-black lump there. Most of the
others—Holden, some of the Pinkwater mercenaries, even Naomi—were in
positions much like his own, but not all.

Four years before, they’d had a moth infestation. A containment study had
failed, and inch-long gray-brown miller moths had run riot in his dome. They’d
built a heat trap: a few dabs of generated pheromones on a heat-resistant fiber
swatch under the big long-wave full-spectrum lighting units. The moths came
too close, and the heat killed them. The smell of small bodies burning had fouled
the air for days, and the scent was exactly like that of the cauterizing drill their
abductors were using on the injured Pinkwater man. A swirl of white smoke rose
from the formed-plastic office table on which he was laid out.

“I’m just...” the Pinkwater man said through his sedation haze. “You just
go ahead, finish that without me. I'll be over...”

“Another bleeder,” one of their abductors said. She was a thick-featured
woman with a mole under her left eye and blood-slicked rubber gloves. “Right
there.”

“Check. Got it,” said the man with the drill, pressing the metal tip back
down into the patient’s open belly wound. The sharp tapping sound of electrical
discharge, and another small plume of white smoke rising from the wound.

Amos rolled over suddenly, his nose a bloody ruin, his face covered in gore.
“I bight be wrong about dis, Cab’n,” he said, the words fighting out past the
bulbous mess of his nose, “’ut I don’d dink dese fellas are station security.”

The room Prax had found himself in when the hood had been lifted had
nothing to do with the usual atmosphere of law enforcement. It looked like an
old office. The kind a safety inspector or a shipping clerk might have used in the
ancient days before the cascade had started: a long desk with a built-in surface



terminal, a few recessed lights shining up on the ceiling, a dead plant—
Sanseviera trifasciata—with long green-brown leaves turning to dark slime. The
gray-armored guards or soldiers or whatever they were had been very
methodical and efficient. Prisoners were all along one wall, bound at the ankles
and wrists; their hand terminals, weapons, and personal effects were stowed
along the opposite wall with two guards set to do nothing but make sure no one
touched them. The armor they’d stripped off Holden and Amos was in a pile on
the floor next to their guns. Then the pair that Prax thought of as the medical
team had started working, caring for the most desperately wounded first. They
hadn’t had time yet to go on to anybody else.

“Any idea who we’re dealing with here?” Wendell asked under his breath.

“Not OPA,” Holden said.

“That leaves a pretty large number of suspects,” the Pinkwater captain said.
“Is there somebody you’ve pissed off I should know about?”

Holden’s eyes took on a pained expression and he made a motion as close
to a shrug as he could manage, given the circumstances.

“There’s kind of a list,” he said.

“Another bleeder here,” the woman said.

“Check,” the drill man said. Tap, smoke, the smell of burning flesh.

“No offense meant, Captain Holden,” Wendell said, “but I’'m starting to
wish I'd just shot you when I had the chance.”

“None taken,” Holden replied with a nod.

Four of the soldiers came back into the room. They were all squat Earther
types. One—a dark-skinned man with a fringe of gray hair and an air of
command—was subvocalizing madly. His gaze passed over the prisoners, seeing
them without seeing them. Like they were boxes. When his eyes were on Prax,
the man nodded but not to him.

“Are they stable?” the dark-skinned man asked the medical team.

“If T had the choice,” the woman said, “I wouldn’t move this one.”

“If you didn’t?”

“He’ll probably make it. Keep the high g to a minimum until I can get him
to a real medical bay.”

“Excuse me,” Holden said. “Can someone please tell me what the hell’s
going on?”

He might as well have been asking the walls.

“We’ve got ten minutes,” the dark-skinned man said.

“Transport ship?”

“Not yet. The secure facility.”

“Splendid,” the woman said sourly.



“Because if you want to ask us any questions,” Holden said, “we should
start by getting everybody off Ganymede. If you want your people to still be
people, we have to go. That lab we were in had the protomolecule.”

“I want them moved two at a time,” the dark-skinned man said.

“Yes, sir,” the woman replied.

“Are you listening to me?” Holden shouted. “The protomolecule is loose on
this station.”

“They’re not listening to us, Jim,” Naomi said.

“Ferguson. Mott,” the dark-skinned man said. “Report.”

The room was silent as someone somewhere reported in.

“My daughter’s missing,” Prax said. “That ship took my daughter.”

They weren’t listening to him either. He hadn’t expected them to. With the
exception of Holden and his crew, no one had. The dark-skinned man hunched
forward, his expression profoundly focused. Prax felt the hair on the back of his
neck rise. A premonition.

“Repeat that,” the dark-skinned man said. And then a moment later: “We’re
firing? Who’s we?”

Someone answered. The medical team and the weapons guards had their
eyes on the commander too. Their faces were poker-blank.

“Understood. Alpha team, new orders. Get to the port and secure a transport
ship. Use of force is authorized. Repeat that: Use of force is authorized. Sergeant
Chernev, I need you to cut the prisoners’ leg restraints.”

One of the gun guards did a double take.

“All of them, sir?”

“All of them. And we’re going to need a gurney for this gentleman.”

“What’s going on, sir?” the sergeant asked, his voice strained by confusion
and fear.

“What’s going on is I’m giving you an order,” the dark-skinned man said,
striding fast out the door. “Now go.”

Prax felt the knife slash as a rough vibration against his ankles. He hadn’t
realized his feet were numb until the burning pins-a