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EREBUS-13


The city of Kitchener lay spread out below them, its spires reaching toward a blue, untroubled sky, its domes crouching in the shadows. Other than in videos and pictures Zhang had never seen such urban sprawl on the surface of a planet and the view should have been awe-inspiring. Instead he noticed the incongruous elements. Down in the city streets, fires burned.

So many fires.

Vehicles burned where they’d been abandoned. Storefronts had been blown out by explosions and debris lay smoldering in the streets. No bodies. He didn’t see any dead bodies lying on the sidewalks. No corpses burning inside the wrecked cars.

“No,” he whispered, his face pressed against the glass. “Please. No.”

Petrova came up behind him.

“We’re too late,” she said, confirming his terror. “Erebus beat us here.”
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Alexandra Petrova’s body temperature rose very, very slowly. Coming out of cryosleep was not a simple process. Every cell in her body had to be carefully defrosted and thawed out on its own timetable. You couldn’t rush something like that.

In the beginning of that thawing time there was sleep, true sleep. No tossing and turning, no rapid eye movement. Not even the slow desperate quietus of the hibernating bear. In her glass coffin Petrova’s body ticked over one day-long heartbeat at a time. Her fingers lay relaxed by her hips; her chest neither rose nor fell in a way anyone could see. Her eyes were closed.

She passed a certain threshold of neuronal activity. Impulses jumped across synapses; ions flowed through old, long-accustomed channels. Something like thought began, inside her silenced brain. At first only disordered flashes, sparks. In time they began to coalesce. To take form.

One by one her senses came alive. She dreamed.

The dream was not at first coherent in any way. It was just a bundle of sense impressions, with no organization to them. She saw sunlight, white sunlight slanting through Zhang’s hairline, saw beads of sweat roll down his temple. She saw the toxic green of Rapscallion’s robotic bodies, no shape really, just the color. She felt her own lips smiling, as a hard light hologram pushed an impossible tongue between her teeth.

She felt the bones of her left hand start to bend, felt them slide inside the soft tissue of her arm, felt them snap.

Broken glass, broken glass and blood and a scream, a scream as shrill and loud as a hull breach siren—

(in another place, very far away, her mouth moved, but only a tiny fraction of a millimeter. It would take hours for her to lift her tongue to her lip, days, perhaps, but in dreams things move at their own pace)

The last time—

The last time she’d woken from cryosleep, her ship had been broken beyond repair, its hull torn open in a dozen places by flying debris. The last time she’d woken in a cloud of her own blood and broken glass, in a shattered cryotube. The last time, her ship had woken her too fast and she’d woken up screaming – screaming for air, for light, for heat—

(breath began to gather in her lungs, a sketchy stratus cloud of carbon dioxide clinging to the collapsed cavern of her throat, preparing to escape sometime next month)

“Hi,” Sam Parker said.

He was there – beside her. She couldn’t see him, only feel him, his skin touching hers, his mouth near her collarbone. His arms wrapped around her.

Petrova tried to scream. She tried to get away as he snuggled closer to her.

Sam – Sam was dead. He was a ghost. Her lover, once. A tall, gangly space pilot with an easy smile and kind, long-fingered hands.

Now he was something else. Something terrible.

(a twitch ran through her left arm, the faintest stirring of muscle fibers. Her fingers curled into the start of a fist. Moving faster now. She was nearly awake)

“Sam, why are you here?” she asked.

He didn’t answer at first. He just smiled, eyes closed. Stretched out his long limbs like he was luxuriating in bed, rising slowly from an excellent night’s sleep. Then he opened his eyes, that dreamy smile still plastered on his face, but one of his eyes was bloodshot, horribly red. Like an artery had burst inside his head.

“Hey,” he said. He reached for her.

His hand was terribly burned, the bones sticking out of cracked and blackened skin. Even as she watched the tiny, long fingerbones separated, came loose in the absence of gravity and floated around her—

“Time to wake up,” he said. His voice soft, kind.

(inside the tube her body started to move in slow motion. Her eyelids flickered open but her eyes were rolled back in their sockets. Her limbs twitched and her chest heaved, her lungs sucking in oxygen, suffusing her cells with new life, new energy)

Sam’s body disintegrated in fire and heat and energy, and all she could do was watch as his cells tore apart from one another, as tissues dissolved into vapor, into plasma, his floating bones clinking as they struck the sides of the tube, a piece of his pelvis caroming wildly back and forth, smacking into her shoulder hard enough to hurt, hard enough to draw blood—

(the scream finally worked its way out of her throat, noise building and echoing inside the glass tube, a shrill horror of a noise that bounced back and forth off the walls of her prison. She had to get out! She had to get out!)

The glass tube melted and flowed away from her. Cold air washed across her sweaty face and Petrova lunged forward, sitting up and grabbing at her shoulder, her jaw. She touched her own hands, studied them, uncertain how her left hand looked so perfect, so undamaged. Hadn’t it been broken, chewed by a machine until it was just pulp?

And where was all the blood and broken glass? The last time she’d woken from cryosleep everything had been wrong, everything had been broken.

She stopped screaming, forced herself to swallow the last of her wailing cry, and looked around, looked at where she was. The room was dimly lit, but that was how it should be. When you first came out of cryosleep the lights were kept low because your eyes needed time to adapt. The room around her was cold, yes, but not the cold of the vacuum of space. She shivered but then a fan whirred to life and blew warm air across her naked skin.

She blinked her eyes. Forced herself to focus.

A clear plastic tube wrapped around her right arm. Cool fluid pushed through the tube, into her arm. Nutrients and saline, that was all. Rehydrating her tissues after the long sleep.

That tube was supposed to be there.

She was okay. She was unharmed. Her left hand was fine, just as it had been when she climbed into the tube.

She listened but she didn’t hear any alarms, no computer voice warning of imminent disaster. She licked her lips, intending to speak, to ask for an update. Even though she suspected that she knew what she would hear.

She was alive. She was safe. She had successfully woken from cryosleep, and this time she was in no danger, had nothing to fear.

The door of her little room opened and she automatically pulled her knees up to her chest, hiding her breasts.

“Are you under the impression I’ve never seen you naked before?” The woman standing there was dead, as dead as Sam Parker. Another ghost. “I used to bathe you, child. Get up and get dressed.”

Petrova licked her dry lips. “Mother,” she said.

Ekaterina had been a tall woman in life, tall and slender. She had a massive pile of white hair atop her head that made her look even bigger. She was just a hologram, now, an image of the woman she’d been, but still just seeing her made every muscle in Petrova’s body tighten up, just a little.

“What. Where,” Petrova said. She was still too woozy from cryosleep to form meaningful sentences. She struggled, forced herself to be coherent. “Where are we?”

“We’re in orbit around Earth,” Ekaterina told her. “About twelve hundred kilometers up. Right where we should be. It took us sixty-four days to get here.”

“That seems fast,” Petrova said. They had traveled nearly a hundred light years from Paradise-1. In her mind they had left the planet only minutes ago. Time was strange.

“I want you on the bridge as soon as possible – there’s much to discuss.” Ekaterina turned to go.

“What’s going on?” Petrova asked, as she climbed off her cryobed and reached for a jumpsuit. “Is everything okay? What about Zhang and Rapscallion?”

“Is everything okay?” Ekaterina repeated, and seemed to think about it for a moment. “The ship seems to be intact and we haven’t died yet. That may change soon though, especially if you keep wasting time.”

“What? Why?”

“We’re under attack,” Ekaterina said, as if she was sharing some particularly dull bit of gossip. “Half the UEG’s home fleet is coming for us. Don’t forget to tie your hair back, Sashenka. It’s quite a mess.”
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Petrova was still zipping up her jumpsuit when she reached the bridge. Polyhymnia, the ship, was tiny, little more than a shuttle grafted onto a faster-than-light singularity drive. There was barely room on the bridge for three people. Zhang Lei was bent over a console, studying a grouping of dots on a black background. Ekaterina sat in the captain’s chair, the only real furniture in the room. That left one member of the crew missing. Petrova looked up and saw what looked like a bright green spider crouching on the ceiling, its starburst of limbs at least three meters in diameter. It looked like it was about to drop down and grab her, pull her up toward its maw.

Then it did just that.

When three of its legs wrapped around her and pulled her into a tight hug she breathed to calm herself, forced herself not to panic. Rapscallion wouldn’t understand why she might find the gesture so unnerving. “Glad to see you, too,” she told the robot. “How do things look out there?”

“We dropped out of singularity space two hours ago,” Rapscallion said. “Just a perfectly normal, by the book maneuver. Except that we re-entered normal space right between Earth and the Moon. In the middle of a restricted zone.”

Petrova scowled in annoyance. “I assume the local authorities weren’t pleased.”

“Earth Orbital Security hailed us and asked what the hell we thought we were doing, of course,” Rapscallion went on. “Ekaterina refused to answer their calls.”

“You just left OrbSec with no answer? No wonder they’re moving to intercept us,” Petrova said. “Zhang? What kind of opposition are we looking at?”

The doctor looked up from the console. He’d never been formally trained in space combat but the events of the last few months had been an education of a sort. “We’ve got three fighter craft heading our way, fast, and a heavy cruiser backing them up, coming in on a tangential orbit. I think they’re trying to cut us off before we can land on Earth.”

Petrova nodded. “Mother. Did you think about at least reassuring them that this ship has no weapons?”

“I didn’t see any reason to speak to them at all,” Ekaterina said.

She tapped at a console in front of her, magnifying the view through the bridge’s main screen. A fighter appeared there, its weapons glowing in the infrared. Judging by the stars streaking past in the background, the fighter was moving very, very fast.

“What, precisely, would you want me to say?” Ekaterina went on. “Hello, yes, we’re coming from a haunted planet full of zombies and my daughter accidentally released the zombies and now the zombies are on their way to Earth, but don’t worry, we’re perfectly trustworthy people? Other than the psychic parasite she’s carrying in her head and the fact that the current director of Firewatch has almost certainly given orders for us to be executed on sight?”

It had been a long few months.

“Revenants,” Zhang said, looking up from his screen. “Not zombies. They’re revenants.”

Petrova nodded. She knew the difference but now wasn’t the time. “How long before the fighters arrive? If we’re going to survive this we need to think of something, now.”

“Ahead of you, there,” Ekaterina said. She tapped at a virtual keyboard and a new screen appeared before her. It was labeled ‘WEAPON STATUS’, and it showed a line of green status lights. “You asked before if I had considered telling OrbSec we were unarmed. I didn’t want to lie to them, you see.”
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Zhang tapped his temple and entered a virtual representation of the volume of space around them. He could see the Moon off to his left, its silver crescent blaring light where the sun touched it, craters dark and endlessly deep where they lay in shadow. Below him, Earth wheeled blue and white, far too big for comfort.

He studied the three fighters coming up behind them. They didn’t look like vehicles. Instead they looked like enormous spears, thin and sharp-nosed. Weapons were hung around their midsections, rocket pods and particle beam accelerators. As he studied them, text windows opened all around them, listing out the model numbers and specifications of all those weapons. He didn’t need the data to know they could easily tear Polyhymnia open like a food pouch and spill its human cargo out into the airless void. He read the specs out loud anyway, because he knew that Petrova would want the information. Not to help her make a decision, of course. She was just one of those people who needed numbers and details to feel like she was in control of a situation.

Zhang was a doctor, a surgeon. He understood that you were never truly in control. That you could train and study for a lifetime and still, when you were faced with a burst artery, the only thing you could do was clamp it down to stop the bleeding and get to sewing and hope, against all logic, that you had a chance to save the patient.

“The nearest fighter is at four thousand kilometers and closing,” he read out. “The computer suggests it’ll wait until it gets within three hundred kilometers before opening fire, which gives us … seventeen seconds. Our weapons aren’t effective at long range, so we won’t be able to shoot until the same time they do. What do you want to do?”

Zhang tapped his temple again and the virtual view disappeared. He looked up at Petrova expectantly.

Behind him, Ekaterina cleared her throat. “Forgetting something, are we?”

He twisted around to stare at the hologram. She stared at him haughtily down the length of her nose. She might be dead, a ghost, but her eyes gleamed with disdain.

“What? What is it now?”

“Chain of command,” Ekaterina said. “I am the captain of this ship.”

Zhang sneered in disgust. “We don’t have time for games—”

He felt Petrova’s hand on his shoulder. It squeezed his flesh gently. Zhang hated being touched, normally, but he had learned to rely on Petrova for social cues. He shut up.

“Mother,” Petrova said. “Captain. Requesting authorization to take over tactical control.”

“Granted,” Ekaterina said, with a slow nod.

She never broke eye contact with Zhang. She didn’t even blink.

“Twelve seconds to firing distance,” he said, quietly. He shuddered and looked down at his console.

“Taking manual control of ship’s weapons,” Petrova said, as she dropped into a crew chair next to Zhang. “If we die now, like this …”

Zhang looked over at her, wondering if he should reach for her hand.

“… at least it’ll be over fast,” she told him.

“Six seconds,” he replied.
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“Firing,” Petrova said. She tapped a virtual keyboard and high energy particle beams lanced through space. One pierced the fighter like an arrow but it kept coming. “Brace for impact!” she called, as the fighter’s weapons discharged. A split second later the Polyhymnia shook as a beam grazed its engines. Petrova grabbed at her console and watched on a floating viewscreen as rockets burst all around them, briefly whiting out their external cameras so she couldn’t see anything.

“Rapscallion, did they hit anything vital?” she asked, even as her screen rebooted to show her more rockets were incoming.

“We took the brunt of that one on the singularity drive,” Rapscallion said. “It’s big and pretty solid. Makes a pretty good shield back there at the rear of the ship.”

Zhang looked up in terror. “But – there’s a mini black hole inside that drive, right? What happens if they breach the hull?”

The robot shrugged with multiple green arms. “Either nothing at all, or, and I’m just saying this to be thorough—”

“Brace!” Petrova called again, as the second wave of rockets exploded off their bow, shaking the entire ship.

“—and I mean, there’s a very low chance of this,” Rapscallion went on, “but it’s a non-zero chance, that the singularity’s containment field could fail, in which case—”

“Rapscallion, forget I asked,” Zhang called, but it was too late.

“—in which case, tidal gravitational forces would stretch us all out into a kind of molecular taffy that would be sucked down the gullet of the black hole at relativistic speeds. I do want to stress that would be fatal. Even for me.”

“Brace,” Petrova said. She squeezed her eyes shut as bright white light washed across all of her screens. The rockets were ridiculously inaccurate at this distance, but hitting them wasn’t the point. The rockets were mostly meant to blind her sensors and allow the fighter to close the distance for a killshot. A distraction from the main offensive. She knew she needed to get clear of the attacker, and soon. Lining up another shot she loosed another particle beam before the computer had even finished building its firing solution.

Her beam raked the top of the fighter, burning a deep furrow through its hull. At first she thought she’d barely damaged the small craft, but then as she watched in mounting excitement its engine exhaust changed color from whitish-green to a hot blue as its reactor went critical. Silently, almost in slow motion, the fighter disintegrated from the tail forward.

A lucky hit, and a good one. She allowed herself a tight little smile once she’d confirmed the fighter was out of action. Then she looked up at the others. Neither Zhang nor her mother looked particularly happy. “What?” she asked.

“The other two fighters are arcing in to cross right in front of our nose,” Zhang said. “We survived one of them attacking us, but two at the same time—”

“And let’s not forget the cruiser headed in our direction,” Ekaterina said, speaking over him. “It’s only about forty-five seconds away. If we live long enough for it to get here, its weapons will make very short work of us.”

Petrova bit her lip and nodded. “Understood.”

“I’m glad you understood me, girl. What do you plan on doing about it?” Ekaterina demanded.

Back on Paradise-1, back on Artemis, when they’d been constantly in terror for their lives, when alien forces beyond comprehension had been trying to kill them, at least her crew had listened to her orders, Petrova thought. She’d forgotten what living around her mother was like. Petrova had asked for tactical control, to take the lead on this battle. Now her every move was being scrutinized and if she didn’t come up with an excellent plan soon, if they all died, it would be her fault.

She could barely think under all the stress, could barely imagine what her options were. It occurred to her to wonder what Parker would have done in this situation.

Sam Parker. Friend, former lover. Former ghost. He was as dead as her mother was. He had, for a while, been a talking ghost just like her. Now he was something much worse.

That wasn’t what had brought him to mind, though. Parker had been, above all other things, one hell of a pilot. He’d gotten them through scrapes just as bad as this. She tried to remember what he’d done when the Basilisk’s fleet had chased them all the way to Paradise-1, how he’d solved that particular problem.

“Diverting power from the weapons,” she said.

“Wait – what?” Zhang shook his head. “You’re shutting down our guns?”

“They use a lot of energy. We need to save that for our engines.”

Ekaterina scratched herself under the chin. “What are you thinking, Sashenka?”

“We came here intending to land on Earth,” Petrova told her. “That’s what we’re going to do. The descent is just going to be a little bumpier than we expected.”
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Zhang watched in horror as the blue curve of Earth waxed larger in the viewscreen. Polyhymnia’s artificial gravity generators prevented him from feeling their acceleration but his body knew that they were screaming downward, straight at the ground as fast as a bolt of lightning.

Petrova had thrown them into a steep power dive, the nose of the ship pointed right at a corner of North America, the engines straining to pour on more and more acceleration. Zhang couldn’t stand to watch the ground come up toward him at that kind of speed. He couldn’t stand to look away from the screen, either, terrified that impact would come and he wouldn’t be ready for it.

“We’re going to die,” he whispered to himself.

His console lay forgotten before him. He forced himself to glance down and give a status report. “Both fighters are following us down. The cruiser is almost on top of us.”

“Got it,” Petrova said. She sounded strained, like she was just as terrified as he was. That couldn’t be possible, though. If she were this afraid she wouldn’t be doing this.

With every second that passed, Zhang could see more and more detail in the screen, could see rivers and lakes dotting the brown and gray landscape, the weird geometric patterns of robot-controlled farms, the glittering mirrors of solar power plants. Cities rose, tower by tower, like fingers of concrete and steel reaching up to grab the offending spaceship out of the sky. A cloud streamed up toward them and suddenly they were in the middle of it, the camera view stippled with drops of condensation, white streamers of water vapor lashing at them like striking serpents.

“We’re about to hit the stratosphere,” he said. “Hull temperature is rising. Do we have the thermal shielding for this?”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Petrova told him.

“I wish I had your confidence,” Ekaterina announced, for the benefit of no one.

“The fighters are right behind us. Looks like their weapons are having trouble locking on to us, which is good,” Zhang said, “but—” He stopped short. “What is that?” he asked.

He’d heard something.

It was a strange sound, a kind of hissing, a grating kind of abrasive noise. He thought of the little boat they’d used back on Paradise-1. The sound it would make when it ran aground on a sandbank, the almost rhythmic hiss and scratch of sand grains against the aluminum bottom.

It took him a second to realize he wasn’t hearing the sound through the viewscreen. That sound was coming from outside the ship – and only then did he realize what it was. That sound, that noise like fiendish rain, was the sound of air molecules striking Polyhymnia’s hull. They had passed a boundary and were no longer in space, but had entered Earth’s deep atmosphere. The air was hitting them so fast it sounded like someone had taken a sandblaster to the hull.

“Our temperature is rising fast,” he said, and realized he was shouting to be heard over the noise. Maybe just shouting out of fear. “We can handle this, right?”

“We’ll have to,” Petrova said.

“The fighters are pouring on speed, trying to catch us before we get any closer to the planet,” Zhang told her. “They’re not firing, they’re—”

He watched the screen. One of the fighters was slightly closer, almost directly behind them. Its hull changed color as he watched and he wondered how that was possible. It started out as a sort of dull orange that turned the color of a vibrant sunset, then a deep and angry cherry red. He looked at its rocket pods and beam weapons and watched as they changed shape, softening like they were made of paste that was melting in warm rain. He realized that the metal weapons were actually melting, dissolving in the fierce heat of atmospheric entry. Then the fighter itself started to melt, metal flowing backward in thick waves from its nose. Suddenly the entire spacecraft broke up, pieces of it shooting off like meteors, fireballs streaking away into the thick clouds.

“The fighters – the fighters are gone,” he said.

“One less thing to worry about,” Petrova told him.

“Sashenka,” Ekaterina said. “You’re coming in too fast. Sashenka, we’re not actually trying to hit the ground. Pull up now, please, daughter.”

Petrova didn’t reply, except to let out a little grunt of frustration.

It scared Zhang far more than the fact that the air on the bridge was starting to get too hot for comfort.
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The air on the bridge was so hot it hurt to breathe. Zhang kept calling out warnings and dire predictions, saying that their hull was starting to melt, that they had only seconds left before the entire ship broke up.

Petrova tuned him out. Focused on what she could control.

Polyhymnia plummeted like a dart, thrown with incredible force, straight at the ground. Bringing it up out of that dive was more than the ship’s tiny altitude jets could accomplish. Sweat broke out on her forehead as Petrova shunted power from every system she could find to the stabilizers, even as the atmosphere buffeted them, even as her screens showed nothing but plumes of fire racing across the ship’s hull.

There was only so much power she could steal. They needed some kind of basic life support, they needed minimal sensors just so they could see how close they were to the ground. They needed artificial gravity.

The AG kept them in their seats and not smeared across the back wall of the bridge in a fine red paste. If she switched it off to pull more power for the engines she would kill both Zhang and herself instantly. AG used an astonishing amount of energy every second, especially as it fought against the massive gravity well of Earth. But maybe she could siphon off just a little of that power—

“Rapscallion!” she shouted. “Hard maneuver coming up. Secure Zhang!” Then she reached up and grabbed an emergency seat harness and pulled it down hard over her torso, cinching it so tight she couldn’t breathe.

She just had time to glance over and watch Rapscallion’s eight green limbs grab up Zhang in a tight hug. She heard the doctor protest for a moment, then heard his voice grow muffled as the robot shoved him down onto the floor, pinning him in place.

Collision alarms started to sound from the bridge’s speakers, then stopped abruptly as something shorted out. The air was so hot it felt like her face was drying out and shriveling up.

Now, she thought, and hit a virtual key.

For a second it felt like she was in freefall, like she had stepped into an elevator shaft with no car in it. Maybe like she was floating in the microgravity of space. Then her stomach shot backward, through her spine, through the massive crew seat behind her – at least, it felt that way. A massive hand pressed down on the front of her body so hard she thought she was going to break into pieces, that every bone in her upper body was going to shatter.

The ship bucked underneath her, fighting back against the power she was using to rein it back. Petrova couldn’t reach the console to cancel the power shift, much as she wanted to.

Her vision narrowed to a dark tunnel and she could hear nothing but her own heartbeat. She expected it to be racing but the thing sitting on her chest had slowed her circulation down to a dull, leaden rhythm.

Was Zhang screaming? She couldn’t hear if he was, but she felt it, like some kind of psychic connection. Maybe it was just empathy, human emotion welling up at a time when she absolutely needed to be cold, precise, logical—

Oh God.

Oh no.

A blood vessel burst inside her eye and for a second she could see red, nothing but the red of blood. She felt like her teeth were cracking in her mouth, her chest collapsing like a staved-in barrel.

And then something impossible, and terrifying, happened.

Her body started to heal. It was not the achingly slow healing of a living system. This was alien technology at work. She could literally feel the artery inside her eye knitting back together. Feel her bones stretch and grow as they fought back against the desperate weight on her chest.

Oxygen flooded into her lungs and she suddenly had strength in her arm again. She reached forward and tapped at a virtual key, brought up a viewscreen, coaxed it close enough to her face that she could see it.

Outside, the ground was still rushing up to meet them. It was coming at an angle, now, though. They weren’t flying straight into death’s maw, or at least, not with as much force as they had been before.

She reached for the ship’s controls. Raised her flaps and felt the ship shudder in annoyance, but for the first time it truly responded to her direction. The nose came up a little more. Jets in the fore of the ship fired hard and their airspeed started to slow.

By the time she felt she’d regained full control, when she could give the AG its power back, her body was fully healed. She didn’t even ache.

It was pretty useful, having an alien artifact bonded to your system. Hidden inside the flesh of her left arm was the Key, a billion-year-old machine that had once given the gift of immortality to an alien god. She hadn’t been sure how well it would perform when paired with a human body but so far it was getting high marks.

She ran through her screens, checking the ship’s systems. They’d been badly damaged by the fight and the subsequent maneuvers but they were still airborne. It looked like she could even make a safe landing.

Outside, the hills of Earth rolled past, spotted here and there with the mirror flash of a lake or stream. They were flying just below a thick cloud deck that would give them some cover from attacks from above.

“That,” Ekaterina said, “was reckless.”

“It worked,” Petrova said. She didn’t bother turning her head. She knew her mother’s ghost would be right next to her, cheek lined up next to her cheek. Intimately close, as if they’d ever had some kind of loving or affectionate relationship. Her mother loved to test people’s boundaries. “Rapscallion,” she said. “You still there, buddy?”

“I’m okay,” the robot said.

“And Zhang? Zhang, are you okay? I’m sorry, I know that got rough. Zhang, just say something so I know you’re all right.”

There was no reply.
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Petrova set the ship’s autopilot, then fought her way out of the straps and belts of her crash web. Zhang was down on the floor, not moving. Rapscallion crouched next to him, all gangly green legs. Doing nothing.

She dropped down next to Zhang’s body. She touched him gently, looking for broken bones. She realized she had no idea what that would feel like, and that maybe if he did have broken bones she was causing more damage by probing and prodding them. “Mother,” she said. “Mother – does this ship have any medical equipment onboard?”

“It does. Some rather rudimentary gear stowed back by the cabins. I’d like to point something out, though. If I may?”

Petrova cursed and looked up at Rapscallion. The green spider shape had a human head at its center, all those legs radiating outward from the top of a green plastic skull. It was unnerving to look at but hardly the worst body she’d seen him wear. “Can you scan him? Get some idea if he’s … if he’s—”

“If he’s dying?” Rapscallion asked. “Let me check. It’ll take a second.”

“A second we might not have,” Ekaterina insisted.

Petrova touched Zhang’s cheek. It was warm. His flesh was warm. He was breathing – she had to hold her own breath to make sure, forced herself not to breathe until she saw his chest rising and falling. He still hadn’t opened his eyes.

“Rapscallion?”

“Still checking.”

She nodded and rose to her feet. Back by the cabins, her mother had said. She pushed through the hatch at the back of the bridge. She could see the medical kit, mounted on one wall. The ship wasn’t very big. She hurried toward it.

Ekaterina manifested directly in front of her. A ghost phasing into existence. Petrova shoved right through her mother’s holographic body. It felt weird, like pushing through a thick fog, and for a second she couldn’t see anything but then she was at the medkit and she tapped a little keyboard to make it open up. Bandages, scalpels, medication patches – there. Drug patches to kill pain, drugs to wake someone up. She wasn’t sure what she would need so she grabbed both.

“Sashenka—”

“Not now,” Petrova said. She started to push through her mother again, to get back to the bridge.

This time it didn’t work. Ekaterina used hard light to make herself solid. The same technology that gave them artificial gravity could create a tangible, physical body for a hologram. It was even modulated properly so that when Petrova’s hand touched her mother’s chest it felt just as hard and unyielding as it had when the woman had been alive. No doubt her hair would feel just as soft.

“Zhang’s hurt,” she insisted.

“We’ll all die if we don’t take immediate action,” Ekaterina said, quite calmly.

“What?”

“Have you forgotten the cruiser?” Ekaterina shook her head. “Clearly you have. We eliminated the fighter craft that were pursuing us but the cruiser is still up there, above the clouds. It’ll be hunting for us right now and when it finds us – which it definitely will – it will destroy us with its particle beams.”

Petrova scowled. “They wouldn’t do that. They wouldn’t risk missing us and hitting somebody on the ground. You never fire on ground-based targets from orbit, the risk of collateral damage is too great.”

“You’re thinking about protocols you were taught at the Firewatch Academy.”

“Yeah, exactly,” Petrova insisted. “Mother, Zhang needs—”

“Have you forgotten those protocols can be overridden?” Ekaterina scowled. “Think, girl! Who runs Firewatch now?”

“Director Lang,” Petrova said.

Lang had sent Petrova to Paradise-1 in the first place. Lang had orchestrated everything that had happened to her since. And now, Lang wanted her dead. She wanted everyone onboard Polyhymnia dead. They were the only ones who knew Lang’s biggest secret. That Lang had been the one who released the revenants that killed everyone on the colony planet. The revenants who now were coming for Earth.

Petrova and her crew had come home not to stop Lang but to save the human race from destruction. Lang wouldn’t know that, and she probably wouldn’t care even if she did. The doom coming for Earth might even be part of her plan. She wouldn’t let one measly safety protocol stop her from killing Petrova, Zhang, and Rapscallion. She would probably stop at nothing whatsoever to kill Ekaterina.

“We need to get down on the ground,” Petrova said. “Get some cover.”

“Exactly.”

Petrova nodded. “Okay, so land us somewhere. Anywhere safe.” She realized something. “Why are you even asking for my permission? You made such a big deal about being the captain of this ship.”

Ekaterina raised one eyebrow.

Petrova knew what that meant. This was one of her little games. One she loved to play. Present her daughter with a conundrum and then make her work out the answer on her own with no help. If she couldn’t do it, if she had to ask for the answer, that would be one more little opportunity for Ekaterina to judge her.

Petrova’s life had been woven of a tapestry of such tiny threads. All the little disappointments, all the long catalog of failures.

“Shit. The ship is too badly damaged, isn’t it?” Petrova asked. “You’re just a computer; you can’t fly a messed-up ship. You need me to land this thing before it breaks up in mid-air.” She grunted in frustration. “You could have led with that, Mother!” She shoved the medical supplies into Ekaterina’s hands. “Take care of Zhang. If he dies, I’ll never forgive you.”

As if that meant anything to Ekaterina. Petrova stormed back onto the bridge. She spared one glance at Zhang and saw that he still hadn’t opened his eyes.

Shit.

She jumped back in the pilot’s seat and started pulling up control menus.
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Rapscallion set his head-body down on the floor and lifted his eight arms so he could hold things and help while the ghost worked on his friend. The robot would do whatever it took to keep Zhang alive. “Scans show he’s mostly okay,” he said.

“Mostly?” Ekaterina asked. “That’s a rather imprecise diagnosis from a machine.”

Rapscallion considered that. “I feel like my programming has expanded a lot since I met these two. I’ve learned a lot about humans, and how they operate in a continuous state of uncertainty. I could tell you there’s a sixty percent chance he’ll recover without any lasting trauma. I don’t feel that number is very helpful.”

“You might have a point. Is he suffering from organ damage? Broken bones?”

“Nothing like that. He is unconscious, but I kind of assume you can see that for yourself. His body might be about to go into shock. That would be bad.”

“Mm-hmm,” Ekaterina said. She stripped a patch off its paper backing and shoved it into the side of Zhang’s neck. “That should stabilize him, for the moment. He’s going to need more help than we can provide now, though.”

“Agreed,” Rapscallion said. Zhang almost certainly had sustained a concussion and much of the left side of his body was dark with ecchymosis. None of his major blood vessels had ruptured but he had massive trauma to his soft tissues.

“Wait, what was that?” Petrova asked, craning over her shoulder to look at them.

“Daughter. Focus!” Ekaterina said. “You’re flying this ship. Can you please at least pretend to be watching the screens?”

Petrova turned back around but she wasn’t done. “You said he needs a hospital. I can put down near one. I can … We can get him the care he needs.”

“Are you certain of that?” Ekaterina asked. “If we make landfall anywhere civilized, the authorities will arrest us on sight. Better to set down somewhere desolate, and discreet.”

“I don’t care if we get arrested. I’m keeping Zhang alive.”

Ekaterina sighed, or at least, her hologram simulated a human sigh. “Don’t be dramatic. He’s going to be fine.”

“He deserves more than just fine, after all I’ve put him through.”

Ekaterina looked at Rapscallion. Gave him a long, searching look. The robot was unsure what that look was supposed to mean. Human faces were so good at conveying emotions but he lacked the necessary algorithms for determining what all those tiny nuances of expression meant.

He ran through all the possible responses he might make, trying to predict what the correct reaction ought to be. He settled on a shrug. He had eight arms so it was a pretty good shrug. Very elaborate.

“I think she’s right,” he said.

Ekaterina frowned and he wondered if he’d said the wrong thing.

“Kitchener,” Ekaterina said. After a long, probably meaningful pause.

“What?” Petrova asked.

“Kitchener, in the district of Ontario. It’s quite near our current location and it’s a large urban area. No doubt it has extensive medical facilities.”

“I see it on the map. Got it,” Petrova said.

Well, Rapscallion thought. At least that was settled.
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“Christ,” Petrova whispered, as she watched a status screen refresh. A whole row of red lights showed her just how fucked they were.

She went down the list, from least important problem to the most pressing.

The singularity drive was totaled – Polyhymnia was never going to travel faster than light again, so they were stuck in the solar system.

Their main drive was hanging on by a thread. She could maneuver, a little, but the tiny ship moved like a brick. Inside Earth’s thick atmosphere it was all she could do to keep it from dropping out of the sky.

Life support was – gone. The air outside was actually leaking into the crew cabin, and that was a good thing, because it was the only way they were able to breathe. The air inside the ship was full of toxins from burning insulation and melted equipment. The ship had nearly burned up during atmospheric entry and even now parts of it were still on fire.

Her control surfaces, the fins at the back of the ship that let her maneuver at all, were damaged to the point she expected they would tear off if she tried to make a sharp turn.

Artificial gravity was down. The ship’s auto-repair and emergency equipment were down, so badly damaged their status lights didn’t even light up because the ship couldn’t even run diagnostics on them.

She fought the ship with everything she had, forcing power forward to the retro-rockets, the maneuvering jets, desperately trying to slow them down. That was the hardest part. They were still streaking across the sky of Earth at two thousand kilometers per hour. Twice the speed of sound at this altitude. She needed to shed a lot of that velocity before she could even think about putting down.

She studied the ground ahead, looking for a place where they could safely land. She was not surprised to find nothing even remotely appropriate. There was a spaceport in the city of Toronto, a place brimming with emergency equipment designed for just this kind of disaster. Air traffic controllers there could use massive AG beams to pluck her out of the sky. They could lower her safely into a pit full of fire-retardant foam. They could have medical robots on the tarmac, waiting to help Zhang.

The problem was she had no way of communicating with those air traffic controllers. Polyhymnia’s comms gear was just gone. Calling the spaceport would require an antenna, and all of the ship’s antennae had melted down to slag. If she approached the spaceport without warning, she fully expected that anti-aircraft weapons there would shoot her down, killing everyone onboard.

No, her only chance was to set down manually, find a big empty field or something and hope it was soft. She studied the maps again, keeping one eye on the last viewscreen she had, the last camera feed showing her what was in front of them. It would be worse than ironic if they collided in mid-air with another vehicle right now.

She studied the ground, checked every map she could find. The area below them was heavily developed. It was dotted with parks and green spaces, but not one of them was big enough to land a ship on. She hissed through her teeth as she eliminated each possible landing site. There was a shallow lake, but no, if she set down there, with all the holes in her hull she might drown Zhang before she could pull him to the shore. She saw a massive parking lot outside a military base but she knew if she even got near that space she would be shot down.

She was out of options. Only one possible landing place remained.

There, she thought, pointing at the map. A long, thin feature of the landscape below lit up, and the ship’s remaining computers calculated the best possible trajectory for her descent.

It was a terrible idea. Petrova was used to those. Ever since she’d left Ganymede to head to Paradise-1, every idea she’d had, every plan and decision she’d had to make, had been a bad mistake. Somehow she’d kept them alive this far. She had no intention of stopping now.

She could hear the wind whistling through the breaches in her hull. She could hear Rapscallion moving behind her, working to keep Zhang alive.

“Execute,” she said, and the computer started taking them down.






10


Polyhymnia came down at far too steep an angle, smoke streaming from a dozen spots on its hull. It wove back and forth through the air as Petrova tried to steer with broken wings, then compensated for the failure of a control surface, then overcompensated in the other direction when the compensation didn’t work. It screamed as it broke the sound barrier over the Great Lakes, then shuddered wildly and nearly broke up as it dropped through a low-lying bank of cloud. Up ahead the city of Kitchener rose as a series of tall glass spires and the occasional water-stained concrete dome. For a moment it looked as if the ship was going to plow right into the downtown area, probably taking out a few skyscrapers before it exploded in a massive fireball. Somehow Petrova found just enough steering to twist the ship sideways, avoiding the side of a massive administrative tower.

Up ahead the city thinned out to the north, the buildings growing smaller, separated by massive roadway interchanges. A fourteen-lane superhighway rose up from the city on a buttressed ramp, bending back and forth in cloverleaf patterns of access roads until it ran straight as an arrow, northwest toward a much larger city on the edge of a lake.

The superhighway was Polyhymnia’s destination. Not exactly a place for a soft landing, nor did it offer much in the way of emergency services. But it was a long, mostly flat stretch of concrete the ship could use as a runway. It was the best option for hundreds of kilometers around, and the only chance Petrova had.

She pulled the ship’s nose up through sheer effort of will, desperate to avoid hitting the road surface at too acute an angle. The ship was still moving fast enough it would have plowed right through the road surface and made a crater in the commercial zone beneath. At the last moment she hit the key to extend the ship’s landing gear.

She received a screaming alarm in response, and a new red light on her console.

“Shit,” she said, or maybe she just thought it. There wasn’t much time for actually saying even such a short word out loud.

The landing gear was gone. Melted and torn away by their ridiculous descent.

It was too late to do anything about it.

The ship’s undercarriage hit the road surface, its bare hull scraping on the concrete as it bounced, skipping like a stone, slewing back and forth across a dozen lanes. Ground vehicles on the superhighway were shunted away, tossed in ballistic arcs over the side of the highway, one after another as the hundred tons of spacecraft pushed through them like a hydraulic press through jam. A shower of sparks burst across the ship’s one remaining external camera, warping the lens and then melting it completely so Petrova couldn’t see what happened next.

On the bridge she was thrown wildly back and forth in her crew seat, her straps barely holding her down. She could only imagine how much damage the makeshift landing was doing to Zhang’s already battered body. She cursed again and again, shouted profanities at the top of her lungs, but there was no way anyone could have heard her over the screaming of the ship itself, the horrible grinding, squealing, rageful cacophony of its lower hull being sanded away, ablated by friction, titanium and vanadium hull plates vaporizing micrometer after micrometer’s thickness as they were scraped off by contact with the Earth.

In time, eventually, the ship stopped skidding down the length of the superhighway. For a while it simply coasted along, its bottom side worn down to a mirror-reflective smoothness so that it rode like a sled over the smooth concrete. Eventually, finally, the screaming of the hull metal stopped. By that point the bridge was full of smoke and the reek of molten plastic. Ekaterina grabbed her arm. Petrova jumped free of her crew seat and turned to see Rapscallion shoving an oxygen mask down on Zhang’s face. Ekaterina’s grip was an iron vise, though, and she had to stagger to keep on her feet as the hologram ghost pulled her free of the wreckage, hauled her like a crane toward the ship’s escape hatch, toward light, toward actual sunlight streaming down through the actual air of actual Earth.

She was home. The planet where she’d been born, anyway, and—

Behind her something in the ship exploded, sending debris fountaining up in a massive, high arc, jets of flame shooting out of a broken fuel line, clouds of poison smoke billowing out of a long rent in the ship’s hull. Polyhymnia would never fly again.

“Come, girl, or are you such a fool you would stay and die?” Ekaterina demanded.

Petrova blinked for a second, unsure of what was going on. Then she followed her mother, as she had for so many years, away from one catastrophe and onward to another.






11


Zhang opened one eye. He tried to open the other one but it was clearly going to be too much work. The light above him was diffuse enough, dim enough, that it didn’t hurt, but for a long time it failed to resolve into shapes or patterns. Just a sort of haze of soft light that he found oddly comforting.

He had never been a believer in any kind of afterlife, so he assumed he was still alive. The fact he was conscious suggested that the incredible pain in one side of his head was not the result of serious brain injury, though he supposed he couldn’t rule anything out.

He became aware of his body slowly, from the neck down. He swallowed and felt the muscles of his neck were sore, strained, but they all seemed to still be attached properly. His collarbones weren’t broken. If they were, he’d have known – the pain would have been intense. His shoulders were still there, at least, and his arms had sensation, so that was good.

He felt very heavy. Physically heavy, as if his body weighed several times more than he was used to it weighing. That could be the effect of any number of drugs but it was such a consistent sensation that he had to assume it was real, not a side effect of medication. Gravity, he thought. There was considerable gravity here, more than he had ever felt on Ganymede or Titan or any spaceship. More even than he’d felt on Paradise-1.

He was on Earth. Gravity that strong meant they had landed on Earth.

Good to know.

He tried to speak, to use his chest, his lungs. That was when he realized that he had a tube in his throat. It was breathing for him, or at least assisting his breathing. Other tubes snaked across his arms, some full of cold fluid, others seemingly empty, at least for the moment. A shadow passed across his vision and he slowly, painstakingly studied it for details until he realized it was a robotic arm. It was made of white plastic and he recognized the brand logos painted on it. The icons of pharmaceutical and medical robotics manufacturers.

Ah. He was in a hospital. An eminently sensible place to be, given the pain in his head. He watched the robotic arm move back and forth, back and forth. He watched the light change. As hours passed, he explored more of his body, making an inventory of its various parts, its tissues, its bones. He tried to remember why he hurt so much but all he came up with was that he had been on a spacecraft at some point. Polyhymnia, yes. Ekaterina’s spacecraft, which they had used to escape Paradise-1 so they could come to Earth. They had come for a very important reason.

The revenants.

Erebus.

Parker.

Both of Zhang’s eyes opened wide. He struggled for the first time against the tube in his throat. He had to get up, had to find Petrova, find out what was going on, what they had to do next, he had to—

The robotic arm moved and he felt a cold spray of liquid on the inside of his left arm.

Zhang went back to sleep.
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Zhang woke again.

He felt different. Better.

The tubes were gone. He placed his hands on the soft surface of the bed underneath him and tried to sit up. It was a slow process but he made it. All that gravity pulled at his flesh in ways he wondered if he would ever get used to. He remembered climbing a mountain on Paradise-1, how it had taxed him to his limits. The gravity here was even stronger. Just breathing here took effort.

Take it slow, he told himself. Don’t rush anything.

“Hey, buddy,” Rapscallion said, and Zhang nearly jumped out of the bed.

The robot had been sitting next to him the whole time.

“Hi,” Zhang managed to croak out. His throat was horribly sore. That made sense, of course. He’d been intubated for … hours? Days?

Zhang was a doctor. He could diagnose himself. He ran his hands down his left side, felt the bruising there. It looked terrible but he knew it was superficial. He didn’t seem to have any broken bones. His head still hurt but not like it had before. “Why was I hooked up to all those machines?” he asked.

Rapscallion helped him sit up properly, get his feet on the floor. “Well, you weren’t conscious when we pulled you out of the wreckage, so we figured it was best to get you some help. Good thing we did, too. Turned out you had some pretty serious internal bleeding! Like, you might have died if we hadn’t hooked you up in time. That’s all fixed now, of course.” The robot kneaded Zhang’s shoulders like it was checking him to make sure all his pieces were still attached. “Oh, and you had a couple of broken ribs, too. I forgot about those. The machines stitched ’em up for you.”

Zhang nodded. “The wonders of modern medicine.” He’d forgotten what it was like. Back on Paradise-1 he’d treated Petrova for various injuries and always felt like he could have done more for her with a bucket of leeches and maybe a drill so he could open up her head and let the evil spirits out. “I was being tended by a robotic system. Did it give you a prognosis? A course of treatment?”

“Analgesics and rest,” Rapscallion told him. “Not that you’re likely to get much of the latter, huh?” The robot laughed. At least, it played a sound clip of a human woman laughing. “You want anything else? Like, recreationally? I was exploring earlier and I found a whole closet full of painkillers and adrenaline analogues. Uppers, downers, take your pick.”

Zhang rubbed at his face with his hands. How nice it would be to jack himself up on stimulants so he wouldn’t feel the gravity, wouldn’t feel like he’d been run over by a cargo lorry. Then he thought of what he actually needed.

“Mood stabilizers,” he said. “Serotonin reuptake inhibitors. Antipsychotics.”

“Doesn
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