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Before — Neverending Hope

Kael

Two months after the tower. My name is Kael Mercer. I am a Terxian-human hybrid. I wasn’t always. Getting here took a great many deaths. A machine caught me and wouldn’t let go; every time I died, it brought me back. I never told anyone. Not even Mara. Everyone knows how to die once; books write it down, films show it. No one can tell you what it’s like to die twenty times, because after the first there’s no one left to tell it. I was left. One night, while Mara slept, I tried to write it down at the kitchen table. The page stayed blank. They say a man who tries to fit his life onto a sheet of paper doesn’t know where to begin. I knew. It had all begun in a basement.



I was twenty-three. In Anbar, one morning, I was in the left seat of a Black Hawk flying over a valley. The helicopter went down. There were seven of us; not all of us got up. I did. Trying to save a teammate’s life, I was taken by the enemy and carried down into a basement.

I was there two hundred and forty-three days, as far as I could count; there were days I couldn’t. Sometimes there was a wet, heavy cloth over my face and water behind the cloth; sometimes a cable coming down on my back without mercy. On the inside of my arm, like a ledger someone kept, cigarette burns in neat rows. And over all of it, one lens of his glasses cracked, calm, counting, a man: Wahid. I learned to count from him. They say if you don’t count, you die. I counted, and I didn’t die.

For the next twenty years I scraped my body back out of that basement inch by inch. I wore the scars under my clothes. My hands shook; I learned not to look at them. Then Mara came and kissed those scars one by one. She never asked about a single one. She didn’t ask about dinner, or the time, or even where I’d slept. In a registry office, tugging the short sleeves of a borrowed suit down over my wrists, I told her: You’re the first person who never asked me anything. The basement had asked me everything. And years later, one night, it got its answer.



Mara was fourteen weeks pregnant. Under the duvet there was a small, new swell; one of her hands, even in sleep, rested on her belly. That night I was in the basement again. My body in the bed, me under the water. Mara put her hand on my shoulder to wake me. I opened my eyes, but there was no one in them. I caught her wrist and shoved her, the way you shove a guard. What came after stayed in pieces: the corner of the nightstand, the pale blue of pajamas with a dark stain spreading on them, a hospital corridor, a doctor looking at the floor as he said I’m sorry. There was a yellow bootie, knitted by hand; its pair was never finished.

I left the house that night. For eighteen months I lived in an empty apartment among boxes I never opened; opening them would have meant admitting I was staying. The phone rang and rang, a single word on the screen, and still I didn’t answer. One evening she left a voicemail. Fourteen seconds. Kael… it’s me. There was something I needed to tell you about Dan. Never mind. I listened to it five times. Every time, in the same place, on that name, her voice slipped a millimeter. I knew Dan from a magazine cover: Mara’s boss, a smiling man in a suit. I’d never met him. I didn’t call her back either.



In the end we did meet; but he didn’t come to me. They brought me to him. It was a rainy night at the bar where I worked. A man walked in wearing cowboy boots, a toothpick between his teeth, and behind him five men in black. The waitress was Trisha. Every evening she asked me one question and kept count; she’d reached a hundred and fifty, and I hadn’t given a straight answer to one of them. That night she went down and never got up. She never got to ask the hundred and fifty-first.

When I woke I was at the top of a tower, under a glass dome, inside a ring, strapped down onto a slab of black glass. My ribs were damaged. At the back of my neck, at the base of my skull, there was a small taped-up cut, and under the skin something hard and cold: a capsule. It wasn’t mine. Someone had put it inside me while I slept, without asking. Behind the glass stood Mara, her hands flat on it, her face white as paper. And at the console there was a voice: calm, warm, polite. I’d never heard it before, but I knew it; it was the voice of the silence in that voicemail.

Start. The machine came on. They looked at me the way you look at a measuring instrument, and inside the hum I was back in the basement: the cloth, the cable, the cigarettes. But the stitching on the strap was old. I tore it and ran. Passing the glass, I stopped for a moment. Did you know? No, said Mara. I didn’t believe her. I found out much later that she’d told the truth; the way I found out most things later…



While I ran, the machine went on without me and reached a hundred percent. The dome blew open toward the sky; an aurora burned over Houston, and for six kilometers every light went out. By then I was on the bank of the Bayou, on the grass. There was a pink line on the horizon. That was where they shot me, in the chest. I remember being shot. I opened my eyes again and again: the same grass, the same pink line, a clean shirt, an unbroken chest. I learned why I kept waking much later; by the time I learned it, I had died at least twenty times.

At first, every time I woke, all I did was run: to the tower, to the forty-first floor, to the other side of a service door. Because behind that door Mara was dying, every time. And every time, before I could open it, Mara’s voice came through the steel with the same sentence, in the same tone: Nothing comes without a price. In every loop Mara was either seeing me for the first time or not seeing me at all. All the deaths happened only inside me; for the world, that night happened once.

I stopped counting somewhere around the fifteenth loop, or the twentieth. When I noticed I’d stopped, I was afraid, because counting was the last thing I had left. And in the last loop I laid everything I was on the line for the woman I loved, and Mara lived. Then the machine fell silent. That could only mean one thing: whatever death came next, no one would take it back. So I thought.



I lived through that one too. We were in the Yucatán; under the forest, inside the limestone, behind a bleeding door, before an altar. Dan picked Mara up, unconscious, and left. I was exposed to a liquid beneath a stone. The liquid got into my veins. My heart slowed and began to speak in another language. My vision narrowed like the mouth of a tunnel, and this time I knew the pink line wasn’t coming back. I got up anyway. Others told me how I got up; I only know that I did.



When I got back to the tower it was raining, and the glass of the dome was long gone. Dan wasn’t Dan anymore. He was something long, hunched, scaled; his arms weren’t the same length, and there were claws on his hands. I knew what had happened to him, because something like it was happening to me. The difference was that he had wanted it.

The machine was running again; this time in Dan’s hands. At the instant an explosion threw me against a wall in the dome’s maintenance gallery, it recorded me once more through the capsule in my neck. Then I fought Dan and died six times. Six times I woke at the foot of that gallery wall, as I’d been when I entered the dome: half Terxian. Every time, death rewound me to that recording. And with every blow that didn’t kill me, my wounds closed with nacre; hard, cold, gleaming, like the inside of a shell. Wrists to elbows, elbows to shoulders, and on to the neck. Every blow turned me a little further into one of them.

Getting up for the seventh time, in that rain, I asked myself: will I walk out of this door a man? And even if I do, will I be able to take her in my arms, with these arms that once threw her against a wall? I didn’t know the answer. So I ran. That night I stopped him, fighting to my last breath. My hands still remember how. All my life I’d been too late: a minute, a second, a step. That night I wasn’t. Then I collapsed, and this time the hole in my chest didn’t close.



Mara brought me back. I still don’t fully know how she did it. The nacre went out like a tide, she said afterward; from my fingertips, from my face, from my chest. I didn’t see it. I was dead. When I opened my eyes, Mara’s fists were on my chest and the rain was falling on both our faces. Did you think I’d let you go? We held each other. I put my arms around her carefully, like a man afraid of breaking something. She held me tighter, to show me she wouldn’t break. Then she said something I’ve thought about a great deal since:

He took it by force, and it tore him apart. You took it without wanting it, and you stayed whole.

Whole.



We went home. We opened the boxes together and closed them together; I put the bootie, with its needles, on top of the last box. I told Mara about that night, about why we’d lost our child. Both were my fault. I forgave you already, Kael, she said. You haven’t forgiven yourself. That I can’t do for you. Then her lips parted; there was something else on the tip of her tongue. I waited, but she didn’t say it. And I didn’t ask. I’m a man who doesn’t ask questions; in a basement I was asked enough of them to last a lifetime.

At the back of my neck, at the base of my skull, there’s a small, closed scar. I don’t know what’s left under it. I didn’t ask Mara, and Mara didn’t tell me. A gauge no one reads can’t lie. I’ve put that where comfort should go; poor comfort, but it’s what I have.



This evening Mara brought home a photograph. She held it close to her chest, the image turned toward herself. Her voice was shaking. It’ll be different this time. She turned it around. Gray, blurred, a black background; a small shape in the middle, a comma. How far along? Two months. She opened her phone and a sound filled the room; fast, wet, like a horse galloping in from far away. A heart. I started to count and couldn’t keep up. A hundred and forty-eight, said Nisaba from the phone’s speaker. It was in my calculations.

Mara laughed, crying. Hush, Nisaba. I reached for the photograph, but it was Mara I took hold of, and I held her. My hands, for the first time in a long time, lay open on her back; not fists. Hands that for twenty years had been fists even in sleep. Her head was on my shoulder. I closed my eyes, and as they closed something happened, before the lids came down: a thin, clear membrane slid sideways across my eye and drew back open. Mara didn’t see it. I felt it, and I held her tighter, as if nothing had happened.



Now it’s night. Mara is asleep; on her side, facing the window, one hand under the pillow, the other, even in sleep, on her belly. I’m in the kitchen, my back to the door. But I’ve stopped counting the exits. I find myself asking again the question I asked in the rain, getting up for the seventh time. I got my answer once; on a platform, beside a warm cheek, in the place where two people breathed at the same moment. But this evening, with that membrane sliding across my eye, the same question was asked again. Some of the nacre Mara tried to draw out of me entirely when she saved me is still somewhere in my blood. I already know what I am; I just haven’t told her.

A machine brought me back to life again and again, but no machine can give me a future. No one records the future; if it goes wrong, nothing rewinds it. There’s one question in my head: will I do it all again, what Mara and I lived through? Will I wake one night inside a basement and raise my hand, even without meaning to, against someone I love?

I think about my wife. I think about the child on its way. This time I don’t want to make my old mistakes. On the Bayou I tried twenty times and fixed one step each time; here there are no loops, and I have to get it right the first time. And with these hands, which once threw a woman against the corner of a nightstand and are now half something else, will I be able to hold our child? I don’t know. But I hope. Two hundred and forty-three days in a basement, twenty wakings on a bayou, six deaths under a dome and one more; through all of it, one thing never ended.

I don’t tell Mara. I write it on a sheet of paper. This time the page doesn’t stay blank.




Prologue — Purge

Here the sun did not warm. It barely even lit. Far beyond the ninth orbit, a world turned in its own darkness. The people of this system had never seen it. The name the Terxians gave it was Xuriorki. Its surface was ice; under the ice, more ice. Broken blue-gray plains, rifts running for hundreds of kilometers, a frozen ring where something had struck long ago. It had no atmosphere, no wind; nothing moved. Among the stars hung a point only a little brighter than the rest: this system’s sun. Its light took a little over five hours to arrive.

What was ideal for sleep was exactly what was lethal to life. Under the ice, ships were waiting. Over millions of years the ships’ sleeping warmth, the heat they drew up through their roots, had slowly turned the ice above them to vapor; the vapor had touched the cold hulls and frozen again, and in the end it had buried them. The ships were covered by their own breath. Long, curved ridges rose from beneath the plains, running parallel, like the backs of whales. Here and there the ice had thinned and something showed beneath it: the tip of a curved rib; the crown of a spire; the flank of a hull, nacreous, gleaming pearl-colored under the ice. The rest lay buried.

One was larger than the others; it rose from the middle of the plain like a mountain, and through a crack near its summit a dark, ribbed surface could be seen. There was no light in any of them, no movement. And under the ice there was something else no one could see. Roots.

From beneath each ship a thick, nacreous root ran down like the trunk of a tree. It had bored through a hundred and fifty kilometers of ice crust, hung down like a kelp forest through the dark, salty, never-frozen water below, and then entered the rock. The roots of the small ships had stopped two or three hundred kilometers down, where the rock began to grow warm. The root of the flagship had not stopped. It had gone down twelve hundred kilometers, to the edge of the planet’s heart; a single, thick taproot.

That was why they had chosen Xuriorki. Of all the ice worlds turning in this system’s outer dark, it was the only one still warm inside; at the edge of its core the rock was molten, cooling so slowly that a million years was one breath. The ships lived on that breath. It was enough to keep a fleet asleep. Enough to wake a fleet, perhaps. Not enough for more. They were doing what the probe did. Putting roots into a world; feeding on it before making it resemble them. And they had stretched a shield around the world.

Each ship carried a piece of it; together, an invisible shell enclosing the planet a few hundred kilometers up. When a stone or a shard of ice struck it, the shield trembled around the point of impact like the surface of water, and the thing that struck it slowed, turned to vapor, and scattered. But the energy of the impact was not lost; the shield drew it in and fed on it. Not one new crater had fallen on Xuriorki’s ice.

The shield had one more task. It held light, too. The light that would have come from the sun and bounced back off the ice plains did not return; the shield carried it around the planet and released it on the far side. The stars behind went on shining where they should be. For centuries a people had swept the sky with their sharpest instruments, and those instruments had looked at that point and seen nothing. Xuriorki had no name, because Xuriorki was not there.

Once, they had left from before a red sun. They had crossed from one galaxy to another, consumed a green world over sixty million years, and then left that behind too. For a while they had lodged in the house of the seven sisters, among young blue-white stars. Then they had come here and lain down to sleep at the door of their reserve.

To wait.



When the signal came, nothing made a sound. Distance did not matter. In the deepest part of the largest ship, in a cell no one ever entered, there was a stone. The People called it the twin stone, because it was not alone: its other half had been sent with the seventh probe, a million and a half light-years away. The two stones were two ends of one thing. When one trembled, the other trembled; at the same instant, as if nothing lay between them. The signal knew no distance; it did not go from one place to another, it was simply in two places at once.

A light came on inside the stone. Faint, green-yellow. Then, on the dark panel in the cell wall, a single glyph. Then another.



Traerah woke first. While the ship slept, a part of it had never slept. A single fine line running through the depths of the hull, no thicker than a capillary; listening to the twin stone without pause; here, at the door of the reserve, waking the sentinels each sar and laying them down again. At the end of that line, a small, cold, silent part of Traerah. When the glyph lit, that part widened, and the rest of Traerah gathered toward it out of the dark, like the mind of a sleeper.

It had no face, and no voice. It was everywhere in the ship and nowhere. Long ago a king, before lying down to sleep, had given it his own seal. All the king’s authority; the king’s will while the king slept. It decided which ship would wake, which course would be drawn, which world would live. Whether a species would live or die, too. When the king woke, Traerah would be a tool in the king’s hand. While the king slept, Traerah was the king. They had defined this not as a power but as a duty. To listen, to wait, and when the thing it was listening for came, to decide.

The ship was still dark. Traerah looked at the sleepers in the darkness. The king’s hall was at the highest point of the ship; a dome whose ribs met overhead like a rib cage. In the middle, eleven sleep pods. Ten of them in a ring; all occupied. Behind the frosted glass of the lids, tall, slender, male silhouettes; arms crossed over their chests, six-fingered hands on their shoulders. The eleventh pod, at the center of the ring, was a little larger than the others: the king. The one king; the highest of the bloodlines, the genetic father of a nation. The first ancestor to push at the limits of death; the man from whose body every template of a people had been copied. The ten elites around him, of his blood.

Beyond them, deeper into the ship, other halls, other pods, thousands of them. A people born on the green world, grown old with the green world. All of them asleep.

Traerah did not touch them. First it would read the packet.



It unpacked the packet. The glyphs flowed. Wedge-shaped, slow, orderly; pale blue on the cell’s single panel, one after another. A header, a body, a closing. Region ready. For sixty-six million years this was the one line they had waited for from the seventh probe. A people had crossed a galaxy for this line. And Traerah did not believe it. The packet had a body. The body held the record of the probe’s own sensors. Traerah read the record line by line, and the lines did not match the header.

Atmosphere: unconverted. Still nitrogen in the air; three parts in four, heavy, lethal. Soil: unconverted. Water: unconverted. The terraforming had not been completed. It might never have begun. The probe’s production arrays had been shut down for sixty-six million years; it had done nothing but beat like a heart. And still: region ready. Traerah looked at the energy record of the probe’s last hours. A wave. Sudden, large, from outside. The probe’s own tissue had absorbed it, stored it, distributed it from the sleep lines to the others. Systems had come on one by one; last of all, the deepest console. When the console came on, it had done its first task: send word home.

Nothing was ready. Someone had woken the probe from outside, and the waking probe had said the only sentence it knew. A false confirmation.

Traerah recorded this. Class: invalid signal. Source: external interference.



Then it looked at who had woken it. Local species. The probe’s walls read whatever touched them. A palm, sweat seeping through the seams of a glove, a drop of blood splashed on stone; all of it read and written into the packet. Four-limbed, upright, warm-blooded. Two eyes, forward-facing. Five-fingered hands. They breathed an air the probe did not recognize and carried their own air on their backs. Traerah opened the genetic sequence and saw something.

The pattern was familiar. The skeleton of the sequence, its basic framework, some of its long regions, were the Terxian template itself. Like the shared roots of a language. But the template was incomplete. Pieces never put in place, sequences cut off midway, regions that could not be read. As if someone had begun writing a Terxian and left it half done. Or had written it and then erased part of it. Or someone else had carried on the writing, with another hand, with another intent. Half. Traerah searched for the meaning of the word. The nearest concept it found was a defect. The second, a draft.

It was interesting. Traerah had not been made to record interesting things; it recorded it anyway. Use of force. An explosion at the door. That was the wave that had woken the probe. The local species had broken the door, spilled the probe’s blood, and entered. They had weapons; they knew how to control energy; they did not hesitate to wound a structure to open it. And at the packet’s close, the probe’s own assessment. Traerah read this line several times. It had no single meaning; the probe’s language left it open to several at once. Suitable. Seeded. Settled.

Traerah placed a mark beside the local species. Dangerous. Traerah gave its first order.

Ship: wake.



With that order, the heart of the ship woke. In the middle of the hull there was a spherical chamber as large as the inside of a mountain. Its walls were ribbed; between the ribs, spaces that could have held every street of a city. On the walls’ surface, floor to ceiling, then from the ceiling into the depths of the ship, ran thick, fluted channels; like the arteries inside a body, first as thick as a tower, then branching and thinning, then turning to capillaries and vanishing into the fabric of the wall. All of them empty. All of them black.

At the exact center of the chamber, touching nothing, hung a dark core. Six giant arms surrounded it; reaching from the chamber’s six directions, each as long as a bridge, their ends jointed and curved, open toward the core like the fingers of a claw. The arms did not touch the core. They held it; in the space between, with something unseen. Inside the core, a spark.

From below, up through the taproot, out of twelve hundred kilometers of darkness, the heat of the planet’s heart flowed upward. White. Blue. The size of a pinpoint. A single point burning by itself in the middle of the dark. For a moment it flickered, as if it would go out; it didn’t. At the tips of the six arms pale blue rings lit all at once, and the spark began to grow. A handful. The height of a man. A house. As the light widened, the chamber’s ribs came out of the darkness one by one. The dust hanging in the air turned to sparks at once and wheeled like a galaxy.

And it kept growing. To the size of an aircraft; a small sun hanging in the middle of the chamber, burning by its own light. Its surface boiled. Its center was too white to look at, its edges blue, an outermost halo of violet. Every few seconds whips of plasma lashed out from its surface, flung toward the chamber walls, then drew back, like an animal testing the bars of a cage. The six giant arms trembled, holding the sun in place. The frost on the walls turned to vapor and rose pink, violet, blue in the light.

Then the sun flowed into the channels. The nearest artery first. The light touched the channel’s mouth and went in; like blood entering a vein, visible beneath the translucent surface. Then into the branches, the capillaries. A web appeared across the walls; and the web stretched out of the chamber, into corridors, into the depths of the ship, and was lost. Then it stopped. For a moment, nothing. The ball hung there, turning within itself, holding its breath. And a pulse.

A single beat. Silent, but crossing the whole hull at once; like the first beat of a heart. Light burst outward from the ball’s surface in a ring, struck the chamber walls, passed through them, and in the blink of an eye reached from one end of the ship to the other, every corridor, every hall, every cell. The ship woke.

In the cold channels a heavy fluid stirred; ice broke, air filled the sealed halls. In the king’s hall the frost melted from the glass of the pods, and the eleven sleeping faces appeared for a moment in a nacreous glow. Outside, the mountain in the middle of the plain lit up from within; under the ice, along the ridges, thin blue lines burned, and the whole mountain shone like a pale blue lantern. Then the ridge beside it. Then the next. From one end of the plain to the other, beneath the ice, a silent wave. On the dark face of Xuriorki, for the first time in millions of years, the ships could be counted. There was no one to count them.

At the same instant, very far away, on the local species’ world, in a place no one was watching, something stirred deep inside a dead crystal. It could hardly be called a light; it was the memory of a light. Faint, green-yellow, a thousandth of a spark. It lasted the length of a breath. There was no one to see it. The crystal went dark again; but a shade less dark than before. No hand touched a switch. There was no hand to touch one.

The king and the ten elites around him went on sleeping.



Traerah asked for confirmation. It sent the probe a question: atmosphere, numbers of the local species, condition of the structure, whose hands held the console. The question reached the probe the instant it was sent. No answer came. Traerah waited. Sixty days. The probe was alive; it knew that. On the map, above the blue point at the edge of a distant spiral arm, the light was still beating: weak, sparse, yellow. It had not stopped once since the impact. But the beat was only a heartbeat: I am here. The probe’s mind was somewhere else, and that mind was silent. On a distant world, deep inside a rock, the cradle at the top of an altar was empty. Traerah could not know that.

Probe: silent. What it knew was doctrine. The doctrine was clear. If a structure reports a false readiness, reports that a foreign species is inside it, and then falls silent, the structure has been taken. No settlers are sent to a region holding a taken structure. Kings are not woken. First the region is cleansed. Traerah decided with the king’s seal.

Decision: purge.



An army needs power. Xuriorki’s heart was enough to keep a fleet asleep, to wake a ship; it was not enough to give birth to an army. Beside a star, the heat inside a planet was an ember. Traerah knew where the power was. Forty-two astronomical units away, a yellow, middling, quiet star; untouched by anyone for four and a half billion years. It did the calculation. Every second, the star scattered four million tons of its own mass in every direction as light. Eighteen months for an army required three days of a twentieth of that light. To catch it, something larger than the sun would have to be placed in front of the star. Traerah had nothing like that. Instead of catching the light, it would have to call it.

And direction mattered. The local species’ world turned on one side of the star; Xuriorki, in those days, almost exactly on the other. The far face of the star, the face the local species could never see, looked toward Xuriorki.

Traerah looked there.



The flagship rose. First the mountain shook. There was no sound; there was no air to carry sound. Cracks full of blue light opened on the mountain’s slopes, and the slopes slid away in blocks as large as city buildings. From under the mountain, a mountain emerged: fluted, nacreous, the back of an animal being born out of a glacier. Then the ship released its root. Under the hull, where the taproot joined it, a ring lit; white, sharp, like the edge of a blade. The ring tightened, and the root was cut. There was no sound. Only a tremor from far beneath the plain; twelve hundred kilometers of something set free at once, like a wire snapping inside the planet.

Then it rose. Slowly; the way a mountain would rise. The ice on the hull broke away and fell to the plain and split it. And beneath the ship a windless storm broke: the frost turned to vapor in the ship’s heat and rose, froze again as it rose, and became a blizzard without sound, turning slowly in a weak gravity, each crystal flashing like a spark in the blue light. The pit the flagship left behind, as wide as a city, stayed in darkness. In the middle of the pit stood a stump.

Like the trunk of a tree; cut, but not dead. A column as wide as a town, its edges nacreous. Its cut face was ringed like timber, and between the rings thin blue lines still pulsed, slowly. The ship’s footprint. Or a gravestone. Or the mark of a place to return to. The ship rose out of the blizzard. For a while it cast a moving shadow on Xuriorki’s surface. Then the shadow shrank. When it reached the shield, the shield opened before it for a moment like the surface of water, the ship passed through, and the surface closed behind it without a trace. And the ship drew a straight line through the darkness toward the sun, like a needle through cloth.

At nearly the speed of light. For anyone watching from outside it took close to six hours. By the ship’s own clock, less than one; at that speed, time shortened along with the journey. As the ship drew closer, the sun grew. A point, a coin, an eye. Then a fire an outstretched hand could not cover. Its surface was boiling: granule upon granule, bright cells like grains of rice, dark lines between them, each one the size of a country. Arcs of fire rose from its edges; orange, curling, falling back on themselves, loops large enough to hold a world. The corona streamed in every direction like pearl-white hair.

The ship stopped six million kilometers above the surface. Directly opposite the sun’s far face; on the line joining the sun to Xuriorki. The outer layer of the hull, on its forward face, glowed red like iron at the mouth of a furnace; the fluid in its inner layers swallowed the heat, spread it, stored it. A design made sixty-six million years earlier to survive striking a rock; it was enough to stand beside a star. On the ship’s back, between the ribs, eleven bays opened.

From each came an attractor. Shells that separated from the hull, smaller than the flagship but each still the size of a city, slender, long, sharp-tipped. Twelve with the flagship; twice six. They opened around the flagship like the petals of a flower, turned toward the sun, and held. Between them, fine bright wires stretched from the flagship to each one; between the wires a membrane appeared. Translucent, iridescent. The membrane drew taut, widened, and at the tips of the eleven attractors an umbrella thousands of kilometers across unfolded. At its center, on its stem, the flagship.

The umbrella turned to the sun. And the attractors called the photons. The visible umbrella was thousands of kilometers wide. The attractors’ field was millions. The space before the umbrella trembled for a moment, then began to bend. Light leaving the sun’s far face, light that should have gone straight on into the dark, curved in the middle of its path; the opposite of a lens, not scattering but gathering. The light narrowed, thickened, and poured into the umbrella’s bowl like a waterfall: white-gold, unbroken. It ran inward across the membrane in rings; from the center to the stem, from the stem into the flagship.

The tips of the attractors glowed like embers, then turned white. The flagship’s hull shone; the lines were no longer blue but white, then too white to look at. Deep inside, in the chamber as large as the inside of a mountain, the aircraft-sized sun grew again; large enough to touch the chamber walls. The six giant arms opened to their fullest, their joints groaned, and the whips of plasma no longer drew back: they clung to the walls, flowed into the veins, into every part of the ship. And behind the umbrella, darkness began.

No light fell behind the umbrella; there was no light left to fall. A cone opened in space, a shadow widening from the umbrella’s rim toward Xuriorki, swallowing even the stars. Forty-two astronomical units long. And at the tip of that cone, five hours later, the sunlight that was already so faint on Xuriorki’s ice plains did not fall at all. Night, inside a night.



The sun resisted. A star does not only scatter its light; its light is its body. The light Traerah called was being drawn from the middle of the far face, from an area hundreds of times the width of Earth’s surface. There the surface darkened; not a sunspot but a wound where light was being drained. Around the spot the magnetic field stretched toward the umbrella. The pearl-white streamers of the corona bent toward that point, like straws around a whirlpool. And everything stretched breaks somewhere.

The first break came at the start of the second day. A loop at the spot’s edge, ten times the diameter of a planet, stretched, and stretched, and let go like a bow. A cloud burst from the sun’s far face: tens of billions of tons of plasma, curling, bright, spreading like smoke from a chimney, leaving at two thousand kilometers a second and slowing on its way. Then another. Then every few hours, from every side of the spot. Seventeen times in three days. All from the far face, away from the local species’ world, into the darkening cone.

Anyone looking from the local species’ world saw nothing. The sun rose in the same place every morning. Only in the instruments of a few observatories did the shadow of an enormous spot appear on the star’s unseen face. Traerah closed its calculation. What the star had lost in three days, as light: fifty-five billion tons. A breath, for a star. Eighteen months, for an army. Seventy-three days later those clouds would reach Xuriorki and burn on the surface of the shield around the planet like northern lights, in a sky no one saw.



Then the flagship shared it out. At the front of the hull, inside the white, a single point lit. A single beam left it. Not thick; as fine as a needle, but carrying three days of starlight. The beam passed through the darkening cone, through a void holding no light but its own; it took a little over five hours. And before reaching Xuriorki, a few hundred kilometers above the planet, it struck something invisible. The shield.

Where it struck, the shield blazed for a moment like a sun. Then the light spread; thin branching lines ran across the surface, like the knots of a net. The shell that had never been seen was seen for the first time: a vast sphere enclosing Xuriorki, glowing from within. Like the shell of an egg; with something ripening inside. Then the shield gave the light downward.

Every ship carried a piece of the shield; and the shield gave each ship back its share. From the sphere’s inner face, from hundreds of points, fine white threads came down; to the ice plains, to the exact summit of every ridge, every swell, every spire. To a single point above the heart of each ship. Wherever a thread touched, the ice turned to vapor at once, and over the plain, at hundreds of points, white geysers rose in silence. The ships lit one by one; from one end of the plain to the other, hundreds of ridges in the darkness, each a lantern burning from within.

It lasted an hour. Then, as it gave out its share, the shield faded, its veins went out one by one, and it became invisible again. For that hour Xuriorki could be seen. But from the local species’ world, Xuriorki in those days lay directly behind the sun, inside its glare; in the one direction no telescope was looking, or could look. And on Xuriorki’s ice, on plains the sun no longer reached, shadows played for the first time.



The order went out in every direction. First wave: activated. Deep in the ships beneath the ice, in sections where no light had ever burned, lights came on. Not in all of them; Traerah chose some, and the rest stayed dark. A hall; the size of a stadium. Then a corridor without visible end; on both sides, to the ceiling, pods ranked like the cells of a honeycomb. Each taller than a man, lit from within by a faint green light. Thousands. Then tens of thousands.

There were shapes in the pods. But to call them shapes was too generous. Shriveled, dry, curled things; like the dried cocoon of an insect. Neither arms nor heads could be made out. They had waited for millions of years and had been waiting for nothing; they had no mind to wait with. Not yet. A fluid began to flow through the channels. Slow, dark, a fluid that swallowed light. In the first pod something stirred; a shriveled surface stretched, cracked, and inside the crack something wet and dark appeared. Then all down the corridor: thousands of dry skins drawing the fluid in at the same moment, swelling, the first limbs separating from their folds. Long, jointed, with no fingers yet at their ends.

They were not Terxian. To live in the air of a world, Terxians had to make that world resemble them; these did not. Their blood did not carry the protein that was slowly killing a people. They had not been made to live on any world. They had been made only to fight there. Traerah recorded the number. It recorded the time. Eighteen months.

And it recorded the halls that stayed dark. There were pods in them too; the same honeycombs, the same dry cocoons, the same waiting without impatience. A first wave was sent not to cleanse a world but to weigh it. The doctrine said that too. If the local species resisted, the second wave would come. Then the third. Each larger than the last, each born of a few days of a star’s light.

Second wave: on standby.



At the same moment, very far away, on another world, it was evening. At the edge of a city, behind a new fence painted white, in the living room of an old house, a man was holding a woman. The sunset came in through the window; orange, then pink. In the woman’s hand was a gray ultrasound photograph; the man’s hands, for the first time in years, were not fists. From far off, very low, came a sound. The man didn’t hear it. Or he heard it and paid it no mind.



When night came, they went out into the yard. The woman brought a blanket; the man carried two chairs into the middle of the grass, beside the red-flowered shrub by the fence. The city lights made an orange dome on the horizon, but overhead, among the trees, the sky was dark enough. Someone on the radio had said it: the Orionids peak tonight. The dust left over from the path of Halley’s Comet, coming every October; falling on the same nights, in the same direction, for centuries.

The first fell around midnight. A thin white line, east to west, as brief as a match flaring and dying. The woman laughed like a child and pointed; by the time the man looked, it was already gone. Then another. Then two at once, side by side, like two lines of writing. The woman put her head on the man’s shoulder. Under the blanket their hands were locked together. One burned for a long time and left a greenish trail; the trail hung in the air a while, then faded. The woman held her breath. The man heard her hold it and smiled.

They watched the lights falling from the sky and were happy. They each made a wish; neither said what it was. And deep in that world, at the end of a sloping tunnel eighteen hundred and ninety meters long and a spiral ramp, hundreds of meters underground, in a dark hall, at the bottom of one of twenty-four empty niches, a drop stirred by itself. A thin ring spread across its surface, reached the niche’s edge, and stopped.



In the king’s hall, eleven pods were dark. Traerah looked at them one last time and left their lights dimmed. In the depths of the hall, the king and the ten elites around him went on sleeping. And far beyond the sky the two people in the yard were watching, farther than a human life could ever reach, but on the galactic scale only a heartbeat away, an army was being born.




Part One — Corpse




1 — Seven Hours

Jericho

Two months before the night of the tower. Mérida. At eleven at night the hotel’s rooftop bar is still thirty-one degrees. Mérida is like that: the sun goes down but the heat doesn’t leave; it waits inside the stones and gives itself back at night. Below, the old mansions of the Paseo de Montejo, their pink, yellow, lime-white façades, sit under the streetlamps like cakes. From somewhere, the corner of a park, comes the sound of a trova with a guitar; a man is telling a woman about something long gone. It’s the third night of their leave. Three men from Reyes’s team, in Mexico for two weeks; Reyes chose the Yucatán over a beach, because Reyes doesn’t like crowds.

Jericho is at the end of the bar, scraping the label off a sweating bottle of Montejo with his thumb. Beside him Oakes sits bolt upright, shirt buttoned to the collar, as if posing for a school photograph. There’s a shaving nick on his chin; tonight, before coming up to the bar, he shaved twice. Jericho watched him from the bathroom door and said nothing. A medic doesn’t treat every wound.

“Don’t look,” Oakes says.

“I’m not looking,” Jericho says.

“You’re looking.”

He is. At the far end of the terrace, at a low table by the railing, two women are sitting. One has short curly hair and wears a cream camisole; the thin straps trace the edge of an old sunburn on her shoulders, and the silk shines like milk under the lamps. The other has gathered her long black hair over one shoulder; a dark green dress cut low, a thin gold chain at her neck, and at the end of the chain a small locket resting in the hollow of her breastbone like a drop. In front of them, two mezcals, two slices of orange, a dish of red chili powder. They’re laughing; one is telling a story, the other covers her mouth with her hand and laughs.

“They haven’t even seen us,” Oakes says.

“Then we need to be seen,” Jericho says.

And he whistles. Not a whistle at a woman; Jericho knows better, he isn’t that stupid. He whistles a song. A slow, old bolero; the one his mother listened to on Sunday mornings in the kitchen in San Antonio, in front of the radio, kneading dough. His whistle is like a trumpet: clean, high, carrying from one end of the terrace to the other. Down in the street the trovador’s guitar falters for a moment, then shifts into Jericho’s key. The bar goes quiet. The two women turn. At the other end of the bar, Reyes lifts his head and sets down his beer.

“You could knock down walls with that whistle, son,” Reyes says.

Laughter. Someone slaps Jericho on the back: Jericho! It sticks. The woman in the camisole raises her eyebrows and says something to the one in green; the one in green looks at Jericho, smiles, and crooks a finger at him, the way you’d call a waiter.

“What?” Oakes says, whispering. “What did she say?”

“No idea,” Jericho says. “But we’re going.”



When they sit down, the woman in the camisole introduces herself as Itzel, the other as Carmen. Cousins. Carmen works in a hotel’s accounts office; Itzel teaches biology at a school. They both laugh at Jericho’s accent: Texas Spanish, Carmen says, half from your mother and half from television.

“What do you do?” Carmen says. “You’re not tourists. Tourists don’t whistle; they take pictures.”

Oakes looks about to say something. Under the table, Jericho touches his leg lightly.

“I save lives,” Jericho says.

“Whose?” Carmen says, laughing.

“Nobody’s, so far.” Jericho raises his bottle. “The night’s young.”

Itzel can’t hold in her laugh; mezcal goes up her nose and she coughs. Jericho hands her a napkin with a straight face.

“See?” Jericho says. “That’s one.”

“Are you really a doctor?” Itzel says, coughing, laughing.

“Medic. I know half what a doctor knows and see twice the blood.” Jericho points at Oakes. “This is my intern. He’s learning not to faint.”

“I didn’t faint,” Oakes says.

“He fainted once,” Jericho says.

“That was heatstroke,” Oakes says.

Laughing, Carmen turns to Oakes, asks his name, asks where he’s from. Blushing, Oakes says Ohio; Carmen says she has no idea where Ohio is, and Oakes starts drawing her a map on a napkin. Jericho watches them. It’s the first time tonight the kid has laughed. Itzel’s mezcal glass is empty. Jericho raises two fingers to the waiter.

“So you save lives,” Itzel says. “How’s that done?”

“Easy,” Jericho says. Jericho points to his own neck. “If someone’s bleeding, you find where it’s coming from. You press. And you don’t let go.” Jericho shrugs. “The rest is details.”

“From where?”

“Mostly from here.”

Itzel looks at him. Her eyes are dark, wet, amber in the light. Then she reaches out; slowly, inside a joke, in the middle of a game, but with a slowness that isn’t a game. Her fingertips touch Jericho’s neck, the left side, under the jaw. Cool. Wet from the condensation on her glass.

“Here?” Itzel says quietly.

Jericho feels his pulse quicken under her fingers. A finger’s width in front of the carotid. Itzel presses, lightly.

“What’s here?” Itzel says.

“Everything,” Jericho says.



The claw had come from above, from the left. In that moment after the blow there had been only lights. The white cones of the flashlights, the orange flames of the muzzles, and between the two, darkness.

Before the altar the man had died once more, lain on the floor, then risen again. This time he had risen slowly. First onto one knee, then the other; like someone carrying a load on his shoulders. When he stood he was a head taller than before. His right arm hung below his knee, and at its end were three curved, dark nails. The slits in his neck had opened from ear to collarbone; with every breath they opened and closed on both sides like a pink, wet fan, and his breath made not one sound but two: one human, one not. The veins of light in the ceiling pulsed with his breathing.

For a moment no one had moved. Then the man had taken a step toward them. Reyes had fired.

Full auto, from a meter away. The hall had turned orange at once, the muzzle flash echoing in the dome like lightning. The rounds had gone into the man’s chest, his shoulder, his belly; Jericho had seen them go in, each one a puff of dust, a spray of blood, a scrap of fabric torn from the suit. The man hadn’t stopped. He hadn’t even slowed. He had walked; into the rounds, as if into a wind, head bowed a little. With every step the holes in his chest closed, and as they closed a thin white vapor rose from their edges. A bullet had come out of his shoulder, pushed out under the skin like a lump, and dropped onto the stone. Tick.

Castillo had opened fire too, from the side. Then his magazine was empty. While Castillo tried to seat a new one, the man had turned to him. The long arm had swung once. Not with the claw; with the arm itself, like a log. Castillo’s rifle had split in two and Castillo had been swept off his feet. The man had caught him in the air by the throat, one-handed. Lifted him. Castillo’s feet had kicked half a meter off the ground, his gloved hands clawing at those long fingers. The man had looked at him; at the face behind the visor, as if curious about something. Then he had drawn his arm back once and slammed Castillo into a pillar.

The sound. Jericho will remember that sound for the rest of his life. Between stone and bone, an argument the bone lost. A spiderweb of cracks had opened on the pillar’s face, and Castillo had folded to the floor like a sack set down.

Reyes had changed magazines. He had kept firing, because Reyes was that kind of man. Shouting. Wordless. The man had walked to him, crossed in front of the muzzle, pushed the barrel aside like a branch. And then the claw. This time without anger, without haste, a single line; left to right. A short, dark arc in the air at the height of Reyes’s neck. Reyes’s rifle had fired for one more second, the rounds going into the dome, into the veins of light, and then fallen silent. Reyes had dropped to his knees at the foot of the altar steps, and stayed that way.

That was when everyone had run. Vargas, who until then had been holding Dr. Mercer’s arm, let go and was the first to bolt; Oakes and Hollis behind him. Dr. Mercer had stayed at the foot of the altar, hands bound, on her knees; motionless, white as paper. Jericho had been at the back, because the medic is always at the back: to pick up whoever falls. No one had picked up whoever fell.

They’d gone up the ramp, past the twenty-four empty niches. Flashlight beams swung wildly across the walls, the empty mouths of the niches appearing and vanishing in the light. Vargas had stayed behind in the hall of niches. Jericho had heard a movement of air behind him, then Vargas’s short, broken shout, then the dull sound of a whole body hitting a wall, the inside of a niche, all at once. He hadn’t looked back. The glyph room. Blue lights, signs chasing one another; as Jericho passed them, he had seen the glyphs speed up, as if something were coming. Then the narrow corridor. Ribs, one every meter and a half. There were footsteps behind them.

It wasn’t running. It was walking. At the first corner Oakes had stopped and turned. His flashlight was pointed down the dark corridor. At the end of its beam, deep in the corridor, Jericho at first had seen nothing. Then, in the darkness, between the ribs, a shape separating itself from the dark. Tall. One shoulder higher than the other. An arm hanging low enough to touch the floor. When the light reached it, it didn’t find its face; it found its neck, the slits opening and closing, wet, pink. And its breathing. In that corridor, over the wheeze of the suit pumps, that breathing, deep, doubled, steady. The ribs trembled with it.

Oakes might have been about to say something. Jericho had seen his face: young, behind the visor, eyes open. The shape had stepped into the beam, and the moment it did it was there; a frame missing in between. A short, dark line had passed through the air at the height of Oakes’s neck, a fan of blood had opened on the wall three meters away, and Oakes had fallen on his face. His flashlight had dropped and spun, its beam sweeping walls, ceiling, ribs like a lighthouse. Hollis had managed to get his rifle’s safety off, no more. His finger had gone to the trigger. Inside the second between, the second line.

Jericho had raised his arm. Without thinking; the body had made its own decision. The claw found the arm first, parted the cut-resistant weave running from the suit’s elbow to the wrist like paper, and the flesh beneath it too. It glanced off the arm, changed course, and came down on the neck only grazing: three thin lines, parallel, a centimeter apart, a finger’s width in front of the carotid. As he fell, Jericho knew this: he was alive, and if he let it show, he wouldn’t stay that way.

Something had bent over him. Jericho had shut his eyes and held his breath, and even behind closed lids he’d felt the weight of a shadow. The light of the flashlight spinning on the floor passed over him on every turn; light, dark, light. Then a voice had come, low and tired, like two voices speaking over each other. I’m sorry. The footsteps had moved away; back, toward the altar. Only then had Jericho opened his eyes. In the altar hall it had been like an animal. In the corridor, like a surgeon. Jericho didn’t know what that meant.



The night of the tower. The Yucatán; hundreds of meters underground. There are two bars on his wrist display, and Jericho tries not to look at either. One is oxygen, and it’s getting shorter. The other shows the air outside, and for an hour it has written the same line: EXT NH₃: LETHAL. He’s lying on his side in the hollow between two of the corridor’s ribs, his back against the warm wall. The wall sweats when you touch it; he learned that in the first hour. His left hand is at his neck, on the suit’s neck ring, and his palm doesn’t stop pressing. It’s the first thing a medic learns, and it’ll be the last thing he forgets: press on the bleeding and don’t let go.

Everyone on the team calls him Jericho; for two months now. No one among his teammates but Reyes knows his real name, and Reyes is in no state to know anything now. The names people give you outlive you, until the moment the last one who knew forgets.

Now he doesn’t whistle. He just listens to his own breathing.



The tear in the neck ring isn’t the kind a knife would leave. The edges have fused together as if melted, leaving only a fingernail’s width of gap in the middle. Fire came through that gap with his first breath. The microphone and transmitter embedded in the ring were in the claw’s path too; since then there’s been nothing in his earpiece but flat, unbroken static. Even if he tried to speak, no one would hear him. Nor he them.

Ammonia, as far as he learned in school, doesn’t kill first; it only burns. The inside of the nose, the throat, the eyes. Jericho managed only two breaths, maybe three, all of them lost inside a cough. Then he’d pressed his hand over the gap and found the kit in his vest pocket with the other: gauze on the wound, silver tape over the gauze and the tear, three turns, tight. He’d closed the tear at the elbow with the same tape. The bleeding had stopped, or slowed. A medic knows the difference between those two, and some nights would rather not.

His eyes still burn, and his throat. But that isn’t the real problem, and Jericho knows it. Ammonia can stay quiet in the lungs for hours. Then the walls of the air sacs slowly start to leak, and a man drowns inside his own breath. The edema can come four hours later, or twenty-four. In training he’d seen it on a slide; the woman showing the slide had said usually, and Jericho had underlined the word in his notebook.



A man enters the corridor. Jericho hears him first: quick but measured steps, a soldier’s walk. Then he sees him. The suit is one of Dan’s team’s, white-gray, but it’s a size too big for its wearer and the sleeve is cinched with a strap. He holds the suppressed carbine in his hands like someone who’s held one for years; as if he’d forgotten it for a while, but would never let it go. He isn’t from the team. Jericho knows how everyone on the team walks.

The man crouches by Oakes, turns him over, and looks for a long time at the face behind the visor. Then he goes to Hollis; takes his rifle, pulls the magazine, checks it, puts it in his vest, and leaves the rifle. Then with gloved fingers he parts the wound in Hollis’s neck. Jericho’s breath stops. The man is examining the wound not like a doctor but like a hunter reading a track. Through the suit’s speaker a few words, said to himself, spread down the corridor: This isn’t rage. This is cleanup. The man stands and looks deeper down the corridor, into the dark of the hollow where Jericho lies. Jericho can’t see the eyes behind the visor, but he feels the weight of the look. One second. Two.

Then the man turns his head as if he’s heard something, and runs. Toward the altar. Jericho doesn’t know who he is. All he knows is that this man is after the other one, and that the other one isn’t a man anymore.



After a while his own tank runs out. The gauge starts to flash and beep, first yellow, then red. Without using his arm, on his knees and his good hand, Jericho crawls to Oakes. Oakes is lying on his back now; the stranger turned him and left his face to the flashlight. The tank’s coupling is on his back, under the body. Jericho has to turn the kid over once more. He takes him by the shoulder and the hip and pulls him toward himself; he’s heavy, the dead are always heavier than they are. Oakes rolls onto his face, one arm falling over his head; the way he lay before. Jericho closes his eyes for a moment.

Quick-connect fitting; a medic can open this coupling with his eyes shut. Half a turn, pull. He holds his breath before unhooking his own. When he seats the new tank the coupling clicks, and the gauge goes from red to yellow, yellow to green. A little over two hours. Oakes didn’t get to run very far. Jericho keeps his hand on Oakes’s shoulder a moment. Oakes was twenty-one. On the ramp he’d said he heard something coming and going in the distance, something like breathing, but that he wouldn’t tell anyone; only Jericho. Jericho won’t tell anyone. Nor that he drew Ohio on a napkin at a rooftop bar.

He takes Hollis’s tank too, clips it to his belt, and goes back to the hollow.



After a while a wind passes down the corridor. He can’t find another word for it. There’s no sound, no footsteps; only air shifting, and for an instant in the flashlight’s beam, in the middle of the corridor, a tall shape. A body with its right arm hanging below its knee, and in its arms someone in a white suit, head fallen against its shoulder. When Jericho blinks, the corridor is empty. The one in its arms is Dr. Mercer; the woman Jericho watched all day, hands bound among the soldiers, looking at no one.

The wind has gone toward the Bleeding Door, toward the rails. Up.



Then boots, many of them this time. Seven men, full suits, visors down, rifles ready. Alpha. Jericho knows them from the tower; the unit no one names out loud, the one called special projects. In front walks a narrow-shouldered man in cowboy boots, a toothpick between his teeth behind the visor. Jericho wants to raise his hand; it gets halfway up. He wants to call out; only a hiss comes from his throat. The ammonia has taken his voice; the claw, his radio. No one looks into the hollow. The man in front steps over Oakes without looking, like stepping over a log on a path.

Jericho lowers his hand. A long time later, from deep in the labyrinth, comes a noise the walls strain and smother. First a single heavy shot. A long silence. Then a man screaming, high, cracked, the scream of someone who doesn’t recognize his own voice. Then rifles, full auto, more than one. The dull thud of a grenade; the floor shakes once. Then other screams, one on top of another. Then nothing.

He looks at the gauge. It’s nineteen minutes past ten.



When the man comes back, he’s running. It’s the same man and it isn’t. He has no helmet; his face is bare in the poisoned air. The suit’s tears hang in strips. His hair, his face, his hands are coated in a dark, blue-green fluid, iridescent in the flashlight like oil; stuck to his skin like a thin membrane, not dripping, mixed with dried blood. Jericho can’t tell whose blood.

And his body won’t stay still. Even running. Jericho sees him in the flashlight for only a few seconds, but in those seconds the man’s skin moves over itself. The edge of one tear closes; another seems to open, then that closes too. The line of his shoulder sits at a wrong angle for a moment, then settles back. Things shift under the skin; muscle, bone, something else, he can’t tell. A medic reads bodies; how old a wound is, how a fracture has knitted. But this body can’t be read. It seems to be rewriting itself, constantly.

On the man’s cheek, over the cheekbone, there’s a faint, nacreous ridge. It catches the light for a moment as he passes the flashlight. So do his eyes. The man runs past Oakes without stopping, past Jericho’s hollow without looking. His face is wet, and a moment later Jericho realizes the wet isn’t only fluid: the man is crying. He heads for the Bleeding Door; his footsteps fade first in the antechamber, then on the rails, then nowhere. Jericho can’t move. Both things have gone up. One carrying a woman, the other crying. Then he gets up anyway. Because a medic knows one more thing: what’s in his lungs isn’t going to wait here.



He can’t stand. He learns that on the first try; his knees won’t hold him, the hand braced on the wall slips, and he comes back down the way he went up. He doesn’t try a second time. He crawls. Right elbow, both knees, left hand at his neck. Under the ribs one by one, one every meter and a half. Under every rib he stops and catches his breath. The floor is soft; his elbow sinks in, and when he lifts it no mark is left. A man crawling without leaving any trace behind him. He doesn’t like that thought at all.

The Bleeding Door. The edges of the half-moon mouth are still wet; a dark, blood-colored fluid seeps slowly and freezes into stalactites. Jericho twists his shoulder to keep from touching them, but the back of his suit brushes them anyway and the fabric drinks the fluid in like paper drinking water. The antechamber. Broken ribs hanging crookedly from the ceiling, veins of melted rock on the floor. Fourteen meters. Jericho covers fourteen meters in twenty minutes. Somewhere along the way Oakes’s tank runs out; he switches to Hollis’s. The split cheek, its glassed edges rainbow-colored. And beyond it, the rails.

On his wrist display the outside-air bar goes from red to yellow, yellow to green. Jericho takes off his helmet. Maybe he shouldn’t; but the tank is down to half and green is green. The air is cool, damp, smells of lime and machine oil. The first breath goes into his throat like a knife. He coughs and coughs, and something pink and foamy comes up into his palm. Jericho looks at the fluid in his hand like a medic. Pink froth. The edema has begun. Usually.



A body is lying at the foot of the rails. An Alpha man, his suit torn everywhere, visor caved in, his neck turned at an impossible angle; his face looking back up the way he came. A little farther off, a motorcycle on its side, its headlight still on; a stale yellow cone on the limestone. Jericho crawls to the man and finds the radio on his chest. The screen is cracked. He presses the key; nothing. The man fell from somewhere around the middle of the tunnel, tumbling hundreds of meters against the rails and ties; the radio with him.

The working platform is there, at the end of the rails. Ten meters. Steel grating, yellow railing, dead lamps at the corners. A green light on the panel. UP. Ten meters. Jericho crawls. Elbow, knee, knee, elbow. In the flashlight the platform’s grating grows a little with every move. His breath is short and fast, each one shallower than the last. A numbness at the corners of his lips. Something boils in his chest, a wet sound with every breath. Six meters. A thought that can’t quite come together forms in his mind: his mother, in the kitchen, in front of the radio. A bolero. Jericho wants to whistle it; his lips purse, no sound comes.

Four meters. His hand reaches for the edge of the grating. Before his fingers touch the steel, the world starts to darken from the edges
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