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IN MEMORY OF GILBERT SCOTT

Musician, Craftsman, Friend.

His demons were some of the worst I’ve seen.
But he fought them long and hard,
he took the endless battle for granted, and
he never once understood the depths of strength, courage,
and determination he brought daily to the fight.

In the time and space won in that fight,
he found a way to make beautiful things.






Without a frontier from which to breathe new life, the spirit that gave rise to the progressive humanistic culture that America has represented for the past two centuries is fading. The issue is not just one of national loss—human progress needs a vanguard and no replacement is in sight.

The creation of a new frontier thus presents itself as America’s and humanity’s greatest social need . . .

I believe that humanity’s new frontier can only be on Mars.

—ROBERT ZUBRIN, THE CASE FOR MARS

Far from the heroic and romantic heraldry that customarily is used to symbolize the European settlement of the Americas, the emblem most congruent with reality would be a pyramid of skulls.

—DAVID E. STANNARD, AMERICAN HOLOCAUST

[A]n imagined order is always in danger of collapse, because it depends on myths, and myths vanish once people stop believing in them.

—YUVAL NOAH HARARI, SAPIENS
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Wake Up will habitually be accompanied by coinciding sensations of exhilaration, obsessive focus, stress tension, and mild nausea. These conditions are part and parcel of the work and must be handled as such. You are running-hot—get used to it.

(Also part and parcel of the work—context you Wake Up into is likely going, or has already gone, completely to shit.)

—BLOND VAISUTIS
OVERRIDER INDUCTION MANUAL—
INFORMAL VETERAN COMMENTS APPENDED





ONE

IT WAS EARLY evening when I hit the Mariner Strip, and up in the Lamina they were trying again for rain. With limited success, I’d say. Got this thin, cold stop-start drizzle weeping down out of a paprika sky.

I didn’t have the detail on it; I’d been too busy. Some newly written subroutine was what I’d heard, something consulted in from the edgy end of the industry, coded and cooked and cut loose somewhere up there amid the vast shifting gossamer layers that keep the Valley warm. Must have had some solid marketing muscle behind it, too, because the streets were crowded for a midweek night. When the rain kicked in, it felt like the whole city jammed up to watch. Everywhere you turned—people stopping to crane their necks and gawk.

I spared the sky a sour glance of my own, didn’t stop. Shoulder on instead, keep the pace through stalled knots of rubberneckers and ecogeeks talking shit. Anyone looking to actually get wet behind this shit would likely be waiting a while. In the pushy seduction of the marketing, people tend to forget—nothing falls fast on Mars. And new code or not, this attempt at downpour wasn’t going to be breaking any basic laws of physics. Mostly, the promised rain just floated and blew around overhead, scornful of the halfhearted gravity, tinged in the dying light to a blood-red spray.

Pretty to look at, sure. But some of us had places to be.

The Strip loomed around me—five-story Settlement-era facades in scarred antique nanocrete, repair protocols long exhausted. These days the inert surfaces are lathered by decades of storm wind and grit into something that looks more like flat expanses of coral at low tide than anything you’d call human-made. Back in the day, the COLIN engineers were all about huddling down—they ran the build either side of a broad channel dug out between the exposed foundations, mirror-image structures rising on either side. Sixty meters wide, that channel, and three kilometers long, bent just a little out of true to take advantage of existing fault-line geology in the Valley floor. Once upon a time it housed hydroponic gardens and manicured recreational spaces for the original colonists, all of it roofed in under glass. Parks, velodromes, a couple of small amphitheaters, and a sports field—even, they tell me, a swimming pool or three. Free access for all.

Imagine that.

Now the roof is gone, and so is the rest of it. Knocked down, torn out, cleared away. What they left in its place is a scuffed and littered sunken boulevard, tangled up with barrows and street stalls, all vying to shift the cheapest product to the crowd. Get it while it’s hot, people, get it now! Last season’s discounted coding spikes, semismart jewelry, branded Marstech, faked or stolen—it’d have to be at those prices—and fast food, lots of it, steaming from myriad different woks and pans. Street chemists hang about on the fringes, pushing Twenty Tailored Ways to Get Out of Your Head in a Hurry; street boys and girls stand at corners, flexing a more basic route to the same escape. You could argue, I guess, that you’re still in a recreational space of sorts. But it’s a pretty gaunt and garish spirit of fun that stalks the Strip these days, and if you ran into it, you wouldn’t want to meet its eye.

For those chasing that particular ghost regardless, you reach bottom via long escalator tunnels hacked inelegantly right through the original structure—there’s one at the end of most of the cross streets where they back up to the stretch of Settlement-era build, hemming it in on both sides with architecture altogether less hunkered and hermetic, conceived for a generation that could suddenly Go Outside. The cross streets end, the expansive aspirational leap and soar of the Outdoor New butts up abruptly against the somber, ragged backsides of the Settlement Old. You step on the escalators under big cowled openings in the worn nanocrete, and the endless alloy belt ride carries you through and down.

Or—if you’re new to Mars, fresh off the shuttle, or some kind of nostalgia freak—you do the loud tourist thing and ride the gargantuan antique cargo elevators at either end of the channel. Twinned thousand-square-meter loading platforms, still pistoning massively up and down like the breath in slow lungs, smooth as the day they were put in. Got these tacky fake-historical stand-clear messages blaring out on a looped track from bullhorn speakers along the safety railing. Rotating yellow warning cherries, the whole deal. The grimy heavy engineering prowess of the old High Frontier, preserved today for your jaded delectation.

Either way—platforms or endlessly moving covered stairways—you’re left with pretty much the same sensation. You’re easing down slowly, sinking into the belly of something huge and probably hazardous to your health.

Fine by me.

I’d taken the escalator down from the end of Crane Alley, which put me about a klick away from where I wanted to be—slow going with the weather geeks clogging up the flow. And as I came out under the exit cowl, against all the odds, there was some genuine street-level rain to contend with. It slapped my face as I moved through the crowds; it dampened my collar. Put an unaccustomed beading of moisture on my brow and the backs of my hands. Felt pretty good, but then, so did everything else right now.

Three days awake and running-hot.

Over my head, early lights were coming on behind long-redundant storm slits in the upper levels of the build, hinting at sultry mysteries within. Club names and logos clung to the antique architecture like a plague of gigantic luminescent beetles and centipedes. And across the drizzling sky, the first of the ’branegels spread their almost invisible soap-bubble wings. Silver flurries of preliminary static shivered down their surfaces, like coughing to clear your throat. The images shook out, and the long night’s video pimping began.

I’d thought maybe, with the shuttle in from Earth and just docked that morning, we’d have some ultratripper montages or standard profile spots for Vector Red and Horkan Kumba Ultra. But tonight the rainmaker publicity led the parade—moody intense footage of taut young bodies cavorting on nighttime streets in a rainstorm the likes of which no one around here would ever get within 50 million kilometers of seeing for real. Thin dark clothing drenched through, ripped and torn, a kind of favela-chic thing, clinging to curves and declivities, molded round nipples teased erect, framing cold cuts and slices of water-beaded flesh. Marketing copy bannered repeatedly across the pan-and-grab footage—

PARTICLE SLAM DUNK—GET WET, WHY DON’T YOU! A JOINT CODING VENTURE, BROUGHT TO YOU BY PARTICLE SLAM, IN CAPITAL PARTNERSHIP WITH THE COLONY INITIATIVE.

Yeah, COLIN strikes again—ubiquitous, all-powerful corporate midwives to mankind in space. A couple of centuries back, when they kicked off their efforts, you could reasonably have called them a special-interest keiretsu. These days, that’d be like pinning a badge that says lizard on a T. Rex. Kind of misses the scale of the thing. If it has to do with the human footprint anywhere in the solar system or transplanetary haulage and trade between, then COLIN owns it, runs it, sponsors it, or will do soon. Their capital flow is the lifeblood of the expansion; their co-option of antique legal structure back on Earth is the overarching framework that holds it all up. And their supposed competitive market dynamics are no more real or significant than the posturing dance steps and face-offs of those svelte young things up on ’branegel display in the fun and friendly rain.

Meantime, the rain—the real rain, back here in the real world—stuttered abruptly out. It blew away to nothing, left a long pregnant pause, then started in again, weeping slow. Hard to know if the new code was working well; it could have been running that staggered feed as part of an energy-saving protocol, could have been teasing for effect, or could just be buggy as fuck. Eco-code geeks stood around all along the Strip, squinting up into the sky, arguing it back and forth.

“Toldya they’d get it sorted. Particle Slam are solid, soak. Whole other kind of outfit than those Ninth Street guys. Feel that on your face?”

“Yeah, just barely. Feels like some crap standard seepage to me.”

“Oh, fuck off. Seepage wouldn’t even make it down here. Look there—it’s making puddles already.”

I slipped past the debate, avoiding the puddles, filing the detail for later. Particle Slam—never heard of them. But I’m used to that kind of thing when I wake up. Eco-coding is a fast game even back on Earth, and out here with all the brakes off and gentle commerce smiling down, it’s so fucking Darwinian you get tired just thinking about it. Out here a code house can go from next big thing to dinosaur bones in less time than it takes the shuttle to do the long season turnaround. Takeaway for down-at-heel ex-overriders scrabbling to make a living: when you’ve been dead to the world for the last four months, you can miss an awful lot.

But some things never change.

Every evening, the Strip flickers to languid life like some faulty neon tube given a kick. It blinks and fizzles and settles down, gleaming slantwise and constant across the street grid of Bradbury’s old quarter like a cryptic grin, like a signal for eager moths. Saw it once from LMO—I was drifting in decanted, mission’s end on a mutinied belt freighter I’d sooner forget. Nothing better to do than prowl the silenced decks and stare out the window as Mars rolled by beneath. We chased the terminator in across Ganges and Eos, and as night fell I watched the Gash come up and around. Brooding rift valley walls sunk thousands of meters deep in the Martian crust, colossal piles and drifts of tectonic rubble across the vast open floor between. Here and there a dim, dotted crop of settlement lights, thickening and tangling together as they closed in on the big bright blotch of Bradbury itself, farther up the valley. And there, slapped right across the old city’s heart, was that big, bent grin, 3,000 meters long.

Everywhere across town, corporate logos and COLIN promo panels sparkle the skyline with liquid crystal fire, doing their bit to hold back the encroaching alien dark. But there’s only so much brand loyalty and belonging you can buy against that darkness, and the forces inside you know it. Deep down where the human hardwiring runs, the clock is running, too—turning over its lurid numerals like the cards in an endless losing hand. Just a matter of time before you wake up to that fact. And when you do, the knowledge is chilly on the nape of your neck.

Sooner or later you’re going to spiral on in and batter yourself against the lure of the Strip, like all the other moths.

Used to think I was different.

Didn’t we all.

Filament-thin whine past my ear, and the inevitable needling sting. I slapped distractedly at my neck—pointless irritation reflex; the code-fly was there and gone, as designed. Even in Earth Standard gravity the little fuckers are way faster than the flesh-and-blood mosquitoes they get their basic chassis from; around here, tweaked for local conditions, they’re like little stinging flecks of quicksilver in the wind. Touch, spike, payload delivered. You’re bit.

Not that I’m bitching. I mean, you live out here, you need to get bitten. Can’t live any other way. This is the High Frontier, soak, and you’re just one small part of the giant rolling upgrade that is High Frontier Humanity.

Problem is, four months behind the hatch and you’ve missed so many upgrades every code-fly on the block has you in its evil little postorganic sights. Three days back out and you’re a human fucking pincushion. Your skin itches in a dozen different places from the delivery punctures. Fresh gas exchange turbos for your lungs; melatonin reup version 8.11.4; booster patches for the latest—and shakiest—osteopenia inhibitors; corneal armoring 9.1. So forth.

Some of this shit you’ve paid to have inflicted whenever the new mods come in; some of it COLIN gifts you with out of the goodness of its efficiency-oriented little heart. But it all has to be balanced and bettered and optimized for performance and then bettered all over again, version by version, upgrade by upgrade, bite by bite.

And that makes it a dependency you’ll never quit so long as you live anywhere other than Earth.

Not that I’m bitching.

.   .   .

VALLEZ GIRLZ WAS right where I’d left it four months back. Same tired old frontage, just past the escalator outflow point for Friedman Boulevard; still flashing the same old looped enticement footage from five-meter display panels either side of the door. Same sleazy Fuktronica backbeat and subsonics from speakers hidden away. The screen on the right was still cratered and cracked from where they’d smashed my head against it in the fight, and something looked to be wrong with the feed—footage of the dancers kept shredding to a confetti of airbrushed flesh and hair, laced through with bobbing, disembodied long-lashed eyes that floated like tears in zero G.

Or maybe it was supposed to look like that.

Moving too fast here, soak. Where’s the pressure leak?

Running. Hot.

I forced my pace back down to a rubbernecker’s amble. Slouched with hands in pockets, hood up against the intermittent rain. It gave me all the time I needed to scope out the front of the club. Loose crowd of hopefuls queuing to get in, milling about in the wash of Fuktronica heard and unheard. Two blunt guys on the door in time-honored fashion, headgear the usual wraparound shades thing. And the same old superannuated Port Authority scanner hanging spread-winged from the lintel like some prehistoric bat about to take flight. Skinflint Sal Quiroga, same as it ever was—he bought that scanner at a decommissioned tech clearance sale nine years ago, and even then they say he put the levers on someone in the Port Authority back office to get a chop on the price. Leverage, he told me once, is the whole key to this place. You don’t got leverage, you might as well go right back to Earth.

Hollow laugh—for most long-term residents of the Gash, the only way you’ll ever get back to Earth is via some pretty hefty leverage. Long Fall Lottery aside—Fifty Fabulous Homebound Winners Every Single Year! It Could Be You This Time! But You Gotta Play to Win!—it’s not like they’re giving the tickets away. No one on Mars is going home this side of insanely lucky or very wealthy or COLIN-contract engaged.

I should know. Been stuck here long enough trying.

I gave it another fifty meters in honor of those fabulous winners perhaps, then did an about-face and drifted back. Took down my hood as I went up the short run of steps to the door. No point trying to hide. When you work doors—and I’ve been driven to it myself once or twice over the years—nothing trips your internal alarms like a punter trying to shroud his features. Uh-uh, pal, no you don’t. Now you got me all woken up.

I didn’t want these guys waking up just yet, I needed to get in close. So I kept my expression dialed down to Fuktronica-induced consumer lust, met the right-hand doorman’s blank shades gaze as he glanced my way. I didn’t know him—and my memory’s good for men who’ve handed me my ass in the past—so he couldn’t know me either. But these days that doesn’t count for much. Behind the headgear, he’d be checking his list. Face-recog systems—the bane of decent gate crashers everywhere on the ecliptic.

I spotted the tightening that went through his frame as the software flagged me up. Then the loosening that followed as he digested the data.

I saw his lip curl.

“Dom?” Attention wandering off to the side, where his colleague was busy scoping some barely clad curves that wanted entry. He touched his headgear at the ear, did something to the Fuktronica, pulled the ambient volume down. “Hoy, Dom. Remember that sad-case hib cunt you and Rico bounced a couple of months back?”

Dom glanced over at us, visibly irritated.

“Hib? What fucking hib? You mean that guy . . .?” Voice fading out as he saw me. A wide grin came and lit his face. “That guy.”

“Guess some people never learn, right?”

“I’m here to see Sal,” I said mildly.

“Yeah?” Dom flexed his right hand idly, looked it over like it was some power tool he was thinking of buying. “Well, he don’t want to see you. Didn’t want to see you last time around, neither. Remember how that worked out?”

“He’ll see me this time.”

They swapped a glance—glitter of unkind mirth, back and forth, there and gone. Dom’s companion sighed.

“Look, soak—it’s a quiet night, all right? Do us all a favor. Fuck off before we have to do something structural to you.”

I found myself grinning. Running-hot. “Can’t do that, guys.”

Dom snorted. Reached for me—

I snagged his hand at the wrist, fast. You’ve got to be fast—gravity at a shade under .4 Earth Standard, you’re getting miserly returns on mass and momentum. Any impact you make is going to have to come from your speed. I snapped his little and ring fingers backward at the base, twisted them with savage force. He made a noise like rupturing, and I locked up the arm. Drove him to his knees on all the sudden shock and pain. Kicked him hard in the belly as he bowed.

Let go, let him sag and hit the floor.

You wouldn’t usually get past doormen on the Strip like this. They’re a hard-bitten lot, ex–Upland work gang enforcers mostly who can’t hack the thin air anymore and can’t afford the newer turbo add-ons to make up the difference. So they slide back down the Valley and into the stews of Bradbury and find what muscle work they can. As a man who’s seen his own fair share of career slide, I don’t hold it against them. They do a job that has to be done, a job I’ve had to do myself occasionally, and they mostly do it pretty well.

But these two were in my way. And everything their past experience and software said about me was wrong.

They didn’t stand a chance.

The other guy went for his twitch-gun in the holster at the small of his back. Wrong move and too late—I was in too close, he was way too slow. Probably suffering a bit of shock; this wasn’t supposed to be happening at all. I stepped in, blocked the draw before he could clear the gun, chopped him sharply in the throat. Tripped him as he staggered back, helped him on his way down with a hard palm heel to the chest. Even at .4 of a G, that’ll do it. He hit the ground on his back, gagging and flapping.

I stooped and took the twitch-gun away from him.

Reversed it, shot him with it point blank.

Blunt crackle and hiss like a pan of heated oil poured out—I saw his shirt ripple where the splintered crystal load went through. His eyes rolled up in their sockets, his body arched up off the floor with the force of the spasm. Sudden earthen stench of bowels as they voided, a grinding, gagging sound from deep in his throat. Foaming spit on rictus-ripped lips. One rigidly splayed hand flapped frantically at his chest, over and over, like a trapped bird’s wing.

Off to one side, Dom lunged at me from the floor. I shot him, too.

Then I stepped delicately between the two spasm-locked bodies, under the batwing scanner, and through the door beyond.





TWO

INSIDE THE CLUB everything was dim and twilight blue by default. I slipped through a loose press of figures and ghostly faces, dodging the bright beams of follow-spot systems where they cut through the submarine gloom to irradiate the dancers. Here and there across the vaulted space, more subtle spots of radiance flared from firefly chassis ambient bugs, tuned up to swarm around the pheromone-drenched bodies of the Vallez girls, leaving the customers discreetly alone. Low-tempo beats and a swirling soundscape came welling from the walls—some archive chop of some remix of some cryopop hit I vaguely recalled from a couple of years back. “Sleeper’s Long Fall” or some such mawkish shit. But look on the bright side, soak—no sirens, no alarms, and no break in the rhythms that the dancers wove. The twitch-gun in my pocket was house property, wouldn’t set off any kind of weapons squawk as I carried it across the floor. And I was pretty sure I hadn’t given either Dom or his pal time to flip any panic switches before they hit the ground.

Two minutes, three at most—that’s what I reckoned I had before the mess I’d left at the door boiled over and followed me in. I forged on into the heart of the club, kept my motion smooth and unobtrusive. Nothing going on here, boys, keep your eyes on the goods on display if you will. Never mind the big guy with the spoil-your-night face, he’s not your problem, and you don’t want him to be.

I spotted Sal up at the big gallery table on the mezzanine, hosting some sober-looking Hellas types. No big surprise there, at least not for me. There’s a notable absence of official cooperation going on between COLIN and the Crater Chinese, something both parties inherited whole from their respective parental power blocs back on Earth. But where long-standing Earth-based geopolitical animosity discourages fraternization, on Mars, gentle commerce will find a way. Crater money’s been trickling into the Gash by the back door for decades now, and it looked like Salvador Quiroga was sipping from the supply just like everybody else.

I went unhurriedly up the broad spiral stair cut into the back wall of the club, made my way out onto the mezzanine level. The music was more muted up there, mingling with the surf of voices in loud conversation. I threaded my way between dance platforms, tacking for Sal at the gallery table. As I closed in, one of the suited Chinese got up and excused herself, turned, and headed for the restrooms. We passed each other close enough to touch. No way to know if she looked at me or not—in the low light the lenses on her headgear were impenetrable black.

At the table ahead I saw four more just like her, suits and headgear a uniform, obliterating individual differences. Three male, one female near as I could tell, all exuding the same quiet, impassive force. Deadpan audience, zeroed in on the rasping tones of Sal Quiroga in full flow. Fluent in both Spanish and Quechua, he was speaking English this evening in deference to his guests. But by the sound of it, that language switch was about as deferential as he was going to get.

“. . . and if, my friends, you think I’ll sit still for percentages like that, then you have come to the wrong fucking club. You don’t have that kind of leverage with me. Don’t forget who opened the door for you people down here. I’m not about to—”

I dropped into the vacated chair. “Hello, Sal.”

Brief, panicky ripple of motion around the table. One of the Crater Critters reached for something beneath his jacket, let go again as a comrade put a soft hand on his arm. Behind Sal, the same twitch went through his security detail—two hard-faced locals in loose clothing that barely showed the bulk of their body armor beneath. I saw the one on the right subvocalize into her coms choker, guessed she was trying to talk to the door.

Good luck with that.

Quiroga took off his lenses, the better to glower across the table at me. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Now you’re hurting my feelings.”

“Yeah?” He glanced up at the body-armored muscle on his left. “Tupac here is going to hurt a lot more than your feelings if you don’t tell me who the fuck you are and what you’re doing at this table.”

The woman leaned down and murmured in his ear. She’d have run the face recog, just like the guys out front. Pulled up a fast match and whatever else they had on me. At a minimum, my name and recent past.

Belated recognition dawned across Quiroga’s face.

“You lost weight?” he asked me curiously.

“I’m three days out of the tank, Sal. Not got much small talk.” Lifting the twitch-gun casually at Tupac as he yearned forward. “Don’t.”

He froze. Nonlethal is a just-about-fair descriptor for the standard twitch-gun, weak hearts and the elderly aside. But it leaves out the details of how much fun it isn’t to be thrown through repeating epileptic seizures like so many plate glass windows; to feel acid-booted centipedes march up and down your nerve fibers and coil through your central nervous system; to shit and piss yourself on impact and lie there in helpless repeating spasm with the stench in your nostrils until the blast finally wears off.

You get shot once with one of those things, you try very hard to avoid it happening again.

I nodded at Tupac—wise man, let’s be smart—lowered the twitch-gun back into my lap. On Sal’s other flank, the woman never moved, but she watched me from behind her lenses with dead-eyed calm. Looking for an opening, the least little thing.

Sal, meantime, seemed to recall that he had guests.

“Look, I’m in a fucking meeting here,” he snapped. “Whatever shit you want to talk about, Veil, it can—”

“Synthia.”

“Syn—” He gaped. Made the connection. Barked out a startled little laugh. “No fucking way. Tell me, please tell me you didn’t walk in here still chasing that. You fuckwit. Didn’t you get the message last time around?”

“Yeah. Got the message you went back on our deal and iced her anyway.”

“The fucking bitch stole from me!”

“She made a stupid mistake, and she knew it. That’s why she came to me. She was sorry.”

He smirked. “Certainly was at the end, yeah.”

“We had a deal.” I kept my tone cranked back to dispassionate. “You get your merchandise back, she walks away. You got your merchandise back.”

He sighed. Playing, perhaps, to his guests—look, we’re all reasonable people here, it’s all just business. “You really think I could afford to have one of my dancers pull shit like that and just walk away? You think word doesn’t get out?”

“I think we had a deal and you broke it.”

“Look—”

“And when I tried to get in here and call you on it, you had your front-office goons beat the shit out of me, then kick me back out on the Strip.”

“I told them not to break anything. I told them not to kill you.”

“Yeah, that was your second mistake.”

Like the click of ice melting in a glass. Under the soft insistence of the club’s backbeat, a cold quiet, pressing down. Quiroga looked at me for a moment, and something twitched in his face. He put on a queasy smile.

“You were fucking her. Right?”

I said nothing.

“I mean—how else is she going to pay you for something like that? Got to be getting a loose slobber job or two at least.”

“You’re missing the point.”

“You know she wasn’t really a she at all, don’t you? Our Synthia.”

I leaned forward. “What she was, Sal—she was a client.”

The flinch in his face again. The woman on his right was easing into a very small step sideways. I caught her eye, shook my head almost imperceptibly.

The Crater Critters watched it all play out without a word.

Quiroga snorted. “Client. You’re not a fucking Black Hatch man anymore, Veil.”

“It doesn’t matter. She came to me for protection, that was the job I took.” I met his eyes again. “You think word doesn’t get out?”

This time the stillness held longer. Faintly through the backdrop of music and voices I heard it—the sound of panicked chatter from downstairs and back near the door. My grace period, burning down—time to get this done. I lifted my free hand, open and easy, like asking permission to speak.

“So we got this problem to resolve, you understand. And so we can do that, I’ve got something here you need to look at. Right here in my pocket.” I patted my left breast. “Relax, Sal, I’m not going to shoot you. Give you my word on that.”

Very slowly, gaze still on his security and their taut expressions, I dipped my hand inside my jacket, eased out the thing I was carrying. I saw a little of the tension go out of the woman’s face as she saw it wasn’t a weapon. Tupac just kept looking at me like he wanted to snap me in half for a bread stick and eat the pieces. But his gaze switched to the object in my hand as I put it down on the table. I saw him frown.

Clunky little ten-centimeter cylinder, like a slim drink canister; mottled gray alloy finish, connection vents in the base where it was supposed to fit into something else, a tiny blank touchscreen on the top. There’s a good chance the guys on the door could have told Sal what he was looking at, but Tupac and the woman were altogether pricier items—pure city muscle, they’d probably come up via careers in corporate security or the Bradbury Police Department, never seen the inside of an Uplands work camp in their lives.

They’d be pulling a scan on their headgear, though . . .

“What the fuck is that supposed to be?” Audible relief coursing through Sal’s tone. “I’m in no mood for jokes, Veil. You’d better—”

The distress flare cartridge blew up in his face.

.   .   .

SAVAGE WHITE FIRE, raging out across the mezzanine in all directions. It froze the dancers on their platforms, ripped their shadows from them like dark souls torn away. It wiped out everything. It bleached the room.

In the Uplands, you’d use a modified kite launcher to fire the whole package a thousand meters into the air, where it floods the surrounding landscape with abrupt radiance, pops a parachute, and drifts very gently back down, blazing like a miniature sun. Even that high up, your vision will blotch if you try to focus on the light. Sal Quiroga got the same blast from less than half a meter away, and it took out his vision on the spot. Don’t know if there was enough UV in the mix to give him retinal burn as well, but he certainly screamed like it.

He clapped hands to his face, tried to rise, still screaming. Stumbled back against his chair and fell over.

In my own eyes, the BV-patented nictitating membranes slammed in sideways with the flare, blocked the white fire out. Through the hazed yellowish vision it gave me, I saw Sal’s security, reeling flash-blind, groping for weapons, trying to cope. I shot them both with the twitch-gun—shredded crystal hail across the air between us, inaudible beneath the screaming panic and the backbeat in the club. The load went in through whatever armor they wore, through clothing and flesh alike, pulled out all their neural plugs, shorted them out head to foot. I saw them spasm and hit the floor.

The air filled up with discordant cries.

Up out of the chair now, over the table in a pounce, down on the other side. Sal Quiroga lay writhing on the floor before me, hands still clamped tight to his eyes, roaring obscenities and exhortations to kill me. Jarred by my passage, the flare canister toppled and rolled off the table still burning, dropped to the floor, and rolled again. Waves of crazed shadow chased across the walls and ceiling around me, made it seem as if the whole club were shuddering in the grip of a quake. The white-fire storm raged on, drenched us, buried us at its heart.

I dropped the twitch-gun to free my hands. Stomped Quiroga hard in the ribs. He convulsed and curled, clutching at himself with the pain. I straddled him and flipped him the rest of the way over, onto his belly. Crouched and got a barring arm across his throat, put a knee in his lower back.

“You’ll like this one, Sal,” I hissed in his ear. “It’s all about the leverage.”





THREE

BRADBURY PD FOUND me a couple of hours later in a diner called Uchu’s up on Ferrite Drive. Pretty fast work, but then, I hadn’t exactly been hiding from them. I had a window booth to myself, was sat there for all to see. Plate of food in front of me on the table, almost untouched—running-hot: you know you should eat, you just never feel like it—and an empty shot glass at my fingertips. Beside the glass, the bottle, a good few fingers down from where it had been when I came in. They know me in Uchu’s. I did the owner a couple of favors a few years back, and now he keeps a liter of Mark on Mars behind the bar with my name on it. Must cost him a fair bit, keeping it topped up, but then the favors I did him weren’t exactly cheap either.

A lean black BMW crawler drew up on the other side of the rain-beaded window glass. Unmarked car and no one who got out was in uniform, but they didn’t need to be for you to recognize what they were. They hurried forward of the crawler, passed my portion of the window, heading for the door. I heard it slice open behind me. A blast of cold street air got in with the new arrivals, put a chilly hand on the back of my neck. I sensed them come up on me, and a moment after that, she slid into the seat opposite.

“Hello, Veil.”

“Nikki.”

She looked good, but then she always did. Andean cheekbones, café con leche skin, eyes an improbable cobalt blue behind the clear lenses of her gear. Thick, shoulder-length cloud of mestiza hair to set it all off, jet-black tangled through with corkscrew strands of gray.

“Something I can do for you?” I asked.

She turned her head, brushed some of Particle Slam’s rain out of her hair with the blade of her hand. It speckled across the tabletop and my plate of barely touched food. “Something you can do for me? Well, you could stop murdering minor OC guys in my jurisdiction, I guess.”

“That was three years ago, Lieutenant. Ancient history. Since when do you hold a grudge that long?”

She gave me a fixed smile. Hacked me viciously in the shin under the table. Department-issue boots, steel-capped toes. I grunted, tried not to cringe forward on the pain.

“Don’t fuck me around, Veil.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I managed tightly.

“Two hours forty-seven minutes ago you walk into Salvador Quiroga’s club on the Strip. You disable his door guys, go straight to his table on the mez like you knew he’d be there. You sit down, you start talking. That’s all a matter of monitored record, we got it filed. Two minutes later, Quiroga’s dead of a snapped spine. So.” She smeared some of the specks of water off the table between us with her fingertips. “Feel like telling me what happened?”

“What does the monitored record say?”

She nodded once, bleak-faced, and the cop behind me came down on my neck and shoulders like a rock slide. My plate and cutlery rattled with the impact, the shot glass jumped and fell over. Nikki Chakana caught the teetering bottle before it could follow. The cop pinned me to the table, twisted my head sideways to face his boss.

Chakana hefted the bottle, studied the label. “Surprised you can afford this stuff. There is no fucking monitored record, Veil. The flare cartridge you dropped has the interior systems for the mezzanine whited out for the duration. Surprise you?”

“Mhmf.” Not the most comfortable way of holding a conversation, half my face pressed into the tabletop. “Hadn’t . . . thought of that.”

“No, I’m sure you hadn’t. Why did you go see Quiroga?”

“He owed me money.”

The cop on my back made a noise in his throat. “So you fucking killed him for it?”

I grinned into the table. “You must be new. Can’t extort shit from a dead man, soak. Graft basics—hasn’t the lieutenant explained that to you yet?”

The jacketed arm across my head ground down harder. Thin splinters of pain spiking in my temples. I heaved and lunged back as best I could with my left hand, grabbed for his balls. Bad estimate, I barely brushed his leg—but he flinched back at the touch, and the pressure came off. I hooked around in the gap it left, went after his eyes with the fingers of my other hand. He yelped, and the rest of them piled on, two more at least. Someone got my arm and bent it a couple of millimeters short of breakage. I snarled and lashed out with a foot. Someone else drew some kind of gun and rammed the muzzle under my chin. Tight female voice in my ear.

“You kick again, man, I’ll fuck you up!”

I bucked and managed to dislodge the gun. It gouged painfully up the side of my head. “Come on, then, don’t pussy around! Do it!”

I heard Chakana make a tutting sound, and just as suddenly, they were off me.

Not far off, mind, and there were a lot of bared teeth in the faces that ringed me. The cop with the gun was still pointing her weapon pretty determinedly—nasty-looking Glock Sandman, standard departmental issue. Would have taken my head right off if she’d pulled the trigger.

Pause for breath. We all straightened our clothes a bit.

Across the table, Nikki Chakana was peering at me with narrowed eyes. “How long you been out of the tank, Veil?”

“Three days.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She looked at the plate of untouched food, the bottle of Mark still in her hand. “How’d I miss that? All right, get him up. Get him in the crawler. We’re going back to Police Plaza.”

ON SOME AGREED signal I missed, they skipped the holding cage in the rear of the crawler and ushered me into a second-row seat instead, sandwiched between the cop who’d dropped his weight on me and the one who’d stuck her gun in my throat. Behind me, a faint mingled whiff of disinfectant and antiadrenals made it through the bulkhead grille anyway.

Chakana got in up front, next to the driver.

“Take Eighteenth and then Soyuz,” she told him. “We’re going to get tangled up a solid hour or more if we try to cut through the center now. Fucking rain parades.”

Soft lights in the cozy dark as the instrument panels woke up. The BMW’s magdrive cleared its throat, the crawler raised itself on alloy haunches, and we slunk out into traffic. I saw Chakana stifle a cavernous yawn.

“You could have told us you’ve only been up three days,” she said without looking back at me.

“You could have asked.”

She slumped in the seat, put one booted foot up on the dashboard. “Did ask. As I recall.”

“Earlier. You could have asked earlier.” I glanced at my flanking companions, got stonily ignored by both. “Might have saved us some trouble.”

The driver sneered. “Still think you’re something else, don’t you, shit-head?”

“He is something else,” Chakana said wearily. “That’s the problem. Like getting in the ring and trying to arrest Corky Svoboda at the second bell. My bad, people. My slippage. Shuttlefall blues. Been up nearly thirty fucking hours now, on Mulholland’s clock.”

“Would have thought that was Sakarian’s job,” I mused. “Getting everything shiny and colonial for the Earth folks. Keeping up appearances for when the new crop of qualpros go walkabout.”

“You shut up. You don’t get to talk about this stuff.”

“Got the impression you wanted me to talk.”

“Nope.” Chakana arched her back against the confines of the seat. I could almost hear her spine crunch as it gave up the tension. “I wanted you to confess. But don’t worry. We’ll take care of that.”

“Can hardly wait.”

“You’ll have to wait. You’re going to sit in holding for a week or two, Veil. Got a lot of other shit to do right now, important shit, y’know. So until your body chemistry works its way down to something a bit more cooperative, I’m not wasting any more time on you. Oh, what the fuck is this?”

The crawler’s halogens picked out a spill of figures across the street ahead. Surging tangle of braced forms back and forth along a battlefront, ’branegel placards tilting drunkenly in the rainy air as their backpack governors got jolted about in the fray. A fair few uniforms in the mix, Bradbury’s finest and some others it took me a moment to place. A couple of bodies down on the nanocrete and getting trampled.

The driver grunted. “Pablito demo, looks like.”

He braked us to a gentle halt twenty meters short of the heaving chaos blocking our path. The male cop on my right raised up and crowded forward, peering over Nikki Chakana’s shoulder.

“Pablito again? I thought that shit died down months ago.”

“They know the shuttle’s just in.” Chakana gestured forward. “Look at the ’gels. Red Planet, Red Hands. No Justice on Mars. Chance to make a big splash for the Earth folks. Jesus fuck, who did they put in charge of this?”

“It’s not your people, Nikki. Those are MG4 uniforms at the back, it’s a private gig. Your guys are just making up the dance card numbers.”

“Thought I told you to shut up.”

I shrugged. “Okay. Who’s Pablito?”

No answer; they were all staring at the mess ahead. Chakana was getting twitchy, fighting the urge to get out and take charge herself. Sakarian had cleaner hands back when he was doing her job, but then he was never very hands-on in the first place. Heading up Metro Homicide was a stopover post for him, his elevator ride up off the shop floor, and he took it with careerist aplomb. He ran the department top-down and office-based, and he ran it by the book. The only time you saw him out on the street was to do terse damage-limitation stand-up for the feeds when something went awry. By way of contrast, Nikki Chakana stayed away from news crews on principle, let departmental PR bots handle that end of things. It’s doubtful there’s more than a hundred seconds public footage of her anywhere in the whole Mars archive. The public barely knows she exists. But whenever her officers found themselves up against it on the street, above board or not, you’d likely find her there in the thick of it, too.

“I could back up and take Eleventh,” the driver offered reluctantly. “See if—”

“Fuck this shit. Stay here.” Chakana dug in her jacket for a set of power knuckles, strapped them on her right hand. Rapid, escalating whine as the charge kicked in. She thumped the door release, twisted around in her seat as the door hinged up, pinned me with a stare. “You sit tight, Veil. And you two—watch him. He’s running-hot; his whole metabolism is looking for an excuse to cut up rough. If he gives you any trouble, don’t hold back. Break something.”

Then she was gone, ducking out under the still-rising door, striding away through the rain and toward the fray. I saw her collar one of the MG4 uniforms on the fringes, none too amiably by the look of it. She started yelling at him, indistinct above the angry surf of the crowd. The driver did something to his dashboard panel, and the door came slicing back down again, shut out the rain and the noise.

“So who’s Pablito?” I tried again.

On my left, the cop who’d stuffed her gun in my throat snorted. “Happened to your headgear, hotshot?”

“It’s back home, gagging on upgrades.” True enough—though a bigger factor in leaving it behind had been that its systems recall would have been admissible as evidence. “I’ve been in a hibernoid coma since end of Tauro, haven’t had a lot of use for it in between.”

“You really a hib, yeah?” the right-hand cop asked curiously. “That’s got to be some sorry shit to live with. Didn’t think they grew guys like you anymore.”

“I’m a blast from the past. So—who’s Pablito?”

“Some grunt fuckwit won the lottery back in Vrishika.” Mr. Strongarm seemed to have forgiven me our tussle in Uchu’s place. “Went off the grid right after, no one could find him, so he missed his trip home. Work gang unions were all screaming murder, corruption, and class war for weeks after. Sacranites got in on the act. Had us a couple of riots in the Uplands; marshals had to go in and break some heads. Static down here, too; in the end Sakarian stepped in. Got a big missing persons investigation fired up.”

Vrishika—last full month of Martian winter, and the best part of seventeen months gone. I’d been bedded down at the time, my last but one hibernoid coma this Martian year, and evidently I missed the whole thing. You get used to that. Sleep four months out of every twelve while the rest of the world goes on turning, and along with the countless in-jokes and fashion trends, you’re going to miss out on a whole lot of current affairs gossip.

I cranked an elaborate eyebrow. “Seventeen months, huh? And they still haven’t found him? Not even pieces?”

A glum nod forward at the view through the BMW’s windshield, the mounting chaos of the demonstration. “What do you think?”

“Maybe they have found him,” offered the driver. “That’d kick it off all over again.”

On my left, Gungirl shook her head. “We’d have heard. And anyway, Sakarian would have had this place locked down tight soon as the news broke.”

This place—it dawned on me slowly that the frontage the demonstrators were faced off against had to be the new Horkan Kumba Ultra building. They’d been setting up the site when I went under back in Tauro, but there still wasn’t much to see above the foundation level at the time. There rarely is with a nanotech build—nothing but prep layering for weeks, the quiet seething hiss of the protocol beds, and then you wake up one morning and there’s a towering monument to corporate profit margins and colonial synergy. HKU’s spaceflight subsidiary, Vector Red Haulage, won the renewed franchise on shuttle services back at the start of the year, so their license to print money was solid for another three decades, and, well, I guess you got to spend all that cash on something.

“So what’s the leading theory?” I probed. “Accidental death or some jealous fuck?”

“Got to be the jealous fuck,” Gungirl said darkly. “Accidental, they would have found him.”

“Depends how hard they were looking. Who caught the case, old Tits-Up Tomayro?”

Sudden, frigid silence as everyone in the crawler found something of great interest to stare at outside.

“Fair enough. So how’d Pebble Rodriguez make out at Wall 101 this year?”

Some shifting about, some more silence, but a little less chill in the mix, I thought.

“Came in second,” said the strong-arm cop grudgingly. “Still got that tendon problem dusting her in the long pitches.”

“Really? Thought they fixed that back in the spring.”

Gungirl snorted. “Got nothing to do with the tendon build, Frank. It was those fucking Osmotech turbos she’s stuck with. She should never have signed with those assholes.”

“Hey, it was a lot of money,” said the driver.

“Yeah, and now watch them turn her into a test bed for every half-assed upcode coming down the pipe. Osmotech don’t give a flying fuck about the sport, they just—”

“She’s coming back.”

“I don’t see it, man. Not with the tendon failure and—”

“No, she’s coming back.” The driver pointed through the windshield at the approaching figure of Nikki Chakana. He hit the door release. “Looks like we’re rolling.”

“Yeah, or breaking heads,” said Strongarm. “She looks pissed to me.”

Silently, I agreed. Chakana was running a scowl to win medals with. She reached the crawler, ducked halfway in.

“Well, people, what can I tell you—it’s a fucking mess. I got to stay here or these MG4 morons are going to mismanage it right into a full-scale riot. Fucking superintendent couldn’t find Olympus Mons if it was a boil on his own ass. Frank, I could really use you for emphasis. You two going to be all right, bringing in our pal here on your own?”

“Just watch us,” Gungirl said, and the driver gave her a laconic nod.

“Good.” Chakana swung her scowl on me. “Veil, you know how this goes. You play nice, we’ll park you in soft holding. Fuck us around, you can spend the next week in the coffins.”

“Quality, Choice, Freedom,” I riffed. “Good to see the Articles being honored.”

It got me a thin smile. But she held my gaze while she made her real point. “I’m warning you, Veil—don’t you even dream of making me come find you like this again.”

I couldn’t see the driver’s face clearly, but I spotted the reaction on Gungirl easily enough. She was holding off a scowl of her own now. Couldn’t blame her—Chakana’s subtext was about as subtle as a Particle Slam promo.

Veil, she’d said, I know the state you’re in right now, you could probably take these two apart and skip easier than Pebble Rodriguez climbing a ladder. But if you do, then Pachamama and all her suffering saints help you when we bring you in again, because I’m going to make a fucking Christ out of your ass.

“Lieutenant, we got this,” Gungirl said sulkily.

Chakana was still watching me. I nodded at her. “They do, Nikki. They got me.”

“All right, then. Naima, get him booked and locked down, then check back with me from the station. I’ll tell you if we need more bodies. Frank, let’s go.”

Strongarm hit his own door release and bailed out. We watched the two of them stride off into the fray, Gungirl more than a little wistfully, it seemed to me. Then the driver hit the engines, and the crawler came to life. He looked over his shoulder at me as he backed the BMW up.

“Don’t give us any trouble,” he growled. “You know what’s good for you.”

I hack Naima in the face with an elbow and break her nose. Smash her down across the seat, take her Glock away. Jam it in under her ribs, pull the trigger—two shots in quick succession, making sure. I turn the gun on the driver before he can usefully react—see his mouth distort around a yell that never makes it out of his throat—blow his head apart, all over the rain-flecked windshield and the softly glowing dashboard display . . .

Running-hot.

I looked down at my hands where they rested motionless on my knees.

“No trouble,” I said quietly. “Nothing farther from my mind.”





FOUR

DIDN’T THINK THEY grew guys like you anymore.

Yeah? Then you’re dumber than you look.

What, you think after Jacobsen, everybody just settled down and agreed to play nice? One mild-mannered, balding Swedish genentech specialist writes a report for the UN, wags his finger sternly around the room, and suddenly it’s all over? Right across planet Earth, government agencies and superfunded corporate partners see the error of their ways, cast down their tools, and weep? Shit-poor women don’t go on selling the future children spring-loaded into their ovaries so they can feed the actual here-and-now kids they’ve already got? Bright young things at cutting-edge gene labs don’t go on buying the raw material by the kilo? Cash-strapped regional legislatures whose major remaining resource is remote and desolate real estate don’t go on signing land deals to host evasively termed “research facilities” with no questions asked? Government spokesmen and corporate PR departments don’t lie about it, and shadow enforcement agencies can’t get any work covering it up?

What fucking planet are you from?

.   .   .

FOOTAGE OF THE shuttle was playing in continuous loop on screens all over Police Plaza when they booked me in. Half a hundred repeated angles on the moment of docking—the top of the Wells nanorack, center screen, like a vast, gunmetal dandelion sprouting up into low orbital space; the questing snout of the shuttle, angling in across the featureless black; the nuzzling for initial contact, the retrieval arm embrace, the kiss with tongue. Inside shots of the cockpit, underemployed human pilots grinning for the camera. Quarantine crews on their way up in the nanorack’s personnel elevator, looking squat and half melted in their barrier suits. Mingled in with all this, a parade of still-shot images grabbed off the passenger manifest—new meat for the media feast. Qualpro hires starting their sky-high-paying three-or five-year gigs, ultratripper sports heroes and screen faces plus accompanying film crews and entourage, maybe the odd indie tourist or three.

Grunt convict labor sentenced to transportation would be on the manifest, too, but you weren’t going to see their faces bannered across a screen anytime soon.

Welcome to Mars, soak.

Streamer text ran constantly along the bottom edge of the images, English, Spanish, and Quechua chasing each other across. The words carried other breaking stories, but most of them never made it to actual footage. Even Particle Slam’s rainfall success couldn’t jostle the shuttle coverage off the screen for more than a couple of ten-second segments here and there—rain-dampened nighttime streets, drizzle in the wind. Cheering crowds. Now back to our main story. Shuttle’s In!

“You all still watching this shit?” I asked Naima as they checked us through to retinal and processing. “Fucking thing’s been docked all day.”

She shrugged. “Find a channel it isn’t on, why don’t you.”

Later, in the cell, I tried. There was a scuffed and splintered plastic screen set in the wall across from the bunk. I powered it up and swiped through a dozen or more options before I gave up and let the incessant cascade of images and commentary run. The only other option was to turn it off and stare at the walls, which currently I was in no mood for. When you’re running-hot, you’re painfully alive to environmental detail; your mind craves it, seizes on it like a starving man grabbing steak. I’m never very sure if that’s a by-product of the cycles inherent in hibernoid physiology or a little bonus the designers threw in to fit mission specs. Either way, I’m stuck with it.

I sat and watched TV, casing the footage for every little clue and tell.

On screen, you had the usual library-standard shots from within the shuttle architecture—the long ranked march of cryocap pods in storage, cranked down to the deck now to allow for decanting, and strobed blue with scannerlight; the enigmatic stacked slab structures and blinking lights of the CPU room; crew quarters, messy with personal junk in zero G and the chaos of two days of coasting in; conduits and companionways and corridors and there—just for a couple of seconds, the camera glides by an innocuous, firmly closed hatch in the bowels of the ship. It’s not black—mythology and movies to the contrary, they never are—but the decals and flashes over the pristine white surface are unmistakable. EMERGENCY SYSTEMS EXECUTIVE. ONBOARD CONTINGENCY RESPONSE. WARNING: HATCH IS ARMED AND ALARMED—DO NOT TAMPER. NO CREW ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT.

You couldn’t read all that, of course, not in the time it took the camera to pan past, but I didn’t need to. I already knew what it said.

Top and center of the hatch, a slow-pulsing green bezel like a heartbeat. He was in there.

Or she was. Though that’s a lot less common than the overwrought sex-n-slaughter-in-space immies like to paint it. Women do this work, sure, but not many of them, and generally not for anywhere near as long.

For me, it had been a dozen years, give or take, and I hadn’t stopped out of any desire to start a family or reconsider my career path. Being an overrider doesn’t work like that. When you’ve been groomed for the role since before you were born, there has to be something pretty tidal in your genes to make you want out, and nothing fitting that description had ever come calling for me. Blond Vaisutis TransSolar Enforcement and Security Logistics fitted me out for a purpose and set me in the heavens as their watchman nonpareil.

And when the end came, it was Blond Vaisutis that cast me down.

I lay back on the cell bunk and closed my eyes. Saw the green pulse of the bezel once more.

How long are you down for, my cold-dreaming brother?

Just the one trip, or did they have him on endless turnaround, the way Reuben Groell reckoned it was tilting these days?

Fucking treat us like pure freight, he grumbles over tumblers of Mark on Mars at Uchu’s one night. There and back, there and back, there and fucking back. And get this—you don’t sign the zero decant clause these days, you can kiss about half the decent-paying contracts good-bye. I’m telling you, brother, you’re lucky you got out when you did.

That’s one way of looking at it.

He catches my expression before I look down into my drink to hide it. Come on, Hak, that’s not what I meant. Sure, Blond Vaisutis shafted you, I know that. They shafted a lot of people. They’re a fucking transplanetary enforcement firm, it’s what they do. But seriously? Would you really want to buy back in even if you could? Go back to the Big Cold all over again, always wondering if the next time you get decanted, you’ll have a terminal case of Ganymede Freezerburn?

Come on, Rube. When d’you last hear of Ganny Rash killing anyone?

Doesn’t mean it’s not happening. You think they’d tell us?

I think the technology’s moved on, brother. And frankly, I can think of a whole lot of other shit about the job that’d bother me more.

Yeah? Getting a little bleary and belligerent with the drink now. Like what?

Never mind.

The green bezel pulsed behind my eyes like a hangover, like old regret.

How do you fucking live with yourself, overrider?

Carla Wachowski, at bay in the corridor to the coms nest, droplets of Arko’s blood in her close-cropped hair and hate in her shadowed eyes.

It’s not a problem, I tell her, grinning. Mostly, I’m asleep.

That’s the mission time talking, of course. Running-hot—I’m barely five hours awake, the cockpit fight’s a scant ten minutes gone. Got what feels like copper cable spiking through my veins, and this crazy adrenaline smirk trying to split my face apart. We hang in zero G, Carla and I, faced off against each other, and she’s better than seven meters away. I have the mission-standard Heckler & Koch deck broom with a cut-down barrel, she has a handheld monofil cutter and her hate. This is only going to end one way.

You fucking corporate cunt!! she screams.

Hurls herself at me, monofil cutter raised and shrilling.

I snapped my eyes open, sat up on the bunk. Enough of that shit, Hak. Ancient fucking history.

But I went on wondering about Reuben’s zero decant clause just the same. How far various of the agencies and corporations under the COLIN umbrella might push it, given half a chance. And that’s without taking into account the habitual abuses of the Beijing bloc.

Yeah, yeah, I know—old paranoia in big new boots. But the thing is, it’s a big old solar system, with a lot of places to hide. Plenty of room for the odd cryocap facility on standby, rooted to some cataloged and forgotten asteroid or minor moon or just falling in endless cobwebbed silence along an orbit somewhere out past the belt. Cold and distant and lonely, but hey, you’re asleep and getting paid for it, so what’s not to like?

Didn’t think they grew guys like you anymore.

Hey, they probably don’t—got so many of us ’capped and stashed away in dark places they don’t need to.

YOU CAN GET the wrong impression from a term like soft holding.

The cell they’d given me ran about four meters by five, including the wet niche with shower and latrine. No window or ornament anywhere, just the impact-plastic screen in the wall and a radiant tile ceiling. The bunk was a single piece of molded polymer welded to the wall and floor, topped off with an immovable memory-foam layer all of three fingers deep. A vented pipe at one end dispensed insulene mesh every evening ten minutes before lights-out—you got a couple of seconds of warning whine from the generator, then the stuff came slathering up out of the vents like gray-green cotton candy. You’re supposed to wrap yourself in it for perfectly adjusted sleep, then flush it each morning after use. That’s the theory, anyway. High-end insulenes will actually crawl around on your body looking for temperature differentials, fibers swelling or thinning down as appropriate, working to keep your whole body at the same level of warmth. But this stuff wasn’t high end, and what it mostly did was cling stickily to your skin. By morning, it would already be starting to degrade.

I wasn’t going to be doing any sleeping, but I knew the cell’s ambient temperature would drop a few degrees once the lights went out, so when the mesh vent gave out its meager offering, I shawled the stuff around my shoulders and settled cross-legged on the bunk to wait. Wondering if anyone was watching me, wondering what they expected. It’s a common misconception that guys like me can’t stand inactivity at the wake-up end of the cycle, that confinement like this would be a kind of low-grade psyops torture for an overrider.

Yeah, right.

Waiting in confined spaces?

Try nineteen hours cramped into an EVA module disguised as a coms blister, waiting for one of the myriad glimmerings in the shingle of stars under you to finally resolve into what it was—a belt marauder come looking for its missile-smacked and immobilized prey.

Try a solid week barricaded in the cockpit of a short-hop shuttle while it falls to destination and its mutinous crew figures out there’s no way around the booby traps you’ve built into the navigation system and the drives.

Try eleven hours of sneak combat alone in the tight corridors
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