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      Haz felt the rough edge of the stock as the big gun slipped from his grasp. It clattered to the floor with a steely echo. Somewhere off in the cistern one of the flatbats squawked.

      That wasn’t what had thrown him off.

      “Careful,” Kate said from nearby. She turned and he saw the green glow of her goggle lights. Just about the only light in the place.

      “I’ve got it,” Haz said. If he’d known it was going to be a night op in a busted habitat he would have turned down the job. He’d caddied enough to know when an operation was a bust even before it started.

      He could feel ghosts all around. Something had unnerved him just now. It wasn’t like him to screw up that badly.

      But this was Kate Kukielko. He’d never caddied for her before. Sometimes you just took these kinds of opportunities. Even against your better judgement.

      Cindy’s treatments didn’t come cheap. He’d started taking riskier, better paying jobs lately. Still wasn’t making headway.

      The cistern had to be over a quarter million gallons. It stank of algae and dead fish. The catwalk only a couple of feet about the fetid surface.

      And something else. Maybe it was something from the slurps. He wasn’t good enough to see them like a shooter, but sometimes he still sensed something.

      Right now the sense came through stronger than he’d felt before. A twisting through his muscles, a chill up his spine. Something was different here.

      “Have you got it?” she said. She was from somewhere in the south, maybe Australia or one of the Indian reclamations, and her accent drew out all the vowels. Sometimes he had trouble understanding her.

      “I’ve got it.” Haz clamped the Arc Three rifle in both hands.

      “Good. I’m going to have a clear shot in about four minutes. You’ll need to hand me the gun nice and smooth. Keep moving.”

      Haz picked up the gun. He figured that was his one warning. Any more screw ups and she’d pull the mission.

      So far it hadn’t been going well. Four stops. Four shots.

      No kills.

      And the habitat was as dark as ever.

      Something new going on with the slurps. Power outage he understood, but this kind of darkness was downright scary.

      There were patches of light. Odd and hazy. Something eighty or so meters off. Ghostlike, but still. It was almost impossible to tell distance down here.

      “I’ve got a good range on the next one,” she said. “Think there might be a nest.”

      “Roger that.” Haz crept along, following the faintly luminous prints left by her shoes. He kept one hand lightly on the railing. The gun bag bumped against it with a scrape.

      Haz pulled it aside. If she pulled the mission, she also effectively pulled his paycheck. He couldn’t afford that. Not with the med bills coming in.

      “Three minutes,” she said. “I’m going to need the K-62.”

      “K-62. Copy.”

      Off to his right something splashed in the water. Haz felt a charge of adrenalin. Just a fish, he told himself.

      “Load three charges of the Eltran number one. Six grains.”

      “Six?” he said.

      “Load the weapon.”

      “Of course.”

      Kate kept moving ahead.

      Haz stopped. Crouching he shucked the weapons bag around and laid it out flat on the catwalk. By feel he found the fabric tabs for the Arc Three and sealed it down.

      Working his hands across the other weapons he found the Eltran magazines. Quickly he loaded six grains of metaparticles into each.

      Some charge, he thought. Blow the whole place up.

      Perhaps that’s what she intended.

      “Quick,” she said. “It’s on the move.”

      Haz couldn’t help but glance up. Didn’t see a thing.

      “Haz.”

      “Coming.” He untabbed the K-62.

      “Ten seconds. It’s moving fast.”

      Kate held her hand out. Diodes on each fingertip and knuckle showed him where to put the gun.

      Haz opened the mag rack. He slotted each of the Eltrans into place.

      “Quick. It’s–”

      Kate slammed into him. Haz tumbled backwards. The weapon fell onto the catwalk.

      “Gun,” she yelled. Already she was on her feet.

      Haz pushed himself around. Swishing his hands fast he found the K-62.

      “Here.” He spun it around and thrust it into her hand.

      Everything went black.

      The diodes shut off. Her goggle lights.

      Even that ghostly white patch had vanished.

      He heard a drip ping into the water. The only other thing he could hear was his own system. Breathing. Blood coursing.

      “Ears,” Kate said.

      His headgear closed up. Even so, the three sudden shots blasted his ears.

      The gun’s muzzle flashed with each report.

      Kate stumbled over him again.

      The headgear let go. “Get it?” Haz said.

      “I–”

      With a thud behind him she fell. For a split second he thought she’d hit the catwalk.

      She splashed into the water below.

      “Gotcha,” he said.

      Back at the bag he felt for a flare. He yanked it out and smacked the end against the catwalk.

      In the belching smoke and pink light Haz saw her just below. Already the light began to diminish.

      Haz swung around. He grabbed a railing upright and stretched down. Kate’s head was below the surface. Her hands floundered. Haz but didn’t know if she could see him.

      Scrabbling his feet he got his body halfway off the edge.

      He stretched further.

      Kate’s head came up. She gasped and went down again.

      Haz grabbed her fingertips. They slipped through his grasp.

      Kate thrashed.

      The flare’s light kept dying. Like a stuttering candle now.

      Haz rolled back. He grabbed the weapons bag. Dragging it over, he flung it into the water, holding the strap.

      “Grab hold,” he yelled.

      Kate’s hands splashed at it. Haz held it further out. He was almost about to fall off the catwalk himself.

      Her left hand caught the strap. She spluttered.

      “Hold on.” Haz pulled the bag closer. Higher. Until she was right under him.

      He stuffed the strap under his shoulder and reached again. This time he got her wrist. Pulling, she came up easily. She scrabbled at the bag.

      “It’s all right,” he said.

      “No,” she said, still coming up. “They’re different. Behavior. Something strange.”

      Coming up by him, Kate’s knee caught his shoulder and he jerked. The bag slipped out.

      Haz grabbed for it. Missed. The bag, with all the guns, slipped into the water.

      The flare stuttered and died. The tip glowed.

      Kate flopped onto the catwalk beside him. She cursed. “Twisted my ankle too. Don’t think I can walk too far.”

      “I guess this is a bust then.” He wondered if he was going to have to wear it for the lost gun bag.

      “How far are we from the exit?”

      They’d come in through the habitat’s hub dock and elevatored straight to the interior floor. Five hundred meters down. And they’d walked something like three kilometers through the tunnels to get here.

      Haz lifted the remains of the flare.

      They had to get all that way back.

      Haz told her. In the last of the dying flare he could see her breathing hard. He was pretty sure her ankle wasn’t just twisted.

      “We need a plan B,” she said. She lifted her head and he looked into her eyes. She was attractive, he’d always thought that, even with a slightly crooked nose and thin lips. Something about her eyes. Perhaps it was just that mostly she wore goggles.

      She’d lost them in the water now.

      “Yeah. A plan B.” He felt from her knee down along her boot.

      She screamed when he touched her ankle. Even through the sturdy leather he could tell there was bone damage in there. She wasn’t going to be walking at all.

      “We need a gun,” she said. She patted herself along the waist.

      Haz looked back at the K-62. It lay where she’d dropped it when she’d stumbled.

      No ammunition.

      “What made you fall?” he said.

      “That’s why we need to get back. They’re intelligent.”  Kate unzipped a pocket. She took out a small black pistol. No wonder she’d thrashed in the water. He wondered what else she was carrying.

      “Intelligent?”

      “It came for me. I saw a face.” She flicked up the barrel and looked through it. Ejected the mag and clicked it back into the grip.

      Haz looked around the cistern volume. The air seemed to have warmed. The phosphorus smoke from the flare stank worse than the creeping algae and fish stench.

      He would be glad to get out of here.

      “Go,” she said. “You have to tell everyone.”

      “I can’t see a thing.” Haz thought he could remember the way by feel, by distance. But it was an awful long way. Lots of turns.

      And it would be different carrying her.

      “Take my goggles,” she said. “They’re jimjump tech.”

      “I know what they are. Part of this whole problem anyway.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Anyway, you lost them when you went in the water.”

      “Got a spare set.” She felt for another pocket.

      The flare’s tip had gone black now. Invisible. The only light came from the diodes on her gloves.

      At least she hadn’t lost those.

      Her hand moved up. “Take them.”

      By feel Haz got the spare goggles. He slipped them on.

      Back in Mongolia, during the revolts, he’d worn nightvision goggles, and this was kind of similar. Not using infrared, but radar. The goggles’ processor turned the radio reflection into a vague 3D outline of things. Kate looked like a bad cartoon. The water seemed jagged and dangerous. Like needles.

      But he could see the way back along the catwalk.

      “And the gun,” she said. She held it up.

      “You hold that,” he said. He picked up the K-62 and clipped it to the front of his combat suit. The gun creaked as it nestled in.

      He stood and stretched. Crouching, he crossed his left hand across his body to grab Kate’s left knee.

      “What are you doing?”

      He got her right elbow with his right hand. With a quick jerk he got her up onto his shoulders. She wasn’t as light as he’d hoped. Should have gotten her to dump
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