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      In the year 2058, four mega-corporations dominate the world. Government structures are falling apart, government leaders are degenerating into marionettes of the corporation executives, and capitalism is turning ever more ruthless. Large parts of the world have become uninhabitable due to environmental disasters, wars, and climate change. Major cities have become hellholes where disease and crime are on the rise. The NAGER plague has killed over forty percent of humanity, and its origins are still baffling scientists today.

      A small number of wealthy citizens have barricaded themselves in gated communities and corporate arcologies, keeping social ills away through money and influence. In times when both petroleum and fresh food are in short supply, technological advances are reserved for them and their wage slaves. Cyber implants and prostheses called ‘augmentations’ improve the bodies of those who can afford them while leaving others jealous.

      Private security firms have largely taken over responsibility for dealing with social unrest and the ever-more-rampant violence. Corruption and police violence are just as prevalent as unpredictable weather, organized crime, and drug use.

      In space, meanwhile, corporations have explored the solar system and established outposts on the Moon and Mars. Even the distances to the moons of Jupiter and Saturn are being overcome at great financial expense, to satisfy an overcrowded Earth’s growing hunger for resources. Corporate greed knows no bounds, even in the vastness of space. In particular, one astronomer’s discovery of a long-suspected ninth planet beyond Neptune has caused a space race between the great powers. It has left researchers puzzled while giving corporations a new target for displaying their prestige, and more opportunities for maximizing profits.

      At the same time, in war-torn Los Angeles, a significant section of the population is suffering from poverty and disease. After the strongest earthquake ever measured in human history, the megacity has been divided in two by a kilometer-deep chasm. From this sectioned-off hell on Earth, referred to as ‘Hell’s Mouth,’ toxic gases rise and poison the climate of the city. On the streets beyond the inner city, life is lived by the law of the jungle, and groups of mercenary soldiers called ‘mercs’ secretly work for the highest bidders, stealing from and blackmailing competing companies and snatching their best employees.

      In 2058, amid this chaos, two spaceships have returned from the hitherto unexplored depths of the solar system. On board are samples of a previously unknown material found on the newly discovered planet called Transneptune.

      Contact is lost when an accident occurs on Ganymede, and some of the samples from Transneptune must be left behind. Satellite data later shows that unique ring structures have formed. These structures are active, slightly altering the atmospheric conditions on Ganymede. An expedition that includes Dr. Rachel Ferreira also discovers an alien monolith on the surface, leaving her puzzled. The samples brought back to Earth have formed one of the same ring structures, which has fallen from the cloud ship Tomahawk onto the Ark, the huge bridge spanning the Hell’s Mouth chasm that divides Los Angeles in two.

      

      Note: At the end of the book is a list of characters, a glossary, and a detailed chronological outline of the events between the years 2018 and 2058.
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      Theodore was forced to spend two long weeks in the basement accommodation of the butchers. All hell had broken loose in the city, and the news channels were all busy with rolling coverage of the developing situation. The most ridiculous speculation about what could be behind it dominated the VR and video shows. The assumption was that Rhine Ruhr had somehow magically arrived at the scene of destruction at the Ark with the intention of grabbing the ring. Theodore no longer had any doubts that Rhein Ruhr had known of the strange structure beforehand, and had suspected it might crash. But it still wasn’t clear if the current strategy of the European mega-corp would bear fruit.

      The Ark was the property of Alpha Corporation. It was leased to the USA—to the state of California, to be exact. But Rhine Ruhr had obviously managed to ensure that the city authorities asked them for help with the crash of the cloud ship. This had produced a dilemma. The owner of the bridge wanted to have the ring, as did the government who was renting it, and so did Rhine Ruhr, who had saved the city from being leveled to the ground.

      Because the Tomahawk had belonged to Alpha Corporation and they had been deemed responsible for the crash, their claim in this particular tussle wasn’t very strong. Since the crash, there had been numerous ‘accidents’ and ‘minor incidents’ in the city that had resulted in the deaths of high-ranking managers as victims of engineered gas leaks and structural failures. Even in hiding, Theodore heard that there hadn’t been as much merc activity since the outbreak of the Snow War.

      Most of the commotion seemed to be sabotage, data theft, and recovery of the numerous pieces of wreckage of the Tomahawk. Rhine Ruhr’s missiles and U.S. Air Force fighter jets had destroyed most of the debris before it could fall on the city like bombs, but plenty had made it to the ground. Pieces had demolished roofs, squashed pedestrians, and left deep craters in the roads. The debris field spanned a wide area of the east part of the city, which made it difficult for the mega-corporations to retrieve it all. This was why they were, as usual, sending mercs.

      Because Rhine Ruhr and Alpha Corporation, in particular, were on the edge of open warfare—which the city council wanted to prevent by use of negotiating skills—Center Sec had sealed off half the city. Hyun-Hakkamoto and the Noble Group were opportunistically waiting for the right moment. Even lower-class areas that they usually only visited to collect bribes from the mobsters in control were being strictly monitored. There had still been roadblocks at all the significant connections between the various parts of the city until just a few days before, to search for ‘terrorist activity.’

      Somebody with a lot of power and influence was obviously tired of the mercs and their activities, and wanted to bring an end to the shadow war. Only now, after a long two weeks, were police units slowly returning to their usual beats and daily routines. The Ark was still wholly sealed off, which was causing complete transport chaos now that only two small bridges remained to join the two parts of the city together. Rhine Ruhr had the Ark on total lockdown and had unleashed hundreds of cutting-edge combat drones to keep prying eyes away—or shoot them down.

      For a week all Jackie had done was silently polish her considerable arsenal of weapons, while Muffin spent most of his time in his feedback suit as he traveled the deep web. On the second day he had already positioned two spy drones at the remaining locations that the cloud ship had identified as suspicious radiation sources. The tiny spider drones, each about the size of a lens from a pair of glasses, had—to their surprise—not yet seen anyone. Kruger therefore seemed to be staying put, unwilling to cross the city with such hot property. That was good, because they wouldn’t have been able to intercept him.

      Ludwig, on the other hand, spent a lot of time upstairs, in the ‘customer service center,’ as Baker called it. Theodore felt ill when he thought about what the organ dealers did up there. They were new to the city, had arrived specifically to meet Ludwig, and they still had over a hundred ‘customers’ per day—unfortunate mercs who had been shot down on a mission, murdered prostitutes, construction workers who had fallen to their deaths at work, and a lot of mob gorillas that Baker’s people had simply grabbed.

      The buzz saws and scalpels had been in constant use in the large tents, and even though the augmented zombies were quite affable in their gruff way, Theodore just couldn’t get used to them. Some of them even slept in their blood-spattered aprons, or fell into an alcoholic stupor in the evening. In the breaks between their brutal ‘operations,’ during which they put implants in one box, organs in another, and tossed the remains in trash cans, those who were off-duty met upstairs and watched blood sports—a mix of American Gladiators and Takeshi’s Castle, except the weapons and deaths were real. It was the latest craze for a perverse generation, seeking new kicks because of their own lack of opportunities.

      All this was reason enough for Theodore, as well as Jackie and Muffin, to limit the time they spent outside during the day. They ate soy burgers and kept going over maps of the city. They were looking at satellite images of the north part of the Angeles Forest, the northernmost point of Greater L.A., where the Tomahawk had noted radiation anomalies.

      Choosing to stay indoors and work, they had sent a small drone to collect the remaining two million dollars in certified credit sticks, to replenish their account. Schmidt was far from perfect, but at least he kept his word. Theodore didn’t trust the man as far as he could throw him, but at least he was predictable in his cold, indifferent professionalism.

      “Center Sec has now completely withdrawn,” Muffin told them 15 days after the fall of the Tomahawk. He stood beside the shoddy recycled-wood table and took his VR glasses off. He looked thinner than ever in his skintight feedback suit.

      “It’s about time those assholes pulled out,” Jackie growled. Because she couldn’t bring herself to wade through the blood-spattered shower block used by the butchers, she hadn’t washed in days. After days without bathing, her mood was as dirty as her body. She moved her heavy boots from the table, grabbed the bottle of whiskey that was standing there, and took a swig. She had to be in a nasty mood to drink in front of him, Theodore knew.

      “What’s happening with the corporate forces?” he asked.

      Jackie shrugged and took another swig from the bottle.

      “Difficult to say.” Muffin answered. “Most of Rhine Ruhr’s official units are either around Cerberus, or on, above, or in front of the Ark. Alpha is massing its troops on its own territory, near the Ark, because the city authorities haven’t yet given them authority to cross U.S. territory. This is all going to end badly.” He threw the VR glasses on the table and sat down.

      Just then Ludwig came in without saying a word, and went to the small sink near their beds.

      “I have no idea what the HTR and merc teams have been told to do,” the hacker said, lips pursed. “And Hyun-Hakkamoto and the Noble Group are suspiciously silent. HH is deeply involved in the Ganymede Expedition. That doesn’t surprise me. As for the Noble Group... don’t ask me. Maybe they are positioned everywhere, just waiting for Rhine Ruhr and Alpha to tear each other to pieces over the Ark. Or maybe it’s something else entirely.”

      “What do you think the chances are we will reach the northern part of the Angeles National Forest?” Theodore asked.

      “If the brutes upstairs come along?” Ludwig interjected. “It depends. Nobody is going to get in the way if they see a semitrailer full of unhinged supermen. But Kruger is bound to notice. It would be best to take our Ferret while the guys take the truck. If we look a little bashed up, we might be attacked by wreckers or gangs looking for an easy mark and a fast dollar. But that’s still better than having a TV chopper on our asses, looking for new images for their terrorism coverage.”

      Theodore agreed. “Sounds sensible.”

      “We should get moving, right now,” Jackie said, as she put the whiskey bottle down, and Ludwig came to the table.

      “Agreed,” Theodore said.

      “That’s right. Kruger won’t have to be asked twice,” Muffin agreed.

      “Good. Ludwig, tell your friends that we’re heading out,” Theodore ordered. “If our theory is correct, that Kruger will go to the radiation sources nearest the city first, we should have enough time to set up an ambush.” Theodore stood up and went over to his gym bag, which was by his pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Just half an hour later, everything was packed and loaded. During the final minutes, Theodore and his three cohorts were still stuffing their repaired armor, and all the weapons they’d had with them on the Tomahawk mission, into the back of the GMC Ferret. He had expected that they would have to wait for the butchers, because they hadn’t been preparing for this very moment for two weeks. But they were ready quicker. Twenty of them, about half of the augmented zombies, just dropped their bloody ‘tools,’ came jogging from the tents, and pulled off their plastic aprons. Since their heavy weapons were lying all around like everyday possessions, they grabbed the first that came to hand and hurried out.

      Theodore started the Ferret and followed them through the huge rolled-up shutter door. Outside there was a massive, mostly dilapidated Mammoth truck with a rusty cab and a tractor-trailer.

      Just before the butchers, many with their upper torsos bare, disappeared into the truck and container, there was a knock at the side door. Baker’s face appeared in the window, a cigar in the corner of his mouth. Theodore unlocked the door, the huge truck’s ancient internal combustion engine roaring to life at the same time as the leader of the organ dealers started getting into the Ferret.

      “Room for one more?” Baker mumbled around his cigar, and before Theodore could answer he gestured for Jackie to get out of the way. She just shrugged and pushed her way between the seats to join Ludwig and Muffin in the back as Baker sat down and pulled the door shut.

      “To what do we owe this honor?” Theodore asked, driving the truck off the former factory grounds onto the dusty road that went north. The grimy and ruined landscape of destroyed industry looked like something from a horror movie—the perfect place for somebody like Baker. The rain was coming down again and the light was dim.

      “Business,” Baker said as he took the cigar stub out of his mouth and used it to gesture north through the windshield, where the pleasant mountain landscape of the former Angeles National Forest could be seen before them.

      “What? Don’t we already have a deal? You help us take out Kruger’s men and you get to do whatever you want with them.”

      “Sure. But my guys are wrecking balls. Think very carefully about how you want to use them in your plan. It’s a good idea to get hold of Kruger before they destroy everything. They are very—” Baker paused before moving his cigar butt back to the corner of his mouth, “—motivated, you could say.”

      “I noticed,” Theodore replied as he tried not to think about the time he had gone upstairs and seen the butchers at work. They had been chatting, laughing, and yelling the whole time, as they gutted some unfortunate soul like an animal.

      “That’s good.”

      “How old are they, anyway? I always heard that augmented zombies don’t get much older than forty before their bodies fail from inflammation, tissue rejection, cancer, or autoimmune diseases,” Theodore asked with an unavoidably sharp undertone entering his voice, even though he knew Baker was not somebody to mess with. But he couldn’t prevent his increasing displeasure at having anything to do with such people from coming through.

      “It varies. The trick is to take enough pills, and have a new liver implanted from time to time, so you can keep on taking the pills,” Baker laughed. His voice was raw and intimidating. “We have talented former doctors in our family. George, for example, has had most of his skin replaced with ceramic plates, and he recently had them diamond coated. Not many bullets are going to get through that, believe me. In exchange, he gets a new case of skin cancer every week, and one of the docs has to cut it out—soon the ten percent of skin he has left will be nothing but scar tissue. But he gets by.”

      “Why in the hell do you do this?” Theodore asked, with genuine interest, as he detoured around what was left of a tall residential building that had collapsed across the former road.

      “The augmentations or our work?”

      “Both.”

      “The augmentations start out small—you have a few yourself. Sooner or later you want more. You enjoy the feeling of superhuman strength, being able to do things that most people can’t.” Baker shrugged his massive shoulders and wiped his hand over his bald head. “It’s like blow. Either you get hooked, or you don’t.”

      “And the work?”

      “The work’s for the money.”

      “Sure,” Theodore snorted, shaking his head. Things didn’t always have to be complicated.
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        * * *

      

      The drive through Pasadena was uneventful except for two small ambushes. At one point they were shot at from a half-ruined building, and one of Baker’s people finished the job by leaning out the side door of the truck and firing an anti-vehicle missile at it. Theodore didn’t even bother to shake his head. The other incident came just before the edge of Angeles National Forest, caused by a motorcycle gang with something to prove. He tried not to think about their horrific deaths—just as he squelched thoughts about Baker’s clean up squad coming and collecting the remains.

      The Angeles National Forest, once a verdant mountain landscape on the north edge of the city, was today a chain of black and barren cliffs. It looked ominous and grim in the rain, nothing like a national park. After the great fires of the ‘40s it had been abandoned, and the increasingly toxic rain had prevented it from ever recovering. Today it was frequented by human traffickers, smugglers, and all kinds of grim figures, who built hideouts there—or sometimes entire towns.

      They were heading to one of those towns now. In the shadows of Los Angeles it was called ‘Dust Town,’ because the valley that provided access to it, via a long road that began in North Pasadena, was nothing but dust and ashes. Theodore had only been there once to acquire his servo-assisted armor. Military hardware was usually only smuggled as far as here, to avoid the increasingly tight noose of Center Sec in the city. The authorities had been ignoring Dust Town for more than a decade, even though they knew all about it. They didn’t bite the hand that fed them. Dust Town provided the decadent upper echelons of L.A. society with any sinful thing they wanted, whether that was the latest deep web snuff movies, underage prostitutes, illegal augmentation, or organs. In a nutshell, Dust Town was keeping half the city alive.

      Theodore started to get nervous when they reached the first foothills. He couldn’t say where the feeling came from, except he always got this feeling when he drove out this way. The pass was a former military transport route, because the road further up had collapsed and was impassable. But the dirt road here was regularly cleared and leveled. To their left and right were the blackened skeletons of burned trees, adding enormously to the depressing, hopeless atmosphere of what had once been a living national park. At the foot of the dark cliffs, Theodore always felt exposed and could not pretend he wasn’t pleased to have monsters like the butchers with him. In places like these, he preferred to run with the pack rather than be one of the honest travelers.

      After about an hour Dust Town suddenly appeared in front of them. Right after a turn that transporters and trucks kept coming around, the narrow road opened out into a wide valley between three peaks. Corrugated sheet metal structures, ramshackle brick buildings, a few modern composite buildings, and vast numbers of small prefabricated buildings that had been brought in by road dominated the view. There was no recognizable network of roads.

      Of course, the smugglers and all the shadowy figures who operated here had no interest in establishing actual roads. Order was the enemy of chaos, and chaos was Dust Town’s friend. Another advantage for the inhabitants was the constant wind that roared through the valley, and that gave the Dust Valley its name—because of the enormous amount of ash and dust it picked up in the desert directly north of the national forest and carried to the sea through the gorges.

      “Muffin? It’s time to do your stuff,” Theodore called over his shoulder. He maneuvered the Ferret between the outlying buildings and shacks. He hoped the tractor-trailer behind him would be able to follow without incident, even though the entire area was undermined by hundreds of tunnels and subterranean storage dumps. No building inspector had ever set foot in town, so it was just a question of time until something went wrong.

      “Keep straight ahead,” Muffin said, his head of gray hair appearing in the driver’s cab. He swiftly glanced at a datapad that he was holding in front of him, then added, “Take a left at the next T-junction.”

      Theodore drove the Ferret past random clumps of abandoned transport containers and garbage piles and saw in the driver’s mirror that the tractor-trailer just drove over them. The streets were pretty much deserted. Now and again a vehicle, or somebody on foot with their hood pulled down low, crossed the waterlogged mud of the road in front of them, but for the most part you could imagine this as a ghost town. There were no lights in the windows, all boarded up with steel plates and planks.

      “I love this town,” Baker growled contentedly. He stubbed out what was left of his cigar, jammed it back in his mouth, and started chewing on it.

      I can well imagine, Theodore thought. He turned left when they reached the junction.

      “We should be coming to a small open area. Right in the middle is where the radiation source is, or at least where the Tomahawk’s sensors marked as the source of the radiation,” Muffin explained, gesturing with his hand as they went past a two-floor corrugated sheeting structure on a muddy expanse of ground about the size of a tennis court.

      “Right in the middle?” Theodore asked doubtfully, as he zoomed in with his augmented eyes to examine the ground. Apart from brown mud, puddles of water, and all kinds of plastic trash, there was nothing to see.

      “That’s what the sensor recordings say,” Muffin shrugged.

      “Okay. You can call back your drones. Position them above the road into town, so we get an early warning if Kruger comes here from Los Angeles,” Theodore said. He drove past an old rowhouse at the edge of the space, which had once belonged to the forest service in better times, then pulled up. Muffin disappeared into the back again and the cocking of heavy weapons could be heard.

      “We should—”

      “Me and my guys will first clear the surrounding buildings, so we can prep this area in peace,” Baker interrupted with a mumble, happily chewing on his cigar. Just before he opened the passenger door to get out, he grinned at Theodore, needling him a little but also amused, revealing a row of black teeth.

      “That guy,” Jackie sighed, as she clasped him by the shoulder and pointed, “is really strange. Come on, we’d better get to work. Unlike these soulless, I don’t want to be defenseless out there in the rain.”

      “Maybe it isn’t a good idea to get out here in our military hardware right away. You know what it’s like here. The people here don’t like stress, or anything that looks like it,” Theodore said.

      She clasped his shoulder again and gave him a lopsided smile. “Do you really think anyone will care about our armor, when twenty augmented giants with assault cannon and .50 caliber machine guns get out and occupy the surrounding buildings?”

      “Good point,” he sighed, and followed her into the back, where Muffin and Ludwig were already helping each other get dressed. When they were all done they cocked their assault rifles and opened the back doors.

      The hammering of the unrelenting rain moved from the roof of the Ferret onto his helmet as soon as Theodore had jumped into the ankle-deep mud, and it was almost loud enough to drown out the rumble of the engines of the tractor-trailer. He saw from the corner of his eye that the butchers had formed into small groups and were storming the few buildings, but he took no notice of them. Instead, Theodore waved to Muffin to go ahead and stop in the middle of the area, among the crisscrossing tire tracks.

      The blue light of Muffin’s helmet-eyes seemed to look at him reproachfully, before the hacker turned and shrugged. “No idea, Teddy,” Muffin said over the radio as he pointed down at his feet. “It’s marked as being right here.”

      Theodore looked at the ground, but he couldn’t see anything except mud and the splashes of raindrops. He probed the ground with his booted foot, but couldn’t hear anything unusual, even with amplified audio.

      “Strange,” Jackie said, raising her assault rifle and looking around using her scope.

      “It is probably in one of the smuggler tunnels or underground stashes,” Theodore surmised.

      “Where is the entrance?” Ludwig asked, towering over him like an insect intimidating its prey.

      “I wish I knew.”

      “Hey, Teddy,” Muffin called over the radio. “My drone is traveling above the pass and its sensors have detected a helicopter.”

      “How is that possible? The national park is a no-fly zone. Anything coming that way is brought down.”

      “Yes, but it looks like it’s landing right in front of the entrance of the Pasadena valley. If that isn’t our man, I don’t know who it is.”

      “If it’s him, we still have about an hour to find the entrance, otherwise he’ll disappear as fast as you can say Kruger,” Theodore said, nervously, gritting his teeth in rage as he agitatedly looked around.

      “We’ll grab the bastard, then we’ll get your daughter, I promise,” Jackie said, trying to calm him. “We’d better split up.”

      Theodore nodded, choked down the stress, and took a deep breath before running off into the darkness.
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      Sam had reversed the orientation of the Ganymede Explorer and started the braking maneuver two days ago. Nothing had changed in the direction the minimal gravity was pulling them, and the journey continued as before. They were still searching for the mysterious stowaway who had killed two of their number.

      There remained a certain distance between the soldiers and the scientists, which Rachel thought was something both groups felt was natural. And they were still fixing the cameras. Now the area under surveillance was 70 percent of the ship. That sounded like a lot, unless you remembered that Patrick had been working on it for several weeks. The lack of progress was because the entire team of scientists was pulling overtime to interpret the data coming from the satellites above Ganymede, to uncover more about the monolith. It was likely to be the most significant discovery since... well, since humanity had been recording its knowledge in writing. Naturally Patrick was keen to be involved, and nobody held that against him, especially since his expertise as one of the best engineers in Europe was in constant demand.

      It was a balancing act between two critical open wounds that required simultaneous treatment. One was caused by curiosity and the other by a murderer. Each was as problematic as the other for the scientists. One drew them like a moth to a flame. The other terrified them.

      Ultimately this dilemma led to Matthes constantly clashing with Captain Boyd. One wanted the soldiers to deal with the whole situation with the saboteur, while the other argued that he needed the cameras, and therefore Patrick. Matthes had authority where there was disagreement, so Boyd had to content himself with the fact that only 30 percent of the ship had to be searched. But his men didn’t find anything, and that made Rachel ever more nervous. Every night she went to bed with the worry that an alarm could wake her up and Sam’s voice would warn her of an intruder in the secure area. She dreamed of a faceless murderer who moved through the corridors like a shadow.

      She didn’t know what she could do about it, so she did what every other scientist on board was doing. She immersed herself in the sensor data from the satellites, stared at the monolith among the ejected ice near the former Taeja station and tried by the sheer power of will to unlock its secrets. They continued to find out more about the object, but each new discovery just raised further questions. For example, they were now sure that it was a transmitter. It had sent a signal to Earth, a signal carried by microwaves. Later, it had sent the signal across the entire electromagnetic spectrum to all the other moons and planets of the solar system that were within a radius of more than 1,000 kilometers.

      But why? Was it looking for something? Was it awaiting an answer? What was it, even? Was there an AI within the five-meter-tall tower that was only as wide as a person? The electromagnetic signature of the structure hinted at least that some kind of computer system was located inside it. But how had it constructed itself? Was the key the white material that made up the ring and veins? Was it nanites, as Patrick had suggested? Or was it microorganisms following a particular blueprint? Perhaps the answer lay far outside their ability to explain, being scientists who only thought within the borders of evidence-based information.

      When they were only 20 days away from entering orbit around Ganymede, Rachel was awakened in the middle of the night. For a moment she thought an alarm had awakened her, and her eyes opened in shock, but then she saw Maria’s round face. “What’s going on?” she stammered, as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes with a yawn.

      “We’ve found something new,” the Portuguese woman whispered, and placed a finger on Rachel’s mouth as she was about to respond. “Shush. I don’t want to wake Patrick. Otherwise he’ll get back to the cameras and that would be a mistake, because he just won’t accept that his body needs sleep!”

      “Okay,” Rachel promised, when Maria removed her finger, and she undid the restraint strap that held her in place in the bunk in case there was a sudden loss of centripetal force.

      Accompanying her friend, she then hurried through the corridors in the direction of the conference room and was reminded of the years they had spent studying together, when they would secretly creep through the dorm. They climbed up to the central axis and transferred to the second of the three spokes of the rotating accommodation modules. There they floated down in almost weightlessness, until the centripetal force pulled at them ever more strongly and they had to climb down the spoke. In the conference room were Wayn Chai, Julie, and, of course, Matthes, who always seemed to be everywhere at the same time. It seemed like he didn’t need sleep.

      “Ah, Rachel, thanks for coming,” the commander said in greeting, also giving Maria a swift nod.

      “So, what’s going on?”

      “We’ve discovered another signal,” Julie said without looking up. The cryptologist was sitting at the head of a smooth aluminum conference table, staring at a datapad.

      “How fast?” Rachel asked, and took one of the free seats right next to Matthes.

      “Three times ten to the power of eight meters per second.”

      “I didn’t mean the speed of the signal, I meant how fast did we discover it.”

      “Oh, right. Half an hour ago. Our satellite automatically changed position to avoid a micrometeorite shower. In the process—”

      “—it discovered a laser signal?” Rachel asked, confused.

      “Laser?” Maria asked, sounding just as confused.

      “Three times ten to the power of eight meters per second, that’s the speed of light in a vacuum,” she explained to her friend.

      “Also of microwaves,” Matthes added, and handed her a datapad. A point on the surface of Ganymede was marked on it, blinking in red.

      “Wait a second,” Rachel said absently as she zoomed in as close as she could. It wasn’t a real-time picture from the telescopes, it was a recording from the radiation detector which had detected a source of electromagnetic radiation and marked it on a topographic map. Despite the quality of the image, she immediately recognized the location. “The signal is coming from the Rhine Ruhr research station, my old research station,” she breathed, as she lowered the datapad and stared at Matthes.

      “Yes. That’s why I asked Maria to bring you here.” Matthes looked at his wrist terminal. “In an hour, the terminator will have advanced enough that we will be able to see something with the telescopes. The source of the signal is in a depression in the ground where there isn’t enough light to get a coherent image. For now we are assuming that similar ring structures to the ones at Taeja may have formed there.”

      “Where was the signal directed?” she asked.

      “Here.” Matthes used a finger to bring her datapad back up, forcing Rachel to look at it, and tapped the signal with a finger. The image zoomed in until an image of the solar system filled the screen and a dashed line traced a path from Jupiter past Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune, into the Kuiper Belt, and continued to Transpluto—Planet Nine.

      “The signal is going to Planet Nine?” Rachel lowered the datapad and stared at Matthes, aghast.

      “Yes,” he replied, and the deep crow’s feet at the edge of his eyes seemed to get even deeper. “It will arrive there in a little over eight hours.”

      “But there’s nothing there,” she replied in confusion, and stared anew at the route of the microwave signal into the depths of the solar system. Nobody responded, so she first glanced at Matthes, then Maria, Wayn, and Julie, who were all looking back at her. “What?” she finally blurted out.

      “There’s nothing there... according to the recordings in the ship’s computer,” Maria said, correcting her meaningfully and pursing her lips.

      Rachel instantly realized what that implied, and she looked at Julie, who had returned to brooding over her own datapad.  “Julie isn’t here just to decrypt the signal,” she finally said.

      Matthes nodded in agreement. “The data in the ship’s computer is not complete. When we intercepted the signal we knew that it must have been directed at something. Why would a transmitter send a signal to a dead rock if there is no receiver there? Whatever this thing on Ganymede is, and whatever its capabilities are, it is far beyond any technology that we on Earth can imagine. So I have asked Julie to check whatever data we have on Planet Nine in the ship’s computer.”

      “It wasn’t easy to find. They did really good work on Earth, but not good enough,” Julie interjected as she looked up at them. The dark rings under her eyes looked like bruises.

      “The data has been modified,” Matthes said, shaking his head. “Whatever else the robot probes found out there, Hyun-Hakkamoto obviously thinks it is something even we aren’t supposed to know about.”

      “The damn assholes sent us out here without giving us the whole picture. What do they think we are going to be able to do, even in this ridiculously expensive thing, if they tie our hands like this?” Maria snorted like a bull and balled her hands into fists, which looked bright red against the cold gray of the aluminum table.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Rachel asked calmly.

      A mega-corporation is a mega-corporation and it will always be a mega-corporation, she reminded herself. Lies, deception, and deceit were what drove them. You shouldn’t be surprised if nothing they said was the truth. After all, they had not violently snatched her from an armed convoy and fired her off into space for no reason. But why?

      “Julie is trying to decrypt the signal right now,” Matthes explained. He suppressed a yawn so deep it brought tears to his eyes. “Excuse me.”

      Rachel made a dismissive gesture and pointed to her datapad. She brought back the image of Ganymede with the source of electromagnetic radiation. “We have two landers, right?”

      “Yes. I thought of that, too,” the American nodded. “But it would be a deviation from mission protocols.”

      Rachel raised an eyebrow at him. She couldn’t believe that even after all the corporation’s lies, he would want to stick to mission protocol. After all, nobody could control them out here and, since they had lost direct contact with mission control in Seoul, it was impossible to get their agreement.

      “Okay, okay,” Matthes said, raising his large hands in a defensive gesture. “I know what that look means. You’re right. For the record, I’ll send a request for the authority to take action. Obviously, we won’t receive an answer, so we’re going to have to improvise.”

      “Good.”

      “This is strange,” Julie suddenly said, and took her hands off her datapad.

      “What?” they all asked at the same time.

      “The decryption,” Julie looked up and frowned. “It isn’t a decryption. At first I thought it was projective geometry used as a system of cryptography. But I was wrong. I don’t think the message is encrypted at all.”

      “What do you mean, not encrypted?” Rachel asked in surprise.

      “Just that.” Julie stood up and went over to the room’s large window, the view speckled by the tiny points of distant stars. “Sam. Darken. Display mode.”

      The window lost transparency and went dark. A display came to life showing the white ‘HH’ logo of Hyun-Hakkamoto on a red screen.

      “Clone the screen of my personal datapad. Julie Tregét. One, eight, four, two.”

      An array of colorful spheres appeared on the screen. They seemed to be constructed from many thousand complex threads and lines. They looked like Chinese characters arranged into spheres, just much more complex. The spheres rotated in different directions.

      “This structure contains repeating forms and variations,” Julie explained, and several fragments of the image were extracted and moved to the foreground to be combined into a two-dimensional image. “Sam and I have already been able to identify these forty elements as repetitions. Similarly, we have also seen the message sent by the first transmitter near the Taeja sent in the direction of Earth. It’s just that the messages to the other planets and moons seem to be ping requests.”

      “And what makes you so sure that there is no encryption?” Rachel asked.

      “Because I already know the meaning of two forms.”

      “Now you have my attention, Julie,” Matthes said, leaning forward a little until he was supporting himself on the table with his fists. He gazed in fascination at the giant display.

      “These two here are geometric representations of real numbers in a discrete frame of reference. Let’s take this one, here.” Julie made a gesture and one of the two spheres appeared alone against a white background, before expanding to become a two-dimensional image. Certain areas started blinking, were extracted, and then translated into simple numbers that appeared along the bottom edge of the display.

      “30.070,” Rachel read. “29.812, 30.328, 0.00859, 1.769, 164.79, 367.49, 5.43. Okay, Julie, now you’ve lost me. What numbers are these, what do they mean?”

      “Sam compared them to the database. These numbers, in the order you read them, are Neptune’s semi-major axis, perihelion, aphelion, eccentricity, sidereal orbital period, synodic orbital period, and average orbital velocity. After these, it sent the equatorial diameter, polar diameter, average density, and mass.”

      “In the signal?” Matthes asked in astonishment.

      “Yes. Both in the signal sent to Earth and to Planet Nine.”

      “But that doesn’t make any sense,” Wayn Chai interrupted, after remaining noticeably silent up to that point. “Astronomical units, degrees, variable years, variable days, kilometers per second. Grams per cubic meter, kilograms—these are all human units of measurement. Why would an obviously alien signal use the systems we invented to measure volume and length? An astronomical unit, for example, is an arbitrary choice based on—”

      “That’s the thing!” Julie called out agitatedly. “Either this transmitter, or who or whatever built and operates it, knows a hell of a lot about us, or—”

      “—or this transmitter comes from Earth,” Rachel said what they were all thinking.

      “Impossible!” Maria shook her head emphatically. “We have several of the best scientists in their fields collected on this ship. The idea that somebody has developed such advanced technologies, which not even we can understand, and on a planet that is twice as far away from Earth as Neptune seems to me to be a little unlikely.”

      “You’re right.” Julie gazed at the numbers and the colorful spherical structures above them. “If this isn’t decryption, the logical conclusion is that we are looking at an alien form of writing or communication, right?”

      Julie nodded.

      “An alien form of communication that uses our own units of measurement.”

      Julie nodded again.

      “Taeja is gone, like the ground opened up and swallowed its remains, but many of its elements are now part of the transmitter we’ve discovered. So how unlikely is it that this machine, or whatever it is, read the hard disks? If something is advanced enough to change Ganymede’s atmosphere in just a few weeks, it would certainly also be able to crack our information technology and evaluate it,” Rachel explained, and felt an uncomfortable tension building in her stomach.

      Their mission was clear and this wasn’t just because of the orders given by Hyun-Hakkamoto, it was also because of their duty as scientists. They had to gather as much data as possible from orbit, as soon as they had reached the Jovian moon, but then it was unavoidable that they would have to go down to the surface. They would confront the mysterious rings and the transmitter, and try to uncover its secrets.

      “If you’re right, and they already know that we’re coming. Then they also know how we think, what technological abilities we have, and what our goal is on Ganymede,” Matthes said, giving voice to his own fears.

      “Yes,” Julie answered simply. There was nothing left of the nervous French woman who’d had to breath into a bag after the murders. She now seemed so lost in thought that there was no space left for anything else. Not even for fear.

      “This is a damn bad situation,” Maria remarked, her mood grim. “Whoever they are—or it is.”

      “Not necessarily,” Rachel said, trying to inject a little optimism, even though she had to fight her instincts.

      “Go on?” Matthes turned to her and crossed his arms over his chest, with an expression that was half hopeful, half skeptical.

      “We have not yet discovered any sign of biological life. We can’t be sure what the white material is that the ring is made of. We know even less about the transmitter. It could be an algorithm that is sending the signals.”

      “An AI?”

      “Yes. There isn’t necessarily evil intent behind our data stores being examined.”

      “Just a routine consisting of bits and bytes,” Maria said. “I’m just a rock hound, as you all keep pointing out, but that doesn’t necessarily put my mind at rest. An AI obviously doesn’t have consciousness or empathy. But we could certainly use a little empathy down there, as we run through the maze, looking for breadcrumbs like lab rats. When we are grabbed by the scientist’s gloves, we will definitely be hoping it isn’t an AI, but something with a conscience we can appeal to.”

      “That’s quite a grim picture you’re painting,” Rachel remarked, and her friend shrugged.

      “It’s possible, but that’s our situation already. We’re the lab rats of Hyun-Hakkamoto, and obviously also of the aliens. Whether they’re machines, nanites, microorganisms or whatever else.”

      Rachel shuddered and returned to looking at the geometric forms on the display. The idea that they had been hurtling through the vacuum for weeks to the darkness around Jupiter to investigate something that seemed not to come from Earth, but instead had an intelligent origin was something she couldn’t get used to. She had been infatuated since her training with the idea of being an astronaut, at the thought of one day taking a step onto stone or ice that nobody had set foot on before.

      Just the thought of lifting her head to observe the enormous silhouette of Jupiter as nobody had ever seen it before would be the high point of her life. But now she would be faced with a lot more. Or confronted with it. Of course she had seen films about aliens and first contact, but she had never in her wildest dreams imagined that she would ever be in such a situation. She still couldn’t believe it. Sometimes as she fell asleep she hoped that it was all a dream, but she also hoped that it would last a little longer.

      “Continue interpreting the signal that was sent to Planet Nine, Julie,” Matthes said, bringing Rachel back to the here and now. “At the start of the next shift we will all wake up and have a meeting to bring everyone up to date. We should use the remaining time until our arrival to prepare for the two surface missions—to Taeja, and to Rachel’s former station. I would like you to lead the latter, Rachel.”

      Rachel looked up in surprise. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You have command experience, and you proved by escaping that you have a cool head in an emergency, you can make the right decision, and you know the area better than any of the rest of us,” Matthes explained.

      If he knew what my escape had been like, she thought with a sigh, before at last she nodded and said, “I see.”

      “I just hope the soldiers have found the saboteur by then. I don’t have a good feeling about heading off to the surface in a lander and leaving a skeleton crew with a crazy psycho up here. This ship is our only way home, after all,” Maria said, and held up her hand when she noticed the dark gazes of the others. “Don’t take your frustration out on me. I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking.”

      “She’s right,” Rachel put in, agreeing with her friend. “In all our curiosity and excitement at all the new discoveries, we shouldn’t forget that the situation up here could finish us off. While we have our heads in the clouds, our feet could be bitten off, as we say on the Iberian Peninsula.”

      “I’ll speak to Boyd,” Matthes promised, and clapped his hands, deactivating the display, which once again became a transparent window.

      Rachel gazed out into the darkness for a moment, at the distant stars that looked like glittering pinpricks in the blackness.

      What other secrets are you hiding from us?
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      The search for an entrance to the smuggler tunnels was not easy. The butchers had stormed the surrounding warehouses, at least one of which turned out to belong to the Yakuza. Baker’s men had opened fire the moment they had heard a single word of Japanese, killing everyone, but that was hardly unexpected. Theodore had tried to persuade Baker not to go about things like a bull in a china shop, but that had been doomed to failure from the very start. His men had begun making jokes and loading their ‘goods’ into the truck while he and Baker were still talking about it. It wasn’t the first time since arriving here that he had asked himself if it wouldn’t have been a better idea for his team to come alone.

      The worst thing, however, was that they didn’t find an entrance. The Yaks were all dead, so they weren’t able to tell them where it was. They didn’t find anything going on in the other buildings, and they were only guarded by one quadruped security drone each. Nobody went in much for security out here because nobody except the Butchers were dumb enough to touch even a single solar shingle.

      Dust Town belonged to the most powerful figures in organized crime, and Theodore was afraid they would soon see the consequences of Baker’s recklessness. “Muffin?” he called over the radio when he had searched the last warehouse.

      “Receiving.”

      “How long before Kruger gets here?”

      “He’s arriving at the outskirts of the town,” Muffin answered, adding, “if that really is him.”

      “Damn. Okay, I’m coming to you,” Theodore said as he rounded a huge freight container and headed for the small emergency exit that had been hastily cut into the building wall at some point.

      On the way, he opened a channel to Baker over his helmet’s systems. “Baker, it’s Theodore. You and your people stay in the Yakuza building, Kruger will be here any minute. Keep your people on a leash—if Kruger gets nervous and has a chance to run, my daughter is done for, and if that happens I’ll make sure every last one of you dies from lead poisoning.”

      Baker croaked out a laugh. “Relax, Teddy. We’ll sort this out.”

      That’s what I’m afraid of, he thought, and ran out through the door into the rain. The light was so dim, and the sheets of rain so dense, that he wouldn’t have been able to see five meters without image enhancement. He changed his augmented eyes to ultrasonic mode and looked up into the sky above the open area. The rain seriously distorted the imagery, but he wasn’t picking up anything bigger than a raindrop in his perceptual field. It didn’t look like Kruger had sent any drones, or else they were flying so high he couldn’t see them. That height, however, would mean they would only be able to acquire infrared images, at most, and his armor had integrated thermal masking. So far, so good.

      Theodore wanted to start sprinting in the direction of the opposite warehouse, where Jackie, Ludwig, and Muffin were waiting for him, but he forced himself instead to travel at a measured pace through the mud. If he was being monitored by infrared sensors that were sensitive enough to see through his thermal masking, he didn’t want his movements to attract attention. A glance to the side revealed to him that the doors of the Yakuza building were still closed, and there was no activity around the truck parked outside it.

      “Muffin?”

      “The convoy is coming this way. It looks good,” came the hacker’s answer.

      They were lucky that the weather was so bad and they had discovered Kruger’s convoy before the road through the pass. Otherwise there would have been no way they could have followed the executive’s progress. The residents of Dust Town, for very understandable reasons, were not keen on any aerial observation above their huge halls of criminality. This just made it easier for Muffin’s hand-size spy drones to remain effectively invisible to sensors.

      Theodore stepped through the door and into the cone of flickering light cast by a small lamp above, and saw that his teammates were standing in front of a long wooden case that looked like an elongated casket. Muffin was gesturing wildly, obviously engrossed in an AR projection, Jackie stood at ease, rifle cradled in her arms, and Ludwig was staring at his wrist terminal. The blue light from their illuminated visors, which looked like two huge bug-eyes each, along with the chitin-like appearance of their laminated armor, made them look like three oversized insects.

      “The convoy is splitting up,” Muffin yelled in agitation over his helmet speakers.

      “Where? What are they doing?” Theodore asked, even before the corrugated sheeting door had slammed shut and magnetically sealed behind him.

      “A section is still on the way here, another is turning west.”

      “Shit! Show me on the map!” Theodore received a connection request as AR elements were added to his field of view, and hastily said, “Accept.”

      A schematic map of Dust Town appeared. A green point indicated his position in the northern outskirts, and two red points, which were slowly approaching, represented Kruger’s convoy. The leftmost of the two points was continuing to move to the left, and it looked like it was accelerating.

      “Where is he going?” Jackie asked, her voice raised to be heard above the sound of the unrelenting rain that was hammering against the sheet metal above their heads.

      “I don’t know,” he replied, staring at the map. “From what I know, the smuggler tunnels are well guarded and booby-trapped. The people who use them would prefer to blow them up rather than let anyone else into them to see something they aren’t supposed to see. If some of these tunnels are under Hyun-Hakkamoto’s control, it would only be a relatively small area. I can’t imagine they have an entrance on the other side of town that would bring them here.”

      “So why is he turning away so sharply?”

      “There could be a million reasons,” Muffin said. “Part of the convoy could have some other task entirely that has to be done simultaneously. It could just be a diversion. How should I know?”

      “We’ll tell Baker and his people to stay hidden here and we’ll go to the west ourselves. If the second part of the convoy also comes here after all, or somewhere nearby, we will already have prepared the ground and we’ll be able to react,” Theodore decided.
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      Five minutes later they were running to the west through ever-more-torrential rain. The first red point had reached the open area in front of the Yakuza building, and the second was only 200 meters away, and it was slowing down. Theodore stopped and raised a fist to signal to the others to come to a halt too, before once again bringing his immediate surroundings into his helmet display.

      “There’s your entrance!” he said to his team over the radio, as he gazed at a small, natural rock formation right next to them.

      He started sprinting without waiting for a reply. They all climbed over a mound of trash and old car tires piled between two leaning structures that looked like they had been among the first buildings put up as the town was being built, then crossed a deserted rubble slope with streams forming at its edges before they filled and flowed to the south. After running through another alleyway full of trash, and what looked suspiciously like human bones, Theodore paused, breathing heavily. He got a fiber-optic from his belt pouch, thrust it forward and instructed it to scan the dead end in front of them. The flexible device turned in every direction several times and after five seconds sent an image to his visor.

      A black delivery truck and two jeeps with all-terrain tires were parked to their right about 20 meters away, by the last hill in the row of foothills that trailed down from the mountains to the north. The row extended toward Dust Town like a pointing finger. This final foothill had a 10-meter-high cliff with double doors built into it, and they were just about to close. Two people were standing in front of it in sealed armor, similar to that worn by Theodore and his team. The latest in military hardware. Kruger.

      “Jackie. Ludwig,” he called over the radio, and was surprised at his words coming out in a whisper. It was a useless habit that came over him when he was tense, and he simply couldn’t shake it. “Contact. Two people, heavily armored.”

      “Aye,” Jackie answered. She pulled an arm-long attachment from her backpack and screwed it onto her assault rifle. Ludwig did the same, as the dull thud of distant explosions could be heard.

      “Shit!” Theodore cursed. He turned around and saw mushroom-shaped explosions rising above the roofs. The explosions were centered where his team had just come from.

      “Baker!” he called over the radio to the leader of the butchers.

      “Baker here,” came the immediate reply. “We have enemy contact,”

      “You were supposed to stay put until we got Kruger!”

      “Not possible. They came into our warehouse. We’re dealing with them now.”

      The chatter of automatic weapons mixed with the thud of grenades created an uncomfortable background noise in Theodore’s helmet. He cut the connection and turned to his team. “Muffin, stay out here and you and your drones keep your eyes open. Jackie, Ludwig, take out the two guards and we’ll get going.”

      Muffin fell back, while Jackie and Ludwig leaned around the building wall—her below, him above—and both weapons emitted a dull hiss.

      “Perfect!” Theodore took a deep breath and started sprinting. As he passed the first vehicle he pulled a high explosive grenade from his belt and threw it below the delivery truck. He did the same with the two jeeps. As he was passing the foremost of the three vehicles he heard doors opening and said, “Detonate.” His helmet systems picked up his words, sent the signal, and then three thunderclaps followed, one after the other. The last of them threw him so far forward that he ended up tumbling right up to the bodies of the two dead door guards.

      He stood up with a groan, scraped away the worst of the mud, and waited for Jackie and Ludwig to raise their thumbs after also clambering back to their feet. He then opened the door on the left a mere hand’s breadth and the fiber-optic twitched.

      There was nothing but a corridor inside that angled sharply downward and immediately narrowed, so that Theodore could hardly see ten meters. It was more like an expanded tunnel than a part of a building.

      “Clear,” he said as he retracted the fiber-optic, stowed it in his belt pouch, and opened the door the rest of the way. As usual, Ludwig went first with his rifle to his shoulder, then Theodore followed and Jackie brought up the rear. They fanned out some as they ran along the dusty tunnel below the dim light of flickering bulbs that were strung along the ceiling, affixed with industrial staples. At the end of the tunnel they reached another rusty steel double door. It was locked. There was no bolt, just a touchpad and a handle.

      “Magnetic lock,” he said to himself. He shrugged off his backpack and pulled out his jumper, which was about the size of an old smartphone, and connected it to his helmet via the wireless AR interface. Once again, he was happy that he routinely invested 50 percent of the proceeds from their jobs into the best hardware they could get. Other merc teams had more than once ridiculed him for it, but it drastically improved their survival chances at every mission—a considerably more comfortable alternative, for which he was more than willing to endure some raised eyebrows.

      The device scanned the environment and immediately found the magnetic locking system that ran along the entire length of the door frame and couldn’t be cracked manually. The military-grade semi-intelligent algorithm pounced on the asymmetrical locking system like a shark snapping at its prey, combining numbers, symbols, and geometric forms with such speed that the display became a blur before Theodore’s eyes and he simply deactivated it.

      Twenty seconds later the light on the magnetic lock cracker went from red to green and he effortlessly opened the door on the right.

      Ludwig had already sprinted through before Theodore had shouldered his backpack again. On the other side of the door there was a room about the size of a basketball court, fully-lined with plastic sheeting. The walls and the ceiling were covered like a room-within-a-room, which unpleasantly reminded Theodore of the Butchers’ huge factory. Several narrow-gauge railroad cars were standing on two rails with stop blocks, all stacked with military transport cases. The space was otherwise empty, apart from small cameras in the corners.

      Theodore gestured in the direction of the dimly illuminated tunnels that the tracks disappeared into and waited until Jackie and Ludwig had taken their positions at the sides as he covered them to the front. Then he reached into his backpack and placed a small AOD transmitter on an olive-green transport case.

      “Muffin? Are you live?”

      “Receiving signal. Four cameras, two chem sniffers, and a laser barrier right at the start of the tunnel,” the hacker reported from outside.

      “Can you shut them off?” Theodore asked as he raised his assault rifle and ran over to Jackie. The tunnel was as empty as the room they were in.

      “Done, but there is no admin system. It looks like they are pretty sure of their stuff.” Muffin sounded almost relaxed, which was so rare that it set the alarm bells ringing in Theodore’s mind

      “By now they have to know their people in the square have been attacked and their vehicles have been taken out,” he said, as he thought hard about the situation.

      “So, if there was only one back door, we would have run into them,” Jackie said.

      Theodore nodded.

      “There is another exit,” Ludwig reasoned.

      “That’s pretty much exactly what I just said,” Jackie growled, as she shook her head and gave him a sideways look. “Let’s go! Standing around here isn’t going to help anything.”

      “Wait a second,” Ludwig said, pensively, and everyone turned to look at the giant who was indicating the room behind them with a thumb. “We should take the cars. We’ll send one in front and follow in the other.”

      Theodore’s first instinct was to say no, but then he saw how the plan made sense. It was hardly likely Kruger would have mined the tunnel in such a short time, but he did have a big head start if there really was a second exit. “Good idea,” he said.

      They ran back together, took down the transmitter, and threw the empty transport cases out. He looked for an interface in the leading wagon but all they could find was an automatic control unit with no switches.

      Autonomous system. Shit! Theodore thought. He dropped to his knees and looked for a hydraulic braking system on the axle. He found it, then grabbed the hose and effortlessly ripped it away with his augmented arm. Oily hydraulic fluid sprayed onto the ground and the wagon immediately began to roll. Theodore gave it a servo-enhanced kick and it accelerated. He did the same with the second. They worked together to push it like a bobsled, then he and Jackie jumped inside.

      “Muffin. If we don’t come back in ten minutes, send Baker and his freaks after us... if they are still alive,” Theodore ordered. “I don’t know what’s waiting for us down there.”

      “Understood. Be careful.”

      They rattled into the darkness along the rails that seemed very anachronistic in comparison with the rusty but semi-intelligent wagons. Theodore guessed the tunnel was an old entrance to an ancient mine that had been roughly hacked into the mountain. Now and again a bare bulb went by over their heads, shedding enough light to enable them to see by using their low-light sensors. The tunnel descended only once and then leveled off for a long section, with a cold light visible at the end. The wagon in front of them had picked up much less speed than theirs because it wasn’t as heavy. They slammed into it with a metallic screech.

      “He can’t have gotten this far. He didn’t get here much ahead of us,” Theodore said over the radio. He took another look over the front rim of the wagon at the light coming in through the opening, which was hardly 200 meters further on. “Get ready.”

      They had slowed appreciably, which is what he had wanted, and came out the end of the tunnel into a harshly lit cavern. The visor of his full helmet immediately adjusted, but his brain still generated afterimages of lines and dancing points of light.

      They instinctively ducked below the rim of their wagon, which was slowly coming to a stop.

      “Why is nothing happening?” Jackie whispered over the radio, echoing Theodore’s own thoughts.

      “I’m wondering that, too,” he replied as he tightened his grip on his rifle and looked at the blue visor eyes of his two partners before he nodded and hurled himself to his feet, weapon at the ready.

      “Oh shit!” Jackie cursed.

      They were surrounded. At least 20 soldiers in white security armor formed a dense ring around them and had machine pistols aimed at their heads. The red lines of their laser sights cut through the dusty air like knives.

      “Theodore, Theodore,” came an all too familiar, oily voice.

      Kruger.

      Two of the soldiers took a step to the side, revealing Kruger, who looked out of place in his black suit. His side-parted hair had a sheen that was just as oily as his fake smile.

      “Nuh-uh-uh,” he said, waggling a raised index finger as if admonishing a child, in response to Theodore raising his weapon. “We wouldn’t want things to get out of hand here, would we, Theodore? Or do you want Miri to grow up with no father?”

      A deep hum from above made him glance upward. Two huge Bumblebee-class drones were circling above him. The machine guns mounted on their undersides looked like stingers. Theodore breathed out with a growl, stood up, and tossed his gun onto the smooth surprisingly clean-looking concrete floor in front of him. He could hear Jackie and Ludwig becoming agitated behind him.

      “Do what he says,” Theodore ordered.

      There were two more clattering impacts, and then silence descended again.

      Theodore looked around, his heart pounding, following his instinct so he didn’t have to follow his thoughts, which were darker and more hopeless than they had been in a long time. They were standing at one end of a vast cavern with a high ceiling that he guessed had to reach up almost to the surface. Everything was covered in industrial sheeting. Behind Kruger they could see a tent that was as tall as a high-rise building, and dark silhouettes could be seen moving around within.

      Kruger made a casual gesture and several soldiers in white unmarked security armor came running over. They pulled Theodore out of the wagon and roughly hurled him at Kruger’s feet, then pulled off his helmet.

      “I’m quite disappointed,” the executive said with a shake of the head, looking down at him almost sympathetically. “You should be looking for my daughter and here you are, spying on me.”

      “How...”

      “How did I know you were coming?” Kruger asked, with a reserved smile. “Oh, I didn’t know. I thought something was fishy when we saw a small drone in the air just before we arrived. But that it was you... I really am disappointed. And such an amateurish attack. I hope I haven’t been betting on a lame horse.”

      Theodore saw where he had made his mistake. This wasn’t just the location of a case, it was a tremendous black site, and in the tent...

      He zoomed in on the tent and his optical filters cleaned up the image to remove the harsh glare. Then he saw it, the unmistakable silhouette of a ring, similar to the one that had fallen from the Tomahawk onto the Ark.

      Every fiber of his being started screaming, as he realized both how hasty he had been in the face of a chance to free Miri, and how unfair it was to be at the power of a monster like Kruger.

      “My God, what is that?”

      “‘That?’” Kruger briefly turned and shook his head. “‘That’ is none of your business, Theodore.” He gestured and Jackie and Ludwig were dragged before him. Ludwig had a bloody nose and Jackie looked groggy, as if she had been struck on the head.

      “I hope I don’t have to remind you that turning up here is breaking our agreement?” Kruger asked, in his typical arrogant way, and Theodore’s urge to spring to his feet and attack him became almost overpowering.

      “Unfortunately I still need you, and you know that. It is so disappointing to me that you want to take advantage of that. But I think you will learn your lesson this time,” Kruger said, with a gesture. Two soldiers approached and pushed the muzzles of their machine pistols against the backs of Jackie and Ludwig’s heads.

      Theodore felt his eyes almost bulging from his head as panic spread through him. He knew Kruger would do it. His team... “Wait!” he yelled in panic, and felt a thousand pinpricks attack his guts. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and terrifying thoughts raced through his mind.

      Kruger, who had just raised a hand, paused for a moment then smiled his evil smile. “It looks like you have learned your lesson. Very good. But your friends are just a distraction from your real mission, so you no longer need them.” He turned to his minions and nodded.

      Theodore screamed, “I know where Yuna Saki is!” He just blurted it out. The only way to maybe save his friends, who had over the years become his family, his anchor, and his place in life. It was such a substantial betrayal of Yuna Saki and his own values that something broke inside him, something he didn’t know he still had—his self-respect.

      Kruger held his soldiers back, their fingers already pressing on their triggers. Jackie’s gaze met Theodore’s and he could perceive no fear or panic there, just empathy so deep tears were coming to her eyes.

      “Go on.” Kruger took a step toward him and looked down at him, like a strict father at a spoiled son who has done something particularly stupid.

      “I know where she is,” Theodore repeated blankly. He felt so infinitely tired.
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      Rachel and Patrick floated along the central corridor that went to the drive section, which was located in the module at the hindmost point of the Ganymede Explorer. Their carefully relaxed movements might perhaps have been fooling the soldiers, but not themselves. They were frightened out here, especially as they were leaving the area under camera surveillance. This was the domain of the murderer and saboteur, the faceless one with terrifying authorizations and the ability to effortlessly murder two corporate guards.

      They were under no illusions, so their show of being casual and relaxed was exclusively for the soldiers’ benefit. Quite simply, they didn’t want to come across as frightened scientists who said clever words at the table and shit their pants at the first sign of danger. At the same time they felt terribly childish at the thought of it.

      “How come it’s up to you to solve every little problem?” she asked Patrick, who was floating next to her and had his toolbox fastened on his back. Because of the braking thrust, the microgravity was low enough that they had to keep slowing themselves down, managing to make forward progress with very little effort.

      At least it was more comfortable than descending through the spokes to the accommodation module, which churned her stomach every time with its Coriolis effect. The feeling of falling in slow motion wouldn’t go away when she was floating at the rear end of the Ganymede Explorer.

      “It’s because I’m an engineer,” the German muttered as he reached for another curved handhold to reduce his speed a little.

      “But we have two other engineers on board, Alex and Jean-Luc—”

      “Alex is a mechanical engineer. He bolts things together. And Jean-Luc is an electrician. His brain works in circuit diagrams.” Patrick carefully shook his head, to avoid sending his body flying off in another direction. “Nope, if something goes wrong on a spaceship, it’s always the aerospace engineer you call. We are something like the bridge between the specialist disciplines of mechanical engineering and electrical engineering.”

      “Oh, so you can do both,” she said with a smug grin, and resisted the urge to look over her shoulder. “Which means you’re a kind of bolt-stuff-together-slash-circuit-brain-slash-psychologist guy.”

      There’s a soldier in front of you and a soldier behind you, she told herself. There’s no murderer in the shadows, just circuits and ceramic panels.

      “That’s right,” he said, with a smile. “But on bad days I would say I’m the only idiot who volunteers to do whatever comes along.”

      “But that’s what makes you the most popular guy on the ship.”

      “Sure, the diligent German. Let the human robot do everything. At least he is punctual with his deadlines,” Patrick muttered.

      “That sounds more like you. Alex is Japanese, and aren’t they like the Germans of Asia, as far as that goes?”

      “Alex? Yes. He has to balance out everything that makes Jean-Luc French.”

      “I think we’re here,” she said, and a few moments later they floated into the waiting room of the drive module. The soldier behind them waited in the corridor, zero-G pistol drawn, and watched down its 100-meter length. The soldier in the lead floated through the circular room and then returned.

      “It’s clear,” the sergeant with the gray-sprinkled three-day stubble said in his South African accent.

      “Thanks,” they said in unison. The man nodded and took up position in front of the bulkhead, which had already closed, cutting him off from the other soldier.

      “I’ll stay in here with you.”

      “Thanks,” Rachel repeated. She followed Patrick to the center of the maintenance room, where something like an oversize elevator shaft reached from floor to ceiling. The shaft made the space remind her of a doughnut.

      Patrick didn’t waste any time before glancing around and extracting a touch console from between two panels. He unfolded it and it came to life with an array of blue symbols. After a thumb scan and DNA check, it gave him access and he activated two panels at his feet, which obediently swung open. The emergency hooks that the bodies of the two dead soldiers been hung up on, the grisly scene they had seen here a few weeks ago, unfolded and extended upwards, causing a shudder to go down Rachel’s spine.

      “Thanks for coming with me,” Patrick said, as he worked on the jack for the crystal storage with a multimeter.

      “No problem. I really needed a break from Julie’s constant briefings about the signal.”

      “Has she found out anything?”

      “Apart from the usual incomprehensible stuff? Yes. The transmitter appears to have reported on the atmospheric conditions of Ganymede, along with details about the magnetosphere and the composition of the upper layers of the ice,” she replied, carefully lowering herself beside the left drawer, so she could lean against the column.

      “Quite a curious little guy, this transmitter.” There was a brief crackling and Patrick snatched his hand back and shook it energetically before sticking his thumb in his mouth and sucking on it.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” he growled and got back to work. “Has anything on Planet Nine replied to the signal?”

      “No,” she said, disappointed. “Nothing.”

      “I don’t understand any of this. If this white stuff has an alien origin, why is it transmitting using our scientific framework?”

      “That’s what we’ve all been wondering, ever since Julie decrypted the first fragments,” she sighed while rubbing her tired eyes. A hiss from her right made her spin around.

      “That’s the nitrogen cooling, don’t worry,” Patrick said reassuringly. He pointed with his analysis device in the direction the noise had come from. But his eyes too were wide with shock.

      “Oh, right.”

      “What do you think this all means?” he asked as he held the device over the crystal data storage and manipulated a cable in the drawer that she couldn’t see.

      “About the murderer? I don’t know.”

      “No, I don’t mean the murderer. Could we stop speaking about him, at least while we are back here?” he said with a frown, his eyes squinting in concentration.

      “The white substance. The material, whatever it is. Hmm.” She paused and thought for a moment, but she was still unable to come up with any explanation that wouldn’t sound like a pulp sci-fi plot or adventure story. She knew only too well how wishful thinking could turn a situation that seemed promising into a brutal fight for sheer survival. “I really don’t know. I just hope there is a conscious being or some form of intelligence behind all this, capable of feelings and reflection. Anything else terrifies me.”

      “I’m hoping exactly the opposite.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I would prefer to be dealing with a machine that is calculating and therefore has motivations we can analyze, rather than a being with emotions. It could be having a bad day, and snuff me out on a whim,” he said, without looking up.

      “Hmm. Are you talking about possible aliens or Rita?” she asked gently.

      Patrick sighed, then paused and looked at her with a sad gaze. “She didn’t just leave me, she took the kids too, Rachel,” he answered then, his voice full of repressed emotion, his lower lip shaking slightly. “I don’t know Mark and Stella at all. Not anymore. My own children! I don’t even know if they have had children of their own, if they are healthy, not even what they do for a living.”

      “I’m really sorry,” she said softly, and placed her hand on his arm. He glanced at her and nodded, before sighing and turning back to the crystal data storage.

      “Just a simple argument over nothing, I can’t even remember what it was about, and she moved out and took the children. Nobody could find her, not even Interpol. She has the shortest temper in Spain. Emotions are dangerous, Rachel, life has taught me that at least. That’s why I prefer circuits to neurons. That counts for aliens just as much as humans.”

      “It’s a sad explanation, but I understand,” she admitted, and again heard an unnatural rustling hiss, but this time managed to prevent herself from spinning around in shock like an elastic spring.

      Nitrogen in the cooling system, she told herself, nitrogen in the cooling system.

      “By now we have plenty of evidence that the artifact is simply following programming that was written thousands, or even millions of years in the past. There is no need for an intelligent alien plan... which in...” Patrick paused and looked to the side.

      “What is it?” she asked nervously, tensely turning her head to see what he was looking at.

      “Stay where you are!” she heard the sergeant with the South African accent call out. Rachel jumped up and had to swiftly grab for the console to avoid catapulting herself into the ceiling in the microgravity and slamming her head into it.

      She could now see around Patrick and her blood froze in her veins. The porthole in the bulkhead that separated the maintenance room from the central corridor was spattered with so much blood that there wasn’t a square millimeter of clean glass.

      “He’s here,” she whispered and yelled “No!” as the sergeant on their side of the bulkhead took a step back and raised his pistol, then pressed the red button that opened the bulkhead in an emergency. The bulkhead moved back, revealing the soldier on the other side—or what remained of him. His head was severed, along with his hands, and the entire area was covered in blood.

      The murderer was there too, standing over the body. It was a metal shape, gray and shiny. Thickly sheathed cables emerged from lean artificial muscle and smooth titanium plating. The head was also metal, the eyes monochrome and cold.

      A robot? she thought, in shock, as the sergeant leveled his zero-G pistol and pulled the trigger. The plastic bullet ricocheted ineffectively off the mechanical being’s chest armor, and she noticed how horrifyingly small it was, like a child. It jumped forward, grabbing a handhold in front of the bulkhead as it came, and climbed through like a primate on a climbing frame. The soldier reacted immediately, and ducked below it. Amid the pooled blood he grabbed his dead comrade’s pistol and rolled. The sergeant fired again as the robot turned around, but even firing two sharp plastic rounds had no more effect than one.

      “Patrick!” Rachel yelled in terror. Her heart was pounding in her throat. No answer came, so she turned around, but she couldn’t see her friend. “PATRICK!”

      “I’m here!” came the stressed answer.

      She floated back a little way, saw from the corner of her eye that the soldier and robot were struggling, and then she discovered Patrick. He was standing against the wall with an electric screwdriver, having unscrewed a long section of ceramic paneling.

      “What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly, glancing back at the door. At that exact moment the creature grabbed the South African in both hands, anchored itself in the bulkhead’s door frame with its legs, like a spider, and pulled at him.

      The shoulder joints could be heard ripping and the soldier floated along the corridor screaming, causing a spasm of revulsion to rise from Rachel’s stomach as she vomited. Multicolored, acrid-smelling spheres were propelled away from her and she had to hold onto one of the grips to avoid losing consciousness from sheer terror. The image of the soldier being ripped apart flickered before her eyes like a sped-up slide show.

      Solve the problem, Rachel, don’t give up, she ordered herself, on the verge of screaming.

      “What are you doing, Patrick?”

      “Saving us!” the engineer almost screamed, as he kept turning to look at the murderer with his face bathed in sweat, as it climbed through the bulkhead and stared at them with cold eyes.

      It’s like a lion regarding its prey, she thought, and tried not to take any notice of her stomach, which felt wrung out. “What exactly are you doing? Talk to me, Patrick!”

      “If that thing is a robot, I might be able to use ultrasound to disorient it,” he shouted, voice high with fear, as he worked at the exposed pipes and cables, though all she could recognize was the cooling system. Don’t be useless, Rachel, you have been through worse, she told herself, and fought down her panic as the mechanical creature locked the bulkhead shut and ripped away the emergency opening system.

      She could... There!

      Rachel pushed gently away from Patrick and floated toward the column that went through the center of the maintenance room. At the same time, the murderer was moving along the wall toward them like a deadly insect. She slammed hard into the paneling but ignored the pain and opened an aperture that was painted red and marked with a fire symbol. She ripped off its cover and the fire alarm immediately started to blare so loud her ears rang. She grabbed the cylindrical extinguisher and pushed off in Patrick’s direction again.

      The monster was within two meters of them as she reached him, so she lost no time in aiming the extinguisher’s short hose at the robot’s chrome eyes. The glittering white foam shot out, and a small gas vent prevented Rachel from being thrown back by the thrust.

      “Patrick!”

      “I’m almost there!” he answered in a screech.

      The deadly robot paused and turned among the ultra-cold microscopic pearls that froze out from the humidity in the air around it. Then Patrick dropped his screwdriver, grabbed Rachel by the hand, and pushed off in the opposite direction.

      The robot followed.

      The thing then reached the area in front of the open wall panel and it emitted a metallic cry of pain that froze Rachel’s blood. It sounded somehow... human.

      It raised its claw-like metallic hands to its head and looked like it was shaking, before it changed direction and crawled back toward the door like an animal. It stopped at a small hatch for maintenance robots, sank its claws into the metal, and effortlessly ripped the paneling away.

      “How...?” Patrick asked, as it somehow seemed to become smaller and disappeared through the opening. Suddenly the two scientists were alone with the blaring alarm and red emergency lighting.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, her mouth dry, noticing that her hand was wrapped so tightly around his that his fingers were turning white.

      “A piezoelectric effect,” he replied, voice hoarse. “The thermal insulators primarily consist of quartz and I used the electric... I created a mechanical load... ultrasound. I created an ultrasound field, in the hope that it would destroy the systems of that... thing.” The engineer’s words kept trailing away because his voice was too uneven, or he mumbled entire words inaudibly.

      “You drove it away,” she answered, half astonished, half disbelieving, but mostly thankful, as she wiped away tears and hugged him. He almost dissolved against her, as their panic was replaced by relief.

      “What the hell was that thing?” he asked when the embrace was over. They were still gazing at the small opening of the maintenance shaft that the thing had disappeared into.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “A robot?”

      “No. There are no robots that act so autonomously.” Patrick shook his head.

      “Whatever it was, I recognized some of the components. The arms looked like the twenty-two augmented arms by Fujitsu. That thing definitely comes from Earth.”

      “Just great. We have a killer cyborg on the ship,” he muttered with flared nostrils, as they heard a loud banging.

      “The bulkhead!”

      Together they pushed off from the wall and floated to the red-smeared porthole, which was being wiped from the other side as they watched.

      A moment later Boyd’s worried face appeared on the other side of the bulletproof glass. Movement could be seen behind him, but it was impossible to clearly make out what was happening. The next moment the bulkhead hissed to the side. Boyd stood between the bodies of the two butchered soldiers, along with two of his men and Matthes. Their faces were pale and stark horror could be seen in their eyes.

      “It disappeared into the maintenance hatch,” Rachel croaked, as the officer swiftly checked her for injuries.

      “We’re okay, I think,” Patrick assured him. He raised a shaking hand. “I just want to get out of here, please.

      “What is it?” asked Boyd, voice calm.

      How can he be so calm? thought Rachel.

      “I... I don’t know exactly. It was made of met...” Patrick started.

      But then Boyd glanced at his men and shook his head. “First, let’s get you two out of here, lock the room, and check you out.”

      “Yes, okay.”

      Boyd nodded, moved out of the way, and sent his men, pistols drawn, into the maintenance room.

      “My god,” said Matthes, concern in his voice, as he helped them out through the opening into the corridor. Judging by the color of his face, he was having to work very hard not to vomit amidst the severed limbs and floating drops of blood and brain matter. “Come on, come on,” he urged them, and they floated along the corridor together.

      Halfway along they met two more soldiers who accompanied them to the accommodation module. The knowledge that they were again in an area with cameras had—before today—made Rachel feel much more comfortable.

      Now, after seeing the thing with her own eyes, it did not. If it wanted to kill them all, it could do it at any time and they wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. It couldn’t be hurt by the pistols used by Boyd’s men. It was only Patrick’s trick that had scared it off, and it didn’t seem to have any human emotions. But why had it attacked them in the maintenance room?

      Why now? Why me and Patrick?

      Suddenly the remaining two weeks before their arrival at Ganymede seemed like a long time to her.

      Who brought this thing on board and why? Even as she was asking herself this, she felt a deep fear of what the answer might be.
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      “You know where Yuna Saki is?” Kruger asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Yes,” Theodore growled.

      “Since when?”

      Theodore’s gaze wandered over Jackie and Ludwig, who had both been forced to their knees and were looking up at him and trying not to think about the muzzles of the machine pistols pressed into the base of their necks. He wanted to scream, to ask for forgiveness, but who could he have asked for forgiveness? Yuna Saki?

      “Does that matter? I know now.”

      “You’re right, it doesn’t matter. But how do I know you are telling the truth?” Kruger asked, shaking his head. “You are asking a lot of trust from me, Theodore. Trust that you threw away when you decided on this amateurish attempt to capture me.”

      Theodore didn’t answer. Kruger was a despicable, inhuman bastard, obsessed with numbers, as cold and calculating as a computer. That was why it was he who took care of the corporation’s dirtiest jobs. He did things that other people wouldn’t even consider, secret experiments on the public, trafficking in war victims in the Snow War, organizing assassinations, and good old-fashioned cleaning up, if a board member once again was having too much fun playing out their violent fantasies. In a nutshell, Kruger was the kind of man who valued things and people according to whether they would help him reach his goal and had no empathy at all.

      This was precisely why Theodore feared his own thoughts when he imagined what Kruger might have done with Miri over all these years. The only thing he was sure about was that she was still alive, because Kruger needed collateral. And Yuna Saki was obviously the single weak point Kruger had. His daughter and his desire to get her back was the only evidence Theodore had that Kruger was even a human with some feelings hidden away somewhere.

      “She lives in Pomona,” he lied and his shoulders slumped—a sign of the hopelessness he could no longer hide. There was nothing he could do about it.

      “So?” Kruger gave him an appraising look and tutted. Before he could reply, a security staff member stepped up to him and whispered something in his ear. Kruger nodded and then turned back to Theodore. “I don’t believe you.”

      “But—”

      “—but,” the executive interrupted him and folded his pale hands in front of his jacket, “we will talk more about this. First let’s complete this turn.”

      Theodore heard the characteristic sound of a maglock popping open and moved to look over his shoulder, which earned him a painful blow from a rifle butt.

      “Ah, our final guest,” Kruger said in a disgustingly businesslike tone that still sounded as if he was in a boring meeting. He gestured and two security staff dragged a third person into his field of view. He was wearing tight coveralls that were stained with blood and dirt in several places, and he was extremely thin.

      “Muffin,” Theodore whispered in shock. They had gotten hold of Muffin. But how?

      “Hello, Gregory Tahoma.” Kruger gave his men a sign, and they turned Muffin around and pushed him to his knees so that Theodore could see his pummeled face. His now-swollen nose was crooked, his eyes wet and bloody, and the entire right side of his face was one giant bruise. His gray hair was stuck in bloody strings to his face.

      “You shitty bastard,” Theodore bellowed. The worst thing was the helplessness. One wrong move and the muzzle in the back of his neck would shoot a 7.62 mm, copper-coated lead round through his throat quicker than he could blink.

      “Disrespectful remarks are unnecessary, Theodore. This is business. We had an agreement, which you have broken, and it is important to me that it is respected. I can see that you want to save your friends here, and that means you will tell me whatever you think I want to hear.”

      Kruger held up an admonishing finger when Theodore was about to interrupt him. “And I understand that. Really. I have met a lot of people and they all tell me whatever I want to hear, even in less hopeless situations than this. But I don’t want to hear what you think I want to hear. I want the truth. All I’m interested in is the truth. Anything else is a waste of time. And time is money, which makes it bad for business. So I suggest we quickly get this all over with so you can swiftly see Miri again, and I can see my own daughter. Okay?”

      Theodore didn’t say anything. Instead he spat his answer onto the smooth concrete floor in front of him.

      “Gregory,” Kruger said to Muffin, even though he was standing behind him, “before we start, I would like you to tell me if there are any more of the criminal element out there who intend to make things complicated for us? We have lost contact with one of our mission teams, and I find it difficult to believe that even a feared merc team like yours could be responsible for everything that has happened here.”

      Muffin didn’t answer.

      “It would be a good idea for you to say something, Gregory Tahoma.”

      Muffin still didn’t reply. His eyes were by now almost completely swollen shut and a stream of blood flowed over his broken lips.

      “Nothing?”

      Kruger gestured and one of the security team standing beside him took a step forward. He pulled hard on Muffin’s hair, yanking his head back, and punched him in the mouth with his armored fist.

      “I’m going to break your legs. All of you,” Ludwig said, emotionlessly, and Jackie began to growl like a cornered animal.

      A strange rattle came from Muffin’s throat, then something that sounded like a cough. He leaned forward a little and, just as Theodore thought his friend was about to throw up, he spat out a sphere of about the size of a thumbnail.

      “This is for you,” he coughed, and his mouth twisted until it was something like a smile.

      Everyone gazed at the dark, blood-covered thing and then Theodore saw it, an unobtrusive green blinking. An active tracker, he instantly thought.

      “A tracker,” Kruger also realized, though his demeanor stayed relaxed. “That is extremely unwelcome.” The exec turned to his bodyguard on the other side, pulled his pistol from his holster, and held it against Muffin’s back.

      Theodore stared in horror into Kruger’s eyes. As their gazes met like cold steel, a shot echoed around the cavern.

      Muffin didn’t even scream, he just fell motionless on his face on the concrete.

      Theodore stared for a moment in disbelief at his fallen friend, as a pool of blood started to spread around him, and he screamed an inarticulate scream.

      “That won’t help!” Kruger yelled above the scream of frustration and pain, then went over to Jackie, who was held by two men, and Ludwig, held by four. He pushed the pistol into Jackie’s back and inclined his head as Theodore’s teary gaze followed him.

      “So, one more time. Where is my daughter? You’d better hope I believe your answer, because otherwise your girlfriend here will be the next to pay the price for your lies. If you don’t provide the agreed services, there is a penalty. You do understand that, don’t you?”

      Theodore took a deep breath to regain his voice, then said through gritted teeth, “She lives at 525 Granger Avenue in Thousand Oaks.” He felt a profound stab of shame at the betrayal as Yuna Saki’s address escaped his lips without him being able to do anything about it. But he couldn’t stop the words. His guts were about to be torn apart and if he lost Jackie too, he wouldn’t be able to take another breath without putting a bullet in his own brain. But he couldn’t do that. There was somebody out there who needed him—and that was his daughter.

      Miri.

      “I believe you,” Kruger replied sarcastically and his eyes sparkled. It was just a moment, but this brief sparkle was enough to tell him that he would pull the trigger.

      “Don’t you dare,” Theodore growled, an instant before an earsplitting detonation thundered through the cavern. All the security people around him flinched as an explosion shattered the ceiling above them and huge downfalls of moist earth, and huge rocks fell on them like a shower of deadly meteorites.

      Theodore saw the first huge figures come sailing through the hole on an unrolling rope, then saw automatic weapons firing, and he was already in motion. He spun around like a whirlwind in the hope that the guy behind him was distracted and slapped the machine pistol out of his hand. The confused gaze of the guard met his, but Theodore was already grabbing him around the neck with his augmented arm, and he squeezed. The guard’s bones gave way and a horrific gurgle drowned out the man’s scream, as he crumpled like a damp cloth. Theodore instinctively dropped with him, and at the same moment a shot whistled over his head. As he fell, he reached for the guard’s thigh holster to draw the man’s weapon. He couldn’t get his hand to it.

      A glance to the side showed him that Ludwig had just ripped somebody’s arm off and used it to bash in the face of somebody else. Jackie was crouching behind a soldier, using him as a human shield, as a stream of bullets hammered into the man.

      Theodore looked for Kruger and saw him running with two bodyguards in the direction of a small pathway to the left of the huge tent, parts of which were already in flames.

      “Oh no,” he groaned, and kept patting around for the pistol, finally found the grip, and yanked it out so hard that it ripped the security clip.

      He killed two more guards with unhesitating head shots when they appeared behind Jackie and Ludwig. A third was transformed into a cloud of blood and tissue by a grenade from an assault canon.

      Some of Baker’s augmented zombies had already reached the floor of the cavern. Theodore saw one fire a .50 caliber machine gun, the recoil of which alone would have ripped in half the average person’s shoulder, into a crowd of scientists in white coats. They had been trying to escape the burning tent when the hail of fire fell on them like a bolt from the blue. Limbs were torn off, bodies jerked, and screams echoed through the air. The giant just laughed uproariously and kept firing blindly into the tent.

      Another, further back, grabbed an unfortunate soldier and ripped him almost in two with his bare hands. His powerful, smooth augmented arms expelled small clouds of steam as they worked, as if they were under pressure. It was like a vision of hell. Muzzle flashes were all around. People were running for their lives, and were turned into mounds of human remains by the huge nightmare figures.

      But Theodore had no time to take in the grotesque scene, and shook his head groggily before chasing after Kruger.

      “Jackie, Ludwig! Stay with Muffin!” he screamed over the roar of combat that echoed a thousand-fold from the walls.

      “We’ve got him, Teddy! Grab that bastard!” came Jackie’s breathless answer.

      Theodore ran as if he were being chased by the four horsemen of the apocalypse. He had to shield his face from the heat of the burning tent when he reached its corner. Melted plastic dropped to the floor and gathered to form small green and blue flaming puddles. A few splashes hit the legs of his heavy armor, but didn’t cause any damage.

      The toxic fumes he was inhaling would cost him years of his life but he hardly noticed, he coughed when he had to but otherwise kept moving forward. After another ten steps he saw three silhouettes, shot the one on the extreme left in the back, and grunted when it fell to the ground. He could see an open space behind the tent, full of all kinds of military transport containers. There was a glass structure behind that looked like the office of a supervisor, and behind that a small tunnel went upward.

      Kruger was about to enter the tunnel as Theodore leveled his weapon and aimed at him, breathed out, and then pulled the trigger. He was an excellent shot with a pistol, but at this distance it was an easy shot even for an inexperienced soldier.

      The bullet dug into Kruger’s leg, causing him to stumble and have to be caught by his remaining bodyguard. The guard turned toward Theodore, his machine pistol drawn, and Theodore shot him right between the eyes.

      Kruger gazed at Theodore, then into the tunnel, and then decided against it. Instead of continuing to run, he limped to the office structure and called something into his wrist terminal.

      Theodore couldn’t hear any of what he said from 20 meters away because the sound of gunfire and explosions was still too loud. He started sprinting, leaping over several containers, jumping on another, which crumpled under the weight of his body and carbon-coated armor like Styrofoam as he ran directly at the door of the office structure.

      Kruger was too fast. He slipped through the door before Theodore reached him, and slammed it behind himself.

      “Not this time, you rat bastard,” he growled, put his pistol back in its holster, and took two steps back to the transport boxes.

      What if he had just given the order to have Miri killed? The thought suddenly occurred to him, accelerating his pulse to dangerous levels. He also saw an image of Muffin lying in a pool of his own blood.

      “Aaaahrrgh,” he screamed out his frustration and lifted up a heavily loaded box. The servos of his armor added enormous strength to his own adrenaline-driven muscle power. He lifted the box over his head and hurled it with a long scream at the large window alongside the door. As soon as the hard plastic had left his gloves, his augmented arm, controlled by his reflex governors, jerked to his pistol, yanked it from his holster, and fired a burst at the place that the box would hit a second later.

      The glass shattered in a glittering shower of sharp edges and surreal reflections. Theodore raced after the box as it landed inside the office with a thump, ignoring the burning slash that a shard left in his face. He hurdled the low obstacle and slammed through the remains of an office desk before landing right in front of Kruger. The exec sat between two server cases with an arm in front of his face to protect himself from the glass. He quickly raised his pistol when he saw Theodore, but for somebody like Theodore, outfitted with implanted reflex governors that were triggered by adrenaline, his movements were as if in slow motion. He saw the man’s finger curling around the trigger, dodged to the side, heard the hiss of the projectile, and leapt forward.

      Rich people like Kruger put all their faith in manipulating genes and advanced nano-augmentation, but the arrogance of this was only possible because others did their dirty work. Nobody in the upper echelons wasted valuable space in their own bodies on the combat implants used by simple gorillas, when instead they could have artificial hormone glands, auto-injectors, and cerebral enhancers.

      Kruger tried to aim his weapon again but Theodore was too fast. He grabbed it, yanked it roughly down, and the corporate executive’s index finger broke.

      “Where is Miri?” Theodore growled, coming so close to the man that he was almost nose to nose.

      “She’s alive,” Kruger assured him hastily, “for now.”

      “You shouldn’t threaten me,” Theodore said, and shot him in the right foot.

      The exec screamed and was about to look down at the hole in his leather shoe, but Theodore pulled his chin back up so he could look him in the eye.

      “I have all the data about her in my wrist terminal,” Kruger assured him. He gritted his disgustingly perfect teeth.

      Theodore tore the device from his wrist. “I hope so, for your sake,” he announced, as the clatter of bursts of fire could be heard and he was thrown forward. He felt a burning pain in his left side.

      His head slammed into one of the server cabinets, and he undoubtedly would have been seeing stars if not for his augmentations. Instead he turned around and fired blindly in the direction he thought the incoming shots had come from. The bullets had penetrated his armor in at least one place. That meant they were using armor-piercing, full metal jacket rounds, and that he was in real trouble. There were two men, in the white security armor worn by the staff of this black site, already standing in the shattered window, aiming at him and about to fire again, this time into his unprotected head.

      “Kiss my ass,” he growled as there were two loud explosions and the two guards simply burst, each in his own detonation, their remains being spread across the entire room.

      Kruger had disappeared. The slippery bastard!

      Theodore hastily wiped his eyes and then saw Baker standing in front of him with a smoking cigar butt in his mouth. He had an assault cannon in his right hand that was as long and heavy as a small child. He was holding out a second for him. His bare upper arm with its powerful bicep had been shot through just above the elbow joint, but there was no blood. Instead, sparks were spraying from the dark hole.

      “No time to sit around, my friend,” Baker said, as he grinned and chewed at his cigar. “We’ve smoked out the losers down here, but you should take a look at what we found.” He pointed with his assault canon through the shattered window.

      Theodore glanced at the wrist terminal in his hand, then took two steps forward.

      The floor of the cavern looked like a battlefield. Dead bodies were lying everywhere, the injured crying out for help. The stink of combat, that Theodore knew only too well from the war, cut through the adrenaline to reach his nose—blood, sweat, shit, and urine. Fires were still smoldering in various places and Baker’s huge men were moving between the dead, dragging the first bodies toward the exit.

      Among all this movement and all the signs of death he saw a white ring with a perfectly seamless surface and a deep, dark hole gaping at the center.
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      Rachel was sitting with the entire scientific team and the remaining soldiers, who had themselves under astonishingly tight control, at the conference table. Everyone was gazing at her and Patrick. The faces that were turned to them were tired, tense, only holding it together with an effort of will. Even Boyd’s otherwise-unreadable facial expression showed his grim mood today.

      “You said it was a robot?” Matthes asked for the second time.

      Patrick once again shook his head. “No, not a robot. More like a cyborg.”

      “An augmentation addict, you mean?” Wayn Chai asked. The Chinese woman had such heavy bags under her eyes that even her dark eyes seemed to sparkle brightly.

      “No, we think it’s a real cyborg,” Rachel said, shaking her head. Of course they didn’t believe Patrick or her. The fantasy of cyborgs—completely new, mechanical, robot bodies, just waiting for a brain to be implanted—was as old as augmentation itself. But just as old as these fantasies of superior mechanical bodies was also the knowledge that it wasn’t possible. That level of augmentation, meaning the number of implanted systems, was associated with statistically significant rates of depression, inflammation, tissue rejection, and epigenetic degeneration processes.

      For Rachel as a biochemist, the most exciting fact was that, with increased augmentation, the length of the telomeres recorded in the genes became shorter during the process of division. The consequences were clear, degenerative illnesses such as cancer and autoimmune complications. Nobody could say for sure what the cause was, but all the evidence pointed to human DNA and the human brain being much more conservative than the mind that it produced.

      “Okay. Let me tell you what I know,” she said, saying what she was thinking out loud, to allow the others to hear her thought processes and avoid another discussion of robots and cyborgs. “We know that every attempt to implant a brain into a completely artificial body created from augmentations has failed. At least officially. Obviously we can’t rule out that at some point a breakthrough has happened in some secret lab and the product then reached the market. Okay, fine. But why the slow progress?”

      “Evolution,” suggested Pina Bettany, the short-haired geneticist who’d had an eye on Commander Matthes during their voyage.

      “Yes, that’s a popular argument, and it is valid,” Rachel replied. “Evolution is a slow process of selection, testing, and more selection. How is our brain, over just a few years, supposed to get used to interacting with a purely electronic and mechanical body, without the complex structure of hormones and enzymes that we are still finding out new details about today?

      “But in this area of research there are even more clear and immediate hurdles to overcome. One is energy supply. Typical robots, for example drones used in the air or on the ground, require a lot of power. This has been solved by new types of battery, even if they have to return relatively often to recharge. A human body, on the other hand, is moving all day, in both big and small movements. Using augmentation for the entire body means just as much motion, because it is being directed by a human brain.

      “The power required is enormous. The digestion of nutrition in particular. An artificial body does not need food, but the brain atrophies when it does not receive the stimulus of food intake. This all takes endless amounts of power. Thirty percent of the energy used is exclusively used by the brain. The most advanced designs require half-hour recharging times at least every two hours. Who would want to do that?”

      “Nobody,” Matthes agreed, and many of the others nodded as he continued, “But why are you telling us all this, Rachel?”

      “I’m telling you this because somebody has obviously solved these energy problems.”

      “But how?” asked Michael Kohlhammer, the former chief engineer of the ESA.

      “I think I might know, but I’d like to try to confirm my suspicions, if you will permit,” she answered, and gave Matthes a questioning look. The American commander made an indulgent gesture and Rachel stood up.

      “Sam. I need a display, maximum opacity. Internal sensor data.”

      The ship’s computer did as it was commanded, and the large section of window opposite the long aluminum table went dark, blocking out the drifting stars. Everyone turned their heads to the display that had just activated, which had just a moment ago been a window onto the darkness of space.

      Current sensor data appeared, divided into twelve sectors, displaying atmospheric readings from life support, the status of the radiation protection, and all kinds of details about the individual sections of the Ganymede Explorer.

      “Okay. Sam, show us a 3D model of the ship.”

      The AI did as ordered and the long silhouette of their ship appeared against the black background—the pickle-shaped research module on the central tube, the twin wheel modules that rotated around the long axis, the phallus-like apex, and the long drive section with its gigantic uranium sails in front of the glowing drive nacelle.

      “Now show us all radiation readings in the interior from the last few weeks.”

      The image changed. The Ganymede Explorer divided to show all its levels and individual sections, as if somebody had unscrewed it and set the parts out for display. Blurry red points and lines appeared, mostly behind the wall plating along particular conduits, but about a third of the points were located in corridors and rooms.

      “How is that possible?” Maria asked, half astonished, half incredulous.

      “Unknown,” Sam answered through the room’s loudspeakers.

      “I have a theory about that,” Rachel continued. She raised her wrist terminal and said, “Ruben, connect to the wall display of the conference room. Send a graphic representation of the radiation profile of the readings from the surface samples we brought back from Ganymede.”

      “Of course, Rachel,” the algorithm she had written replied, and a three-dimensional representation of radioactivity, similar to a cloud chamber, appeared in the middle of the image.

      “Sam, now overlay that next to the detected radiation profile from the interior of the ship that you marked with red points.”

      The same picture appeared beside the first. Her colleagues suddenly erupted into a loud discussion, animated whispering, and exclamations of disbelief.

      “Silence please. Silence!” Matthes ordered and the room became quieter within seconds. “I don’t think Rachel is finished.”

      “Thanks, James.” She nodded to him and then indicated the display with her hand. “If I’m not mistaken, we have an experiment on board. The radioactivity is identical to that of the material we brought to Ganymede from Planet Nine. It seems to remain at relatively limited doses of millisieverts in a vacuum. Under certain atmospheric conditions something degenerates so quickly that the readings increase dramatically. I believe that whoever smuggled this cyborg on board has solved the problem of power supply by using the alien material that the white rings consist of as an energy source.”

      “Like a radioisotope generator?” Wayn Chai asked. “But that is very dangerous.”

      “Yes. It must be an experiment. I can’t imagine that they came up with this solution in just a few weeks. It is more likely that somebody smuggled this... thing onto the ship to test it.”

      The room was silent for a moment.

      Then Matthes cleared his throat. “So it is a guinea pig created on Earth, and we are the lab it is being tested in.”

      “That’s exactly my point. Yes,” she said, with a sigh, “a guinea pig that almost killed us and I have no idea why.”

      “What we can assume however is that they can’t have solved the problem with tissue rejection, psychological illnesses and degenerative processes in the brain in just a few weeks,” Patrick added. He spoke so fast that Rachel immediately realized that he wanted as much as possible to avoid talking about their experience in the maintenance room of the drive section. She could hardly blame him. She still saw images of the brutal butchering of the soldiers every time she closed her eyes.

      “Yes. I agree. Why they chose this mission for their test is difficult for me to understand.”

      “The Alpha Corporation is an industry leader in robotics,” Matthes said and made a pensive face. “But Rhine Ruhr, your former employer, is the leader in augmentation technologies, and they have more than one reason to be very angry with Hyun-Hakkamoto. Our employer. What if they unleashed their latest monster to mess things up for their main competitor on Ganymede?”

      “That’s very possible. But what does it want?” Rachel asked.

      “I think it intends to hitch a ride to Jupiter and make sure we don’t come back from there. I think that’s the reason for the strange attempts at sabotage, without damaging vital systems,” Julie said. Up to that point, she’d been resting her chin on her hands and gazing in silence at the display.

      “But what’s the point, if the people responsible can’t gather any data on how successful their cyborg was? That would be a strange way to run an experiment,” Rachel thought out loud, as she frowned at Patrick, who was tapping his face with a finger.

      “Maybe we are transmitting, after all!”

      “How is that possible?”

      “If this thing is a cyborg, it’s possible, depending on the seal of the head containing the brain, that he, or it, has placed a transmitter on the outer hull without us noticing,” Patrick explained.

      “For example, when the exterior cameras went offline while the ship was docked to Dong Rae Gu above Luna,” Matthes agreed, as he slammed his fist into his other hand.

      “Yes,” Patrick nodded excitedly.

      “That means we have to find the transmitter, if there is one, and that means we have to go on an EVA,” concluded Rachel.

      “That’s just great,” Maria said as she groaned and slumped back in her chair.

      “I know none of you is excited about climbing around on the hull, but we have all been trained for it. I’m volunteering, but I need somebody else for help and backup. You know the rules,” Matthes said.

      For the first time since they had left Luna, Rachel felt real sympathy for the man. A lot of them thought he was a blowhard who was prone to knee-jerk reactions—both things that had no place in space—but everyone respected him for his undisputed ability and his services to space travel. They also thought that he was doing a good job as a leader. He was always the first awake and the last to go to bed, tried to bring everyone together, and gave experts in their field the space they needed without overruling them or throwing his weight around. He was also brave and somehow managed to always seem optimistic. The fact that he was now volunteering for the least popular duty on the ship was just another sign that her sympathy for him was not misplaced.

      “I’ll come with you,” Rachel said, and Matthes rewarded her with a thankful smile. The faces of the others, on the other hand, were a mix of shame, fear, and relief.

      “Okay, people. Stay in the security area, Boyd’s men will stay here and watch over you,” said Matthes, as he clapped his hands.

      “How are they going to look after us if this thing can’t be damaged by zero-G pistols?” Julie asked, posing the question on every mind.

      “Think of something. Patrick managed it. Even if it is a cyborg, that doesn’t mean it’s invincible.”

      “We’ll think of something,” Patrick hastily answered before Julie could say anything else. “Good luck out there!”

      “Thanks.”

      “Okay. Patrick, you decrease the thrust,” Matthes ordered.

      “Decrease the thrust?” Maria asked, confused.

      “Yes,” Rachel said. “If the ship keeps slowing down and one of us loses contact with the hull, we will fly at the current speed through space while it decelerates. That means we would fly right past you and be completely lost in the blink of an eye.”

      “Newton’s law of motion,” Maria sighed. “Forgive a geologist.”

      “If we get back here in one piece, I’ll forgive anybody on board anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Matthes and Rachel were standing in the port airlock behind the ring module. Their bio-suits were so tight that their helmets seemed too big, making them look like they had swollen heads. The APUs on their backs, stiff backpacks made of ultrahard polymers and full of gas for the maneuvering thrusters, also seemed too big for their slim bodies. She always felt like she was carrying a gorilla on her back, and it wasn’t the first time she’d found herself annoyed by how any type of gas took up space, no matter how much progress technology made. There were some problems even science couldn’t solve.

      Patrick and Maria checked all the seals and vents on her suit and APU for the third time and then carefully retreated, as Rachel urged them away, with Matthes already rolling his eyes impatiently.

      “You’re worse than my parents,” Rachel said, waving them away with urgent motions.

      “Just be careful, okay?” Maria said with a troubled expression.

      “It’ll be fine, I have more EVA time than you two put together,” Rachel replied. She forced an encouraging smile, even though she knew very well that the two of them were not worried about the fact that they would have to wander along the ship’s hull, but rather, what else could be out there.

      “Just be careful,” Patrick repeated, and he and Maria withdrew from the airlock. The inner pressure door closed and Rachel saw through the porthole that Maria was raising her thumb as Matthes pushed the button to equalize the pressure.

      As the atmosphere was pumped out, she turned around one more time to smile and wave at the two of them, although she felt the urge to sit in the corner and tremble. But that would be pointless. She knew that quite well, after her journey on the Valkyrie. There was no way she was going to give in. After all, unpredictable things were always happening and sooner or later every safety bubble burst. It was better to raise your chin and look your problems in the eye than lower your head and feel sorry for yourself. She would never travel that path again, that was for sure.

      “Prepare to exit,” Matthes said over the radio. She followed procedure by taking a firm hold of a grip by the exterior door. It slid to the side a few seconds later and revealed the infinity of space. A blackness that it was impossible to experience on Earth seemed to wash through Rachel, as it did every time she entered the vacuum. It was an impressive but also intimidating blackness, as inhospitable as it was lethal. It was impossible to prepare yourself for the feeling experienced upon entering such an environment while knowing your fragile, carbon-based body was held together by only a square meter of skin.

      It engendered the most extreme sense of fragility within a maelstrom of destruction and disintegration. This was because the emptiness between the stars and planets, the incomprehensible expanse between things, was never as still or neutral as it seemed. Cosmic rays eventually destroyed everything organic out here. There was almost nothing to detect except interstellar hydrogen. Even the occasional meteorite created when two asteroids in the belt couldn’t avoid a collision was soon sterilized by the sun, not that it was necessary—nothing lived out here, after all. It was a cold, uncaring place, but also a place that was relatively easy to predict.

      This was an attitude that had been drilled into her during her astronaut training, and every day of her career in the space exploration department at Rhine Ruhr. It was important—critical—because those who overestimated themselves and underestimated space were living on borrowed time, and none of the ways they would meet their inevitable end would be pleasant.

      She took a deep breath, double-checked that her magnetic boots had activated, and followed Matthes into the darkness.
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      Theodore shoved Baker aside, ran past the ring without even glancing at it, and headed directly for Jackie and Ludwig, who were kneeling over Muffin in the midst of several dead bodies.

      “Is he still breathing?” he yelled breathlessly as he slid to a stop beside them and joined them on his knees. He felt a stab of pain in his left side as he did, causing him to buckle. Ludwig reacted like lightning, catching Theodore before he hit the ground.

      “I’m okay,” he said gratefully, as his friend let go of him again.

      “Is he still breathing?” Theodore repeated. He looked imploringly at Jackie.

      She raised her head and returned his gaze. She was pale, and bleeding from a wound on her cheek, but she nodded weakly. “We put a trauma injector on him and he isn’t losing any more blood. But we have to get him to the doc, right now,” she said, her voice a rasp, repeatedly gulping as if every word was causing her pain.

      Theodore looked down at Muffin, whom they had turned onto his back. There was a bloody hole in his chest where the shot had penetrated his upper body. Muffin’s face hardly looked human anymore.

      “Will he make it...” Theodore stumbled on his words and had to clear his throat. “Will he make it to the doc?”

      “We’ll see. The problem is the shot went through his lung, as far as I can see—”

      “—and he is one of the degenerated.” Theodore sighed in frustration as he finished Jackie’s thought, balling his hands into fists.

      “Yes. There’s no doubt that things look bad for him. Did you at least catch that bastard?”

      Theodore shook his head. “He got away. But I have this.” He held up Kruger’s wrist terminal. “And it’s unlocked.

      “I’ll get that asshole, if it’s the last thing I do,” Jackie growled as she gazed at the monitor of the small medikit that was stuck to Muffin’s upper arm.

      “Later. First you save him.” He pointed to their friend, whose breath was rattling and coming in worryingly weak gasps.

      “Me?” she asked in confusion.

      “You and Ludwig. I have something to take care of.” Theodore stood unsteadily and cocked his pistol.

      “You want to save Yuna Saki,” Jackie realized, squinting up at him. They exchanged a glance for the length of a moment. It was a short battle, moving hard and fast in both directions, until she finally sighed and nodded.

      “Do it. But you better come back, you hear? You have a family you have to come back to, with all your damn sense of honor! And I’m not talking about just Miri.”

      Theodore stumbled, gulped a few times, and then his head sank a little.

      “Okay, big guy?” Jackie asked Ludwig. “You go with him.”

      “Don’t say no!” she said to Theodore, as he was about to protest, and Ludwig immediately stood up. “Baker will take us to the doc, I’ll make sure of it. You’re not going back into the lion’s den without backup. Now get out of here, both of you.”

      He wanted to say something else, to say no, to point out that he was the leader of this team, but he knew Jackie’s look only too well. There was no fighting her. Besides, Ludwig was staring at him with his chrome eyes like an obstinate dog and clearly he wouldn’t listen either. So he simply ran off to one of the ropes that hung from the hole in the ceiling. On the way he grabbed his helmet and put it on to provide some protection from the acid rain that hammered down on him as soon as he was below the opening.

      He found a small automatic winch at the end of the rope. He pushed a button and was carried up by the servomotor. At the top, he knelt in the mud near the aperture and helped Ludwig out. He felt the burning pain in his side again, where the bullet had penetrated the armor. It will have to be okay, he thought, no time no.

      Two of Baker’s men were standing by the truck at one wall of the building with heavy machine guns slung casually over their shoulders, chatting and joking. They weren’t even sheltering themselves from the rain. They nodded when they noticed them but otherwise paid no attention.

      “We have to get rid of our armor. We don’t have time to hide it in the false floor, and if Center Sec stops us we are toast,” Theodore said. He pointed to the truck. “Let’s throw it in there.”

      “Okay,” Ludwig replied.

      They undressed in the back of the large diesel vehicle and ran in their utility suits back to their GMC Ferret, dried off, and put on their camouflaged armored clothes. Theodore had to grit his teeth at every movement, as his left side was protesting ever more insistently. He was bleeding just below his ribcage, and he guessed the bullet, or at least part of it, was still in the wound. It would get infected, he had no doubt about that, but that would all have to wait.

      Yuna Saki came first.

      “Let’s go,” said Ludwig, taking the passenger seat as Theodore went around to the right and got behind the wheel of their made-for-Europe vehicle.

      Theodore sighed and steered their vehicle carefully through or around the deep muddy puddles, heading in the direction of the road through the pass. He stepped harder on the gas pedal as soon as he thought the road conditions would allow it.

      They had simply run out of time. His only hope was that Kruger hadn’t expected them to be able to escape and hadn’t sent a team in a chopper. That would have attracted attention, and Kruger hated attention above all else. He would more likely have sent an undercover unit in ground vehicles, and that meant they at least had a chance—a chance that wasn’t getting any better as they slunk away along the road through the pass.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, startled as Ludwig reached across to his right and started to open Theodore’s jacket to get as his wounded left side.

      “Treatment. Sit still.”

      “Stop it. I’ll be okay until we’re there.”

      Ludwig obviously wasn’t going to obey.

      Theodore hammered in furry at the display in the central console, where the autopilot was insistently asking to take over the driving for safety reasons. “No, I don’t want to make use of the traffic control system because this damn road doesn’t exist,” he yelled, giving free rein to his tension.

      “Ouch!” he yelled, when he felt a rough stab. He wanted to shove Ludwig away, but the giant man’s augmented arm was as unrelenting as a hunk of metal.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Trauma injector. A mix of thrombocytes, amphetamine, anti-inflammatory, and fever-reducing meds. The bleeding will stop, but not the internal injuries. You have to go to a doctor for that,” Ludwig explained calmly.

      “No shit,” Theodore snorted as he raced headlong over the slimy gravel road between the gloomy cliffs, taking them in the direction of L.A. The city’s twinkling lights spread across the entire horizon to the south like a diffuse energy dome.

      The rain slackened off as they left the V-shaped valley and hurtled along the first roads of Pasadena. The few locals were already up and around, even though the area was usually quiet before midnight. Fires burned with vast distances between, a few exchanges of gunfire were taking place between neighbors, and here and there an unlucky person was being roughed up by a gang.

      After around half an hour, he felt a cold sweat on his brow and, because he had been wounded in the war, he knew what was coming next. He’d been shot often enough to know that a wound like this would have consequences, even if it wasn’t a severe wound. The human brain is a treacherous ally, always there to stab you in the back at the worst moment.

      With steely concentration, he avoided the huge chunks of rubble and the impact craters that Pasadena’s wasteland had to offer on its former roads, and sighed in relief as they reached the first real roads of Central L.A.

      He switched on the autopilot and said, “Yuna Saki,” then left the autopilot software to do the rest. If he broke the speed limit here, he would be stopped by Center Sec and end up in a cell before he had time to bribe anyone. He found it extremely difficult right now to travel slowly and law-abidingly, but there was no alternative.

      “Can we switch places?” he asked, and climbed into the back when Ludwig nodded and slid toward him. Theodore moved back to the front, slumped into the passenger seat with a face contorted by pain, and touched the wound in his side. To his surprise, no fresh blood was coming through the self-sealing pressure dressing that his partner had sprayed onto him. After a couple of deep breaths to quiet the pain, he pulled out Kruger’s wrist terminal and fished Muffin’s spare AR glasses out of the glove compartment.

      “I’ll see what I can find out about Miri,” he said as he put the glasses on and activated them.

      In his virtual field of view there were all kinds of folders, columns of numbers, and symbols in front of the vehicle’s dash and windshield. They followed every turn of his head. He lifted a hand and clicked on the magnifying glass symbol of the search field at the upper right.

      “Miri,” he said.

      No search results.

      “Miriku Schmidt.

      A progress bar hovered in the air in front of them, then a considerable number of images opened, newspaper clippings, abstracts of scientific papers, itineraries, and localization data.

      “Data analysis,” he said, activating the intelligent search-and-sorting algorithms of the data stores in the AR glasses. “Timelines, data types, location processes.”

      While the program carried out his orders, he used both hands to bring forward a new picture of Miri and he stroked her black hair. The photo showed her as significantly older than the last time he had seen her, but her gaze was still curious and attentive.

      “Oh, Miri,” he whispered, and reluctantly moved her image aside when the program indicated with a blinking finger symbol that his request had been processed.

      He scrolled through the chronologically-sorted photographs and had to blink several times as his vision blurred. She had grown tall but still looked like a little girl, until he reached the last photo and saw her on an operating table. Her eyes were held closed with tape, a tube was in her mouth, and her chin jutted a little backward. The timestamp indicated a Wednesday from eleven months before.

      He hurriedly changed to the localization data. Most corporate employees wore ID chips under their skin, so that they could be monitored around the clock to protect them as much as possible from ‘criminal attack’ and ‘terrorist activity.’ It was not unusual for children to be likewise implanted, also for their protection. Miri had been in Tokyo for the last few years, it seemed, Downtown Tokyo to be exact, a ridiculously expensive area reserved for moneyed execs.

      He had obviously been right in his fears that Kruger had kept her close at hand. He grimly dug the fingers of his left hand into the padding of his bucket seat.

      The more recent data showed a stay in Siberia, 20 kilometers east of Omsk, and then in Seoul, Korea.

      “What the hell?” he asked, and had to swallow several times to avoid coughing. His mouth was as dry as desert dust.

      Two swiping motions with his fingers and he knew that the surgery picture was from Siberia. Why had she been operated on 11 months ago in Siberia? Tokyo had some of the best clinics in the world, and Kruger had one of the fattest wallets. Five minutes later, the coordinates indicated a suburb of Seoul. In between, nothing. So she must have spent five months in Siberia, near Omsk, in the middle of the Snow War conflict. After that she had been brought to Seoul and there were no chip signals logged since then.

      Theodore’s hands became damp and his breath came quicker as he scrolled through the documents, engrossed, skimmed through headlines of abstracts and tried to find some clue to what had happened to Miri.

      Then he found something—a surgical report. It was written by Dr. Azova, whose name had come up in several of the abstracts he had skimmed through. He impatiently read the text, skipping over the medical jargon, and stopped when he got to the conclusion.

      

      Dear Mr. Kruger,

      

      The patient is reacting well to the cerebral augmentation. Our expectations were correct about the preliminary medication, and we have not encountered any inflammation other than what is typical for wound healing. Then we successfully removed the patient’s brain and were able to maintain all neurological processes for the duration of the insertion into the augmentation body. The implanted knowledge and talent databases survived being paired and reported 89 percent responsiveness. Function within vacuum is predicted to be possible in three months, when the final tests on the cortical cavity have been carried out. I must however specifically warn you that the experimental energy source may cause lasting damage to the brain tissue. This damage will become more evident as the experiment continues.

      

      Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.

      

      Kind regards,

      

      Dr. Andrey Azova

      

      Theodore read the document again and then again, before bringing back the image of Miri on the operating table with her eyes taped shut. Something happened inside him and then he ripped the glasses off his head. With all the strength his augmented arm could supply, he slammed the dash in front of him and tore open the entire panel.

      “THOSE BASTARDS!” he screamed, beside himself with rage and desperation. He slammed his fist into the hardened plastic again and again until sparks and splinters of plastic flew through the air. His field of view shrank down to a tunnel and began to flicker and pulse red at the rim. Ludwig said something, but Theodore heard it only as a kind of unimportant background noise that was drowned out by the ringing in his ears.

      He couldn’t stop screaming, nor could he stop lashing out like a wild animal at everything in front of him.

      “Calm down, Teddy.” He heard Ludwig, finally, after his teammate had been yelling for he didn’t know how long, and felt a powerful and unyielding hand on his shoulder holding him back.

      “They turned her into a goddamn cyborg!” Theodore yelled, almost overcome by a horrendous wave of guilt.

      “They stole her brain, threw her body away like trash and stuck her in a robot! They made her into a cyborg,” he repeated breathlessly. “My daughter! He hurt her, took everything from her and I couldn’t protect her,” he screamed and glanced at Ludwig. He could hardly recognize his partner, everything was just light and dark and the flaming red, pulsing in his field of view.

      “I wasn’t there for her! I wasn’t there for her! He—” Theodore felt something on his neck, a brief prick, an insect bite perhaps?

      “You have to calm down,” Ludwig warned him, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him closer, until his chrome eyes were right in front of Theodore’s face. “You have to save someone.”

      Theodore didn’t answer, not even when his friend released him. He looked instead at his bloody left hand and the battered right hand, the titanium covering marred by scratches. Both were shaking like leaves, and he wasn’t able to get them back under control no matter how hard he tried.
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      Rachel followed Matthes out of the airlock, connecting her security line to the ring provided on the hull for precisely this purpose, before unhooking from the one inside and clipping it securely on her torso harness. If she lost contact with the ship’s hull out here, she would slowly drift away, spending her remaining hours in empty space until gradually suffocating—a fate she intended to avoid.

      “Secure,” she called out according to regulations.

      “Understood. Let’s move toward the aft section,” Matthes radioed back, his legs in the skintight bio-suit looking like matchsticks in comparison to the large APU on his back. “Control, do you hear us?”

      “Loud and clear,” Patrick answered from the control center. His voice was clear apart from a slight crackle. “How is the weather out there?”

      “Cloudless skies,” Matthes responded to the weak joke, despite his otherwise humorless demeanor.

      Rachel remained silent. She wasn’t interested in getting through the tension with jokes and forced cheerfulness. She left all that to the men and their need to act boisterous and macho.

      She was used to silence, the stern master of the vacuum that allowed no noise at all. She was used to hearing only her own voice and her respiration system. She was used to being alone. Now, when she hardly ever felt the urge to get her hands on some lorazepam, she understood that the traumatic return from Ganymede had strengthened something within her. It hadn’t taken much, all she had needed to do was admit that it was no weakness that she had become addicted to psychiatric anti-anxiety medication. It was human, and to accept help, whether from a doctor or a medical assistance program that prescribed her drugs, was no weakness, it was a strength. It demonstrated the strength to admit to yourself that you couldn’t do it alone—after all people hadn’t evolved as loners.

      Since she had realized this, which had happened gradually over recent weeks, she’d felt a new inner strength and also somehow proud. Yes, Rachel was proud of the martyrdom she endured when she survived over half a year locked in a small capsule. She no longer had panic attacks from merely thinking back to it, just a feeling of success.

      “Ruben?” she asked, after switching off her mike. An almost perfect, animated image of a fatherly face with bushy eyebrows and a white beard was projected into her visual field by her helmet’s AR display. It appeared directly in front of the light gray ceramic panels of the hull, which curved away to left and right and disappeared into the darkness of space.

      “I’m here, Rachel,” the AI she had written answered. The programmers at Rhine Ruhr may have made fun of the result, but she thought it was the best algorithm in the solar system. Of course he wasn’t a program that was as clever and intelligent as the ship’s AI, ‘Sam.’ But she was familiar with Ruben’s ways.

      “How are things?”

      “The temperature of the cosmic background radiation is minus two-hundred and seventy point five, four degrees C and two point seven Kelvin. Jupiter is located—”

      “I meant, how are you?” she interrupted, shaking her head within her transparent helmet. She trudged with her magnetic boots across the ceramic hull, following the blue arrows that were projected in her augmented reality display.

      “Good, thanks, Rachel. How are you?”

      “Pretty okay. How hot would a sun storm be if it caught us out here?”

      “About a million degrees C, rounded off,” the AI answered dutifully.

      Rachel loved it that she could simply change the subject on Ruben without him noticing. “Did you know that I still wouldn’t burn?”

      “Yes, I knew that.”

      “Why not?” It was a rhetorical question, but she enjoyed testing his knowledge, and from time to time finding out where he could add something she hadn’t put in his data banks herself. It rarely ever happened.

      “Because the hot particles of the solar wind transfer too little energy to burn you.”

      “Very good,” she praised him, with a smile. She was now talking to him the way she would a dog. She must really be nervous.

      “Do you see the sun behind us?” She pointed at a coin-size point in her darkened field of view. It burned so hotly it was beyond imagining, but looked so cold and weak from way out here.

      “Yes. It looks smaller than when seen from Earth.”

      “Yes. How does the particle density look out there?” She pointed into the darkness, moving her arm between two slightly-brighter points of light, Mars behind them and Jupiter in front of them. Rachel came around a slightly protruding maintenance access hatch, which reminded her of the ventilation flap of an old Winnebago, with ‘W-3 Z22’ written on it.

      “Do you mean interstellar space?”

      “Yes. The heliopause.”

      “Within approximately one-hundred and forty astronomical units, the solar wind will be stopped by the interstellar medium. It consists of around 90 percent hydrogen and 10 percent helium. Interestingly, the charged particles of the sun are relatively abruptly stopped. It is cold there, too. The electromagnetic background radiation of space does however ensure that there is some temperature left, minus two-hundred and seventy-three degrees C to be exact,” Ruben patiently explained in his soft baritone.

      “Rachel? We’ll soon be at the drive section. Check your radiation shielding again,” Matthes told her over the radio. She wiped Ruben out of her field of view with a gesture, and reopened her mike.

      “Understood,” A glance at the readouts at the right side of her field of view showed her that the radiation levels had increased, but not yet anywhere near a level that would threaten her protective radiation coating.

      With heavy steps she put one boot in front of the other with a loud ‘clonk’ every time, as if she weighed a ton. A few moments later she reached the edge of the habitat section. She joined Matthes, who had come to a halt on the last ceramic segment and was gazing down into the abyss of infinity.

      The roughly 100-meter long drive section extended into the darkness like an insect’s fragile stinger. The uranium sails grew from the side of the tubular metallic structure and their thin, gray segments of decaying radioactive elements reminded Rachel of a dragonfly’s wings—except there were dozens of them. The ribbon of the Milky Way surrounded her like a fantastic arc from her wildest dreams. On Earth it was only possible to see a few thousand stars in the firmament, very different from out here, beyond the distortion of an atmosphere and with no vast expanses of light pollution caused by millions and millions of the planet’s inhabitants. The sight took her breath away, no matter how often she saw it. It all seemed so calm and peaceful, so gigantic that she felt small and unimportant, and yet—simultaneously—like the center of the universe.

      Matthes pointed an outstretched hand at the drive nacelle, an irregular teardrop at the end of a thin extension of the stinger that glowed blue at the edges. It was hard to imagine that they were traveling at extreme speed in the direction the nacelle was pointing. It was even more difficult to believe that they were traveling at all, in any direction, because the universe around them was as silent and motionless as a frozen image.

      “I’ll take the underside, in relation to this position. You take the upper surface... Agreed?” Matthes said over the radio and pointed at the metal tube below them, which they could only reach after traversing several hand grips. “You stay up here and then we will go in the direction of the nacelle and scan for signal sources.”

      “Okay, understood,” Rachel answered, and glanced at the scanner attachment on her arm display. It blinked green and she switched the scanner results to her AR view. The processor changed the scan into green waves spreading out in front of her and gliding over the structures of the drive section, like exploring fingers. She liked to have abstract processes projected as graphic representations because it gave her the feeling she could see and do something concrete with them.

      Matthes stamped away. Every step had the ponderous gait of weightlessness, until the magnetic boots neared the cold metal and gripped as if being sucked down, making him look like a robot.

      Rachel again checked the cold gas supply of her APU, then the oxygen level, and then clipped her security line into one of the eyes provided in the floor. Then she too started walking with equally ponderous steps. She followed one of the narrow safety struts that took her to the central corridor, where she reached the dark gray surface that was screwed down on the maintenance access and welded to the cover.

      With her own breathing in her ears, she went along the tubular segment, dividing her attention between the radar-like scanner structures and the majesty of the universe.

      “Rachel, do you have anything on your screen?”

      “Negative,” she replied. “The surface is as smooth as a baby’s bottom. Maybe further in the direction of the nacelle?”

      “Okay, understood. Keep going.”

      She silently worked her way forward on the topside, and imagined as she went how Matthes was moving along the underside, although there was no ‘top’ or ‘under.’ Out here, everyone had their own directions. A red blinking suddenly started competing for her attention and she swiftly blinked her eyes to clear her vision. The AR visor displayed a location, marked in red, right on the beginning of the nacelle, lighting up every time the green, stylized pings of the scanner swept over it.

      “Matthes, I have something here!” she said, a little louder than she had intended. She licked her lips. Well, what do you know? A lucky find. “Rachel to Control.”

      “Control here,” Patrick immediately answered. His fast, almost rushed reaction, left no doubt that he was still worried about her.

      “I’ve found something. It could be the transmitter.”

      “Really? Where?”

      “At the end of delta section, right at the transition to the nacelle. According to the scanner, it is a device about the size of a tennis ball,” she said, as she considered what she was seeing and went directly toward the signal. Haste was an astronaut’s worst enemy, and she had no intention of tangling with this enemy here, at the edge of the inner solar system.

      “Understood. Matthes reported loss of radio contact. According to protocol, he has to try to travel to you, to make visual contact.”

      “‘Loss of radio contact?’ I’ll keep my eyes open,” she promised. Rachel looked around, a severe frown wrinkling her brow. Losing radio contact already, on the first EVA? That’s just perfect. She had approached another 20 meters closer to what she thought was the transmitter, when she saw Matthes’s helmet appear to her left. Around the curved midsection of the drives she could only see the upper half, but then a raised thumb appeared.

      Rachel returned the gesture with relief and continued in the direction of the rear module, which was actually the forward module at the moment because the Explorer was turned around to decelerate.

      She followed the blue lines that in the dim output of the ship’s lights were hard to distinguish from the gray paneling. The lines marked the liquid nitrogen supply, and the access points for maintenance drones were marked with thick circles.

      Beyond the last circle, the drive nacelle module rose, like an inflated balloon, from the pipe she was walking along. She lifted a foot and placed it to the right of the small transmitter she had discovered. It looked like an upturned saucer with a single green LED on the upper surface.

      “Control, I’ve reached the transmitter. It looks to be active,” she said and carefully bent down.

      “Understood,” came Patrick’s immediate answer. “The best thing to do is attach the jumper. Then we might be able to hack into the signal.”

      “Julie?”

      “Yes. We should try it. We can still dismantle it if we need to,” the engineer said.

      “Understood. I’m attaching the jumper.” Rachel carefully knelt, snapped her security line into the small eye, and felt for the transport container attached to her belt with a carabiner. It was the size of a fist and easy to identify with her thin gloves. Rachel unclipped the carabiner, removed a small metal device from the container, and snapped the carabiner back on her belt. The device brought back memories of a gumball machine prize. Then she placed it over the cyborg’s transmitter, her breath ringing in her ears, and let go. The rest was done by a small magnet within the device. Soundlessly, in absolute silence, the jumper covered the LED and was now attached to the object that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      “Jumper attached,” she reported and straightened up. A glance to the right and left. She couldn’t see anyone. The accommodation and work module, bright in the floodlights, looked from here like the oversize tip of a fireworks rocket. But it was still an inviting sight.

      “Very good. Wait a moment,” Patrick paused. Then, “Looks good! We’re receiving the signal. I’m sending it directly to Julie’s work station and I’ve set Sam to work on it.”

      “Very good. Then I’ll head back. First I’ll get Matthes,” she said, and returned to her feet after unclipping her safety line from the eye.

      She saw a movement to her left and turned around, but it was just the position light in front of the first uranium sail.

      Now I’m seeing ghosts, she thought. She shook her head and stamped closer to the invitingly-illuminated accommodation and work section. Her boots drew a slightly curved path between two of the uranium sails as she headed for the other side of the central axis. When she arrived she saw that Matthes was just two meters away. His right hand was twitching strangely back and forward, and he was standing with his back to her so that all she could really see was his huge APU and the top of his helmet.

      Rachel took a step forward but then some instinct made her stop. “Matthes?” she called over the radio, but the only answer she received was static.

      Something isn’t right. Why is he standing there motionless? Why is his right hand shaking like a tuning fork?

      Her breath quivered as she exhaled, her lips trembling slightly as she took a step back. Every fiber of her being wanted to run to the American and turn him around, to see what was wrong with him, but the alarm bell in her head was starting to ring, and never ever would she ignore it again. Horrific visions ran through her mind, of turning him around and seeing a naked skeleton, or a demonic face.

      Rachel shuddered. She took another half step back. There was only static in her helmet. “Matthes?” she repeated once more, her voice quavering with adrenaline, and she pursed her lips before carefully breathing in and out as though her life depended on it.

      “Rachel,” came the answer, to her surprise. “You stay up here and then we will go in the direction of the nacelle and scan for signal sources.”

      “Matthes, what...” She had already taken a step toward his back, before suddenly stopping. She had already heard him say that, and in precisely the same tone of voice.

      “Control?”

      “Patrick here.

      “Did you receive the signal from Matthes?” she asked, her voice low.

      “What signal? His radio is dead.”

      “I just received something strange, and it had Matthes’s ID stamp.”

      “What do you mean, ‘something strange?’” Patrick asked.

      Rachel didn’t answer. Instead she took another step back. “I think I’ll...” but her words suddenly turned into a bloodcurdling scream that echoed in her helmet like a ringing bell, as the small face of the cyborg appeared behind the helmet of her commander. The naked metal head looked like a skull.

      “It’s here!” she yelled over the radio, as the thing casually tore Matthes in half and landed in the middle of a bubble of blood, on all fours like an animal. It obviously had electromagnets in its hands and feet.

      “What? The cyborg?” Patrick yelled back, voice shrill, but Rachel hardly heard him. She turned on her heel, grabbed the safety line with her right hand, and turned in the direction of the gap between the two uranium sails she had come through. In her left hand she grabbed the small joystick of the APU that directed her cold gas thrusters.

      Just as she was about to activate it, the creature grabbed her by the left leg and squeezed. Rachel screamed in pain as the enormously strong augmented fingers dug into the flesh of her calf and shed red drops of blood into space like a bubble pistol.

      “Ten percent thrust,” she told Ruben, and pushed the joystick forward. She hoped that the gas fountains would confuse the cyborg, or even push it back enough for her to free herself. But the fingers, burrowed deep in her flesh, were too strong.

      “Ruben,” she gasped, voice distorted by pain. “One-hundred percent thrust, then immediately back to ten percent!”

      “Warning. No space for maneuvering,” the AI answered calmly, as if they were still chatting about the interstellar medium.

      “DO IT!” she screamed, as the creature’s dead augmented eyes appeared beside her leg.

      Ruben did as he was told and her APU fired at maximum thrust with the tiny rockets. For a moment she couldn’t breathe as she was hurtled forward. A stabbing pain shot through her leg—it was an instantaneous, tearing pain that almost robbed her of consciousness.

      Her spacesuit alarms were triggered, three blinking red lights in her field of view competing for her attention. The thrust in the other direction she had asked Ruben for came a heartbeat later, but was far too weak. The first thrust had used too much of her cold gas reserves.

      She shot through the gap between the uranium sails like an arrow, her right shoulder slammed into something hard and she began to tumble. In front of her visor she saw the tissue-thin sail of the decaying uranium changing places every second with the belt of the Milky Way, and the accommodation and work sections. Like a slide show in fast forward, the images raced past her and she started to feel nauseous.

      “Stab... stabi...” Rachel gritted her teeth so hard that her jaw cracked. She could hardly say a word. It was her own fault for giving in to her emotions and avoiding a highly developed AI in favor of using Ruben. He didn’t react automatically to her predicament because he had never learned how to react in this situation so he was incapable of coming to the right conclusion.

      “Ruben!” she finally managed to spit the words out. “Stab... Stabi... Stabilize flight!”

      “Understood,” the algorithm purred in her ears in its soft baritone. A few tiny fountains spurted from her APU and then the entire reserve had been used up. But it had helped. At least a little. She no longer felt as if she was going to throw up at any moment, and the horizon was not changing every second. Instead, she could see clearly once she had blinked the tears of pain from her eyes. Her left leg was burning like somebody had poured liquid helium on it.

      The price she had paid for stability, however, was that she could very clearly see what had happened to her. The initial thrust from the APU had shot her out between the uranium sails at such a speed that she was already floating in empty space, secured now only by her safety line that had brought her to a halt 100 meters from the forward section. It had indeed become a lifeline, attached to her belt by a single carabiner. Unfortunately, the line had caught on one of the uranium sails and the direction of thrust meant that, like a weight on the end of the sail, she was winding around the axis of the drive section. She had already wrapped around it at least twice and, if she continued, she would wrap around the sail so often that she would splat against the surface like a tomato.

      “Control here. Control to Rachel. Rachel, dammit!” she heard Patrick’s panicked voice in her helmet. She suddenly realized he had been calling to her the entire time but she hadn’t perceived it.

      “Rachel to Control,” she yelped, having difficulty getting the words out because of the extreme pain in her leg, which had now spread up as far as her hip.

      “Damn it’s good to hear from you. What happened? The external cameras are dead!”

      “The cyborg got me. In the leg. I have to treat...” Her words broke off as she felt for the two small tubes of sealant foam that were standard equipment for any EVA. Thankfully, they were right where they were supposed to be. Froth appeared between her gritted teeth as she lifted her left leg, while hurtling around Ganymede Explorer and while the distance between her and the craft inexorably narrowed. She almost threw up when she saw the wound.

      A whole chunk of her calf was missing. She swiftly held the canister of wound-sealant foam over the bleeding flesh and pressed the button on the side. She couldn’t even feel it as the colorless mass covered her gaping wound, hardening immediately. Then she let go of that canister and quickly applied the suit-sealant. As soon as the alarms ceased, she let the second container slip from her numb fingers. Her back arched and she fought against the panicky feeling that she was going to suffocate at any moment.

      “Rachel, talk to me!” Patrick asked over the radio, voice breathless.

      “I’m tired.”

      “No, no! You’ve lost a lot of blood, right? It’s the blood loss. Stay awake!”

      “Yes, I... I’ve lost a lot of blood,” she whispered, and the pain lessened a little. She smiled gratefully, peripherally becoming aware that she had very nearly just slammed into a uranium sail that flashed past her at the speed of a lightning strike. Or was she hurtling past it? Whatever. She just wanted to close her eyes and fall asleep. She just wanted to lose herself in sleep. Yes...

      “Rachel!”

      The uranium sail raced past her again. Then again. And again. Her eyelids fluttered. Then, a moment later, or after an eternity, she couldn’t tell which, she slammed into something.
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      A familiar face appeared behind a round visor.

      It was Patrick.
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      Theodore groaned with pain as he slid from the passenger seat into the tepid rain. His boots landed in a puddle with a loud splash. He turned around and took an injector that Ludwig was proffering.

      “What is this?” he asked, swaying slightly, finding it hard to shake the dizziness from his head. “A stim jet?”

      Ludwig said something in response, but Theodore didn’t catch a single word above the roaring in his ears and the hammering of the rain.

      “What’s the difference,” he muttered, slapping the finger-size, non-invasive injector to his throat and pressing the trigger with his thumb. The circle of flesh below the tip heated up. Evil thing, he thought, and tossed the empty container to the street without a thought.

      Two black delivery trucks were standing in front of Yuna Saki’s apartment, along with two motorbikes—BMW E series.

      Yakuza!

      The strong fingers of his augmented hand reached for his Colt Bronco. The massive revolver was lying in the footwell. He must have dropped it.

      What the hell?

      Theodore’s eyes went wide as a burning pulse went through his entire body, energizing him from head to toe. His blood began to boil, his skin to burn, and his veins felt like they might burst at any moment. He became a conduit for a force under too much pressure, and something was going to have to give. Sounds of which he had not been aware a second ago became loud enough to hurt his ears. He felt the slight rasp of his hand on the grip of the Bronco, the laughter of a child in the distance, every individual raindrop hitting the puddles and the shotcrete.

      A door slammed.

      His gaze suddenly swept to the entrance to Yuna Saki’s building. The sound had come from there. Just as suddenly, he turned and caught Ludwig’s eye.

      “There,” the giant man said, pointing at the door. “We’re going in. Don’t stop.”

      “Ludwig,” Theodore said, his voice vibrating. He had to discharge the roiling energy within him. He had to get rid of it before it overwhelmed him.

      “Yes?”

      “Kill.”

      Ludwig’s eyes remained the same cold orbs of shining chrome and yet something changed in them. As if a switch had been thrown, they went dead. Jackie had told him once that Ludwig always restrained himself when he was fighting because something dark was slumbering within him. A relic of the old days, a traumatic experience, or perhaps even the prototype of an illegal augmentation. Whatever it was, she had drummed into him that he should never use the word ‘kill’ with Ludwig unless he wanted an entire city block to be reduced to rubble.

      The huge man froze for a fraction of a second and then tossed his assault rifle aside. The passersby screamed and ran away. Ludwig’s entire body twitched, before the sleeves of his armored jacket ripped to reveal his two augmented arms, which unfolded like scissors. Individually, the four arms looked narrow and delicate, but the shimmer of the metal had to be a diamond coating. The lower forearms ended in two thumb-size muzzles that traveled from his augmented hands away behind his back, as two long monofilament blades extended.

      Theodore wanted to ask something, to say something, to call out, but he couldn’t. His blood was boiling too furiously to allow him to say anything that wasn’t a guttural noise.

      Ludwig sprang into motion. He reached the door. Bolted. No magnetic lock. Fire spat from an implanted shotgun and the entire lock area exploded. The door stayed shut. No time to waste. He hunched his head and ran through it. The door exploded.

      A rain of wood and polymer splinters hid everything from view. Two infrared signatures on the stairs, two muzzle flashes from the shotgun. Blood spurted in his face, but he didn’t stop. With long strides, he raced up the stairs.

      Then more muzzle flashes. He dove and rolled out of the line of fire. Pistol, 9mm, Beretta 22, twelve shots in the magazine. Empty.

      Ludwig sprung up into a crouch and raced to the next flight of stairs. Target approximately one meter and eight centimeters. Dorsal slit from the appendix to the left clavicle. Lateral cut to the throat.

      Next target acquired. The target screamed. Ludwig reached for the head and his artificial muscles flexed. Something broke. Liquidated.

      A clicking sound from the floor above. His reflex management reacted before he was aware of it. He heaved the crumpled corpse aside. The burst of fire hit the dead body and it twitched. He snatched the body back and held it up in front of himself.

      Two seconds. Ingram Velvet machine pistol. Five point two millimeters, thirty shots. Three seconds.

      Ludwig dropped his human shield, switched to ultrasound because of the hot smoke, and saw two figures. Next floor.

      His shotgun roared twice. One lost his head, the other dove for cover. Two strides, each six steps of the staircase. Ludwig reached for the foot of the fleeing target and pulled it back with a brutal jerk.

      Screams disrupted his concentration. He jumped into the air and stamped on the head, which skidded below his boot.

      A crunch, a splat. Liquidated.

      The door to the left, one meter ten centimeters by two meters twenty centimeters. It opened. A figure. Unarmed. A muzzle flash from the shotgun slung below his left forearm. Liquidated.

      Another figure appeared.

      Muzzle flashes.

      Ludwig, driven by his reflex governors, moved to the side. The attacker tossed his pistol aside and drew a sword.

      Katana—considerable threat. Light glinted from its blade again and again, Ludwig avoiding the blade. He turned to the side at a swipe to his abdomen, grabbed the wrist of his attacker—a Southeast Asian man—and broke it with a swift downward motion. The sword fell clattering to the floor. Twenty-two stabs to the upper chest area in two point two seconds. Liquidated.

      Theodore was having trouble keeping up with his now-unleashed partner. Ludwig was running ahead turning the entire staircase into a slaughterhouse. There were flashes of light and deafening noise, liters of blood spattered on the walls and the steps. He almost lost his footing twice.

      Kruger had actually sent the Yakuza. The grim Japanese men with dragon tattoos at their necks were unmistakable. They were wearing expensive suits and their movements were swift and sure. But Ludwig was death incarnate. Theodore didn’t know what kind of augmentations the Euro-African man had implanted but they must have been costly, and were certainly not available on the open market—not even on the black market, that was clear.

      The four-armed giant plowed through everything that moved or stood in his way, his monofilament blades not differentiating between limbs, handrail, wall, or door.

      Theodore followed the screams and the horrific noises of sliced bodies and the splattering impacts of shotgun rounds. His own adrenaline, ramped up by the stim jet, drove him forward, allowing him to suppress his revulsion when he saw murdered civilians and even a dead dog in a remote corner.

      Yuna Saki’s apartment was on the 11th floor. The bloody journey in Ludwig’s wake had seemed very short to him, but that could have been the stimulants, robbing him of the ability to accurately tell how much time had passed. He arrived on her floor, right between two apartment doors, one to his left and one to his right, and he heard yelling in Japanese from far below. He immediately unclipped a grenade from his belt, pushed the contact trigger, and dropped it between the handrails of the staircase.

      Two beats later, a dull roar shook the staircase and a wall of heat slammed upward, into him.

      Ludwig was already entering Yuna Saki’s apartment. It was the doorway on the left, which had a dead man in a suit lying in it. The door on the other side opened and the giant turned around, already firing. Theodore didn’t wait. He used the brief distraction to sprint into the hall of Yuna Saki’s apartment, getting ahead of his manic partner. The corridor was long and narrow, but he had imagined it would be bigger. Two doors led off to the bathroom and kitchen, and one at the end of the corridor to the bedroom. He heard the sound of combat coming from there, the ringing and swishing of swords meeting and the groans and screams of the injured.

      He didn’t hesitate, vaulted over the body, which had a knife buried in its forehead, then over a second, this one torn apart by gunshot wounds. He felt panicked fear that each body encountered could be Yuna Saki, but these were both male.

      Theodore slid to a stop in the doorway of the bedroom but lost his footing in a pool of blood, slamming painfully into the doorframe. He was very faintly aware of burning pain in the left of his chest.

      It took a moment for his vision to clear, and then he saw Yuna Saki standing on her bed. She had a katana in a two-handed grip, holding off two Yakuza who were also armed with Japanese swords. Kruger’s daughter’s narrow face was covered in splattered blood and sweat, but she still looked beautiful, like the magnetic heroine of an anime. Her shiny black hair was sticking in damp strands to her immaculate skin. Her pajamas were slit at arms and legs, where she had been hit.

      Every bleeding wound that Theodore saw was like a deep stab at his conscience, and images of Miri in the operating theater flickered before his eyes. Panicking, he tried to suppress them. He succeeded by raising his Colt Bronco and aiming at one of the two killers that were fighting Kruger’s daughter in a human whirlwind of swordplay.

      Sparks flew and their bodies moved so swiftly and with such precision that Theodore almost couldn’t see what was happening from one moment to the next. Limbs moved back and forth, swords flashed, and a fine mist of blood settled on the surroundings.

      “Keep still you damn...” Theodore cursed and tried to shake the dizziness from his head. He had hit the doorway harder than he thought. He aimed at the Yakuza killer on the right and took a deep breath. He was in luck. Nobody in the room had noticed him, they were so deeply engrossed in their dance.

      Theodore squeezed the trigger on his third breath and his Colt Bronco spat a massive .50 caliber hollow point from its long barrel with a dull cough. It made a sickening noise, like a water bomb bursting, and the man fell, headless, to the floor.

      The second man reacted instantly. He obviously had significantly better hardware than Theodore. He parried another attack by Yuna Saki, rolled away under a second, grabbing the katana from the twitching hand of his fallen comrade as he went. He regained his feet significantly closer to Theodore, with a sword in each hand.

      I hate swords, dammit!

      Just in time he interposed his ancient revolver between his face and the sword in the Japanese man’s right hand, which would otherwise have split him in two. And it would have cut him in two anyway if he had been using a more modern pistol, one made of hard plastic.

      Yuna Saki leapt with a scream at the remaining killer, driving him involuntarily closer to Theodore. The man, a focused, emotionless, wiry man with a tattooed face, defended himself with the ferocity of a cornered cat, a tight sideways move allowing him to divide his impressive concentration between his two opponents.

      Theodore had to work hard to dodge him, fired twice more—both missed, either hitting empty air or the equally empty space the man had been in an instant before—he had simply moved too fast to be hit. And then it happened.

      Yuna Saki feinted at the head of the robotically calm killer. He parried with the sword in his left hand and ducked below it. Theodore thought he saw his chance and was about to fire when the Japanese man’s right sword twitched backward and he felt a cold sensation in his torso. He instantly had trouble breathing, looked down, and saw the katana stuck in him to the hilt between his breastbone and belly button.

      He didn’t feel any pain, but the feeling of suffocation was intensifying and he felt cold. Grimly and deliberately, he grabbed the Japanese man’s hand, which was still on the hilt of the sword, and squeezed with his augmented hand. The wrist broke with a loud crack.

      “How...?” the killer stuttered, his eyes going wide as if time had stopped.

      “Stim jet, you asshole,” Theodore growled through gritted teeth, as Yuna Saki used the distraction to cut the man’s head off with a horizontal swipe that neatly bisected his neck.

      “Who are you?” Kruger’s daughter asked, regarding him through narrowed eyes, her katana hovering uncomfortably near his jugular.

      “My name is Theodore,” he muttered, his name almost lost in a wet gurgle as a stream of blood ran over his lips. “I’m here to save you. Your father, he is—”

      His field of view suddenly shrank until it was tiny, like looking through the eye of a needle. He could only make out vague impressions of light and shade. Then this barely visible sliver of vision began to spin and he lost consciousness.
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      “Rachel, you have to stay awake!” Patrick urged her over the radio and pressed his helmet visor against hers until her eyes filled his view.

      “Patrick, how...?” she asked weakly. She was too tired.

      “I started running as soon as you radioed that the cyborg was here,” he explained in urgent tones and his eyes wandered to the side, as if he was trying to look around without her noticing.

      It was still out there.

      “So quickly?” She narrowed her eyes in disbelief and had to use all her willpower to open them again.

      “Quickly? It took more than ten minutes to get the spacesuit and APU on. Another five minutes to get to you.”

      “So... why am I still alive?”

      “You hit the uranium sails twice but your suit is still intact. I think the first impact slowed you down. The second put a small hole in your oxygen tank and sent you in the opposite direction,” Patrick patiently explained.

      Despite being so tired, she could tell he was trying to force his voice to be calm and relaxed, and very much failing. She moved away from him a little and groggily looked around. The Ganymede Explorer looked so far away that panic threatened to well up in her again.

      “We’re drifting away!” she yelled, fighting for breath.

      “No Rachel, it’s all fine,” Patrick said, moving her a little to the side. He was attached to a safety line that had to be at least 50 meters long, connecting him to the airlock. A second person was emerging from it, in a spacesuit without an APU. She was holding a small device in her hand.

      “A winch,” she whispered, and groaned as a new wave of exhaustion rolled over her and her eyes started to droop.

      You have to stay awake, Rachel, you have to stay awake, she thought to herself.

      “Yes. That’s Sarah Barnes,” Patrick said. “She’s pulling us in.”

      “Thanks,” she replied, voice quavering. She forced her breath to be steady, but her heart hammering in her chest was making it difficult. For a moment she had been worried about being hurled into the endless solitude of space, and this feeling had jabbed a dagger tipped with uncomfortable memories and primal fears deep into her flesh. It seemed she wasn’t as wholly over her time in the storage area of the Valkyrie as she had hoped. But the worst thing was that she was craving lorazepam. Just one pill and all these whirling thoughts and feelings would be gone.

      Just one pill, one single pill. Please! She began to cry. Although she knew that Patrick was watching her, her tears started rolling down her cheeks.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” the engineer said, concerned, and held her shoulders a little tighter. “It’s almost over. We’ll be back on the ship any moment.”

      Rachel didn’t expect the German to understand what was happening inside her. There was no way he could. Nobody in the solar system could. None of them had been in a situation like hers, locked in a storage hold of a spaceship with no contact with the outside world, and immediately after the only people she had known for months were dead. Nobody here knew what that kind of solitude felt like, or the knowledge that you were the only living person in a radius of millions of kilometers.

      “Rachel,” Patrick said, grabbing her helmet with both gloved hands.

      She was frightened for a moment that a brief loss of contact could separate them, but a glance down showed her that their spacesuits were clipped together with carabiners. “Yes?”

      “Matthes. Are you absolutely sure that he’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “We have to be sure, so we don’t—”

      “He’s dead,” she said with an unsteady voice. “He’s dead, Patrick. Okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry.”

      “I...” She felt them start moving and the Ganymede Explorer in the background began to slowly grow. “I’m sorry, Patrick,” she continued with a halting sigh. It’s just that I would prefer to die than float away through the darkness again, she silently finished her own sentience.

      “It’s okay,” he said reassuringly, with a forced smile. “Besides, it’s a wonder you were able to get away, and you still kept your leg.”

      “My leg? Is it so bad?” Rachel moved to look down.

      Patrick held her tight and forced her to keep looking at him. “Nothing that Veronika and Miller can’t fix,” he assured her.

      “But... where is the cyborg?” She squinted, trying to see as much as possible of the surface of the ship’s hull, everywhere that wasn’t hidden by Patrick’s helmet.

      “We didn’t see what happened. I immediately put on my APU and flew out to you, but Sarah hasn’t yet gotten in contact. We lost radio contact with you, until you launched yourself away from the cyborg. It looks like this thing distorts radio signals just by being nearby. But radio contact is back to normal, so far,” Patrick said, licking his lips.

      “It’s around here somewhere. It’s running around on the hull like it has never heard about the concept of vacuum,” she warned, then closed her eyes for a moment. They were so heavy and it felt so good to close them. So good...

      “Rachel! Rachel!”

      Who’s making all that noise?

      “Rachel!”

      She made an effort, forced her eyes open and saw Patrick in front of her. “Patrick?”

      “Don’t fall asleep, Rachel, do you hear me?”

      She raised her eyebrows in confusion, to help her sleepy lids stay open, and looked past her friend. The airlock was a few meters away. A slim person in a skintight spacesuit stood there, pulling them both toward her with a small electric winch.

      The airlock door was open.

      “We’re almost there, Rachel, almost there,” Patrick said reassuringly, sounding genuinely relieved.

      Breathing slowly, she watched the engineer turn her and maneuver her into the arms of the waiting Sarah Barnes, who caught her and moved her carefully into the interior of the airlock, as if receiving a package. She hadn’t even noticed Patrick unclipping her from himself.

      “I’ve got you, Rachel,” the xenobiologist reassured her. Sarah grabbed Rachel’s hand and placed it on a grip. Once she was sure that Rachel had a good hold, she smiled encouragingly and turned to Patrick, who was unclipping his own safety line as he came into the airlock, helped by Sarah.

      These walls, otherwise so claustrophobic and narrow, and where there was no up and no down, seemed like heaven to her now. Cold ceramic around her, something substantial, something to hold on to, the knowledge that some accidental movement wasn’t going to send her off into the nothingness. She found it enormously calming.

      She kept falling asleep for seconds at a time, but she kept forcing herself back to wakefulness as best she could, and deliberately striving to stay awake for longer each time. For the first time she noticed a red gauge in her AR visor, warning her that her oxygen supply would be exhausted in two minutes.

      But it was supposed to be a ten-hour supply, she thought. Then she remembered what Patrick had said. Her oxygen tank had a hole in it. Two minutes wasn’t much, especially as she still had to go through decompression.

      Sarah finished dragging Patrick in. He drifted toward Rachel and stopped in front of her, grabbing one of the grips.

      Just before the xenobiologist could hit the mushroom-like button to operate the airlock, she stopped mid-motion, her eyes going wide, as if she had seen a ghost.

      “What is it?” Patrick asked over the radio even as Sarah was yanked backward and hurled from the open airlock into empty space.

      “NO!” Rachel wanted to scream out her disbelief and her frustration, but she didn’t have the strength.

      Where Sarah had been standing a second before, now stood the small cyborg, hardly bigger than a child. It was gazing at them from the eyes in its metal skull, looking much like a scientist looking at lab rats.

      “You’re staying outside!” Patrick screamed, and with his feet shoved off from the handgrip that Rachel too was clinging to, stamping on her fingers as he did.

      She didn’t even feel it.

      The engineer shot forward like an arrow and slammed with stiff arms against the creature, pushing it back a little. Patrick’s APU caught against the upper rim of the airlock and he rebounded back inside.

      One of the cyborg’s metal arms reached forward and its long fingers grabbed the engineer’s wrist.

      “Rachel!” he called out breathlessly over the radio and screamed in pain. “Gnaaahhrgg. Turn... Manually turn the key!”

      She battled through her endless exhaustion and feelings of powerlessness and looked over at the black and yellow striped cover of the manual door control. With all the strength she had left she launched herself over, slamming her shoulder into one of the oxygen nozzles on the wall, which left her seeing bright stars dancing in front of her eyes for a moment.

      Her motions mechanical, she patted around for the cover and yanked the small safety lever down, feeling like she was following some kind of inner programming because she didn’t have any energy for actual thought.

      A small steel wheel appeared that she just managed to grab with both hands. More by instinct than real memory, she decided to turn it to the left. She saw from the corner of her eye that the external airlock door was sliding closed, while Patrick struggled with the cyborg.

      He gasped and groaned over the radio, sounding so pitiable that she felt the urge to drift over to him. But she had to continue what she was doing. Turn. Turn. Keep turning, she told herself, until the gap was too narrow for the thing to get through. Just before she started to fear that her arms would cramp up, she let go of the wheel and went to him.

      Her eyes fell shut twice on the way.

      Stay awake! she commanded herself. For Patrick. You have to stay awake!

      She reached Patrick and grasped his elbow, which was still inside, and saw the metal creature through the gap in the door, and it was no longer just holding his wrist in its hand, it had stuck the hand in its open mouth. Gleaming teeth had penetrated through her friend’s spacesuit and flesh, like the fangs of a raptor.

      Its taloned hand was now free and it was using it to hold the rim of the airlock while it wrapped itself around the door and pushed the two apart. There was no screeching, no metal groaning, only the silence of vacuum and the gap that separated the creature from Patrick slowly but surely increasing in size.

      “Rachel,” Patrick urged. He seemed to be on the edge of hyperventilating. “You have to activate the emergency lock!”

      “What?”

      “You have to concentrate, Rachel. I know you’ve lost a lot of blood, but you have to be strong now, please!”

      She didn’t know what to say in reply. Instead she grabbed the much too long fingers of the cyborg and tried to pull them away from the edge of the airlock. She might as well have tried to dig her naked fingers into concrete.

      “RACHEL!” Patrick yelled, this time so uncomfortably loud that her ears rang. She turned back to him, with the feeling that dense mud was moving through her field of view.

      “Yes?”

      “You. Must. Activate. The. Emergency. Lock!”

      “But...” she thought hard. It was so hard to think. In the silence of her frozen soul she felt for what she needed, felt and felt, searching and... she found it! The emergency lock.

      “But, the servo motors will crush your arm!” At the same moment that she said the words the metal creature withdrew its claws and tried to force one of its legs through the widening gap.

      “Now, Rachel, or we’re both dead!”

      Breathing hard, she looked at the mushroom-shaped button with its red cap, under a transparent cover, positioned on the wall just a little too far away for Patrick to reach it. Then she looked back at the cyborg, which now had a foot through the gap and had returned its claws to forcing open the door.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, stricken, lifted the cover, and slammed her fist into the button. In the fraction of a second before she made contact with the red cap, the hands and leg of the creature retracted like the blades of a penknife. Half a second later the airlock door was slammed closed by its motor.

      “Starting pressure equalization,” came Sam’s emotionless voice in her helmet, as she reached for Patrick, who floated toward her arms, his own arm neatly snipped off. Red spheres of blood were coming from it, as if somebody was blowing soap bubbles.

      She lost consciousness at the moment he slammed into her chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

        

    

    







            Theodore
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      Theodore sat beside Muffin’s hospital bed and held his hand, just as he had been doing for a week—ever since he himself had gotten back from doc Angel’s shadow clinic. He was now $50,000 poorer, but in return he had been given an artificial lung and liver. Not that it brought him much joy. Quite the opposite—he had to admit to himself that there was a dark corner in his mind where uncomfortable ideas were taking hold. For example, in all honesty, he would have preferred not to have come back from being unconscious.

      His thoughts about Miri were tearing his mind apart, forcing themselves into every fiber of his being and hitting him, again and again, everywhere it hurt. He felt numb with grief, so numb that he couldn’t feel real sadness or cry real tears.

      He had spent all these years in the shadows where mercs lived, had done things he wasn’t proud of, imagining a future where he saved Miri from Kruger’s evil clutches and took her to a place far away from any danger.

      That future had now popped like a soap bubble because Kruger had turned his daughter, his star, Miri, into a machine. Her body had been disposed of like human garbage and her brain used to advance a scientific experiment. All his research had only served to convince him that this... cyborg would never live out a normal lifetime. And even if it did, it would no longer be his daughter, his own flesh and blood, the last living reminder of his dead wife.

      “Why do you look so grim? Do I look so bad?” Muffin asked over the speaker of the datapad lying on his bedside table. His friend’s breathing was still being mechanically assisted—a fat tube was stuck in his mouth, filling his lungs with oxygen. A cable led from his shaved head to the datapad.

      Not for the first time, Theodore was astonished at how well the program converted his friend’s thoughts into words and how well the speech function imitated his real voice. It was almost perfectly lifelike, except here and there where a sound hit the ear that was just slightly wrong, betraying the AI. “No, dude. You look as good as ever,” he answered with a sad smile as he gripped his friend’s hand a little tighter.

      “You’re thinking about Miri again, aren’t you?”

      Theodore didn’t answer. Instead he just lowered his head.

      “It’s okay to be sad,” Muffin told him. It was strange to look into his friend’s eyes as he heard these words, eyes that were staring at him even though his mouth wasn’t moving.

      For a few seconds the beeping of medical assistants was the only sound in the small room in the Matuschka.

      “I... I just wish we could do more for you,” Theodore sighed.

      “It’s okay. I guess it’s an occupational hazard.”

      “It’s not okay. You’re half my age and you shouldn’t be lying here, paraplegic and breathing through a tube.”

      “It looks like that’s how it’s going to be, even if it’s not the fate I would have chosen, believe me,” came Muffin’s answer from the datapad. His eyes were sad, the look in them causing Theodore physical pain. Why hadn’t it happened to an old warrior like him, who was significantly less intelligent than the young degenerated in the hospital bed?

      “You’ve been sitting beside me for three days giving me pitying looks,” Muffin complained, closing his eyes for a moment. “I’m worried about you.”

      “You’re worried about me?” Theodore snorted and shook his head.

      His left foot kicked an empty bottle and it rolled toward the old cubicle wall and a makeup table that had obviously previously been used by the prostitutes who worked there, when they were getting ready for their shifts.

      “Yes,” Muffin said and nodded weakly. Very weakly. “They need you, you know? And you need them, too.”

      Theodore held the gaze of his friend’s gray eyes a moment, much darker rings below them now than ever before. “Miri needed me.”

      “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “Yes, I should. I need your fingerprint for a second.”

      “What for?” The voice from Muffin’s datapad sounded surprised.

      Theodore gazed at him, breathed in and out, and made a decision. “The team has to make a couple of decisions and I need confirmation from all of us,” he vaguely explained with a dismissive hand gesture.

      “Help yourself,” Muffin said evenly, and attempted a wave with a single raised finger that shook appallingly.

      Theodore looked at the gnarled finger as if it were a puzzle that he had to solve, took a few deep breaths, and placed his wrist terminal under the tip as Muffin let it fall. Shortly after, he used a tiny DNA scanner in his other hand to prick Muffin’s middle finger, just as his friend’s eyes closed.

      “Mhm,” he groaned.

      Theodore saw his friend was already exhausted, his eyes firmly closed, and he had barely noticed the finger prick. Suddenly he heard the squeak of an automatic door opening behind him and turned around.

      Jackie was wearing a simple pair of jeans and her dirty T-shirt, smeared in gun oil from top to bottom. She snorted experimentally, shook her head and joined him at his side. “How are you doing?” she asked as she arrived at the bedside and wiped a blonde hair out of her face with the back of her hand.

      “As well as can be expected,” Theodore answered.

      “I didn’t mean you.”

      Muffin began to smile, causing the corner of his mouth to twitch a little around the fat tube that currently dwelled in his windpipe. “I don’t think I’m doing so well,” echoed from the datapad.

      “I can see that.” Jackie bent down and picked up the bottle that Theodore had accidentally kicked away before. She looked at the anachronistic flickering bulb hanging from the concrete ceiling. It had chosen that moment to come on, and she nodded knowingly. He didn’t need to see the label to know what she had just read—Jameson Whiskey.

      “So it’s this bad?” She shot him a glance, somewhere between sympathy and disgust, that could mean almost anything. Both ends of the spectrum hurt his feelings, but not as bad as his relapse was weighing on him. He was now drinking at least half a liter per day—no way near as much as in his prime after the death of his wife, but still enough to feel numb enough to suppress the feelings of guilt for a moment at a time.

      “What is that?” Jackie asked, pointing at his left hand. Muffin’s eyes rolled down as if he was trying to look at Theodore too, but the angle made it impossible.

      Theodore was shocked to see that he hadn’t put away the DNA scanner with its extended needle, and he swiftly retracted the needle and pocketed the device. “Oh, nothing,” he said sheepishly.

      “Go ahead, drink yourself to death, but don’t you ever lie to me,” she replied evenly and grabbed his wrist. He gritted his teeth and didn’t resist.

      Jackie lifted the small display just enough to read it. “Hmm.”

      “What’s going on?” Muffin asked via his datapad.

      “He’s scanned your DNA, sent the data to Doc Angel, and ordered treatment with tailored telomeres,” she told him, as she looked disapprovingly into his eyes. “It looks like you’ll soon get a new lung and healthy spine. That will put you one up on Teddy.”

      “But that’s...” Muffin paused.

      Theodore looked shamefaced, his gaze straight ahead.

      “But that’ll cost a fortune. I can’t afford that,” his friend finished his sentence.

      “You can, with your money combined with mine, we can afford it.” Theodore shook off Jackie’s hand and leaned forward to hold his wrist terminal where Muffin could see it.

      “Three point five million dollars. You have two, with my one point five, that’s three point five million. That’s enough for a week in the ReLife casket.”

      “I can’t accept that!”

      “Yes, you can,” Theodore blurted out. “You’re one of the degenerated so you can’t have augmentations implanted, remember? Telomere therapy is the only thing left that can help you.” He felt terrible as soon as he had said it because his words had been so loud and angry. He was cursing out a paraplegic guy. This was how low he had sunk.

      “But there is no way Doc Angel has a ReLife casket,” Jackie said. “There are only forty of them in the entire world.”

      “And Doc Angel knows somebody who has one.”

      “So?”

      “I can’t accept that,” Muffin repeated emphatically.

      “There’s nothing you can do about it, and I want it to happen. We’re not going to lose you. We’re a team. Besides, the doc has already received your scan and taken the money,” Theodore said, voice grim, getting up out of his chair. Jackie didn’t make any comment about him swaying for a moment except to raise an eyebrow.

      “That’s almost all the money from the last job. You’ll have nothing left. Please, don’t do that to me.” Muffin’s artificial voice from the loudspeaker sounded almost imploring.

      “What else am I supposed to spend it on, hmm? It was all for my daughter, or at least for her rescue!” he growled grimly back. Theodore slapped Jackie’s hand away when she grabbed him on the forearm to calm him down. “Let go of me! Yeah, take a look with your disapproving eyes at the drunken bum I’ve become. Well done! My daughter has been turned into a monster and fired off into space. What am I supposed to do, spend two million to buy her a shitty gold gravestone? I could write on it, ‘I’m sorry, your daddy couldn’t protect you. But at least he has two million in the bank.’ I will never let anyone be taken away from me ever again!”

      His voice was little different than a howl by the time he was finished speaking and his rage had turned into self-loathing and the dull pain of loss. He tried to kick away the wooden chair he had just been sitting on, but his foot just barely missed it and he painfully slammed his shin. He swayed for a moment, then lost his balance and fell hard on the floor, right next to a small pool of whiskey.

      Like a flash of lightning, the thought went through his brain that it would be tempting to just lie there and lick at the smoky smelling alcohol with his tongue.

      “Excuse us a second,” he heard Jackie say before she bent down and patiently helped him to his feet.

      “Thanks,” Theodore said, as he got back up with a sniff.

      Jackie didn’t answer. Instead she grabbed him by the arm and dragged him out into the narrow corridor, which led to the left, to the stairs for the sixth floor. Instead of going in that direction she opened the opposite door, his bedroom, shoved him in and slammed the door after him.

      “What...?” he stammered in confusion as she appeared as if by magic beside him and slapped him, then again and again until his right cheek burned like fire.

      “Ouch!” he whined.

      Later I can take a couple of sips from my stash, then the pain will go, he thought. The pain...

      “The first one was for you, because you’re too drunk to slap yourself!” Jackie said, her voice ragged. “The second was because you didn’t check with us before paying for telomere therapy for Muffin. We’re a team and all three of us should have been here.”

      “And the third?” he asked with a groan, as he squinted and rubbed his cheek.

      “The third is because you’re such a coward!”

      “What?” He took a shocked step back but Jackie followed him and jabbed her finger in his chest.

      “You’re a coward! Your daughter was brought up by your worst enemy and then killed in an experiment,” she said with brutal honesty, her face blank. Her otherwise beautiful face with its soft shadows at the cheeks now looked like something carved from stone.

      Theodore fought back the tears, smelling his own sour stink from the alcohol, and he hated himself all the more.

      “So you start drinking again, the worst thing you could do, and then you play good Samaritan to Muffin. For what? To make yourself feel better? This isn’t you feeling bad for our friend. You’re feeling sorry for yourself and that’s sickening.”

      Theodore retreated until his back banged against the wall. Their eyes met and silence descended.

      After a while he crumpled against the wall, slid to the floor, and began to cry uncontrollably. Jackie looked down at him for a while, then sat down beside him. She didn’t say a word as he cried out all the tears he had drowned out with alcohol over the last week. All the images and memories of Miri and the short time they had spent together flooded into his mind and he started to pass out from the overwhelming pain. Sweat stood out on his brow as he sobbed, and his chest shook as everything poured out of him like a waterfall and the world went as quiet as a nighttime ocean.
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      Theodore didn’t know how long his head had been in Jackie’s lap as she stroked his hair, but he felt empty, burnt out, exhausted, and simultaneously a little relieved, as if he had just run a marathon.

      “That’s right, Teddy,” she gently whispered. “Let it go, let it out, take on your demons. That’s the only way to rob them of their terror. Eventually.”

      “I swore never to be a coward ever again, never to reach for the bottle, Jackie,” he muttered exhaustedly. Part of him was ashamed that she was touching his hair because it was sweaty and damp. “I swore it to myself and to Miri, although she didn’t understand what I was saying because she was too young.”

      “Did you think you could break your promise because she was gone,” she said softly. “That’s so shit. But it’s also human. We can’t always be strong. Well, except Ludwig, obviously.”

      Theodore wanted to laugh but all he managed was a cough. It was a tiny moment of freedom from the endless worry that had been weighing him down like concrete, but it felt good. A chink of light on the horizon that gave him the will to live again.

      “Yes, but he’s also a machine.”

      “Sometimes I would like to be one, too,” Jackie replied with a sigh.

      Her breath smells slightly of mint. Mine stinks of booze, Theodore thought.

      The word ‘machine’ felt like a dagger in his heart, and he couldn’t help thinking about Miri and how she had been used as a source of human spare parts and been implanted in a machine. No, not Miri. Miri died in Siberia. Because of Kruger.

      “Not another drink, from today on,” Jackie suddenly said, and the sharp tone in her voice left no doubt that she was deadly serious. “If I ever see you drinking again, I’ll leave the team.”

      Her words hit him like a hammer blow. “I promise,” he said hoarsely, then turned his head in her direction. Her eyes had narrowed to slits as she gazed pensively at him.

      It seemed like his instant answer had sounded a little too much like pleading. He had again allowed himself to be tempted by alcohol, and had been destroyed by it.

      What a shitty situation, he inwardly cursed, and extracted himself from Jackie’s hands, despite how much he would have preferred to stay there for all eternity, to feel redeemed and protected. He was overcome by dizziness as he stood up but he gritted his teeth, focused his attention on Jackie, and waited for it to pass. She gazed at him disapprovingly, but she didn’t say a word. She didn’t bat an eyelid, even as he gathered up his Colt Bronco from the bedside table.

      Theodore turned around, aimed the massive revolver at the small wooden cupboard in the corner near the door, and emptied every round from the gun into it.

      The shots were deafening. Wood splintered and flew through the room in a hail of light and dark shards. The tinkling of smashed glass followed and the hammer kept clicking after the twelve rounds were gone. He heard the remains of his stash of whiskey gurgling as it dripped to the floor from the smashed bottles.

      The smell rose enticingly to his nose, like the cries of the sirens to the ears of Odysseus, but he compressed his lips, turned back to Jackie, and tossed the Bronco back onto the bedside table.

      “You look like there is something you want to do,” she said, taking the hand he extended to her to help her to her feet.

      When she was almost looking him in the eye, he slapped the breast pocket of his sweaty shirt. It had for two weeks contained the small piece of paper with Yuna Saki’s terminal number, and he hadn’t even touched it. When he had awakened from the anesthetic after his surgery at the hands of Doc Angel, Ludwig had explained to him that she had thanked him for his support, left her number, and then disappeared.

      Theodore had been wracking his brain about what to do with it, but he hadn’t come up with an answer. Now, despite the alcohol and the bottomless pit of sorrow he had fallen into, he knew. Even if he would never again leave this pit, he could at least concentrate on the light above him and make sure that Kruger never again got his hands on Yuna Saki.

      “Teddy? What’s your plan?” Jackie asked, alarmed, gazing pensively at him.

      “I’m going to keep a promise. I can’t save Miri from Kruger anymore, but I can save Yuna Saki. Just as soon as she is safe, I’m going to kill Kruger,” he told her in a grim voice.

      “Hmm, a vendetta,” Jackie tutted and then nodded. “Yes, that sounds good. I have an even better idea. First we stop his plans, tempt him out of his damn hole, and then we kill him.”

      “But first we’ll break his legs.” Theodore turned in shock at the sound of a third, deep voice and saw Ludwig standing in the door. He was aiming an assault rifle, looking at the destroyed cupboard with its draining whiskey. Then the barrel of his rifle sank.

      Theodore smiled. It wasn’t a joyous smile but it was a decisive smile and that was the best he could do in the situation. He once knew a Theodore who always decided for the best he was able to do, and he would get that Theodore back, right now.

      For Miri.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

        

    

    







            Rachel

          

          

        

    

    






Ganymede Explorer, Sol System 2058

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel woke up. Lights moved past like faraway stars, while in the background were threads of moonlight. Voices surrounded her, wouldn’t leave her in peace, like a swarm of annoying mosquitoes attacking her soul.

      “What’s going on?” she whispered groggily, her eyes narrowing to slits. She had to admit she didn’t feel too bad, a little off her game at worst, as if somebody had just emptied fuel oil over her head. Everything was happening slowly and was strangely distorted.

      Then a face appeared before her. She knew this woman, her eyes... but this woman’s hair was white like an angel. Who... ?

      “Rachel? Can you hear me?” Even the woman’s mouth looked strange.

      She managed just one incomprehensible, hoarse noise. Her throat was so dry and sore that she felt an urge to cough, but she just didn’t have the strength. The face in front of her changed as a hand appeared and the lower part of the face was no longer white. Instead she saw a nose and a narrow mouth with small wrinkles beside it.

      “This is Veronika. I’m prepping you for surgery.”

      “Hmm...?” Rachel was puzzled. Then, in a flash, she remembered everything... going out on the hull with Matthes, the cyborg tearing him apart and then coming for her, its claw tearing off her calf... seeing Sarah Barnes hurled into the endless darkness, and Patrick floating toward her with his amputated arm.

      “Patrick?” she asked, her voice a croak.

      “He’s in the bed right beside you. He’s doing well. Miller and I will be operating on both of you at the same time,” she explained patiently before she pulled her face mask back up. “I’m using your implanted spinal blocker to block all the nerve pathways to your left leg. You won’t feel a thing. We have already created replacement muscle in the 3D printer. Don’t worry.” Before Rachel could reply, Veronika’s face retreated and she was left staring at the brightly lit ceiling.

      “Rachel?”

      She turned her head in surprise, the surgical cap over her hair rustling, to look to the right—a movement that seemed so slow to her it felt like eternity itself.

      In the end she was looking into Patrick’s face. He looked pale and exhausted, but he was smiling with tired eyes that looked a few years older.

      “Hey,” she said, and smiled equally flatly.

      “You look absolutely terrible.”

      “Same to you,” she replied, and felt the urge to snicker in imitation of being in good spirits. She didn’t have the strength.

      Rachel’s eyes rolled a little lower, wanting to see her leg, but Veronika and Marcus Miller, the two ship’s doctors, had hidden everything from her hips down behind a surgical drape.

      “A zero-G operation,” Patrick sounded fascinated but also apprehensive. “I’ve always found that interesting.”

      “Not me. I worked on the development of the smart foam we use today, during my time in the astronaut program,” she said, more to distract herself than really being keen to think back to those times. “That stuff spreads automatically and closes the blood vessels. Then it breaks down again after about an hour...”

      Rachel’s words trailed off as she saw a round hole in the ceiling open like an iris and a surgical robot emerge. It had eight arms, each with six joints, and surgical instruments, and it had magnetic feet that allowed it to move lightning fast but utterly precisely across the operating room.

      “Can you imagine that just a few decades ago people were operated on by other people?” Patrick asked, shaking his head as if in slow motion.

      “Yes, my little brother died because a doctor made a cut just a millimeter too long,” she replied, and was surprised by her sudden candor. It had to be the medication.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know...”

      “It’s fine,” Rachel said.

      Behind the surgical sheet she heard a clicking noise, the slight hum of servo motors and shrill beeps. It all reminded her more of a factory than an operating room.

      “Well, I’m pleased at least that a precise machine is stitching on my new arm,” Patrick said. The engineer’s body was also cut in half by a blue surgical drape, like a magician’s assistant. “Why are you laughing?” he asked in confusion.

      “Oh nothing,” she replied, just as suddenly hit by a wave of sadness.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I just thought about Sarah and how that thing just tossed her into space,” she explained, her voice subdued. “I can’t imagine a worse death.”

      “Yes,” he agreed with a sigh.

      “When I was flying home from Ganymede I often fantasized about a death like that. Over all those months the brain just has too much time to think about catastrophe. The only thing I thought could be worse than to die silently and secretly in the robot ship as I hurtled through the night is a death like the one that came to Sarah. To float through the emptiness in a spacesuit with ten hours of oxygen, not knowing up from down, the loneliest point in the universe. It’s an absolutely horrific thought, Patrick.”

      “You’re right. On Earth, the privileged, the people like us, can be kept safe from any kind of inconvenient death. It’s very different out here. People don’t belong out here,” he replied earnestly. “But I’m sure that was also what the Vikings and the men who sailed with Columbus were thinking when they sailed across the Atlantic and discovered America. They didn’t belong in the ocean, their place was on the ship. We’re in the same situation. Sailors from six hundred years ago must have been terrified of drowning, alone on the high seas among the endless expanse of waves that stretched away to the horizon, where it may very well have fallen into the abyss.”

      “You’re probably right about that.” Rachel gazed at him for a while as he remained silent. After a while she said, “I’m sorry about your arm.”

      “You saved both our lives by doing it. If you hadn’t closed the airlock, that thing would have killed us both. You shouldn’t feel sorry about it, you should feel the opposite,” the engineer snorted and, as she was about to reply, he shook his head. “Seriously. Not another word. I’m going to get a temporary prosthesis from the 3D printer and once we get back to Earth I’ll have Fukuyama create a brand new, third-generation augmented arm, paid for by the insurance. Then I’ll finally be able to act tough and arm wrestle with Boyd’s men.”

      His smile was wide but it didn’t reach his eyes, which spoke of profound exhaustion. She thought he looked like those marathon runners who started to look like emaciated skeletons after running too many races and just kept on going until a heart attack hit. Her father had looked that way for many years after Julio’s death. There were only three ways out of this state. Either you gave up, or fell into distraction and addiction to deaden the pain and stress, or you emerged stronger.

      Inside she hoped, for her friend’s sake, that it would be the latter in his case.

      “Have you heard anything about the cyborg,” she asked him, as he frowned and was about to ask her a question.

      “No.” He shook his head again. “But I can’t hear any alarms so it hasn’t appeared in any of the camera feeds.”

      “What does that monster even want with us?” she asked softly, as she tried to force the images of the horrific metal face with its dead, augmented eyes from her mind.

      “I wish I knew. Its actions don’t make any sense. If it wanted to murder us, it could have done it long ago. We don’t have anything that can stop it. But it hasn’t done so.”

      “It seems to me that it was only when we went near the transmitter that it attacked,” she replied. She only managed at the last moment to stop herself from looking down at her lower body, as the hum of the servo motors got louder for a moment.

      “It could have been attached since back on Earth,” Patrick countered.

      “But by who?”

      “Somebody at Hyun-Hakkamoto who is completely in the pocket of Rhine Ruhr Industries is my bet.”

      “What makes you think it’s Rhine Ruhr?” she asked.

      “The augmentations could point in that direction, although that’s difficult to say for sure about the products on the market. The most telling thing is the fact that the Europeans have been unusually quiet after their competitors from Southeast Asia stole their valuable employees. They didn’t once even try to get any of us back. Why would they do that?” Patrick shot her a meaningful look and nodded as she began to chew her bottom lip.

      “To smuggle a laboratory experiment onto the ship. They aren’t interested at all in causing our mission to fail. Instead they wanted to foist the latest monster from their secret laboratories on us,” Rachel said. She snorted in frustration. “And I worked and risked my life for those bastards.”

      “Sure, and you were abducted by a new set of bastards, and forced to risk your life for them,” Patrick added evenly, and returned his gaze to the ceiling.

      Rachel thought about what he had said and she had to admit that he was right. By being close to her friends and colleagues from the past—other scientists who had all already been in space—she had felt understood and supported for the first time since her departure for Ganymede. When she was given another opportunity to go back and investigate the moons of Jupiter from the safety of a modern spaceship designed for use by a human crew, with smart minds and well-armed soldiers behind her, she hadn’t hesitated. She had obviously been so blinded by these advantages and so preoccupied with the changes in her life that she hadn’t even thought about what she was getting herself involved in.

      Rachel was a playing card in the hand of a faceless poker player who was only interested in winning the jackpot, or at least as much as possible of it. Not concerned about her, one single card, only of any value in the great dance of many other cards if she proved useful. Of course, this wasn’t the first time she had thought along these lines, but this was the first time since her abduction that she had been forced to stay still, unable to distract herself with anything else. Aboard a spaceship, a real spaceship, there was always plenty to do to keep you awake 24 hours a day.

      But not during this surgery.

      Now that her thoughts could no longer escape or look in another direction, she felt—almost physically—the fingers of the player on her body. She felt herself being taken from the deck, looked at, sorted, and played, and then the same process repeated again. It was an uncomfortable experience, a painful experience and above all a humiliating experience. What especially infuriated her was the fact that she couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Are you okay?” Patrick asked, concerned. She hadn’t even noticed that he had turned his head back to look at her.

      “No,” she growled.

      “Are you in pain? Is the spinal blo—”

      “It’s not that,” she hissed, and she felt bad about the tone even as she said the words. “Sorry. This shit is making me crazy. I feel like a rat in a cage, tasked with creating works of art in front of the eyes of a few scientists, to make them rich.”

      “Sounds like my job description,” the German said, attempting a joke, but all Rachel could manage was a joyless smile.

      “Please distract me,” she said to him, allowing herself a moment of weakness. In her current state, thinking any more about the hand she held—the hand she was held in—wouldn’t help, it would only hinder her work, and she couldn’t afford that. She had the uneasy feeling that in the days to come they could be facing a battle for sheer survival.

      “No problem. Actually, there is a question I have been wanting to ask you since we set out, but I haven’t had the chance because the shit has constantly been hitting the fan,” Patrick growled as his forehead wrinkled until the creased brown skin looked like a marbled sirloin.

      “Okay, now I’m intrigued.”

      “I looked at your recordings, at least the ones Hyun-Hakkamoto got their hands on and gave me access to. When I was looking at them, I came across a strange thing that has to have been noticed by the eggheads back home. But I’m sure about one thing. They won’t come up with a useful answer. That’s why I’d like to get your point of view. You were there, after all.”

      “Okay, now you have my undivided attention. What’s this about?” she asked, then thought, I don’t have anything better to do, after all.

      “The RRI Valkyrie—I extracted your recordings about how the landing weight reported was higher than the departure weight at Transpluto. I’m guessing that you didn’t simply misread the data in the heat of battle?” Patrick’s gaze, brows knit, could have been anything from appraising to disbelieving.

      “No. Believe me, I have been thinking about it a lot myself.” He was about to say something in reply but she shook her head. “I know that a spaceship is a closed system. I know that its mass can’t simply increase and make the whole thing heavier. I might not be an engineer, but I understand enough physics to know that. It is absolutely impossible, as far as I know, but that’s how it was. The Valkyrie was heavier at its landing than at its launch.”

      “I believe you,” he replied placatingly and sighed. “Do you have any ideas? I’m even prepared to consider wild, esoteric fantasies, because we’re not going to make any progress with our current understanding of physics.”

      “I don’t have a clue. There are a few dozen astronomical units between Planet Nine and Ganymede. The space between is empty, by our standards, but there is some material there. The sun alone expels thousands of tons of material into the vacuum every day. Sun storms, after all, are nothing more than free gas,” she started to explain, even though she knew already that her argument was going to run out of steam half way.

      “Hmm,” Patrick said. “Material can be created from nothing, if you think about it. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here now.”

      “You mean Einstein’s discovery that energy is created or transformed from material and material is created or transformed from energy?”

      “No, I don’t mean that at all,” he replied, shaking his head, slightly dislodging his surgical cap, revealing sparse hairs from his receding hairline. “I mean the Big Bang. According to the Big Bang theory, first there was nothing, then everything we see here. The universe, in other words.”

      “But there was no Big Bang on the Valkyrie, that much is certain.”

      “Very funny,” he muttered. “I’m grasping at straws of logic here.”

      “This is why we’re flying to Ganymede, right? We want to uncover the answer to a mystery, and if anyone or anything knows more than we do, it has to be whoever is responsible for the Valkyrie being heavier at its landing than at its launch: whoever built a transmitter on the moon, to broadcast across the entire solar system; whoever built the white rings that are drilling kilometers down into Ganymede’s icy crust and altering its atmosphere.”

      “Yes. Whoever did all that without even being there,” Patrick added softly, as if he might wake up something that should be left sleeping.

      “How are we supposed to know who that is? Maybe they have been there all along but we can’t see them,” Rachel said, and Patrick's gaze snapped back to her with a rustle from his cap.

      At that moment Veronika appeared between the two surgical patients and lowered her right forearm to reveal her medical datapad.

      “Everything’s okay, Rachel. Your leg is almost as good as new,” the doctor said. She turned to the engineer. “We’re almost finished with you, too, Patrick.”

      “Thanks. After it’s done, could you give me a sedative right away,” he growled. He looked even paler than he already had up to that point.

      “Why?” Veronika asked in alarm, as she took a step closer.

      But Patrick shook his head. “If Rachel’s imaginings are right, we don’t just have a metal monster on the ship, we might also have invisible aliens to deal with who—which—that—are waiting for us on Ganymede.”
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      Theodore went down the stairs in the direction of the underground parking, avoiding a group of drunken freelancers who stank of cheap perfume with a hint of sweat. He looked at his wrist terminal. It was just after eight, so he was definitely going to get caught in the rush hour.

      On the other hand, it was pretty much always rush hour across the whole of Los Angeles. Two drunken Vory thugs were lurking at the bottom of a flight of stairs on the ground floor and laughing so loudly that they even drowned out the slam of the bass coming from the club above.

      Theodore slammed the tip of his boot into the tattooed meathead on the right until he turned around. Just like any other time he had anything to do with Yuri’s people, the guy first shot him the aggressive look of a man itching to get into a fight. The Russians weren’t exactly the brightest, but this disadvantage in relation to the Yakuza was compensated for by their fearlessness and brute force. During the week that Theodore and his team had been in hiding he had often seen Yuri and a dozen of his people go off to ‘tear somebody a new asshole.’ The gangsters mostly called this ‘drive and shoot,’ and to judge by their outfits when they got back, they obviously took their motto very seriously.

      He hated these guys. He had tangled with them on numerous occasions when they had been beating their prostitutes, treating them like animals, or were about to simply kill the Johns that crossed them. ‘To teach somebody a lesson’ seemed to mean in Russian ‘to kill them,’ and do it in the most horrific way possible.

      It’s still better than living in the cellar with Baker and his sick butchers, he told himself, growling as he went past, his only reply to the broken English of the two thugs and their thick Russian accents.

      “Hey, Teddich, where you go so late, ha?”

      “You want whore? Make you feel good!”

      They sat back down when he didn’t answer, and yelled a few sentences of Russian after him with as many curse words as fleas on a dog. But that didn’t bother Theodore in the slightest. Once it might have, 20 years ago, when he had first earned his stripes in the Hamburg police. Today all he cared about were things that could really hurt him. Bullets, for example. Dangerous adversaries who were out for his blood, or dirty bastards like Kruger.

      He rather pitied punks like these puffed up brutes, nowadays.

      He heard the fire door of the underground parking garage slam shut behind him, allowing him to relax a little. At least a little more than before, which pretty much meant he was now only 89 percent tense.

      His shoulder muscles had been hard and knotted like a frozen tangle of rubber bands for days, sending a constant, dull pain shooting up his neck into his head. He used to always blame his alcoholism and his liver, which was no longer up to the same punishment. But now he had to admit that he was in such a dire situation that his whole body was tense.

      How could he ever make up to his daughter for what he had done? He had no doubt that he had her blood on his hands, just as much as Kruger himself did. All because he didn’t want to betray Yuna Saki to her father.

      But Theodore would make the same decision again, though he didn’t know if this realization would send him even deeper into grief or if it would comfort him. If he had saved Miri at the expense of having another daughter’s blood on his hands, a daughter who had escaped her father’s vile claws, it would have ended just the same, and then...

      Then that’s how Miri would have seen him, the way Jackie had just seen him, and he would never be able to endure the shame. He was unsettled to his core that his partner had seen him at such a low point, that he had become closer to her than he ever had with anyone else. Though, actually it was she who had gotten so close to him, he corrected himself, while he took the last few stairs of the underground parking and swiftly looked around. To the right, between bare concrete pillars, were colorful, fabulously expensive and yet cheap-looking sports cars, such as only a poser like Yuri in his ridiculous white suits would drive. Left in the central block were two electric SUVs and a GMC pickup, while at the left wall there was a Ford Aurora and a large number of sleek motorbikes.

      For a moment he thought about whether he should mount one of the brutally speedy bikes, but he didn’t think it was a good idea after how much he had been drinking. Center Sec hated posers and punks who had enough money to pay for whatever they wanted, and these motorbikes were exactly the sort of thing they would notice. The real elite didn’t ride them, and the only ones who could afford them, even though they would as-good-as-never get the chance to use one, were criminals.

      So he went toward the Ford Aurora before being roused from his brooding only halfway there by a click that almost activated his reflex managers. To his left, in a small channel between two walls where cables and pipes traveled down from above, a huge man in an A-shirt was sitting on a plastic chair. He was spitting on the barrel of a sawed-off shotgun and polishing it with an oily rag.

      Theodore gave the man a questioning look.

      “You need key,” the fat brute said and pointed to a small key cabinet on the wall opposite him.

      “Give me the key for the Aurora,” Theodore said impatiently.

      “First must ask Yuri,” came back the answer in a heavy Russian accent. The man’s eyes showed he was spoiling for a fight.

      Theodore tensed, consciously raising his pulse until a slight tremor traveled like lightning from the top of his head to the tip of his toes, the sign that his reflex management had kicked into operation. Accelerated by the augmentation he took a step forward, grabbed the barrel of the shotgun, and pushed it under the double chin of the fat Vory.

      The Russian’s eyes went wide and his nostrils flared. Theodore was almost embarrassed at being forced into such a simple demonstration of power, but he was not about to be held up by a third-class barroom brawler. Yuri had put all his resources at his and his team’s disposal, and this guy knew it.

      “Green key,” the Russian hurriedly said, and pointed at the key cabinet.

      “That’s better.” Theodore tossed the shotgun aside, grabbed the thumb-size contact key, and walked to the Ford Aurora. It was black, ten years old at most, and therefore considerably newer than his old Aurora, the one in which he and Jackie had almost been killed.

      He inserted the key, pulled open the driver’s door, and fell into the contoured seat. The door closed behind him and the ventilation system switched off with a hum and an uncomfortable silence descended.

      Theodore tried to endure it for the space of a single breath but it was pure torture. His thoughts screamed for Miri. Violent fantasies about Kruger were mixed with images of his daughter after the death of his wife before being driven out by other memories—the sight of her on the operating table in Siberia, so alone and lost, so defenseless and vulnerable. Then he remembered being drunk and throwing up beside his bed, and how he tried to wipe away the vomit with humiliating swimming movements, as he muttered something to himself. It was pitiful, and the shame he felt at himself awoke more terrible memories from before.

      After taking in and releasing a deep breath, he picked up the piece of paper with the terminal number that Yuna Saki had entrusted to Ludwig to give to him. His voice trembling, he dictated the number, then said, “Call.”

      Every long-drawn-out tone he heard, after taking the small bud from his wrist and putting it in his left ear, quickened his pulse, even though he had already switched off his reflex management. He had already talked to her once, but that had been when he was under the influence of the stim jet, and the words they had exchanged were now as indistinct as if he were seeing them written on tatters of fog.

      He had shadowed the Japanese woman for several years, made her a kind of hobby, tried to accompany her every day from work to home without her noticing. When he thought about it that way, he sounded like a stalker, a pervert obsessed with a single woman, but there was a reason he was only thinking about this now. The idea had never once crossed his mind.

      “Hello Theodore,” came a soft voice in his ear, as suddenly as the Big Bang and as clear as a cloudless night.

      “Erm, hello,” he replied hoarsely and cleared his throat. Like a boy during his first day at school. What a big, tough merc. “I...” He started stammering. Yes, what exactly? What was it he actually wanted to say? Hello, I just wanted to say that your father is looking for you, but you already know that.

      “Thank you for saving me,” Yuna Saki said in his ear. He closed his eyes for a moment without having to think about Miri or whiskey.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but how did you know who I am and where I live? Why did you appear at just that moment, when the Yakuza was storming my apartment?” Kruger’s daughter sounded so calm and collected, but at the same time demanding and unyielding. This fact made him very proud. After all these years he felt so close to her, knew all her routines and small idiosyncrasies, but he had to remind himself that he was a complete stranger to her.

      “Your father, he found out your location from me,” he confessed with a heavy heart and let out a long sigh.

      Silence suddenly descended on the other end of the line. Theodore gave her a moment, tensely compressed his lips, afraid that she would hang up at any moment.

      “I don’t understand,” she said at last, and crackling tension was conveyed over the line directly into the depth of his mind.

      Honesty could be so damn uncomfortable.

      He suddenly thought about his sponsor, who had helped him get off La Roche, and who had told him to always be honest with himself, as only then could he be honest with other people. And honesty, he had learned, was the only possible way of winning in his battle with alcohol.

      “We should talk about this in person,” he suggested and jokingly added, “I’ll come unarmed. If you don’t like what I have to say, you can shoot me.” With this too, he was being absolutely honest.

      “Okay,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Follow the coordinates. You have two hours. Then I’ll be gone. Forever.” Yuna Saki ended the call.

      Theodore looked at the data she had sent. His terminal spent a second loading and then displayed a red blinking point near the Ark. East Side, quite close to Hell’s Mouth. He should be able to get there in under an hour.

      He carefully started the vehicle, chose autopilot from the screen in the central console, and then relaxed back into the contoured seat, while the Ford Aurora slid from the underground parking garage into the setting sun.

      So as not to be confronted again by the silence, he activated the car’s head-up display. The windshield darkened a little and a 3D representation of the user menu appeared in front of his eyes. He touched the symbol for the news app and watched the live feed from Metro News.

      A reporter in a black coat and wide plastic hat was standing in a grim landscape of ruins. He pointed at the skeletal buildings behind him that stood out from the gray mountains like tombstones. Fires were smoldering everywhere and deep craters had furrowed the muddy ground so much that it looked like a lunar landscape. Some soldiers in black military armor ran past, and then a flight of helicopters thundered over the reporter’s head. It was almost impossible to hear him for a moment.

      Then the man continued speaking through compressed lips, “... the fate of this blemish on the face of the city has been sealed once and for all. The city council has in a first public statement explicitly thanked Center Sec and Rhine Ruhr Industries, who have, with their decisive and cooperative action, prevented Los Angeles from being open to smugglers and gangs of thieves any longer. A clash between units of the European mega-corporation and their North American competitors, Alpha, has been characterized by both sides as a misunderstanding because of bad weather. The situation is under control and has already been cleared up.”

      “Wait a minute,” Theodore growled, and with an extended finger he scrolled the timeline back to the fade-in of the reporter at the start of the report.

      “Thanks, Patricia! I’m here at ground zero in the mountains of the Angeles National Forest, where it seems recently a very busy smuggler hideout was found. Rhine Ruhr Industries corporate troops, working closely with a Center Sec special unit, have managed to close down the biggest import hub in the whole of North America for illegal weapons, drugs, and prostitution. As Councilor Simmons, who seems to have been very well informed about the secret operation, has said, there was determined resistance. But after several hours of heavy exchanges of fire, the Rhine Ruhr troops and Center Sec were finally able to prevail and liberate the entire area. So, according to Simmons, the fate of this blemish on the face of the city has been sealed once and for all...”

      Theodore stopped listening and ran his fingers through his hair. Dust Town was history. It seemed his accidental discovery of the white rings and the destruction caused by Baker’s men had enraged some very powerful people. If Rhine Ruhr had decided to utterly level Dust Town, the order must have come from very high up. From Anton Ritter. Nobody else would have dared to take such a step. The smuggler town had been the real pulse of the L.A. elite, had stilled the illegal yearnings of the rich and beautiful, including the highest levels of corporate management..

      You don’t bite the hand that feeds you, unless you think it will bring you some advantage. Or reduce disadvantage.

      “Request,” he said aloud. “Clash between units of Rhine Ruhr Industries and Alpha Transfer and Technology Corporation.”

      Various news reports flowed over the windshield with head-size thumbprints. He selected the first, the ‘Pasadena Alarmist,’ a kind of underground newspaper that was popular with mercs and was usually well informed, and he skimmed through the report. It seemed like it had been a brief engagement between Rhine Ruhr and Alpha Corporation at the entrance to the road through the pass. There were hardly any pictures because the adversaries had obviously shot down any unregistered drones.

      “The Europeans got there quicker,” he muttered, and considered what that could mean. Kruger was up to his neck in Hyun-Hakkamoto’s pocket, which made him suspect that the white rings might have belonged to his corporation. Rhine Ruhr had hired Theodore and his team to steal the Ganymede samples from the Tomahawk cloud ship.

      But there had unfortunately been another white ring, the one that had fallen on the Ark. Rhine Ruhr had secured it. They must have detected the same sources of radiation that Muffin had salvaged from the secret Tomahawk data, which meant that the radiation signatures could now also be measured. Obviously they had been simultaneously released from Cerberus. The Alpha troops had thought they’d better see what was so interesting there, but they couldn’t overtake Rhine Ruhr, so they decided to test their resolve to see what was so interesting about what was going on.

      Theodore’s head was spinning. He hated politics, especially when politics had become a synonym for industrial politics. Councilors, governors, and to a great degree even the president were today nothing more than better-paid spokespeople for mega-corporations. Something was happening behind the scenes, and in his opinion it was all going too fast.

      Why had Rhine Ruhr reacted immediately to the fall of the ring? Shortly after it hit the Ark, they already had heavy units on site. The Alpha Corporation had been almost as swift, and Hyun-Hakkamoto obviously secretly maintained research locations such as the one in Dust Town. Whatever it was that the big boys were doing in the background, the noose was tightening and things were happening quicker and more uncontrollably. If one of the corporate CEOs had already decided to level Dust Town, it meant that he was ready to go all out and the others would follow.

      He gloomily shoved the head-up display away.

      “Drive mode,” he said, and the windshield went transparent again. There was a light drizzle and the sky was already smeared a dark blue, like rancid oil. The roads were busy, but the traffic was moving. The traffic finally jammed up at the border between West Covina and East L.A., which was only discernible because the buildings were even shabbier. Like many of the other drivers, Theodore grabbed his rain hat and got out to see what was blocking the road.

      Riots.

      “Just great,” he growled, and zoomed in with his augmented eyes to see a clash between Center Sec and furious inhabitants, about 1,000 meters away. Hundreds of masked figures were throwing stones, bottles, and fireworks at an oncoming hundred-strong Center Sec unit in riot armor. Behind them came special units of the private police forces from the rowhouses. In the distance he saw several of the characteristic flashes of stun grenades along with muzzle flashes of rifles.

      Theodore got back in his car and looked around. To his right several drivers with vehicles on manual were mounting sidewalks full of rubberneckers, heading for a side road 50 meters up ahead. On impulse, he also switched off his autopilot and steered the Aurora onto the sidewalk. He rammed a dumpster and pedestrians pushed themselves in shock against the building walls, yelled obscenities after him, and emphasized their disapproval with furious gesticulations.

      He couldn’t miss Yuna Saki. She had to hear what he had to say.
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      Rachel left her quarters and headed in the direction of the conference room. Maria and Patrick were still asleep. Only Julie had already crawled from her cocoon and disappeared off to the showers.

      It was only six o’clock, ship time, but Rachel couldn’t get back to sleep. A week had passed since her surgery, which meant that it would only be six days before they would enter a low parking orbit around Ganymede. As if that wasn’t reason enough to be suffering from anxious insomnia, there was still a killer cyborg crawling around somewhere inside or outside the ship.

      And then there was the business with James Matthes.

      Two days after their surgeries, there had been a brief memorial service for him and Sarah Barnes, where nobody managed to say a word. She and Patrick were too groggy after their experience, or the postoperative aftereffects and medication, and everyone else was just frightened. Fear raged like a plague on the Ganymede Explorer and infected every crack, from drive nacelle to the observation deck on the bridge. Even before their disastrous expedition on the hull, a gloomy and anxious mood had been in the air, but since it was no longer just Boyd’s men who had been killed but two members of the science team, this atmosphere had made way for naked fear.

      The loss of their commander, who had established himself as a unifying and calming influence whom everyone had gotten used to, was keenly felt. It was the penultimate swing of the ax against the columns of the last bridge that still connected them to sanity. Astronauts were tested and selected for their psychological resilience over many, many hours, individuals who could endure all the mental torture during their training, but there were limits. A killer cyborg on the ship, a thing that could not be defeated and was killing members of the expedition one after another, revealed these limits all too clearly.

      In the end, it was her friend, Maria, who had said the eulogy. “We are all frightened. None of us knows what is waiting for us on Ganymede, if we even make it there. We don’t know what the monster out there is planning and we don’t know why it is killing our friends and colleagues. But there is one thing we know—there is only one direction and it is forward. We are almost at our goal and we will not be turning around. We will do what James Matthes and Sarah Barnes did. James, who was always optimistic and brave and encouraged us to be our best, and that was what he expected of himself. Sarah, who followed Patrick out to save Rachel without hesitation. We have to ensure that this mission is at least a partial success, not only for science and for the Earth, but also for both victims that we are here today to remember. We owe them that, people!”

      Maria was right, of course, even if the words, as ever, had been very emotional and sparse. She had seemed like a Band-Aid trying to close a gaping wound. It would have to hold, at least long enough for them to find out how to get rid of the cyborg. Boyd had suggested putting his men in their heavy, motorized armor, and sending them out to rake the thing with fire from heavy weapons. But Rachel had just shaken her head. If the soldiers missed by just a hair’s breadth, it could destroy the whole ship. It was too risky, and thankfully Boyd had agreed.

      Boyd. Following the chain of command, he had become the new commander on board and her colleagues didn’t like that at all.

      Rachel sighed as she climbed up the ladder to the central corridor. The centripetal force became ever weaker until she became light enough to float. She couldn’t yet put her full weight on her left leg for any extended period, so she was relieved at being weightless. Veronika had assured her that everything was progressing normally and her recovery was going smoothly. As a biochemist, Rachel had analyzed the blood tests herself in the laboratory, and she had to give the results to the doctor—no high levels of inflammation, and thrombocytes and leukocytes at normal levels. She diligently took her increased rations, multivitamins, and trace element pouches, took antioxidants and fish oil capsules three times a day, and drank amino acids until she felt ill.

      Patrick had stared at the amino acid drinks in disgust in the first days and refused to swallow the admittedly-not-especially-delicious protein shakes. But after she had explained that muscles, hair, bones, and organs were made of protein, and his immune system was also about one point five kilos of protein, he had been able to persuade his taste buds after all.

      So far, her body had been following the recovery plan. The only thing she couldn’t influence was the planned merging of the artificial muscle fibers with the actual muscle fibers remaining in her left calf. On Earth, she could have been given a perfect product that had been cloned especially for her using her stem cells, but she was not on Earth. Here she would have to make do with synthetic replacements.

      She reached the corridor that went along the entire central axis, all the way to the drive section, which was divided up by 14 pressure bulkheads, and then she floated into the spoke that went to the work section. She carefully floated into the rotating arm and then gently downward. As she felt the increasing centripetal force, she felt a flash of the Coriolis force and her stomach threatened to turn inside out. But the feeling came and went so quickly that she was able to ignore it.

      At the end of the spoke, she had to climb again to avoid being pulled by gravity and made to fall backward. The conference room was brightly lit. The light wall that framed the large window shone in the same spectrum as sunlight on Earth, at significantly more than 2,000 lux. This form of light source had been installed in all the crew and work areas to prevent the astronauts from becoming depressed.

      Boyd was already sitting at the end of the conference table brooding over a datapad. He didn’t seem to have even noticed her come in. Rachel had expected to be alone here at this time of day. When crewmembers got up early, they usually went to the fitness room first to do the two hours of muscle and endurance training that they all had to do every day.

      “Good morning,” she said, and Boyd’s gaze twitched up. His eyes were edged in dark blue and his lips were pale.

      “Good morning,” he replied, and held the back of his hand in front of his mouth to hide a mighty yawn.

      “You’re up pretty early,” they both said at the same time. Rachel smiled weakly, as she went to the coffee machine and got herself a double espresso. She liked the hum of the small device, that looked so spectacularly unspectacular—just like the ones on Earth, and so was the coffee.

      “Do you want one, sir?”

      Boyd shook his head. “No, thank you. And please, you know you can call me Hansen.”

      Rachel took her small plastic cup and went to sit beside him and shook her head politely. “You’re an officer. If I was familiar with you, my colleagues would flip out and think I had gone over to the jarheads.”

      The captain laughed grimly and snorted, “As if we can afford to indulge our old rivalries.”

      “A little normality is perhaps just what we all need in this situation.”

      He was right, of course, but she somehow didn’t trust herself to get too close to the level-headed officer. Not that she found him especially attractive, although he certainly wore his uniform well, but she was too frightened of losing somebody else. Patrick, Maria, and also to a certain degree Julie were now all close to her heart, so much so that fearful thoughts were creeping ever more into her head. What if one of them is the next to die? Being afraid for three is a big-enough burden.

      At the same time she knew she was behaving quite childishly. She would have preferred to distance herself from all of her crewmates, so as not to get too hurt if something went wrong. It was a horrible situation all the way around.

      “Matthes’s death is a real loss,” Boyd muttered, abruptly flicking the datapad away. It slid half a meter across the table before coming to a halt.

      “Yes, he was a good commander.”

      “And I’m not?”

      “That’s not at all what I meant,” she hurriedly said, the tiny espresso cup pausing before it reached her lips.

      “I know that wasn’t what you were saying, and I know you would never say it, because you are tactful, but I am saying it. Matthes was a distinguished expert on space, an outstanding astronaut, and he was an exceptional leader. A little in love with himself perhaps, and he enjoyed his own stories. But in reality, everyone has a dark side, and his was very easy to live with as part of the whole package.”

      “What are you getting at, Boyd?” she asked, her voice soft but determined. Ever since she had barely survived the trip outside—before that, even, if she were honest with herself—she’d had a feeling of urgency building within her that she was utterly unable to shake.

      “I’m ‘getting at’ the fact that I am a soldier. I might be a very good leader, but I am less experienced in space than you and all the others on the science team. I went through the astronaut program and have been to Luna once—that’s it. When you eggheads start to go into detail about the composition of Ganymede’s atmosphere, or you start talking about fall vectors, I’m quickly out of my depth.”

      Rachel inhaled, about to say something comforting.

      He raised his hand and silenced her. “Please show me the respect of not politely lying to me. We don’t have time for that. What I am saying is this: I have no idea what is waiting for us on Jupiter’s moon. You don’t have any idea either—okay, I get that—but at least you have a starting point, while my eyes are trained to determine when something could be dangerous and has to be shot. If I look at the sensor data, I would say pretty much all of the stuff down there meets those criteria. Are you following my thinking?”

      “No,” she cautiously answered.

      “Take a look. What I see in these images are unknown risks and sources of danger, thousands of ways it could all go wrong. But what you and your colleagues see are miracles of science, opportunities to expand your knowledge and contribute to human development. We need your way of thinking down there much more than we need my finger on the trigger. I became number two on this ship because that’s how management wanted the pecking order. Each of those pencil pushers wanted their personal protege as close to the big cheese as possible.”

      “So? You were somebody’s bootlicker?” Rachel asked in surprise.

      Boyd smiled joylessly. “Do you think someone makes captain at thirty just by working hard?”

      “Erm... yes?”

      “Oh no, Doctor,” the soldier shook his head. “No, it hasn’t been like that for a long time. You have to work yourself into the favor of the right people and in my case that was Fuki Yakashimi.”

      “That is...”

      “She is the CDO, Chief Defense Officer, at Hyun-Hakkamoto. She’s one of the good ones. Well, let’s say ‘one of the better ones’ on the board of the corporation,” he explained.

      “Why are you telling me all this, Captain?” Rachel asked frankly.

      “I want you to take command!”

      “But...”

      “Wait,” he said, again raising his hand to prevent her protest. “Please, hear me out. You have already been to Ganymede. You know how it is to lose comrades and friends. You kept a cool head and improvised in one of the worst situations an astronaut can encounter—two such situations, in fact. You have been to space five times, everyone on board likes you, and you set a good example at every opportunity. You’re the right one for this job. I’m not.”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel answered, truly confused. She was too surprised by his words to pull her thoughts into order. She would never have thought that this officer would willingly give up command to her, that he might possibly choose to transfer authority from the military to the civilian branch of the expedition. Her first impulse was to immediately say ‘Yes!’ because she actually did agree with him that this mission should be under the command of the scientists. But then she thought about what else he had said.

      “I think you’re seeing too much of the positive in me,” she said at last. She thought about her lonely journey from Ganymede to Earth, the many hours she had spent crying, sitting in the corner with her legs curled up in a near-fetal posture. She thought about every moment, and she remembered every moment in detail, how often she’d pondered the relief she would feel if she took an overdose of zopiclone. In the last weeks she had started to feel stronger, though, because she had survived the torture, proud of herself, relaxed even, because she had been able to survive her personal passion play—and had done so by her own strength. But now, with Boyd saying all of these positive things about her, she was having doubts.

      “I can see you have doubts,” Boyd blurted out. Rachel looked at him in surprise. He smiled sympathetically and gave a dismissive wave. “You are afraid of taking on new responsibilities and losing those who are relying on you.”

      She looked at him blankly and quickly closed her mouth. Yes, she realized suddenly feeling exposed. Yes, that’s exactly right.

      Memories of Diggs, Mönning, Skjorgard, and Mitchel raced through her head, images of games nights spent together on Ganymede Station, of jokes in the airlock... and then of the camera images from the botanical module. Again she experienced her comrades’ battle for survival, one by one dying of thirst without her being able to do anything to save them. The helplessness and frustration of that time still lurked within her today.

      “It’s called survivor guilt,” Boyd explained in a gentle voice, spontaneously taking her hand in his. This strangely intimate gesture at first made her recoil, but then she relaxed and allowed the contact to continue.

      “This is a form of post-traumatic stress disorder—PTSD—which has been known about since the Second World War. People who survived the German concentration camps suffered this disorder, because they had survived while around them family, friends, and compatriots were horribly murdered and they couldn’t help. The simple fact that they survived and the others hadn’t—that maybe they’d felt relief when another prisoner was chosen and they were passed over—made them feel profound guilt, which developed into PTSD. It is widespread in the military, so I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Ah, yes, you studied medicine at West Point, didn’t you?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “What was your specialty?”

      Boyd smiled. “Adult Psychiatry.”

      “You’re a shrink,” she said, breathing out slowly.

      “I prefer the term ‘medical officer,’ but yes, ‘shrink’ will do. Luckily we don’t still live decades ago when people laughed off mental illness and saw it as less important than physical illness,” the soldier said with a shrug.

      “You’re right,” Rachel agreed.

      “The term ‘medical officer’ sounds better. And, luckily, I can—”

      “—I have to fight survivor guilt,” Rachel interrupted him and finished his thought with a deep sigh.

      “I know. But the fact that you could get off lorazepam and haven’t relapsed is an excellent sign. Alongside guilt, you also take a certain pride in survival and have become newly stable, and that is one of the primary goals of therapy. I would be pleased to offer you my full support over the coming days and weeks, and I’ll do everything I can to prepare the way for you. But I’ll tell you something right now. This just makes me even more sure of my opinion that you should be in command.

      “You are a fighter,” he continued, “and you haven’t lost your edge. You have seen terrible things, without becoming bitter. You have looked death in the eye without flinching, and jumped back into the darkness that just spat you out. I’m sorry, but I can’t compete with a list like that.” Boyd gave her an encouraging smile.

      She gulped involuntarily. “You’re quite charming, Captain Boyd,” she said, chewing thoughtfully on her lower lip.

      “Oh? Why the change of mood?”

      “Well, you see, if I’m to take command from now on, I will have to be able to do whatever I want,” Rachel replied emphatically. She felt somehow on a high because of his professional approval, and greatly reassured.

      “My name’s Hansen,” the soldier said, releasing her hand and extending his right hand.

      “Rachel.” She shook his hand, briefly, because they were interrupted by a familiar ping that always reminded her of the triangle in an orchestra.

      “Sam?” they both asked simultaneously, looking at each other with matching smiles.

      “Good morning, Commander Boyd, Doctor Ferreira,” the ship’s AI said in its rich baritone. “We have received new images from the recon satellites over Ganymede.”

      “Put everything on the big display. Concentrate on the telescope images. Spread the rest of the telemetry data out in secondary lists,” Rachel ordered excitedly, involuntarily leaning over the table. The windows that were always filled with approaching stars went dark, converting to a screen. A large image of the surface of Ganymede filled it now. The image was a bird’s eye view from a slight angle and showed the transmitter that they had found near Taeja Station, which had first been destroyed and had subsequently disappeared. The difference was that now there was a second identical transmitter, and neither of them stood in the location of the original one.

      “Wait just a second,” she muttered. Her eyes narrowed. She gazed at the landscape around the white ring, focusing on the right edge of the screen. Then she suddenly slapped her hand down on the table. “That’s Ganymede Station!” she yelled, jumping up from her chair in shock. She bashed her knee on the edge of the table as she stood, barely even registering the ‘ouch’ somewhere in the depths of her brain as she rushed to the window display and enlarged the image with swift gestures. The two transmitters each stood about 20 meters from a white ring that was—as best she could determine—an exact copy of the one at Taeja Station. This ring was in the former landing zone, and one object that had the function of transmitting and receiving signals was located where the botanical module used to be. The other was located at what was formerly their north airlock. But no trace of the former Ganymede Station was visible, nothing at all.

      “What does this mean?” Boyd asked in confusion. “They’ve... multiplied?”

      “Yes,” she replied, without taking her eyes off the image. “The site has been turned into a second transmitter.” She swiped in front of the display with her hands to rotate Ganymede. “Sam, show us the location of the former Taeja Station.”

      “Of course, Doctor.”

      The image blurred and then came back into focus. A white ring was fixed in the middle of the image. At its center was infinite darkness. Rachel zoomed in on the small area of ice ejecta further to the left, where the first transmitter had been located, but didn’t find anything.

      “How is that possible?” Boyd asked, moving to her side with a frown.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. She switched back to what had been Ganymede Station, her place of work, and gazed at the two transmitters beside the white ring. “What I do know is that one of these two objects has moved over 600 kilometers, and it did it in little more than a week.”

      “And it looks like it gained a twin.”

      “We have to wake the crew and talk about this,” she said, turning to look at him.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “What is it?”

      “It didn’t take you long to get used to being in charge,” he said with a casual salute.

      Rachel hesitated, then returned the salute. “Force of habit.”

      She turned again to the bank of windows. “Sam, wake the crew, send copies of the sensor data to all work stations, and prepare the images as well as you can. We need the best resolution you can get. Also add the timestamp and send the complete orbital path of the satellites from recent weeks to my datapad. There has to be a clue somewhere, and we have to find it.”

      “Understood, Doctor Ferreira.”

      “Sam,” Boyd said, smiling at Rachel when she shot him a questioning look.

      “Yes, Commander Boyd?”

      “Transfer command of the Ganymede Explorer, including all mission parameters, from me to Doctor Rachel Ferreira, crew number C22GCRBB1.”

      “Verification code required,” Sam answered softly.

      “C22GCRTT4, Captain Hansen Boyd.”

      “Verification code accepted. Thanks, Captain Boyd.”

      “The ship is yours,” the soldier said. He seemed to be relieved.

      “Thanks.” She turned back to the current image of the strange transmitters, constructed of innumerable composite and ceramic panels, all of which had come from Earth, and yet didn’t seem to display the least trace of human design.

      What is your secret?
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      Theodore had to avoid two more riots similar to the one on the border between West Covina and East L.A. He hadn’t seen so much unrest since the food shortages of ‘48. It was worrying. The world had been going to hell for decades, and the arrival of the strange alien material seemed to be accelerating everything. The corporation rulers were going crazy and were obviously spending less and less time thinking about the consequences of what they were doing, so long as their individual corporation was out in front when it came to the artifact.

      Los Angeles had been a powder keg of income inequality and social injustice, along with gentrification that sought to push out the lower-income population, for as long as anyone could remember, with the corporations and their policy of rigorously seeking a return on investment continually lighting and relighting the fuse. Before, when Theodore was still a beat cop in criminal investigation, he had looked down on all criminals, meaning anybody not on the company payroll according to the corporations. He was only too happy to make them answerable for their fate, and had hated the idea of anyone bemoaning their misery or turning to drugs, weapons, fraud, or murder, to build a reputation.

      Today, he saw things very differently. After all, he was one of them now. ‘One of capitalism’s losers.’ As soon as he had lost his payslip, he had been hunted and pushed around, and all because he didn’t want to turn to crime. Now he was considered a ‘terrorist.’ The fact that he, as merc or terrorist, had been hired and paid by those same people who publicly called him a terrorist, said everything about the new world order. He didn’t actually see himself as a good person—he had too much blood on his hands for that. But he never killed innocent people, he avoided collateral damage as far as possible, and he and his team never accepted wet work. All these were things that the corporations couldn’t say about themselves.

      So what gave him and those like him the right to judge all the unlucky souls out here? All the people he was driving past in the gray drizzle of this awful night would be called ‘expendable’ by the elites behind their closed doors on their executive floors, because ‘those people’ had never acquired any technological expertise in artificial neural networks, biotechnology, robotics, augmentation, or enhancement systems. The middle class hadn’t just collapsed at the start of the millennium, it had become part of the lower class. About 40 percent of all people lived below the poverty line, which meant less than $1,000 per month, and another 30 percent were not doing much better. Things had once been kept under control because convict laborers and people with little education used to be cheaper for use in cleaning the streets than drones. That too looked different now.

      There were no more street cleaners, no more barkeepers in popular clubs, no more teachers in schools, no more professors at university—the list was endless. In reaction to this societal collapse, the majority—the lower class in other words, the forgotten 80 percent—had simply regrouped and carried on doing what poverty has always brought with it... allowing rampant criminality. Prostitution, drug dealing, deep web hacking, trafficking in people, contract killing, and pretty much anything else that could make money. In the end it applied especially to the rich, who were only too happy to pay a million or more to make sick fantasies come true.

      Whether they wanted to shoot a cow with a bazooka, buy underage girls and boys, or get their kicks by marching with a Kalashnikov through a building set up especially for them and kill homeless people—the possibilities were as horrific as they were endless. Theodore was disgusted by people who sank so low, but there were also plenty of junkies, hackers, and street toughs who simply had no option other than to take on such shadowy employment if they wanted to put food on the table. He now had more respect for them than for the empty suits, and in his experience they typically had more principles than the law enforcement officers of Center Sec and the like.

      He turned off the interstate onto the exit for the 44 shortly before the road sloped up and headed directly for the Ark, its columns and supports rising into the sky like skyscrapers. About 200 meters before the former exit, everything was blocked off with concrete barriers. Behind were the indistinct silhouettes of mobile rocket launchers and tanks, ready to blast anyone coming too close to the roadblock, and therefore too close to the Ark.

      He drove past the dilapidated rowhouses and hastily assembled shacks, asking himself when he had been here last. It had to have been years. Not even he came here if he had any choice. Vory, Yakuza, and Mafia didn’t make any claim on this area because the inhabitants were so poor and sick that you couldn’t even send them against the unluckiest freelancer. Almost all of them had some kind of allergy, eczema, or degenerative illness caused by the toxic, benzene-laced gasses from Hell’s Mouth. On the East Side of the chasm, nobody could afford walls as high as skyscrapers, as they had erected on the other side.

      Theodore drove toward the coordinates that Yuna Saki had given him and looked at the clock on the central console. Ten minutes left. It’s going to be tight.

      There weren’t many cars around here. The gigantic, glowing red crack that divided the city in two was now just a few hundred meters away. Whoever the people were who were forced to live here, they couldn’t even afford bicycles. But still, he wasn’t the only one here with a car. A few suspicious-looking black SUVs were keeping him company on the road—no doubt driven by organized crime. If there was no business to be done here, then the poor bastards could at least be recruited for a suicide bombing, testing new weapons, or snatching young women from their families.

      The coordinates were for a small snack bar on a street corner where five potholed streets met. Most of them had loose plastic trash, empty cans, and torn clothes blowing around in them. His car was the only one as far as the eye could see. He parked right in front of the snack bar and hoped that the Russian writing on the doors would dissuade anyone with any sense from attempting to steal it.

      Above the entrance to the bar on the edge of the building was written in flickering neon ‘DAT,’ with the T almost dark, barely visible. Heavy grills had been put in place outside the window, through which warm light seeped onto the damp remains of what had once been the street. Some of the windows looked like they had been vandalized and blocked up with dark-painted plywood.

      “Stylish place,” he muttered, opening the glove compartment and finding, to his relief, two breathing masks. Any driver with half a brain had a few with them in case a smog warning came in. On days like these, and there were several dozen per year, you could lose a handful of years from your life expectancy just by walking from your house to your car. So he covered his nose and mouth, got out, and walked the few steps to the entrance.

      A small bell jingled as he entered. The acrid stench of old grease and sweat hit him in the face. To his right was a long, Old-West-style bar running along the entire length of the room, with a few booths below the window. There were standing tables on the side facing the other street, where a few ruined figures were choking down soy burgers and ramen dishes. Further back, somebody laughed loudly against the warbling of a catchy Country Music tune from crackling speakers.

      Yuna Saki was sitting in the booth farthest to the back, separated from the opposite bench by an aluminum table. She didn’t look up, but he knew that she had noticed him. She was a professional. He went over to her and sat wordlessly on the opposite bench. The cracked artificial leather squeaked softly.

      “Hello, Theodore,” she said, lifting her head. She pushed a bowl of ramen noodles away.

      He saw that it was almost empty. She would doubtless have left as soon as she was finished eating. “Hello, Yuna Saki,” he replied. He felt his hands go damp. He had been watching her for years from the shadows, without exchanging a word. But he knew everything about her. To be talking with her now, without getting stabbed, was like a dream. But he still wasn’t sure if it was a beautiful dream, or a nightmare.

      She simply stared silently at him for a while, and it had become clear that she wasn’t about to start this conversation. She was sitting here because of him and this was his only chance. She didn’t need anything from him, at least as far as she knew, and it was much more his fault than hers that she had been found by the Yakuza at all.

      “Look,” he said at last, “there is probably a lot I have to explain to you.”

      She nodded, her dark eyes resting calmly on him, as calm as a big cat intent on its prey.

      “Your father, Kruger, he kidnapped my small daughter many years ago, because I...” He stammered. “Because I wanted to desert from his unit, to escape with her. Kruger did things in the Snow War that I could no longer stand by and watch, but he obviously predicted what I was going to do, so he snatched Miri. Since then he has been holding her hostage to force me to do what he wanted.”

      Yuna Saki’s eyes narrowed and her lips betrayed tension.

      “He wanted me to find you and bring you to him, and in exchange I would get my daughter back.”

      “When was this?”

      “A good seven years ago,” he answered, truthfully.

      “And when did you find me?” she asked, betraying no emotion at all.

      “About two years ago.”

      “But you didn’t betray me to Kruger.”

      “I did,” Theodore said contritely with a sigh. He heard footsteps—probably the waiter—and Yuna Saki glanced up very briefly. The footsteps moved away again.

      “But only two weeks ago,” she said and folded her delicate hands on the table. It was hard to imagine that these hands had killed several dozen people. Was she a monster because she had done unspeakable things? Or was she a saint, because she had turned her back on her past, knowing that she would never be free again?

      “Yes,” he said. “I traced your father to Dust Town and wanted to snatch him.”

      “Along with your team,” she interrupted.

      “Yes.” He had wanted to keep Ludwig, Jackie, and Muffin out of all this, but the Japanese woman had done her homework, as ever.

      With a small hand gesture she indicated that he should continue.

      “He set a trap for us and forced me to betray your address. I gave him a false address, so he shot and crippled my friend.” Theodore’s hands unconsciously balled into fists as his thoughts went back to the scene. “That’s when I gave him the right address. We got the upper hand, but Kruger got away from me. Then I and Ludwig—you’ve already met him—went to your place as quickly as we could. You know the rest of the story. Unfortunately I got shot, so I might not have looked my best.”

      He shrugged and his shoulders drooped as he let out a sigh. Now you’re sitting in a down-at-the-heels diner, near Hell’s Mouth and you are just about to start feeling sorry for yourself. Well done.

      “I think it would be a little strange if I were to thank you for that now, because if it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have needed saving,” she said, gazing intently at him. “You knew where I was hiding for two years, shadowed me, and were lying in wait for me like a stalker. It’s a little... unsettling, in many ways. But you never contacted me. Why?”

      “You see what happens when I make contact with somebody, somebody...” Somebody important to me, he thought to himself. “Well, whatever... you have seen what happens,” he at last.

      “Yes. But one phone call to Kruger would have brought you back your daughter.”

      “Maybe. Who knows for sure?” Theodore waved dismissively and leaned back slightly.

      “You didn’t reveal my hideout, even at the cost of never seeing your daughter again. I don’t understand.”

      “How could I have done that? You, an enforcer for the Oyabun, turned your back on it all in the full knowledge that they would be on your tail for the rest of your life. You decided not to be a monster anymore and to give up everything you had. In return you accepted a boring life in a shitty job, and I doubt I would be able to do the same. How could I live with myself if I betrayed you and destroyed all that? How could I have been a good father after that, a man who deserved to hold his daughter in his arms?”

      He had to hold himself back, to prevent himself from getting even more off his chest, and maybe having an emotional breakdown. Speaking about Miri was more than he could cope with in his current condition. So, breathing hard, he held back, making do with gritting his teeth until his jaw hurt.

      “I’m sorry,” was all Yuna Saki said.

      Theodore waved the words away.

      “I’m an old guy who’s been through too much.”

      “You protected me all those years.” It sounded like a guess, but her eyes shone with certainty, and for the first time a hint of uncertainty.

      Theodore didn’t answer and they sat in silence for a while.

      “There is the possibility that I could thank you, but only on one condition,” she said at last.

      He listened, surprised. What do you mean by that? What condition? “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll tell you a secret about your daughter.”

      Theodore instantly stiffened, and his eyebrows drew together like dark storm clouds.

      “But under one condition. I become a member of your team,” Yuna Saki continued. She looked him right in the eye. He was sure that his pupils had widened in shock right then.

      “You want to join the team? I don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head in confusion.

      “If I tell you what I know, I will be part of this, and it’ll put me in the kind of trouble I can’t get out of alone. So you have a decision to make,” she told him, and then she closed her narrow, full mouth.

      “Okay. I have to ask the others, but it’s okay with me,” he said. He had never thought about expanding his team because he didn’t trust anyone well enough to allow them near his friends, or to trust his life to them. He knew everything about Yuna Saki, knew all her routines and behaviors, and he knew that she valued her honor above everything. In the end, that was also what had driven her out of the grasp of the Yakuza.

      “That’s good enough for me.”

      “So, what’s the secret?”

      “Kruger,” she said in an even tone. “He is not my father.”

      Theodore felt like he had been hit by lightning. He suddenly realized that she had been saying ‘Kruger’ the entire time and not ‘my father’ or anything like that.

      You aren’t his daughter? How is that possible?

      He was nonplussed. He breathed out through his nose in a hiss and shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Kruger adopted me as a teenager. But not because there was any emotional connection...” She waved dismissively, and her young, smooth face contorted in disgust. “I was part of his early experiments, and I believe I know what he has done with your daughter.”

      “You know Miri?” he immediately asked, abruptly leaning forward.

      “No.”

      He sighed in disappointment and his body relaxed a little again.

      “But if he has her in his grasp, I’m pretty sure about what has happened to her,” she continued, her face grim.

      “How do you know this?”

      Instead of answering, she freed her left forearm by rolling up the sleeve of her thin, black nylon jacket. Then she pulled a knife so fast that, despite his reflex managers, he had no idea where she’d drawn it from, and she made a long incision in her forearm.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” he asked, horrified, moving to grab her hand and hold her back. But then he noticed something. No blood flowed, although the knife had penetrated at least half a centimeter deep.

      “No, no blood,” she confirmed. She put the knife on the table in front of her and pushed the flesh apart with two fingers.

      Theodore saw metal and glinting augmented cables. “You have an augmented arm,” he said, and shook his head. “I still don’t understand.”

      “I could do the same with all of my limbs, and with many of my organs,” she explained, meaningfully.

      “You were part of the experiments in Siberia,” he gasped. “They also wanted to make you into a cyborg.”

      “Yes,” Yuna Saki pulled her slim fingers from the bloodless wound, pulled a canister of dressing from her bag and sprayed it on the cut, before she rolled down her sleeve again and pushed the knife aside. “I was one of their first guinea pigs. After it didn’t work out the way they had imagined, Kruger saved me instead of having me disposed of like the others. That meant he sold me to the Yakuza, who in turn continued in a different way to make me into a monster. I only allowed them to train and humiliate me in Tokyo because I wanted to learn. To learn how to kill and how to track down people, so one day I could find the people responsible.”

      “But some time or other you could no longer keep your mask in place and do what they wanted you to do.” He nodded in understanding.

      “Yes. But with your help, I can make something happen. You and your team know Los Angeles. You move in the shadows.” She was speaking a little quicker than before and her lips were compressed whenever she paused.

      “Make what happen, exactly?” he asked.

      “The data about the experiment, with all the people responsible and who knew about it, including Kruger, is here in L.A.”

      “What?” Theodore gasped for air like a landed fish, and almost jumped to his feet.

      “It’s true,” she softly said, and quickly leaned forward a little. “I know from a personal note from the Oyabun, who delivered the kids from the street to him. Kruger doesn’t want me found at any price because I’m his adoptive daughter, but because I know his secret—the data is at the most secure location in the city.”

      “That can’t be true.” He made a dismissive gesture and relaxed a little. “The most secure location in the city is Cerberus and it belongs to Rhine Ruhr Industries.”

      Yuna Saki didn’t say anything so Theodore just waited. When she continued to hold silence, his eyes went wide. “Wait! You’re telling me that—”

      “Yes, Kruger works in secret for Rhine Ruhr. He’s a double agent and the experiments are being done for the Europeans,” she confirmed and picked up her knife to mimic stabbing motions in the air. “We have to get into Cerberus and extract the data and then we’ll get them all, one after another.”

      Cerberus. Theodore’s pulse quickened at the thought of the structure, which was as big as the Pyramid of Giza.

      “We can do it. We have to,” she said.

      “We’ve handled worse,” he replied. In his heart, Ludwig was standing beside him saying in his deadpan way, “No, we haven’t.”
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      Rachel sat with the entire team at a conference table staring at the image on the wall display. The phalanx of sensors on the Hyun-Hakkamoto satellite in orbit around Ganymede had sent the fresh images that the wall now showed to them. The two obelisk-like transmitters were still there, still not even 20 meters from the huge white ring that filled the entire former landing zone of Ganymede Station. The throat of the abyss yawned in there like a black hole.

      One klick away there was another hole, and it was in the exact location that the drilling gantry had previously been located, which she and her station team had used to drill several kilometers into the crust of ice. The drill hole hadn’t changed, but the massive steel structure and all the machines had vanished.

      Image enhancement brought a slow-motion representation of the past six days between the point in time she had sat here with Boyd and discovered the two transmitters, and the current time, where the drilling gantry was no longer present.

      Rachel gazed at the digital flip-book in perplexed silence, just like all the others. She saw white threads that looked like veins extending from the ring in the direction of the drilling facility and the small tower with the water preparation systems. They gradually crept through the darkness, feeling for the metal structure, spread over it, and slid into every opening, no matter how small. Soon almost the entire steel structure was covered in the alien material and it began to shrink!

      It was unmistakable. First the threads ate small holes in the outer walls of the steel supports, then the entire section gradually disappeared, until finally the drill hole was revealed. White material had even spread deep within it and reached down as far as the telescope could see—which was admittedly not far. But the white gradually disappeared, the veins pulled back, now visibly thicker than when they had begun, and then they melted back into the ring. In the last image, which had been captured an hour earlier, the gleaming ring structure lay as motionless and seemingly peaceful as ever. The two transmitters had not moved either, but simply stood there as if an entire drilling gantry had not disappeared as they seemingly kept watch.

      Wayn Chai was the first to break the uncomprehending silence. The Chinese woman was resting her elbows on the table and massaging her temples. “Did that stuff just... eat the tower?”

      “Obviously, it dismantled everything and transported it away,” Michael Kohlhammer said. The former ESA chief engineer had aged visibly over recent weeks. Below his gray hairline his face displayed significantly more wrinkles than when they had left Luna.

      “But why?” Pina Bettany asked, before Rachel forcefully interrupted.

      “We won’t be able to answer that from here. We can say, however, that this material, this substance, or whatever it is, can dismantle huge structures and move them. When we get down there, we have to be careful not to come into contact with it,” she said, keeping her voice determined and making an effort to appear self-confident. She had learned the techniques during leadership training before she was sent to Ganymede, and back then she had always mocked the mandatory role-playing exercises, but now she was happy to be able to fall back on those skills.

      Surprisingly, what she’d learned back then helped her to straighten up, to speak a little deeper and firmer, and to hold her chin up—just like the idiot had trained her to do. She felt better inside, stronger, even if it was only about 10 percent. But 10 percent was a godsend in this situation because that was 100 percent more confident than the rest of the team. Right now they needed strong leadership and encouragement.

      “We were aware that something unknown, perhaps something dangerous, was waiting out here for us,” she continued while looking calmly around the room at the tired and frightened faces. “We’re scientists, we operate in the realm of logic. So let’s approach this logically. One of the transmitters is obviously mobile. We can’t say how it got there because Jupiter’s radiation belt at the time of its... movement, distorted the satellite instruments.

      “However, now it is standing beside an identical transmitter near a newly arrived ring that has obviously managed to dismantle the drilling rig. Those are the facts. We haven’t seen any evidence of a direct threat. Radar and lidar scanning between Mars and the belt has not discovered anything. There are no threatening objects approaching, and if ground control had discovered anything with their deep-space scanners, they would have sent a probe after us already.”

      She looked down the length of the table. “Captain Boyd?”

      The officer stood with five of his remaining men at the other end of the table, leaning against the wall, his arms folded across his chest. He lowered his arms and moved to stand in front of the wall display, which had frozen with a picture of the current situation at the ring and transmitters.

      “From a military point of view, I would place the threat level at ‘passive-dangerous.’ We will be in a known location with unknown variables. We don’t know anything about the object on the surface except that the white material is generating warmth and heats up to around 28 degrees, can reshape material, as has happened with the transmitters, and that it is extremely robust, at least in relation to radiation. At least that’s how I would characterize Rachel’s summary. That means we are not expecting any concrete threat. Instead it is a general danger stemming from a lack of information. As military commander, I therefore suggest that the first surface team is made up of an equal number of scientists and soldiers.”

      “How will you be able to protect us down there?” Rachel asked, curiously.

      Of course, they had worked out this conversation in advance. It was intended to give the others a feeling of security.

      “We have heavy V2 motorized armor suits in the hold, of the type used on Luna. They are equipped with foot anchors to allow the use of heavy weapons in low gravity, integrated micro-missiles, rotary cannons, and they are capable of having microwave lasers mounted on them. The compound armor of the suits is itself made by Ruhrmetall from carbon fiber reinforced plastic and uranium dioxide nuggets. Believe me, ladies and gentlemen, if anything wants to tangle with us down there, it is going to have a very bad day, no matter what corner of the universe it comes from.” Boyd spoke with self-confidence, and a spark in his eye seemed almost to indicate he was looking forward to it.

      He was playing his part very well, Rachel had to admit to herself. She knew him more as sober and considered, and knew that he was putting on a show to impress her and the assembled eggheads. And what was she supposed to say? He was doing a good job. Maria even held up her hands and it looked like she was about to start clapping, but she obviously reconsidered at the last moment.

      “Why haven’t you brought these wonderful things in here, then, to put that damn cyborg out of action?” Julie wanted to know.

      “They are too bulky to be used in the weightlessness of a spaceship, and the integrated weapons could very easily put a hole in the hull. One punch with the servo-assisted arms could tear a hole in the cabin paneling.”

      Julie sighed and sank back into her seat.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Rachel nodded to Hansen, who then went back to join his men, making way for her to move in front of the wall display.

      “We’ll do it this way. For the first mission we will send a landing capsule down with a full load. Five from the science team, five soldiers. The goal is simply observation and data collection. We will see if our arrival prompts any kind of reaction and will proceed with extreme caution. Patrick, how many landing capsules missions do we have fuel for?”

      “Around twenty-two,” the engineer said from his seat on the other side of the table. He had bent his new ceramic arm a little, keeping it hidden below his natural one.

      “Good. After the first mission, which I will schedule for six hours maximum, we will return to Ganymede Explorer to start with analyzing all the data,” Rachel commanded. The first hands were raised. She had been expecting it.

      “Pina?”

      The geneticist cleared her throat and pointed at the picture of the current scene behind Rachel. “How are we going to decide who has to go down there? We don’t even know what specialty we are going to need.”

      “I’m going myself,” Rachel answered, and was rewarded with surprised looks from around the room. She waited patiently until the hubbub had died down some, and then silenced everyone with a firm gesture. “I’m taking the lead, as Matthes would have done. I would like to have Maria the geologist with me, Julie as cryptographer, Michael as engineer, and Migeot as particle physicist. I think that makes a very good first team. I know what I’m asking here, so I am not forcing anybody to go who would for whatever reason prefer to sit out the first mission. I will understand.”

      Nobody said anything.

      “Okay. Boyd?” She turned to Hansen. “I leave it to you to choose your men.”

      The captain nodded. “I will be going myself and I’ll be taking four volunteers.” The five men who had accompanied him to the meeting took a wordless step forward before he had even finished his sentence. Boyd smiled without turning around.

      “Very good,” Rachel said. She looked at her wrist terminal. “Okay, we have twelve hours until we reach our parking orbit above Ganymede. I expect to see everyone going on the mission here, in the conference room, in ten hours for a briefing.

      Chairs screeched in their rail-like anchors as their small gathering broke up. Hushed conversations started up with a hint of nervousness and anticipation in the air. After several months of continuous travel, the end was almost here. The prize at the end was unknown, and that was just as exciting as it was terrifying.

      At least we have not seen that damn metal monster again, she thought exhaustedly, and dropped into one of the recently vacated chairs. The others gradually disappeared along the spoke in the direction of the central corridor and their voices got quieter and quieter.

      Rachel didn’t know what to make of the child-size and mysterious cyborg. Why had the thing been put on board? Who had gone to all the financial and organizational trouble to infiltrate one of the best-protected missions in the history of space flight, just to then... yeah, what exactly? To plant a transmitter, siphon off data, and send it home? That could certainly have been done more simply and less expensively by simply blackmailing or bribing a crew member. Or by hacking, or by simply prepping their own mission. Instead, they had concealed a cyborg on board that, to judge by its radiation signature, had come into contact with the material from Ganymede, or was carrying some with it.

      Only the four mega-corporations had enough resources for such an action, and that meant they were all under suspicion—even Hyun-Hakkamoto. You never knew if, in the endless political race for dominance, somebody had switched sides and was now playing their own game. But no matter who was behind this, she didn’t see the point. She must have missed one of the pieces of the puzzle.

      “Why so gloomy?”

      Rachel was shocked out of her brooding and looked up to see Patrick standing beside her. The engineer was smiling faintly at her and pointed at the chair beside her. She nodded exhaustedly. “I didn’t even hear you there.”

      He sat down. “Without my treacherous left arm to give me away, I’m as silent as a cat,” he joked.

      “At least you still have your sense of humor. My calf itches so bad it’s driving me crazy. I feel like I want to keep scratching at it with steel wool,” she grumbled and let out a long yawn.

      When he didn’t say anything in reply, she gazed at him inquisitively and saw that he looked a little unhappy. “What’s going on?” Rachel asked.

      “I don’t want to sound like a petulant child, but why did you assign Michael Kohlhammer to the mission and not me?” he asked, sounding almost annoyed

      Rachel had never seen him this way. “For one simple reason,” she replied, placing her hand on his right forearm—the real, flesh and blood one. “I need a friend up here that I can entrust the ship to.”

      “That sounds like the kind of banal reassurance you always read in books or see on television,” the German snorted.

      Instead of immediately answering, she turned her chair 100 degrees until she was looking at the wall display and gestured for him to do the same. “Sam? Window mode!”

      The AI did as it was told and the black grains of the display went transparent to again create the window, allowing them to marvel at the glory of the stars. Jupiter’s gray bands of cloud could already be seen at the far right, where it stood out against the endless darkness like a bright disk.

      Rachel could feel Patrick’s confused gaze on her. “Do you see those distant stars out there?”

      “A rhetorical question. Fine. Okay, I’ll play along. Yes, I see them,” he growled as he audibly scratched his cropped beard.

      “When I’m down there on Ganymede in a spacesuit, at some pretty icy temperatures, the sky will look pretty much the same as it does from here.” She pointed at the window and the light of the distant stars, knowing many of them no longer existed. Just their light, racing through the endless expanses of cold space bearing witness to their now extinguished existence.

      “I don’t follow,” the engineer said, shaking his head.

      “If you were standing on a moon, confronted by a mysterious alien artifact, wouldn’t it be good to know that, if you looked up at the sky, one of the points of light was me in a spaceship, looking out for you? Or would you prefer somebody else to be sitting up there, to pull your ass out of the fire if things went south?” Rachel asked as she turned to look at her friend.

      “Hmm,” he said pensively, and then nodded slowly. “I understand. But why not leave Maria up here? You trust her too, right?”

      “Yes. But she’s our geologist. If the white stuff is really stone or anything like that, then we need a rock hound, or did you forget?” She attempted a smile and was rewarded with only a dry snort for her efforts. But at least the deep disappointment from before had disappeared from his face.

      “At least make sure you get back up here alive,” he sighed at last. He stood up and said, “Promise me.”

      They looked each other in the eye for what seemed like a minute. Rachel was unsure what to make of his gaze. In the end she softly said, “I promise.”

      “Good. I know you take your word very seriously.” With that, Patrick left her alone and disappeared via the ladder into the spoke.
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      Twelve hours later, Rachel sat on the bridge of Ganymede Explorer, monitoring the approach with Boyd, Patrick, and Smix the pilot. Sam was doing the course correction that was necessary to shoot them into precise orbit. If they missed their approach vector, it would be a catastrophe that could result in them racing past the moon and needing too much of their supply of uranium to get back. The piloting software worked considerably more quickly, precisely, and efficiently than any ace pilot, so she limited herself to monitoring the readouts.

      Rachel stared out of the window and down at the moon that had, for a short time, been her home. In front of the grayish, light brown silhouette of Jupiter, it looked like a dirty little brother. It also had a sickly brown color like withered leaves, but because of the light it looked grayer still. Impact craters covered the surface, looking like old acne scars. They were crisscrossed by white ice floes that appeared in other places as smaller points of white. Ring structures could already be seen with the naked eye a little south of the north pole—where they intended to be in less than ten minutes.

      “Everything looks good,” Smix said, sitting on her contour chair with her knees drawn up to her chest. She pointed at the readout on the front screen. The Korean woman was noisily chewing gum and popping small bubbles. After a particularly loud crack she said, “You can get ready, Rachel.”

      “Just don’t waste any time,” said Boyd, making an unhappy face and joining her as she turned to leave the bridge and head toward the airlock. He had, in the expeditionary crew’s meeting that had ended half an hour earlier, tried to persuade her to wait another couple of hours to obtain more sensor results.

      She had decided that it was unnecessary. The satellite had sent current images and they showed no changes. Rachel still didn’t think his argument that the transmitter or the ring might react to their arrival in orbit was a good enough reason for delay. After all, there had been no reaction to the satellites that were continually taking snaps and videos.

      “Okay,” she replied. Rachel gracefully floated into the central corridor and then in the direction of the first of the three airlocks. Lander Capsule One was docked nose-first at starboard, with a small airlock at its uppermost point, through which she could float. Inside was a big, circular room with ten seats, all facing the center where there was a large storage area. Five heavy military transport cases containing the motorized armor for the soldiers were secured there with magnetic clamps and straps. On top and around them were many small cases with analysis tools, breathing filters, and scanners. The room was narrow and yet not as claustrophobic as the inside of the Ganymede Explorer. If the steeply inclined walls hadn’t been cluttered with red boxes and little doors containing emergency equipment, it might have seemed spacious.

      They floated down the two central ladders that ended at the edges of the square storage area, and joined the team. The others were all buckled in and waiting for Rachel and Boyd. Julie and Michael were chatting quietly, and two of the soldiers seemed to be joking with each other because they were giggling like kids, but everyone else was silent and tense.

      “Smix?” Rachel said to the pilot over the radio. “Give us a countdown.”

      “Aye, boss,” Smix confirmed. Then her voice came over the lander capsule’s loudspeaker, “Launch in T minus eleven minutes.”

      “Okay, people, we are ready for go! Helmets on, check suit systems, confirm checklists. Then check your partner’s suit again and confirm. You know the drill,” Rachel called out loud enough for everyone to hear. The swiftness with which the soldiers’ snickering stopped and how quickly Julie and Michael ended their conversation showed Rachel how tense they all really were. On a routine space mission there would be joking now to show each other how hard-nosed and cool everyone was, but there was nothing routine about this mission.

      “Stay with your assigned partner down there. I want uninterrupted line-of-sight contact.”

      They all nodded and started to check their equipment. Rachel followed her own orders, checking every readout in her visor display and making sure that they were all on ‘green.’ Then she pulled on her joint supports for the knees and arms, which would protect her skintight bio-suit from damage if she fell on any of the sharp edges to be found on Ganymede’s surface. Despite the low gravity of the Galilean moon, it was still possible to be unlucky and compromise the integrity of the spacesuit—it only had to happen once.

      When she was finished she checked Boyd, who was also in a bio-suit and would only put on his armor when they arrived because it did not fit in the seat. They didn’t say a word, just looked at the readouts for their life support systems and checked that the few vents and seals were correctly aligned.

      Not a minute later screeching sirens could be heard through the capsule, warning of the upcoming launch, and the scene was bathed in yellow light.

      “Prepare for launch,” Smix’s amplified voice said in a monotone over the loudspeaker. A slight shudder went through the capsule. The airlocks were disconnected and their journey started with a short burst from the cold gas jets.

      “T-minus ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, ignition!” Smix said, as a loud roar could suddenly be heard and the alarms went silent. Everything shook and vibrated as Rachel was pushed back hard into her seat.

      The time had come. They were hurtling into the unknown, down toward Ganymede, and she didn’t know right then whether to close her eyes in fear or swing her feet in excitement at what she might learn. She would find out soon enough.
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      The moment Theodore brought Yuna Saki to Matuschka’s had been much more stressful than he thought it would be. On the way up, two of Yuri’s thugs had wolf-whistled and tried to feel up the young Japanese woman, who then broke both their noses. The two Russians had cursed but, to his surprise, they both then burst out laughing. These guys were just the kind of crazy that the Vory were famous for.

      Muffin had already been taken by Doc Angel’s employees, and Jackie and Ludwig were sitting in the same half-ruined room without saying a word. There had been different reactions when Theodore had suggested taking Yuna Saki on as a team member. Ludwig just stared at her, then looked at him and finally nodded, while Jackie had been more reserved.

      “You trust her one hundred percent, right?” she had asked him.

      Of course, he’d said ‘yes.’ In truth he would have preferred to say ‘ninety-nine percent,’ because the only people he trusted one hundred percent were Jackie, Muffin, and Ludwig. Although he had been following close on Yuna Saki’s heels for several years, he had never worked with her. You only earned real trust in the heat of battle, when you personally experienced being face to face with death, and saw how somebody would put their own life on the line for yours. He knew very well that bringing her in would be asking a great deal of his friends, but they needed this Japanese woman, even if only for the mission.

      Finally, Jackie had extended her hand to Yuna Saki and the former Yakuza enforcer had accepted it. But not without adding, “I know I will have to earn it for you to call me an equal.”

      “That’s right. Your information is your entrance ticket, but we will see how you cope with the roller coaster,” Jackie had replied.

      The next day they had delved into the data and found out that it related to a project called ‘Daimon’ that had been started in 2033, exactly 25 years ago. According to their research, Daimon was a term from Greek mythology that was used for a being that was neither a god nor a person but something acting as an intermediary between the two. What that had to do with Kruger’s activities, turning children into cyborgs, was a mystery to Theodore. The most obvious answer was that he was working with Rhine Ruhr to create the perfect killing machine, but it seemed too easy.

      If you wanted to kill somebody these days you just sent a little money to some mercs to do a contract killing, or just sent a drone—or a nuclear missile.

      Yuna Saki’s recordings of Oyabun Shingumi, on the other hand, revealed that the documents on top-secret Project Daimon were stored on a guarded server in the research and development department.

      Over the next few days came the legwork, which meant Theodore, Jackie, and Yuna Saki phoning around, spending hours on the Internet and deep web, asking for favors in exchange for information, visiting contacts, and starting to figure out what was going on. Ludwig wasn’t designed for social interaction so he spent his time with Baker and his butchers.

      When he was finished, Theodore met an old acquaintance at the Double X. She had once been inside Cerberus. Unfortunately, her contract had only taken her to an area at the edge, and Cerberus was so gigantic that its outline could be seen from orbit. But she could still give him valuable information about the security systems, current procedures, and general transport options within the complex.

      Twice a day he spoke with Muffin and got an update on how his recovery was going. Over the first three days he was prepared with telomere treatment for his time in the ReLife casket, which was apparently going very well. Then there were three days of radio silence when Doc Angel informed him about everything once a day. His friend was in the ReLife casket, was feeling very optimistic about the treatment, and would return within the next four days from a secret location where the high-tech device was located.

      It made Theodore nervous not to hear directly from Muffin, especially as he knew that his friend was probably in the hands of some corporate doctor or other. But after the fourth day Doc contacted him as arranged and sent him a photo to his wrist terminal. The young hacker with the gray hair was back in Doc Angel’s shadow clinic and looked to be sleeping peacefully. His face was still as ugly as sin, but he also looked somehow rested and almost younger, in comparison to his previous practically vegetative state.

      On the eighth day of information gathering, Muffin was brought back to them. Four of Doc Angel’s nurses in their ridiculous miniskirts and caps with red crosses drove up in a black delivery truck and rolled their friend in. Then they took him, and his hospital bed, so effortlessly up the steps to the top floor that it was apparent they had been implanted with augmented muscles.

      Theodore felt that in the past few days they had gathered enough information to come up with a plan that was crazy but vaguely possible. However they had decided not to start without Muffin. Firstly, they had obvious emotional reasons. They had never carried out a mission without everyone hearing about it and being able to point out problems. But secondly, although more importantly, Muffin was by far the cleverest of them, had a steel-trap mind, and was the only hacker on their team. In short, without him they were up shit creek.

      At first Muffin was a little groggy because the doc had given him some potent sedatives to put him to sleep so that he could recover from the ReLife treatment that had messed up his entire system. But at midday on the ninth day after Yuna Saki arrived at Matuschka’s he was ready. They gathered on the top floor around Muffin’s bed with cartons of cheap junk food from Papa Soy Burgers. Soy burgers, Xylitol Pepsi, and fries had become a tradition of theirs when they were working on a plan, and after so many years it was now almost a superstition.

      “So, kid, now that your genes have been stitched back together, you can start back in on messing them up again with saturated fats and flavor enhancers,” Jackie suggested, holding a bunch of fries under the reclining man’s nose.

      “Get that stuff away from me,” Muffin growled, his mouth twisted in disgust. His voice was still not its old self, but it sounded halfway back to health. “But I could use a Pepsi.”

      Jackie smiled and handed him his cup.

      Muffin drank thirstily through the straw, then pulled away with a satisfied, “Aaahhh.”

      “Okay,” Theodore said, starting the meeting. They were sitting around the bed on cheap aluminum chairs from Yuri’s basement casino, and a large display sheet had been unrolled over Muffin’s legs. On it were the blueprints for Cerberus from some time ago, 2053 to be exact. They were the best that Theodore had been able to get in the shadows, and even these had cost him $50,000.

      Theodore scrolled through the floors until he reached the eighth subterranean floor and tapped his finger on a large department on the west edge. “The research and development department is here. The server with the data about Project Daimon has to be in the server room with all the rest. Nothing else makes any sense. I don’t think they will have moved the server room because it has to be attached to a special cooling and ventilation system. So we’ll find it here.”

      His fingers moved upward a little until it came to a halt on the structural plans of a square room with only one corridor connecting to it. “Does that sound logical?”

      “Yes,” Jackie said. Today she was wearing a top with spaghetti straps and had her hair in a braided bun, which Theodore had never seen her wear either before. “We just have to get in there, right?”

      “Yes. And I have an idea,” Muffin replied before Theodore could lay out his own plan. So the team leader closed his mouth, shrugged, and listened.

      “Unlike you digital dimwits, I looked around the deep web yesterday and kept my ears open, and maybe opened a door or two,” the gray-haired hacker explained with a smile and lifted his AR glasses in an unstable hand, before tapping the deep web node at his temple. “The best way in is with the paramedics.”

      “With the paramedics?” Jackie asked, astonished.

      “Yes. We provoke a medical emergency in the research and development department, disguise ourselves as paramedics, and we’re in.”

      “That won’t work,” Theodore sighed. “Cerberus has five of its own clinics, including their own teams of paramedics. They are not going to be calling for outside help.”

      “Sure,” Muffin responded, sounding almost hurt. “But I looked through their files a little, the ones not protected by firewalls that were too aggressive, and I found out who in the last three years has applied for a job as a paramedic at Cerberus. Then I excluded the people who had left their previous job before the start date in their job description, and voilà, we know who got hired.”

      “You want to kidnap one of the teams and take its place?” Yuna Saki guessed, from where she was sitting at the foot of the bed. She unenthusiastically bit at her soy burger, before laying the lightly nibbled thing aside.

      “Exactly,” Muffin confirmed, then pushed a button on his remote control to straighten his backrest a little more until he was halfway to a sitting position.

      “Cerberus is an arcology,” Theodore said skeptically. “Most employees live right there in the company structure. That’s the whole point. It has its own doctors, shopping malls, cinemas, sports clubs, police... the money stays in the system.”

      But, Muffin had also predicted this objection and nodded impatiently. “Yes, that’s right. But before moving into Cerberus, which is something like Mecca to Rhine Ruhr’s local wage slaves in North America, employees have to have worked for the company for at least three years.”

      Jackie raised a hand, like a schoolkid with a question.

      “Hmm?”

      “If you kidnap a medical team and you want to take over their identities, the ones new enough for that will definitely not be put on a shift that will take them anywhere near sensitive systems—or data.”

      “You’re right. I’ll have to take care of that. I won’t be able to go in with you yet.”

      “I see another problem.” Everyone’s head turned to look at Ludwig, who had just eaten his sixth burger. The giant sat beside Yuna Saki, making her look like a garden gnome.

      “Are you going to tell us what it is, my robot friend?” Jackie asked impatiently, with a roll of the eyes.

      “Yes, I will. We have augmentations. That’s illegal in some places. They have scanners.” Ludwig finished speaking and grabbed the next burger from the pile, more mechanically than with any real enjoyment.

      “Good point,” Theodore said, shooting a quizzical look at Muffin.

      “No problem, because all the medical teams in Cerberus use people with a military background. Hardware like ours shouldn’t be a problem. At least I have never met a soldier from the last ten or fifteen years who didn’t have massive augmentation done during the war. I just have to get into the ID data. If one of the security hackers decides to compare the data, we’re done for, but it should work for scanners and door controls,” the young man said, smiling encouragingly.

      “Let me get this straight. We have to kidnap the crew of a medical team from Cerberus, that doesn’t live in Cerberus. That means four different missions at four different locations, simultaneously, so we can switch identities quickly before anyone notices anything,” Yuna Saki summarized, no emotion betraying whether she was being ironic or merely stating a fact. “Next we have to alter the shift plans so that they are assigned to research and development on the emergency response roster. Is that right?”

      “Yes, that’s a good sum-up,” Muffin said with a nod.

      Theodore smiled to hear his friend speaking so enthusiastically.

      “Okay, the advantage I see is that, like me, you have all worked on medical teams, because you were either soldiers, police, or whatever,” replied Yuka Sake. “It should be easy enough to play the role, at least superficially. The only problem is that we don’t look like our doubles, right?”

      Theodore smiled. “That’s no problem.”

      “No?”

      “No. We use mimic masks of nano-mastix,” he explained, typed an instruction into his wrist terminal and slid the image on it with a swiping gesture to the unrolled display sheet. A 3D model of a lifelike human face appeared there. “We have four sets. Muffin isn’t coming, so you can have his. The scanner needs two hours for an exact 3D model of your face, then the printer will spit out your mask. After another two hours of wearing the mask and allowing it to perfectly adjust, you’re ready,” he explained.

      “But they’re illegal!” Yuna Saki said, half confused, half in disbelief.

      Jackie raised an eyebrow in her direction and looked questioningly at Theodore.

      “Yes, obviously, mercs,” the former contract killer swiftly said, and pointed at the picture of the mask, which the Japanese woman gazed at almost reverently.

      “I mean these things are banned across the world, and were taken off the market so aggressively that a lot of people think they are a myth. Not even the Oyabun has tech like this.”

      “I guess it would have made your previous job a lot easier, hmm?” Jackie taunted her.

      It seemed the new team she had provisionally joined already had quite a history, thought Yuna Saki.

      “We were given the option a few years ago to be paid for a job with a stack of money or to keep something we found at a distant objective,” Theodore quickly explained, before Yuna Saki had a chance to think about Jackie’s words, and pointed at the display sheet. “We chose the latter.”

      “And never regretted it,” Muffin added. “Without them we might never have gained our reputation for being the best merc team on this continent.”

      “And I thought it was because of our good looks,” Jackie sighed.

      “You don’t look good,” Ludwig said, as he wolfed down yet another burger and looked toward Muffin. “He looks good.

      Theodore would have laughed at the giant’s joke but was too surprised to do more than chuckle. The other thing was that he didn’t know if the man was emphasizing how hideous Muffin was, or whether he was teasing Jackie. To him he was just a robot, and robots didn’t make jokes.

      The silence that had descended wasn’t uncomfortable for Ludwig, however, and he simply continued to decimate the already-much-reduced stack of burgers.

      “Okay. Now that we all feel uneasy because our ‘Tin Can’ has stopped following his normal routine, we have another problem.” Jackie called up the floor plan of Cerberus with two swift gestures, and zoomed out until a bird’s eye view appeared.

      “How do we get in?” she and Yuna Saki asked simultaneously. They exchanged astonished looks before Jackie cleared her throat and gave Muffin a quizzical glance.

      “They are certain to be doing DNA scans at the entrance. That’s a problem,” he admitted, chewing at his lower lip as he always did when he had to figuratively chew on a problem.

      “We’ll take one of the smuggler tunnels,” Ludwig said. He stuffed half a burger into his mouth and stood up to allow himself to see the image from above. “One goes from here,” he indicated as he tapped a point to the north of the massive pyramidal structure, “to here.” His index finger came to a halt at the exterior wall of Cerberus.

      “How do you know this?” Theodore asked. “There’s nothing about them in the blueprints we received.”

      “Smuggler tunnels,” the giant simply said, and sat back down.

      “Touché,” Theodore replied. “And where did you get this information from?”

      “From Baker.”

      “From Baker?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe you could give us a little more information, you fat pile of circuits.” Jackie rolled her eyes and growled, her mood slowly worsening.

      “Yes. Baker and his butchers destroyed the white ring we found in Dust Town. After that we explored the tunnels a little.”

      Explored a little. Theodore repeated his partner’s words in his head, and he didn’t want to think about what explore meant to Baker and his violent gang.

      “... there was one where they stopped because the security was too strong,” he heard Ludwig continue in his usual emotionless way. “They looked at the coordinates and came to the conclusion that they must have been right outside Cerberus.”

      “It’s obvious when you think about it, that they do secret deliveries and transfers somewhere,” Yuna Saki nodded, her expression blank.

      “But how does that help us?” Theodore asked and looked at Muffin. “A smuggler tunnel has to be guarded at least as well as the main entrance, right?”

      “Yes. But not the same way.”

      “What do you mean, not the same way?”

      “Well, they sure aren’t using DNA scanners. Instead they’ll primarily be using the criminal element, violent attacks, terrorism, spy drones, and stuff like that. Keen business partners, stupid gangsters... I don’t know.”

      “Then we should send out our feelers again, see if we can find out who is selling a load to Cerberus, and when,” Theodore suggested. “If we’re lucky, somebody can take us in. Maybe in a shielded transport container.”

      “Risky, but possible,” Jackie said with a nod.

      “Yes,” Muffin said. “In Cerberus itself only face recognition software will be running the surveillance software and a comparison of ID chips whenever you cross between departments. If anyone notices that we haven’t logged in at the entrance, we’ll be up the creek without a paddle.”

      “We knew it would be difficult, even with our capabilities. If we get in, we’ll have a chance and we can always get out.”

      “One way or another,” Theodore said with a nod and a smile.

      No one disagreed.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll go to the Double X and speak to Hatimari,” he finally continued. “If anyone can make contact with the smugglers that deliver to Cerberus, he’s the one.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Jackie immediately said. He held back the objection he was about to make when he saw the stony look on her face.

      “Okay.”

      “I have an idea of how we get the data infiltration, as soon as you have an AOD uplink.” Muffin paused with the attention of the entire group on him. “I’ll need a million dollars for that.”

      “A million dollars?” they all asked as one.

      “Yes, a million dollars.”

      “What for?” Jackie snorted. She was already shaking her head, as if her boyfriend had lost his mind.

      “I can’t tell you that. Just trust me. If my plan works out, we will also be able to make a profit after this crazy Cerberus incursion.”

      “Okay,” Theodore said, and now Jackie’s disgusted expression was directed at him.

      “What? Okay?”

      “I trust him.”

      “Hmpf,” Jackie said, her expression making it clear that he had put her in checkmate with those words.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Theodore sat with Jackie in the Ford Aurora driving towards East L.A. to the Double X. It was raining in sheets again as the first summer storms were building, which gave the street lights a dull, melancholy, washed-out look. Even the huge holo-billboards for the newest kimchi dish or a good time at a local strip club hardly brightened the scene.

      “I found out something else during my research into Cerberus,” Jackie said, after a long while where they had been sitting together in silence, watching the city breathe.

      Theodore looked at her, surprised. Why didn’t she say anything at the meeting?

      Jackie sighed as if she had heard his silent question. “It’s about Miri.”

      “About Miri?”

      “Yes. Her last location was Korea. According to Kruger’s notes, a week before the launch of the Ganymede Explorer.”

      “You mean the spaceship, the one that Hyun-Hakkamoto sent to Ganymede?” he asked in confusion.

      “Yes, precisely.”

      “They lost contact with it. What has that got to do with anything?”

      Theodore thought about the astronaut they had abducted several months before from the Rhine Ruhr convoy and had handed over to Kruger. “Kruger. He was the spy who had sold the details of the convoy to Hyun-Hakkamoto,” he suddenly blurted out. He gripped the wheel in a fury, causing the autopilot to deactivate.

      “Yes. We should have worked that out earlier. He was the spy for Hyun-Hakkamoto, but he did it all for Rhine Ruhr, I’m sure of it. They used the convoy as a pawn sacrifice. But they must have thought they would gain some advantage,” Jackie replied and now she was speaking a little faster.

      “So I did some thinking and I asked some questions of the right people. At the time of launch, Hyun-Hakkamoto had the only long-range spaceship capable of the voyage to Ganymede that was ready. Rhine Ruhr has the Daedalus, a similar ship, but it was limping along toward its launch date—at least a month behind. They could have tried to sabotage the Ganymede Explorer, but that would have been stupid. Instead, it would have been better to place their own asset on the ship, to go along as a stowaway.”

      “Miri,” he breathed. “They shot Miri off into space!”

      “Yes, I think you’re right,” she said, sympathetically. “I’m sorry. I wanted to prepare you, face to face, for what we might find in Cerberus.”

      “I don’t think I can be ready for something like that,” he said, his words absolutely honest.

      “At least you won’t have to confront it alone,” she replied earnestly, and put her hand on his arm.

      “Thank you.”
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Lander Capsule One, on approach to Ganymede, Sol System, 2058
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      Rachel jammed her hand under the diagonal safety strap across her chest to make it tighter. It helped a little against the brutal shaking and vibrating caused by the powerful thrust of the capsule.

      About ten minutes went by before the booster switched off and silence descended, but not for long. Soon the first sigh came through the radio, the sound of someone trying to release tension. With the onset of zero gravity Rachel no longer weighed anything and she pulled her hand out from beneath the strap.

      “You might expect this would be a little smoother in the year 2058,” Boyd said over their personal command channel, reserved for just the two of them.”

      “Rockets are rockets,” Rachel replied, slightly turning her head. Only the front 180 degrees of her helmet was transparent so she only saw half of the captain, but she saw him nod. He looked rested and calm, and she found that very comforting and reassuring.

      “The final approach will take around half an hour,” she told him. “Have you drilled into your men that they can’t take their helmets off? Even in here when the pressure has stabilized?”

      “Yes, don’t worry. They have all been on the moon. Hyun-Hakkamoto hasn’t sent a bunch of boy scouts with you,” he assured her.

      “I’m sorry,” she replied apologetically. “I’m just a little tense because of the circumstances surrounding the last time I saw Ganymede.”

      “It’s fine. I think that...” Boyd’s words trailed off and Rachel looked up.

      “What is it?” she asked, tense.

      “Do you see what I see?” The officer pointed above her to the inner airlock, a round aperture with a porthole positioned at the end of the conical deck.

      “No, I don’t see anything,” she replied. She squinted and then she saw it. The metal wheel used to manually open the airlock, was turning. To the left!

      “But that’s impossible? Did somebody unlock...” Rachel suddenly fell silent. “Damn! It’s here!”

      The airlock bulkhead opened that very second, and the escaping atmosphere tugged her sharply against her safety belt. Her arms and legs were brutally jerked upward as the vacuum caught them.

      She tensed her muscles with a snarl and continued to look at the airlock. She saw the first metal hand appear at the rim, then the other. The next thing to appear was the head with its cold, irisless augmented eyes.

      “It’s the cyborg,” Boyd called out, unnecessarily, as at that moment the noise and airflow petered out and they were weightless again. Absolute silence descended—the vacuum swallowed all sound. Rachel could see Julie and Michael, sitting not three meters away, screaming from wide-open mouths. But she couldn’t hear anything except her own breathing inside her helmet, which seemed to her to be getting louder and more piercing with every breath.

      Rachel switched to the shared channel and was immediately swamped by screams and cries loud enough to make her ears ring.

      “Quiet!” she yelled in between.

      “It’s coming in!” somebody yelled. She thought it was Julie.

      “We have to get out of here!” Somebody else. Michael?

      “SHUT UP RIGHT NOW!” Rachel yelled, and there was silence. From the corner of her eye she saw the cyborg drop from the ceiling and float toward the lashed-down cases in the center. It landed like a spider and its gaze swept around the room.

      Just as Rachel, heart pounding, was about to say something, the four soldiers of Boyd’s team unbuckled and pushed off in the direction of the beast.

      “No!” She had yelled this word, but the soldiers didn’t listen.

      The Cyborg’s head twitched to the closest soldier, a red-haired woman who was moving skillfully in zero gravity. She slowed herself by using the point of her toe on a handhold. The creature jumped forward and formed its metal claws into a wedge that slammed with full force through the soldier’s helmet visor, leaving a fist-sized hole. It all happened in front of Rachel like a horror film from the days of silent movies. The soldier grabbed her head as she was propelled in the opposite direction by escaping air until she slammed into the capsule wall. Her legs kicked in slow motion, but the movements rapidly became weaker and weaker.

      Two of the other soldiers grabbed the cyborg by the arms and pushed away in different directions from the cases. Their powerful augmented muscles tensed like overinflated tires under their bio-suits and they actually managed to successfully pin the creature between them. The third, a female soldier, took advantage of its inability to move and climbed on its back, to get at the back of its neck.

      From the corner of her eye, Rachel saw a movement beside her. It was Boyd, unbuckling himself from his chair. She instinctively stretched out her arm and pushed him back into his seat.

      “What are you doing?” he asked angrily over the radio.

      “Stay in your seat!” she hissed at him.

      “But...”

      Something happened. Rachel’s eyes twitched back to the four struggling figures and she instinctively screamed. Dozens of knives suddenly sprang from the cyborg’s upper body, each one as long as a finger, and stabbed the unprotected soldier on her back, causing her body to immediately go limp. Red spheres of blood appeared and spread in all directions, giving the scene a perverse beauty.

      In a brief moment of inattention one of the remaining soldiers loosened his hold a little, allowing the metal monster to stamp a clawed foot against his shin. It simply broke in two like a dry branch as he was catapulted, tumbling, in Rachel and Boyd’s direction.

      With nobody pulling on the opposite side now, the other soldier fell backward and the man and the cyborg went tumbling, with flailing arms and legs, in the direction of Julie, Migeot, and Michael. Rachel could hardly see anything because of all the blood that was streaming from the stabbed body of the redheaded soldier.

      “Everyone! Stay in your seats! That’s an order!” she commanded over the general radio channel as forcefully as she could, hoping the others would pull themselves together.

      “What did you say?” Maria asked on a private radio channel.

      Rachel glanced to her left and looked her friend in the eye. She was pale. “I have an idea. Stay in your seat!”

      Opposite her, the cyborg and soldier were tumbling directly toward Michael Kohlhammer. The chief engineer from Darmstadt fumbled in panic at his seat belt, trying to free himself.

      “Everyone stay in your seats! Sit down!” Rachel yelled at her colleagues. “Michael. Stop! Don’t move!”

      She had a suspicion, and either she was right or they would all be dead anyway. Julie and Migeot, the two French scientists, froze and clung to the arms of their contour seats, but Michael didn’t seem to have heard her, or he was so lost in panic that her voice could no longer get through to him.

      She gritted her teeth as she watched him finally free himself from his seat belt as he collided with the cyborg and the soldier, who were struggling like wildcats.

      Then it happened. Almost casually the monster knocked Michael’s arm aside and swiped his throat with a flat hand. Red blood came fountaining in spheres from his neck. The cyborg immediately pushed away from the dying engineer, bent under the soldier and pushed off toward the ceiling, carrying the soldier with it.

      “SERGEANT!” Boyd yelled over the radio, but it was too late for any warning. The beefy soldier’s spine smashed into the downward-facing aperture of the airlock and his back bent unnaturally far, like an overloaded spring. When the cyborg let go, the soldier floated in the vacuum, limp, like a marionette with its strings cut.

      “Shit!” Boyd growled, and again moved to get up from his seat.

      “Listen to me, Hansen!” Rachel insisted. She quickly grabbed him by the shoulder. “I think it only attacks us if we get in its way. Stay still, otherwise it will kill you too, and we need you. I need you!”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, voice tense, but he let go of his seat belt. At that moment, the cyborg landed back on the stack of cases and held on tight with arms and legs. The metal limbs and the torso were smeared everywhere with gleaming blood, giving the skeletal creature the appearance of a demon from the pits of hell.

      “Like I thought,” she said, her mouth dry, not taking her eyes off the thing crouching not half a step away from her, its eyes scanning. “It killed two soldiers on the Ganymede Explorer and we didn’t know why. Then it attacked us when we worked on the drive section, I think because Patrick was working on the jumper system. It couldn’t know that it was just routine. Nothing happened after that, although it could have killed us at any time. It was only when we went outside the ship to damage its transmitter that it again attacked.”

      “But then it would have had to kill us, because we threw it and its authorizations out of the ship’s systems,” Maria said with a full-body shiver, as if she were in a walk-in freezer. Nobody looked at anyone else. They were all staring at the monster in their midst, which was doing exactly what Rachel had hoped, remaining motionless for now.

      “The loss of system authorizations didn’t get in the way of its mission.”

      “What mission?” Boyd asked. He didn’t sound entirely convinced.

      “To get to Ganymede. In fact it has probably needed us, up to this point. That’s why it didn’t attack except when we endangered its mission. So, everyone, the order stands. Sit still. Don’t make any moves that might be interpreted as hostile, and then I think it’s possible it will simply disappear through the airlock when we land. I think it only came inside because it was getting too hot in Ganymede’s thin atmosphere on the underside, and at the back the drive jets are firing. It didn’t want to kill us, only to come in so that it could arrive unharmed down on the surface.

      “Shit, Rachel, I hope you’re right,” Migeot yelled across the radio channel. His French accent was mixed with barely suppressed panic, making his sentence almost impossible to understand.

      “I hope so, too,” she muttered.

      “The fact is, however, that we can’t do any harm to the thing in our bio-suits,” Boyd said. He no longer sounded angry, just defeated. Rachel knew exactly how he had to be feeling. He had just lost four of the men and women under his command, and he’d had to watch helplessly as they were killed. In other words, what had happened to her on Ganymede almost a year ago. It was hell.

      “What is it going to do when we get down there?” Julie asked softly.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel admitted. “If it belongs to Rhine Ruhr, or one of the other mega-corporations, it will almost certainly take samples and do experiments and radio the results back to Earth. At least that would be a logical goal I can imagine right now.”

      “But maybe the shitty thing is just an aggressive monster that will butcher us all and grill the artifacts down there until they are just ashes,” Maria growled, and the increasing frequency of her vulgar language told Rachel that the Geologist’s nerves were not in the best shape.

      “For now we stay put. Nobody move. If we get down in one piece, we’ll decide what to do after that. That’s an order,” she said over the general channel.

      Nobody said anything.

      Rachel took a deep breath and then called the Ganymede Explorer. She had been purposely keeping the connection closed so that Patrick and Smix wouldn’t panic and do something stupid.

      “Control, Lander One here,” she radioed, and added Boyd to the secure transmission.

      “Rachel?” came Patrick’s immediate answer. “What the hell is happening? The life signs of Michael, Sergeant Hiro...”

      “It’s here,” she interrupted, her words sharp.

      “What is... what? The cyborg?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh shit! What happened? Are you okay?”

      “Boyd’s men are dead, Michael Kohlhammer, too,” she told him, forcing down her anxiety and her horror, until she was almost ashamed of her emotionless voice.

      You have to be strong, she admonished herself. There are still four people on board who are counting on you. You cannot let yourself start to panic.

      “Hell! I can’t believe it!” Patrick howled. “We’ll send the second lander after you. Somehow keep it at bay until—”

      “No!” Rachel interrupted him, emphatically. “Do not do that. It only reacts to us if we make threatening movements. Right now we’re just keeping our eyes on it. Perhaps it will just go when we land.”

      “But...”

      “No, Patrick! We are not risking our replacement lander. If we don’t make it, monitor everything from orbit and calmly reevaluate the situation. If we make it, we will do the same from the surface and stay in contact with you.”

      “I hope you’re right,” the engineer said over the soft white noise in the radio beacon, caused by Jupiter’s radiation bands.

      “I hope so, too. Rachel out.”

      She closed the connection and looked over at Boyd. “Hansen, if we land and that thing really disappears out the airlock—”

      “—then we close the airlock, wait for the pressure to equalize, and I put on my armor,” he said, finishing her sentence and leaving no doubt that this was exactly what he would do, no matter what she thought about it. His usually pleasant and soft voice now sounded as hard and tense as a steel cable.

      “Yes,” she simply replied, keeping to herself that she had little hope that the motorized armor that he was so pleased with would really help. This modern Frankenstein from the secret laboratory on Earth was a nightmare come true to her, as invincible and unfeeling as a demon.

      The medical assistance system of her suit, which monitored all her life signs via a microchip in her arm, was insistently telling her with blinking symbols that her pulse and blood pressure were at a dangerously high level. It recommended physical rest and calm breathing.

      She wanted to laugh out loud but she just couldn’t do so, either physically or mentally. Her hands dug into the arms of her chair and she stared at the cyborg that was clutching the topmost case like an insect. Its diamond-coated claws had penetrated deep into the material of the transport case, and it didn’t ease its grip for an instant. The metallic gleam of the creature’s limbs, along with their surrounding cables and hoses, deep between the different elements, made them look like strange works of art from the imagination of an industrial romantic. They were in constant motion, as if the monster was made of a perpetually roiling mass of snakes and beetles that had come together to form a horrific whole.

      Just stay where you are. Don’t move an inch.

      After what felt like an eternity, the boosters ignited—however this time significantly more weakly. She didn’t believe that their acceleration was more than a G. Her chair shook, but only a little, and the interior of the capsule still looked as motionless as ever. A glance at the airlock showed her that the automatic emergency lock didn’t seem to be functioning properly because both airlock doors were still open. From where she was sitting she could see through a narrow gap and make out the darkness of space.

      As long as everyone kept their helmets on and the capsule was able to maintain stable flight, they shouldn’t have too much difficulty, despite their open roof. Ganymede’s atmosphere was a lot thinner than Earth’s, and the atmospheric resistance was negligible. Their planned flight vector went via an extended orbit with quite a steep dive at the end, until they would land exactly 100 meters from the white ring.

      She wanted to send the current telemetry data from the ship’s computer to the AR display, but she didn’t dare put even a single pixel between her eyes and the cyborg. It was an illogical fear, but she was frightened that the moment she took her eye off it, it would attack.

      Their dive seemed to last forever. The radio stayed silent the entire time, and at some point the blinking yellow light came on, the visual part of the alarm system that warned they would soon be landing. Rachel thought she could detect the accompanying blaring noise at the edge of her hearing. The atmosphere of the largest moon in the solar system meant that the sound could travel, but at such a low level that you had to strain to hear it. It sounded dull and at the same time hollow, like knocking deep underwater.

      The cyborg seemed to have no interest in the alarm, its gaze still sweeping around, its head turning a full 360 degrees, like the second hand on a clock, to keep them all in view. The movement looked so strange and wrong that Rachel almost felt sick. Then they landed. If Rachel hadn’t already experienced a landing on Ganymede she wouldn’t have even noticed that anything was different, aside from the gentle pull of the moon’s gravity that meant her 60-kilo body here weighed less than 10 kilos when standing on the surface.

      The five bodies lay in unnatural positions all around, and the large quantity of blood that they had lost covered most of the cases, seats, and wall plating. The 3D vision of death had become a 2D image painted by gravity. The alarm switched off, there was no noise, and the lamp went out. Rachel flinched as the killer machine in their midst suddenly burst into motion. But the thing didn’t spring at her or any other member of the team. Instead it catapulted, in one effortless upward leap, grabbed the edge of the airlock, and simply disappeared.

      “Holy Mother of God,” Maria groaned across the radio, her words accompanied by scratchy echoes.

      “You were right,” Boyd said, sounding stunned, and then he unbuckled his safety belt.

      “Grab your case. I’ll take care of the airlock,” Rachel said as she freed herself from her seat and ran around the heap of baggage. Julie and Migeot were getting to their feet, swaying a little under the unaccustomed gravity.

      “You two,” she said and pointed at her two French teammates. “Move the dead aside and tie them down. If we have to flee, I don’t want them floating around.”

      “Can’t we—”

      “No.” She interrupted Migeot with an unmistakable gesture, showing the particle physicist a stiff-armed palm. “We’re not leaving them here on this moon, and we’re not leaving them lying about the cabin so they can fly around on our return journey. I know it isn’t a nice job, but we all have to pull ourselves together. So get to it!”

      Rachel didn’t wait for an answer, but instead set a good example by being first to climb the left of the central ladders. It was no effort because of the low gravity, although her arms and legs were still shaking. She arrived in the airlock, which had three exits, one going upward and one each to the left and right, to allow people to leave horizontally. She saw that most of the wall systems had been ripped away or horrifyingly damaged by the cyborg’s claws. The outer anchor points of the bulkhead had also been ripped away and the door itself was missing.

      “Just great.”

      “What’s wrong?” Maria asked directly into her ear.

      “The airlock is busted. I’ll close the inner door. You’ll have to use the ship’s computer to activate the bypass system as soon as I give the signal,” Rachel explained. She glanced out of the porthole of the horizontal bulkhead to the left. She saw the two monolithic transmitters in front of the dark brown-gray of Ganymede, and behind them the white ring, but no sign of the killer machine.

      Where are you hiding and what are your plans? She turned around, muttering under her breath, and activated the crank handle of the inner airlock door. When it was locked magnetically in place and a red lamp indicated that it was sealed, she opened a channel to Maria.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Understood.”

      Rachel could see through the small window that Boyd was pulling one of the cases from the stack and opening it. Inside she could see black armor elements, like reptilian scales. Julie and Migeot were still busy stacking the dead in front of the now-empty seats and securing them with load restraints. Then she saw Maria unlatching her helmet and then removing it.

      “Life support system online,” her friend radioed and gave her a thumbs up.

      “Okay,” Rachel answered over the general channel. “As soon as Boyd has his armor on, we’ll go out. And put that helmet back on!”
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Los Angeles, Earth, 2058
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      The target was called Jonathan Grey, which Theodore dimly remembered from an erotic novel from the turn of the century that a girlfriend of his had excitedly told him about. He was an emergency doctor, had served in the U.S. Army as a paramedic, and had risen to the rank of Captain by the time he left. After that, Jonathan Grey had worked for three years as a doctor at the emergency room at San Francisco Central and had finally moved to L.A. and Cerberus. He lived with his family in West L.A. near the coast in a sleepy suburb inhabited by what was left of the middle class.

      But Jonathan Grey had a secret, just like everyone else, and Muffin had zeroed in on it. He spent time with underage prostitutes in one of the Yakuza-controlled dive bars on the border with Thousand Oaks. It was a shame that Theodore had to take the identity of some pedophile scum to get to his target. Just reading the brief-data that Muffin had given him to get ready made him want to change the mission and simply shoot the guy. But of course that wasn’t possible, and so he was sitting in Yuri’s Ford Aurora on the side of the street opposite the two-story Grey house, waiting. He was waiting for the father of two small daughters and the husband of a British data analyst to set off to indulge in his illegal hobby, which Muffin had told him he always did on Thursday.

      After around an hour it was already sunset, which meant that the slightly brighter gray of day was being displaced by the darker gray of twilight. He looked impatiently at his wrist terminal. Almost nine!

      He had already read the California Gazette ePaper from front to back and also scrolled through the Siberian news feed. If the guy didn’t turn up, Theodore would have to go inside. If he couldn’t distract himself with something, the memory of Miri and the feelings of guilt that came along with it would return. But if I get out, all kinds of surveillance systems will see me in this damned suburban idyll.

      He had been lucky that the Greys obviously weren’t yet wealthy enough to buy a place in a gated community, which were now like high-security prisons except that people willingly paid to be locked up in them. To live behind walls topped in barbed wire, patrolled by private security services, was so paradoxical to Theodore that he almost wanted to laugh out loud. The great and the good of the city preferred to wall themselves in and rob themselves of their liberty rather than allow the evil criminals outside to steal their dog or break in and make off with their collection of underwear.

      Something was moving. Theodore zoomed in on the building entrance, which had a marble arch above the front door and furring strips on either side, where he saw Jonathan Grey slip out. The paramedic was a little stocky, possibly a little shorter than he was. He had thinning dark hair and no facial hair.

      Grey hurried with astonishingly nimble movements across the manicured lawn to a dark Mercedes limousine and disappeared into the driver’s seat. A couple of moments later the red taillights went on along with two white ones, as the car reversed and left the driveway.

      Theodore started his car too, waited until Grey had a few hundred meters head start and followed him. The further they drove, the smaller the front yards got, and the less well cared for were the lawns, which had to be laboriously tended to by robots using chemicals. It went without saying that they were costly and also polluted the groundwater, but only the poor who couldn’t afford a filtration system had to worry about that. The criminal 80 percent of the population, in other words.

      The closer they got to the center, which was cut in two by Hell’s Mouth, the taller the protective wall appeared behind the skyscrapers of downtown, some of them with their top floors among the clouds. Grey turned onto Interstate 55, which went over one of the two remaining bridges that still connected the east and west sides of the city. After reaching the other side, Theodore followed the Mercedes onto the notorious Bullaby Road, a red-light district operated by the Yakuza. It was sleazy enough to give the rich milquetoasts from the other side a kick, but not so grim and dilapidated that they would go running back to mommy.

      The car was equipped with special sensors that allowed them to follow Grey’s car, which had been marked earlier, so Theodore had no difficulty in tailing him through the evening traffic.

      After a drive of a little over 90 minutes, the doctor turned into a small alleyway a block from Bullaby Road.

      Theodore stopped his Aurora on the busy main street and hurried into the alleyway after Grey. He was just in time to see the taillights of the Mercedes as it turned a corner into a back yard.

      He increased his pace and hurried through puddles and small patches of decomposing plastic trash. He reached the left corner of the house after 30 meters and stopped. He carefully peered around the wet concrete. Grey had just gotten out and was walking calmly with shoulders back toward an entrance door between two garages.

      Theodore quickly scanned his surroundings. The back yard was hardly 50 square meters in size and looked like a dry stream bed. The tightly packed buildings were all at least 20 stories high, reducing the sky to a tiny patch. Tiny balconies with railings around them and plastic sheeting and cardboard boxes glued to them were arrayed cheek by jowl, along with large numbers of air conditioners in their iron mounts. It was a typical scene of the poor being cooped up together that could be seen all over Los Angeles.

      Jonathan Grey disappeared into the dark entrance and Theodore emerged from behind the corner and crossed the damp yard of cracked asphalt. Weeds were growing from innumerable rips and holes, and looked just as sickly as the inhabitants of the surrounding buildings most certainly were.

      The entrance itself didn’t even have a door, it simply opened onto a long concrete corridor with lots of rusty post boxes. There were stairs at the back, leading both up and down. Three apartment doors on the left and three on the right. No doubt about how cramped the living spaces inside were.

      With a thought-command, Theodore switched his augmented eyes over to infrared. By squinting a little he increased the sensitivity and soon saw reddish-yellow marks on the ground, though they were already fading. He hurried forward, following the thermal signature left by Grey’s footsteps as they went upstairs. Further up he could hear noises that he thought could be his target. He risked a look upward over the railings and saw a hand with a wedding band on one finger, sliding along. Two floors’ head start.

      Theodore didn’t bother hiding. He increased his pace again and then sped up even more when he heard an apartment door close. On the fourth floor he could just see one of the door handles lit up in infrared. Apartment 34. With a swift look over his shoulder he made sure there really were no cameras and then attached his maglock breaker. He also inserted his credit-card-sized fake door card in the slit provided and pressed the green button of the palm-sized device connected to the card by a broad cable.

      Endless columns of numbers juddered through the tiny display, taking barely 30 seconds, before a soft ‘click’ was heard and the magnetic lock was released. The door opened a few centimeters.

      Theodore listened for a moment but didn’t hear anything so he shoved the maglock breaker back into his jacket pocket. He glanced over his shoulder again and drew his powerful Colt Bronco, then used his free hand to carefully push the door inward.

      A dark corridor appeared in front of him. Two pairs of shoes were on a small doormat that was on top of a dark carpet. The left pair was still warm. He switched off the infrared view and moved forward with careful steps. Two meters away to the left was a door with a small window in it. A bathroom. Two meters to a door on the right with the acrid stink of cheap ramen dishes coming from it. The kitchen.

      Straight ahead, at the end of the narrow corridor, stood a third door, slightly ajar. The rustling of clothes and damp sucking sounds came to Theodore’s ears. He slowly made his way forward, past framed photos of smiling children between six and twelve years old. They were all boys.

      He arrived at the living room, listened for a moment to the damp sucking sounds and the rhythmic slap of flesh on flesh. But he heard something else, too. At first he wasn’t sure what it was, but then there was no doubt, it was the crying of at least one child, maybe more.

      Without hesitation, Theodore kicked open the door and aimed his revolver.

      On a sofa, not two paces away from him, Grey was hunched over a half-dressed, scrawny man, who suddenly started screaming.

      Theodore went grimly toward them, his eyes investigating the room, looking for the children he had heard crying.

      He saw them on an old LCD television facing the couch. It looked like an amateur video. A man in a ski mask could be seen walking behind several young boys who were tied to chairs. They were naked and crying.

      “You damned, bastard shits!” Theodore growled, and pointed with his free hand to the young man, who was wide eyed in fear and covering his privates with a shirt. “You. Turn that sick shit off!”

      “What are you thinking, just coming in here...” Grey protested, his face red. He held a stained cushion in front of the middle of his body and was trying to retreat onto the sofa.

      “If you open your mouth again, I’ll shoot you in the face,” Theodore told him without batting an eyelid, then turned back to the young man who had just switched off the television. “Where is the recording? On a pen drive?”

      The slim man nodded. His jaw muscles, standing out powerfully against his otherwise skeletal face, began to chew and he became even paler around the dark rings under his eyes.

      “Give it to me,” Theodore ordered and the man instantly obeyed. He pulled a stick, about the size of a pinky finger, out of the television and brought it over.

      “Did you make this video?” he asked. “If you lie to me, he dies.” Theodore pointed at Jonathan Grey, who was anxiously gasping for air.

      “I...” the skinny man stuttered.

      “Yes or no?”

      “Yes. He paid me to do it,” he said defensively.

      “The children paid with their futures,” Theodore replied, coldly, and pointed at the stick in the man’s hand. “Eat it.”

      “What?”

      “I. Want. You. To. Swallow. That. Damn. Stick!” he commanded again and pulled a long silencer from his jacket pocket before calmly screwing it onto the barrel of his Bronco. When he was finished, he pointed it at Grey again, who now went completely pale. “Three, two...”

      “Okay, okay, okay!” the man stammered. Theodore guessed he was in his mid-thirties and ill. He took the stick with shaking hands and put it in his mouth.

      “Swallow.”

      “But...” the man mumbled.

      “Come closer.”

      The man did as he was told and took a step closer. Theodore swapped the Bronco to his left hand, still pointed at Grey, and punched with his now free augmented arm, with all his strength, at his mouth. His jaw broke with a crack. Blood spurted and the half-naked man slumped to the ground. He struggled noisily for air but was choking on the stick and his own teeth and blood.

      Grey screamed shrill with such horror that Theodore was afraid he would pass out.

      “What have you done?” the doctor stammered, and was about to spring to his feet to help his dying lover, but Theodore cocked the hammer on his Bronco and shook his head.

      “I just did the world a favor, and you would already have a bullet in your head if I didn’t need you and you weren’t the father of two daughters.” Theodore shook his head again. The rage and disgust within him were so intense that he felt ill. The images on the television wouldn’t leave him.

      “You damn corporate asshole, with more than most people can dream of, and more, and what do you do? You live your walled-off luxury lives, then come to the slums to live out your detestable child molester fantasies? You and your kind, you’re worse than all the criminals in this city put together. This guy,” Theodore pointed at the dying man, who was hardly twitching anymore, “he’s a monster because he had no choice. You and your kind made him into this with your sick fantasies.”

      Grey didn’t dare to contradict him, and that was a good thing because otherwise Theodore might have just gone ahead and shot him.

      “When is your family expecting you back?”

      “Tomorrow evening, after work,” the doctor stammered through pale lips. He was still holding a cushion in front of the center of his body with one hand, and with the other tried to fish for his clothes. Theodore shook his head and he pulled his hand back.

      “I’m going to tie you up and make sure you stay here till then,” he explained in a calm voice. “Tomorrow, at this time, members of the Vory will come here for you... do you know what they think of perverts like you?”

      “I... I can explain!” Grey stammered, his forehead now damp.

      Theodore waved his words away. “Save it for them, but make sure it’s good. Otherwise things will go very, very bad for you.”

      In all honesty, he hoped things would go badly for this man. Without taking his eyes off the doctor he searched his clothes, found an ID card, his car keys, and a wallet. He stuffed everything in his jacket pocket and then bound Grey’s hands and feet behind his back with cable ties, leaving him tied up like a parcel. Next he gagged him and fastened the cable ties at his back to a radiator pipe. Then he held a laser scanner in front of the man’s face, pulled the gag away, and waited for the device to give the ringing chime that meant it had finished its work. Grey started to say something but Theodore held up his index finger to silence him and stuffed the gag back in his mouth.

      “If you somehow manage the impossible and free yourself, you can go ahead and call the police.” Theodore pointed meaningfully at the recently deceased body at his feet, now with eyes that had rolled up to look reproachfully at the ceiling. “Just a word of advice. The Yaks usually get here first.” With these words he left the apartment, once again disgusted at the world in which he lived.
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      Back at Matuschka’s, first he met Jackie, who was already waiting at Muffin’s bedside, watching him gesticulate wildly with AR glasses on and a cable in his deep web node. It was how the young degenerated spent most of his time, hunting through the internet and doing things that would land him in prison—if he was ever caught.

      “Damn, you look like shit,” Jackie said, giving him a concerned look.

      Theodore waved her worried gaze away.

      “What happened?” she asked, turning to face him.

      “Grey, he... oh, forget it. I took care of him and got his ID card.” He slipped his hand into his jacket and pulled out the ID as proof.

      “Mh-hmm,” she said, and seemed to decide not to pursue that line of questioning, which was a relief for him. He just wanted to forget what he had been forced to see and try not to think about how many such men there were in the hellhole named Los Angeles.

      “How did it go with you?”

      “Easy. Monty and Isabell, the names of the other two, aren’t just colleagues, they’re turtledoves—they like to get into each other’s pants,” Jackie said, making a pistol with her fingers and pointing it at Theodore. “Instead of cupid’s arrow, I gave them a couple of jabs of neuro tox, so they’ll lie peacefully there in bed for the next 24 hours.”

      “And Ludwig?”

      “He’s downstairs with Yuri. Something happened with him and the fourth paramedic... what was his name?”

      “Walther Matthews.”

      “Yes, exactly. Walther Matthews. Okay, Ludwig killed him.” Jackie shrugged almost apologetically. “He says it was an accident.”

      “But I told him not to—” Theodore started to growl.

      She immediately interrupted him. “But I do have some good news. Mister Hatimari got back in touch. We’re getting our ticket into Cerberus. We’re going in eight hours.”

      “Eight hours?” he said in surprise, half appalled. “Where is the entrance?”

      “Pasadena, of course. A ruined old desert factory near the former Shell filling station at the west intersection.”

      Theodore did some swift mental calculations. “That’s at least an hour by car. We don’t even have our equipment, never mind finished masks! And where has Yuna Saki got to?”

      “She isn’t back yet, but she has been in touch and she gave us the green light,” Jackie reassured him and stood up to stand right in front of him. He was forced to look down at her to gaze into her deep blue eyes, and was a little unsure why she was standing so close to him.

      “What is it?”

      “I wanted to smell your breath, to see if you’ve been drinking. You look so pale.” She made a dismissive hand gesture and dropped back into her seat.

      “I killed somebody,” he said, voice even.

      “In self-defense?”

      “No.”

      “Did he deserve it?” she asked breezily.

      “Yes.”

      “So, thanks for doing a service for society. I read the Earth is overpopulated. I see it every day, out there. Every asshole less is a service to humanity.”

      Theodore just growled and looked down at his wrist terminal. He hoped Yuna Saki would appear soon. Of all of them, she was the best choice to poison the electronics laboratory manager in the Cerberus research and development department. Not because he too was Japanese, but because as a former Yakuza assassin she was the most able among them, the most skilled of them with disguises, without needing priceless high-tech masks.

      According to Doc Angel, the incredibly expensive substance he had made for them would cause a heart attack within the next 12 to 20 hours, and they would be called according to plan. This meant that they had to be flexible about the time, which also meant they absolutely had to be ready and on site at Rhine Ruhr Industries to avoid their window of opportunity passing without them.

      “I’ll call Yuna Saki,” he said. “Get the masks finished now. As soon as everything is ready we’ll drive to Pasadena and get going.”
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Ganymede, Sol System, 2058
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      Rachel waited until Boyd, wearing his massive armor, had climbed into the half-ruined airlock. The tiny plates on the black membrane material gave him a reptilian look, and the helm matched the look, as it had no visor except for two small eye holes that were dimly illuminated in blue. His entire body seemed to have doubled in mass.

      “I would suggest you go first,” she joked, though there was no hint of humor in her voice. She had completely lost it when she was forced to watch her teammates being butchered by the cyborg in the capsule.

      “Yes,” came the grim answer over the radio. Boyd climbed out of the left vertical airlock. From there, he jumped approximately eight meters to the ground.

      Rachel scrambled forward and saw him sail unnaturally slowly down, until he landed on the crusty ice surface of Ganymede. As soon as he alit, his suit changed. From one shoulder rose a case the size of a child’s head with the red tips of nine micro missiles, and from the other appeared a rod-like laser marker.

      “My scanner isn’t showing anything in close proximity, except the twin electromagnetic beams of the transmitter towers and the ring,” Boyd said. He pointed with one arm at a small area of high ground about 50 meters to the east. “My guess is that it went that way.”

      “The important thing is that it isn’t here now,” she replied, and then scrambled back to the open airlock to help Maria, Julie, and Migeot climb up. She took the case with the analysis equipment from them.

      “Is Boyd outside already?” her friend asked immediately.

      “Yes, he’s already outside and so far he hasn’t found anything. It looks like it has run off,” Rachel assured her.

      “Thank God for that.”

      Together they climbed out through the same aperture that the captain had used and simply slid down over the exterior of the hull.

      To again have Ganymede’s surface under her feet was a very unreal experience for Rachel. Now that she was here, she had the feeling she had never been away. At the same time it seemed like an eternity since she had climbed into the Valkyrie and fired up the engines. She wondered what had happened to Diggs, Mönning, Skjorgard, and Mitchel when the white material turned Ganymede Station into a transmitter. Were they now part of the transmitter?

      In the telescope images the structure hadn’t looked as if it had organic components of any kind. Besides, all organic life outside the Earth’s biosphere was doomed out in the solar system, especially because of the not-to-be-underestimated radiation that was being constantly rained down by the massive disk of Jupiter, hanging above them in the firmament. Even Ganymede’s extensive magnetosphere could not entirely keep it away.

      “That’s just beautiful,” Julie said softly over the radio.

      Rachel looked up from the ground, which looked much darker here than it did from orbit. “What is?”

      “That,” Julie answered with an almost childlike voice as she pointed north.

      Rachel’s eyes followed her finger and she saw the blue aurora borealis in the distance, undulating in the darkness like mysterious magic. It was a scene as sublime as it was comforting and homelike, because she had seen the same effect on Earth. It was more impressive there, she thought, because she could breathe without a helmet. The colors were also a little different and the light more broken up and less subtle.

      “Oh,” Rachel said at last, “those are bands of plasma that are blown over here from Jupiter. It’s field lines reach all the way out here.”

      “Wow,” Migeot said.

      Rachel looked over at the particle physicist, who was standing not even an arm’s length away.

      His spacesuit was covered all over in blood, but he didn’t seem to notice anymore because he was staring into the distance. “I’ve read about it, but to see it with my own eyes, it’s incredible. Did you know that the corotating plasma from Jupiter meets the magnetopause at just a little over double the speed of sound? That’s not even half the Alfvén veloci—”

      “Hey.” Boyd interrupted the Frenchman with a growl and waved from his position about 20 meters further toward the two transmitters. “Could we save the science lesson for later? We have things to do, and I don’t want my people to end up dead because we go on a polar lights sightseeing tour.”

      “He’s right,” Rachel swiftly agreed and started moving to follow the captain. Julie, Maria, and Migeot hurried to get closer to her. She hadn’t failed to notice that her teammate was continually looking over her shoulder and fearfully staring into the darkness. The sun was a small, not-very-powerful point in the black sky and it bathed the area around them, between two approximately 100-high piles of ice ejecta, in dim twilight. The dim light was enough to turn the cone of her helmet lamp into intense, almost uncomfortably bright will-o-the-wisps.

      She worked slowly forward, with feather-light steps, in the direction of the two obelisks, which looked black and stood out indistinctly from the gray-brown ice wall around 100 meters further back. The white ring, on the other hand, seemed to almost give off its own light, and looked strangely out of place. Nothing about the structure, the form, the color, or the infrared radiation it was emitting, which Rachel’s AR visor regularly displayed as red illumination, fit this place.

      Boyd stopped while they were still about ten paces away from the first transmitter tower.

      Rachel followed his example and held her teammates back. “Everything okay?”

      “I think so,” he answered without turning around. In his dark motorized armor, he was difficult to pick out against the background, but he glittered like a diamond when the beams of their helmet lamps swept over his silhouette.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked hesitantly, then looked around in alarm, but their surroundings still seemed as motionless and silent as if they were surrounded by a shroud.

      “The transmitter just sent out a signal.”

      “A signal? What kind of signal? Where to?” Migeot’s words almost tumbled over each other as he put his metal case on the ground and hastily opened it before fishing around inside.

      “I don’t know. An increase in electromagnetic radiation. Possibly microwaves,” Boyd answered and looked at the apex of the first obelisk, which was now not even five meters away.

      Rachel moved away from the others and walked past the soldier toward the transmitter.

      “Careful, Rachel,” he warned her, but she just waved his concerns away and advanced to within an arm’s length of the strange object.

      No, not strange, she reprimanded herself as she gazed at the many different plates that formed the outer surface like patchwork. The distance between them was relatively regular and gave the illusion, from a distance, that they were perfectly formed obelisks, but that impression was incorrect. The metal parts still had markings and writings on them from the Ganymede Station, the former site on which they were now standing. In one place she saw half of the word ‘engineering,’ while in another she saw the fluorescent direction stripes of the automatic evacuation system. Further up was the word ‘botanics’ and Rachel gulped hard.

      “Is everything okay?” It was Maria. She hadn’t even noticed that her friend had joined her.

      “Yes,” she replied huskily and pointed up to where the sign for the module where her comrades died stood out in the middle of the patch illuminated by her helmet lamp.

      Maria obviously understood and softly touched her shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” Rachel assured her and took her hand. “Do you see these cables?” She pointed at one of the many holes between the ceramic plates, this one at around head height. The light of their lamps brightly illuminated one of the hoses and cables inside, and the inner life of the strange and yet familiar object suddenly looked like snakes that had started to coil tighter because they were suddenly being looked at. A large part, however, was not more cables in the depths, but the shadows cast by the outer cables under their lights.

      “Yes,” Maria muttered in fascination. “This all came from... the station?”

      “Yes. These cables here, they were from the nitrogen supply. Those are power cables from the radioisotope generator.” Rachel pointed with an outstretched finger at the hole and made sure it didn’t intrude even a millimeter between the ceramic plates.

      “We should take a look at the ring,” Maria suggested.

      Rachel looked at her and noticed that the Spanish woman’s eyes had gone wide and her face was bathed in sweat. “Hey,” she said, her voice calm and she grasped her friend by the arm. She pushed her head a little forward until it touched her visor and then grabbed the geologist’s helmet with her hands. “Everything’s all right. We’re going to do our job, pack up our stuff, and then disappear. Before you know it, we will be back on the Explorer and taking a look at all the data from the safety of orbit and there won’t even be a killer cyborg on board. Okay?”

      “Yes.” Maria croaked and nodded nervously. She pursed her lips so as to hesitantly breathe out. “I’m sorry. The carnage in the capsule and... it is simply too much.”

      “We are now going to go over to the ring, as you suggested. Okay? Then we will perhaps see if it is stone, nanites, or microorganisms?” Rachel softly suggested and ushered Boyd away with one hand, as he approached her from the side.

      “All right, it’s fine. I’ll just quickly get my case,” Maria replied with a voice that was a little firmer as she pushed her chin forward. In the tight cap that framed her face, she looked tiny and haggard.

      “Good,” Rachel said, then nodded to her and let go.

      When Maria had moved away with gliding steps and gone over to Julie and Migeot, who were bent over their cases, Rachel asked, “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea to approach so close to the object.” Boyd towered over her by at least two heads in his armor, and his smooth helmet with pale blue eyes made her even more uneasy than the transmitters or the ring at the edge of her vision. She had to force herself to imagine Hansen’s face behind it not to feel the urge to run away.

      “Why not? It’s a transmitter.”

      “You’re the scientist,” he sighed, his voice distorted by an increase in the white noise on the channel. “This is an alien structure that transmits signals. Who knows what else it could do?”

      “To be precise, it is an Earth structure, because it seems to be made of manufactured components that came from Earth,” Rachel countered and immediately regretted it. Now you sound just like any other pompous egghead! “You’re right,” she swiftly said and followed him in the direction of the ring.

      The white noise in her ears reduced with every step they took toward it. “What kind of interference is this?” Rachel asked over the open channel.

      “It’s a signal from the transmitter, a radio signal that keeps getting closer to ours in its wavelength.” It was Migeot who’d said that. Rachel looked over at him. He was still standing with Julie about five strides from the transmitter and was holding a kind of network antenna toward the object, while he looked at the display on his forearm.

      Maria was now coming toward her and Boyd, to accompany them to the ring. She was carrying a gleaming aluminum case in her left hand.

      “What do you mean by that? It’s imitating our radio signals?” Rachel asked and carried on toward the ring, which was still about 30 meters away in the darkness of what had once been the landing zone.

      “That’s exactly what I mean,” the particle physicist said, the excitement evident in his tone of voice. “Fascinating. I’m now getting our own conversation sent back to us over the radio.”

      “That would mean it has cracked our encryption,” Julie observed, and her tone left no doubt how much importance she attached to that.

      “Non, non! It’s true that the frequency is exactly the same. The pattern is identical,” Migeot assured the cryptographer.

      “The frequency pattern is identical. Including the encryption. It’s a copy, but if it isn’t decrypted, then that’s all it is. A copy.”

      “Ah, putain!” Migeot sounded almost furious.

      A moment later Rachel spoke over the radio. “What’s going on?”

      Then Boyd’s voice. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to approach so close to the object.” It continued the same way. The entire conversation, just like before.

      “How is this possible?” Rachel asked, then stopped and turned around. Now at least 30 meters separated her, Boyd, and Maria from their two French team members, whose white bio-suits looked at least as strange in the dark surroundings as the two structures.

      “I don’t know,” Julie admitted. “I have to look at the signal strength. Migeot, find out where in the structure the signal is coming from.”

      “Julie, if this—”

      “I need time!” Julie insisted tensely, and Rachel decided not to push her anymore, to just swallow her curiosity and her worries.

      “Maybe we should take a look at the ring,” Maria suggested.

      Rachel nodded. Together they moved a little faster toward the ring, covering two or three meters with every gentle step.

      The alien structure got bigger with every step they took toward it, and became steadily more threatening. The white was so strange—and at the same time so pure—that it looked almost unnatural. The flexible display on her forearm, which was integrated into the elastic material at the nano level, warned her with blinking radiation alert symbols about growing background radiation. It was still well below the critical level of 2,000 millisieverts that her suit could absorb, but she would be sure to keep an eye on it.

      Rachel stopped right in front of the ring and investigated it with her helmet lamp. A glance at the integrated infrared of her helmet systems showed a constant 82 degrees Celsius. Just to be sure, she scanned the entire surroundings with ultrasound as well, but didn’t see any hidden objects.

      The bulging rim of the ring was astonishingly high when seen from up close. It rose from the ground, curving toward them until about knee height, then grew to her eye level as it curved away in the direction of its summit.

      “Help me a second,” she asked her two companions as she pointed at the ring.

      “What are you going to do?” Maria asked skeptically.

      “I want to get up there and look inside. Give me one of the survey probes from the case, and I’ll throw it in.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      No, it certainly isn’t.  “I think that everything we do down here has an element of risk. But we aren’t here to sit around and stare at things, we have to gather data. So now I’m going to go up there, throw the probe in, and then hopefully come back in one piece,” Rachel said, sounding more confident than she actually felt.

      To her surprise, Boyd didn’t say anything. He just grabbed her with both hands and lifted her effortlessly onto the ring. Then he took a baseball-sized metal sphere from Maria and held it out to her.

      “Thanks,” Rachel said, slapping her gloved hands together around the probe. She turned to look at the top of the ring. The surface felt, in contrast to Ganymede’s ice surface, extremely hard, as if she were standing on concrete.

      She carefully climbed three steps up the gentle slope and then slowly lay down on the ring, to use her elbows and feet to crawl the remaining centimeters. She held the survey probe tightly in her right hand as she went. A couple of seconds later she could feel the beginning of the inner downslope and hesitantly raised her head to bring her line of sight to where she could see into the center of the ring.

      “My God,” she gasped and flinched, almost ducking back.

      “You okay?” Boyd and Maria asked simultaneously.

      “Yes. Yes, I’m okay. Wait!”

      It went down further than her high-power helmet lamps could illuminate. Their output was simply lost in the dark. But that wasn’t all. The hole in the middle of the ring had a diameter of precisely 15 meters, according to her AR display that was flooding her field of view with data, and graphs, and arrows. The edge was ancient ice that had been forced to the surface by the moon’s tectonic activity over millennia.

      The structure was unmistakably recognizable to Rachel. Many a time, during her former days on Ganymede, she had looked into the drill hole 200 meters to the east. However, the ice here had been so cleanly and seamlessly drilled that it could only have been done by something like an extremely precise laser. But there was certainly no such thing as a precision laser with a diameter this wide in this galaxy, unless somebody had found a way to tap the energy of an entire sun.

      At a depth of around ten meters the structure of the wall changed, and she had to look twice at the zoomed image in her visor to be sure she wasn’t imagining what she saw—it was covered in ceramic plates.

      “People,” she said softly into the tiny radio mike in front of her mouth. She took a sip from the water tube that was right beside it, to dampen her dry mouth.

      “What is it?” Maria asked, anxiously. “What can you see?”

      “I’m not sure,” she admitted, “but now I think I know where the drill rig is, or at least what’s left of it.”

      “In the hole?” Boyd sounded incredulous.

      “Yes. It’s lined with what’s left of it. I’m recording all this.” Rachel leaned carefully closer, weighed the survey probe in her hand and then gently threw it into the approximate center of the hole, where it spread its invisible net of lasers and hurtled into the depths. Only an ever-smaller red point showed it was still flying into the darkness.

      “I need an aluminum capsule, a sniffer sail, and an infrared sensor for atmospheric monitoring,” she said as she crawled back a little.

      Boyd, whose helmet was a little higher than hers in her current prone position, took two spheres and a long rod from Maria, then passed them to Rachel, who attached them all to a magnetic holder on the back of her belt.

      “Should I come up there?” Maria asked.

      Rachel’s visor automatically darkened as her friend’s lights swept over her face. “There’s no need, I’ll manage—”

      “Let me rephrase my question. Can I come up with you?”

      “Oh, sure,” Rachel said apologetically, and reached out a helping hand to her friend. Boyd also helped the Spanish woman, and the geologist was soon beside her, joining Rachel and staying prone as well.

      “I’ll keep an eye on the surroundings,” the captain said. “If you see anything strange, don’t hesitate. I’ve been on enough missions where I have seen men and women freeze like deer in the headlights. Don’t be one of them, either of you. They end up dead.”

      With that, the soldier turned around.

      Rachel and Maria nodded to each other and crept carefully to the edge of the blacker-than-black hole.

      Once there, Rachel looked at the display on her arm and was shocked at what she read. “The survey probe is still moving.”

      “How deep?”

      “Six kilometers,” Rachel replied.

      “Six kilometers?” Maria grabbed her arm to pull the display nearer. “That can’t be right.”

      “We reached eight, over at the station’s drill site. It was the thinnest point in the ice, and it took a few months. We still have no idea why it’s so thin right there. In most other places, Ganymede’s ice crust is several hundred kilometers thick,” Rachel explained. She pointed into the hole below them. “Like here.”

      “You mean that this hole could be several hundred kilometers deep?”

      “Possibly. At least if the purpose is to reach the water.”

      “What else would you want on Ganymede?” Maria asked.

      “That’s what I would like to know, too.” Rachel unhooked the sniffer sail from her belt, a sensor about the size of a small wand. She attached one of the spheres to it, pressed a button, and three tiny rotors unfolded. She held the unit up so that a tiny sensor opening pointed down and then let go of the device. It floated away under its own power. Her wrist terminal showed nominal functioning.

      Using gestures to steer the sniffer sail over the hole she halted it there, to gather atmospheric data. Then she took the aluminum-alloy sphere from her belt and threw it into the hole. “Now we have to wait,” she said.

      “Not long,” Maria countered, and as Rachel turned her head to give her a questioning look, her friend pointed with a finger at Rachel’s wrist terminal.

      Rachel saw the red blinking point there, suppressed a curse, and connected her terminal and helmet systems together. Suddenly a red exclamation mark was blinking in her field of view. “Open data.” It was the data from the survey probe, which had arrived considerably quicker than she had expected. “This is strange.”

      “What is?” Maria sounded accusatory.

      “I’m sorry.” Rachel made the data available to everyone, streaming it automatically to all team members and via the transmitter of the lander capsule into orbit to the Ganymede Explorer.

      The probe had reached the floor of the hole at 13 kilometers and not only that, it had found a spherical object that was suspended directly above the floor, attached to the wall with four pipe-like mounts. It was five meters in diameter and was producing electromagnetic radiation. The surface was metallic and, according to depth scans, consisted of several ceramic layers.

      “It looks like an onion,” Maria said, expressing exactly what Rachel was thinking. “It looks like the interior is hollow inside of... is it four surface layers?”

      “Yes, but each layer covers only a third of the sphere. It looks like there are four partial layers that only form a sphere when they come together, and it is not sealed at the top. Whatever is inside, there can’t be any pressure—not any more than the hardly-measurable atmosphere of Ganymede.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Rachel was afraid to ask what the geologist meant, but she saw it for herself. At that moment the sniffer sail sent its survey data. Huge amounts of hydrogen and oxygen were rising from the hole.

      “How is that possible?” Maria asked in confusion.

      “Water ice,” Rachel explained. “The radiation from the sun and Jupiter splits the ice into hydrogen and oxygen—a process that has been going on for millions of years, and has given Ganymede the thin atmosphere it possesses, which was confusing NASA all the way back in the ‘90s. The hydrogen is so light that it escapes into space because the gravity is so low. But oxygen is heavy and stays put. But amounts like these...”

      “Besides, the sunlight doesn’t reach into this hole,” Maria added.

      “No. The ice must be being split into hydrogen and oxygen by some other means.”

      “Maybe it has something to do with all these holes.”

      Rachel took another look at the survey data. Because of her excitement at the discovery of the spherical object at its depth of 13 kilometers, she had completely missed making another discovery. At a depth of eight kilometers there were hundreds of tiny tunnels going in all directions. They had a diameter of ten centimeters each, and, according to preliminary estimates from the probe, they were several kilometers long before they either came to an end or branched.

      “It looks like a huge supply system,” she said, thinking out loud as she gazed at the schematic representation in her visual field. The tunnels spread from the ring to create a branching network of thin fingers.

      “Perhaps that’s where the necessary energy for all these structures comes from. Ganymede is tectonically active, after all, right?”

      “No, not anymore. It’s likely that there was once cryovolcanism, but not now. The only possible source of energy that exists here is the internal ocean. Or the ice itself.”

      Rachel looked at the radiation readout on her forearm. The level was exactly the same as the readings from the white ring that she had measured while in orbit, and precisely the same signature as the surface samples that the RRI Valkyrie had brought back from Transpluto.

      “Maybe I should start getting some samples of the white material we’re sitting on,” Maria suggested.

      Rachel grunted in agreement. “Okay, make a start, I’ll go over to Julie and Migeot and see what they are up to. Will you be okay?” she asked.

      Maria gave her a confirmatory thumbs up before lifting her case.

      Rachel crawled down the slope in Boyd’s direction, then hopped down beside him. “No sign of the cyborg,” he said. It was almost like the captain was talking about the weather.

      “But it’s somewhere around here, right?”

      “Yes,” was all he said in reply.

      They stood silently side by side for a while and gazed at the two obelisks, which were 30 paces apart, about as distant from each other as they were tall.

      “Julie? Migeot?” Rachel called by radio. The two of them were standing by the left obelisk, looking like shining glowworms in the night.

      “Julie here,” the cryptographer answered. “I sent a radio inquiry to the object, but it just throws the same signal back like a mirror. It’s probably some kind of automatic system that just transmits something like pings if you are not sending the right request.”

      “It is simply telling us that it is there.” Migeot translated what his colleague had said. “Oh! That’s interesting.”

      “What?” Rachel asked, fascinated.

      “I think it’s speaking to us.”

      “What?” they all asked as one.

      Migeot’s helmet lamps flickered briefly, then again shone bright and clear.

      “I’m seeing pulses across the entire electromagnetic spectrum. The wavelengths range up to ten to the power of minus thirteen meters in—”

      “That’s gamma radiation!” Rachel gasped, and looked down at the radiation readout. They were in the green, only slightly raised because of their proximity to the ring, which wasn’t even two meters behind them.

      “No danger. They are directional pulses,” explained Migeot.

      “Yes!” Boyd said, pointing at the left obelisk, but Rachel could see it for herself. At the apex of the object a small light was blinking in a rapid pattern.

      “Ouch! That’s blinding!” It was Maria’s voice.

      Rachel turned around and saw the geologist look up. The light from the transmitter was reflecting brightly from her darkened visor. “The signal impulses are directed at Maria?” she asked incredulously.

      “At least at the ring,” Migeot said, “the result of alternating streams, I think...”

      “Maria, did you do anything?”

      “No way,” the Spanish woman assured them and held up both her hands. There was a sample tube in one and a small aluminum scraper in the other.

      “Strange.”

      “The signals are gone.” Migeot told them, disappointed, and his helmet lamps turned in her direction.

      “I’ll come over,” Rachel said. She hurried a little as she went over to the two French team members, leaving Boyd back at the ring.

      “I’m taking the sample now,” Maria radioed, and something made Rachel freeze.

      “No!” she yelled loudly and turned around.

      “Almost done,” her friend tried to reassure her.

      But before Rachel could say anything in reply, Migeot interrupted. “Temperature increasing in the interior! Something is happening in there!”

      She felt her body tense up as she spun around again and looked up at the transmitter beside her, which had suddenly started moving. Like an enormous clockwork machine made of infinitely many cogs, the plates began to shift position and the entire object seemed to shrink and widen. The obelisk became a kind of cube made of ceramic elements, cables, and tubes. It all happened so fast that Rachel’s eyes began to water from trying to follow. Just a moment or two later, a humanoid thing was standing there, over three meters tall, with long, powerful legs, a massive torso, and four arms. The elongated head was bent forward in an extremely unnatural position, and ended in two linear displays, placed right next to each other.

      “My God,” she gasped breathlessly, and her gaze instinctively went back to the arms. Two of them hung to the front, giving the robot an insectile appearance. And the other two arms also came forward and from their blunt ends emerged two protuberances that looked familiar to her. “Maria! Stop, right now!” she screamed, beside herself with concern.

      “What’s the problem? I’ve already—”

      The alien robot’s two-bolt cannons fired and as if in slow motion, Rachel’s eyes followed the two finger-thick bolts as they flew for a fraction of a second and then reached Maria. Her friend’s helmet was hit at eye height by both projectiles, just as she was turning to look at them. Blood and shards were sent flying in all directions as her lifeless body collapsed onto the ring and slid down it.

      “Damned monster!” Boyd cursed as his suit burst into motion. Two compartments opened from the underarms of the motorized armor, and small Gatling guns emerged and immediately started rotating.

      “No, Boyd!” Rachel yelled over the radio. Oh no, not Maria.

      But it was too late. Three missiles exploded from the captain’s shoulder and raced on a fiery trail at the robot, as the Gatling guns opened up in a storm of projectiles.

      Not one of the missiles hit the robot.

      The cyborg! Rachel screamed inside when she realized what the soldier was actually shooting at. As if from nowhere, the small metal creature appeared and jumped onto the back of the alien robot. It moved here and there like lightning, while the former obelisk did not react. Because the cyborg dodged so quickly, a missile hit the left forearm of the robot and shredded it in a tiny explosion that was more like a small poof because of the lack of oxygen.

      The cyborg was also hit by a missile that turned its left leg into a shower of metal parts. Impacting Gatling projectiles tore away part of its shoulder, but with its remaining limbs it pulled the robot’s head back and used it as cover. Boyd started running, traveling in an arc to find a better firing line.

      “What’s it doing?” Rachel asked helplessly. She watched the murderous creature she had brought to Ganymede rip open the plates on the neck area of the robot with its claws. It tossed away sparking cables, chunks of metal, and screws before plunging its right arm into the interior of the robot’s skull. It pulled something out, gazed at it for a fraction of a second with its dead, gray eyes, and then jumped in a giant leap into the darkness and ran off in the direction of the canyon wall.

      Rachel saw its back glint briefly in the beam of Migeot’s helmet lamp, and then it was gone.

      “It’s gone from my sensors!” Boyd yelled in frustration. He was standing in the distance, hard to pick out against the dark surroundings.

      Rachel didn’t answer, but instead ran over to Maria. Judging by the panting of Julie and Migeot in her radio, they were obviously hard on her heels. Just in front of the ring she threw caution to the wind and simply jumped onto the white structure.

      The low gravity made it child’s play for her musculature. The only problem was that the gravity also meant that people used to Earth gravity and the normal weight of their bodies often moved clumsily. The best examples were the first astronauts on the moon, who appeared on TV in black and white back then, and who kept falling and stumbling.

      This is what now happened with Rachel. She lost her balance and stumbled over her friend’s body. Hot pain shot through her left knee, which contacted the ground first. She looked down breathlessly, but she didn’t see any leak in her bio-suit. Then she turned back to Maria’s body. At the same moment, Julie and Migeot appeared beside her and bent down to join her.

      “What a goddamn monster,” Migeot cursed, and took the small sample tube from her dead hand. A small fragment of white material lay within it, glittering in the light of their helmet lamps.

      “Why didn’t she stop?” Rachel asked in shock. She held her breath to stop herself from letting out the sobbing that threatened to overwhelm her. Her eyes filled with tears that ran in hot streams over her cheeks.

      “What the hell was that?” Julie yowled, and the dense beam of her helmet lamp swept restlessly through the darkness, as if they were surrounded by predators.

      “It was trying to protect the ring.”

      “What?”

      “It was trying to protect the ring,” Rachel repeated, with a protracted sniff to prevent the contents of her nose from running onto the inside of her helmet. “It shot at her because she damaged it.”

      “Damaged? This piece isn’t even the size of a fingernail!” Migeot protested, as if it was Rachel’s fault that the geologist was dead.

      “If that thing really is a robot, then it’s following its programming,” she said, forcing herself to remain calm, even though her guts hurt and she wanted to just scream.

      “Merde,” Migeot cursed, and shook his head. His eyes glittered feverishly in the passive blue lighting inside his helmet.

      “How do we know that thing isn’t itself an alien? It could be a mechanical civilization or something like that?” Julie asked. She stared past the top of Rachel’s head in the direction of the remains of the robot.

      “It’s one and the same thing. Machines are not the product of evolution, they are the product of a product of evolution. That means this machine must be driven by an algorithm. You aren’t thinking clearly, Julie. We have to pull ourselves together!”

      “Pull ourselves together? That thing just shot Maria!” the French woman said hotly while giving her a dark look.

      “Maria has been the closest thing I’ve had to a best friend over the last few months, so you don’t need to tell me what happened,” Rachel growled back, having to work hard not to lose her self-control. “You pick up her body and take it to the lander capsule. Understood?”

      Julie hesitated and they stared at each other for a moment. The mental tug of war didn’t last long, however, and the cryptographer at last lowered her eyes, nodded, and heaved Maria’s body over her shoulder.

      “Migeot!”

      “Oui?”

      “Come with me.” She went back to the edge of the ring and jumped down onto Ganymede’s dark ice surface.

      “What’s the plan?” Migeot asked, as he hastily caught up to her and then walked beside her.

      “We’re going to take a look at that thing.” She pointed at the destroyed robot that lay motionless. Boyd, who had already returned, was inspecting the metallic remains.

      When they reached him, Rachel pointed at a bolt cannon, with shimmering bolts, which lay on the tough ice surface by the captain’s feet. “We used that to fix the radioisotope generator to the ground,” she said. She made no effort to hide the bitterness in her voice.

      Rachel still remembered the day she’d had to reattach the generator to the ground in a position to the east of the station because one of the bolts had come out. That Maria had now been killed using one of these high-pressure tools was just too much for her.

      “Not a transmitter, a robot. There was a fully functional robot right beside us the entire time,” Boyd radioed to her and his voice sounded scratchy and distorted.

      “We still have one standing beside us,” Migeot pointed out, indicating the remaining obelisk that was, as ever, standing there motionless.

      “I don’t understand why it didn’t defend itself when it was attacked by the cyborg,” Rachel said with a shake of the head.

      “A good question,” Boyd said. He kicked the robot’s arm with a boot. “Another good question is why the cyborg attacked it at all?”

      “It ripped something from the head area and ran off with it,” she answered as she stared in the direction of the far canyon wall, rising like a jagged curtain in the distance. Around a third of Jupiter’s silhouette was enthroned above its edge. The gas giant never moved because one face of Ganymede was fixed facing Jupiter. The only thing that ever changed was the position of the sun in the dark sky.

      “The robot’s energy signature simply disappeared at the exact same moment,” Migeot said as he tapped the datapad in his hand with a finger. “Maybe it was something like a CPU?”

      “Possible.”

      “One thing is for sure, though. Our stowaway knew exactly what it was looking for, and it got it too,” Rachel said. She closed her eyes tight to escape the stark view of the twilight landscape beyond the former station.

      “That’s not good news,” Boyd growled.

      “Yes. Somebody on Earth knew what we would find here and sent their killer cyborg to extract something that we didn’t even know existed. But how is that possible?”

      “Are there any other stations on Ganymede?” Boyd asked.

      “No, Alpha Corporation and Noble Group have bases on Europa.”

      “Maybe the cyborg can read the data core, if it is a data core, and send the data back to Earth,” Migeot suggested.

      Rachel had to admit that this was very likely. But who knew about it? How was it possible that anyone knew about these incredible things before they had even arrived? Were there other people on Ganymede, missions they knew nothing about?

      “Look out!” Boyd interrupted her brooding and took a step to the side to position himself protectively in front of her and Migeot. The Gatling guns projected from his arms again and began to rotate. The missile pack also extended from his shoulder and took aim.

      Rachel leaned past the officer and saw a second robot, an identical copy of the first, marching toward them on two powerful legs.

      “Don’t shoot, Boyd!” she whispered. “I think the spectral magnitude of the signal was a kind of universal warning. It was too great a coincidence that it became hostile at the exact moment that Maria took her sample. I think they are programmed to react with violence to damage to the ring.”

      “You mean they are kind of guards of the ring?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I hope you’re right. If that thing comes within combat range, I will blow it away. I’m not taking any more risks.”

      At that moment the robot came to a halt. The two vertical screens on the front of the head, which looked like a rotated mathematical equals symbol, came to life and lit up in blue. Beside them they saw a lot of small openings, like tiny rows of buttons.

      “Stay calm, Boyd. Stay calm.” Rachel licked her lips and placed a hand on his arm from the side. She doubted he could even feel it.

      She felt the urge to order him to blast the thing away, to make it disappear and then send the remaining lander down from orbit at full acceleration into the ring, to destroy absolutely everything.

      Maria’s death filled her with such rage that she was boiling inside like a volcano. The fact that there was no way to release her rage just made it worse. She really believed that the robot, which had been passive up to this point, had reacted to a sample being taken. By allowing them to follow their emotionless path, she might be making a logical mistake that would result in the failure of the entire mission. That would undoubtedly make her the first person ever to provoke conflict with aliens.

      She had to pull herself together and breathe as deeply and evenly as she could. “Can it understand us?” she asked as she looked at Migeot, who shook himself as if he had to break free of a trance.

      “I don’t know. So far all it has done is send back our signals.”

      The robot stopped, still around two meters away. The two small screens, which looked like sad eyes, stared at them absolutely motionlessly. Rachel moved in front of Boyd and raised her hands in an attempt at a universal gesture. I am not a threat.

      “Can you understand me?” She felt ridiculous as she said the words, her pulse racing and all her rage in her stomach, but she couldn’t think of anything better to do.

      No reaction.

      She took some time to think, looked at the robot’s four arms, saw two openings for bolt cannons and two pairs of hands, each with ten fingers. Were they modeled on the bodies of their creators?

      A plan occurred to her and she felt for the fission cutter at her belt, yanked it free from its magnetic hold, and held it carefully out in front of her. “It’s not a weapon,” she muttered, licking her lips.

      “Calculate two-dimensional linear representation of the solar system with accurate relative distances,” she commanded her helmet system, and a couple of seconds later the results appeared in her field of view. She looked at the ground between her and the robot and said, “Fix image!”

      The image locked into place against the ground. The sun, and the nine planets with their moons stretched across more than half a meter. The sun was to the far left from her perspective, and Transpluto was to the far right, with noticeably different spacings between the intervening planets. The sizes were correct in relation to each other, making the sun about the size of a medicine ball, the Earth barely the size of a marble, and the moons each no larger than the head of a pin.

      Rachel went down on her knees and followed the edges of the planets and the sun with her fission cutter. The narrow laser beam eating into the ice surface caused tiny crystals to well up. The ice never appeared liquid—at minus 160 degrees it was too cold for that.

      From the corner of her eye she saw the robot’s head bend lower. It attentively followed her hand movements. When she was finished, she patted her chest and then pointed at the Earth. “I come from there. From the Earth.”

      The robot’s gaze followed her finger. Then it looked at her, bashed itself on the chest with a balled fist, and stretched a finger out to tap on Planet Nine at the far right.

      “You come from there? From Planet Nine?” Rachel’s heart was beating like a drum in her chest.

      “Okay, that’s good. That’s good,” she said quickly. She thought as fast as she could about what she was going to do next. Then she had an idea. She drew the outline of the Ganymede Explorer with her fission cutter, then pointed at it and drew a line of dashes from the Earth to Jupiter and the furthest out of the three moons, Ganymede. Then she drew a circle under Ganymede, switched off the cutter, and used it to tap on the circle.

      “We flew here with our ship to investigate the rings. How did you get here? What do the rings mean?”

      The robot looked at the drawing and its head moved slowly but precisely from side to side. Then it opened its hand and reached toward her.

      “I think it wants me to give it the fission cutter,” she said, thinking aloud, but she hesitated.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Migeot said. “That thing is transmitting on all frequencies, but I can’t decrypt it.”

      “If it wanted to attack us, it wouldn’t need a fission cutter,” Boyd pointed out.

      Rachel silently agreed. She put the device into the hand of the enormous robot. It took it, skillfully turned it on with its fingers, and began to draw other rings within her map of the solar system. Four on Earth, one on Mars, three on Ganymede, and sixty on Transpluto, far beyond Neptune.

      “So many!”

      “On Mars?” Migeot came to stand beside her, his datapad dangling in his hand at his side. “Mars is under constant observation by satellites. Over 400 people live there. If there was a ring there...”

      “The accident with Musk One,” Rachel said. “Maybe they discovered more than they said in

      ‘32 and hid one of these rings using the failure of the mission as cover. Maybe they have kept it secret all this time. Maybe there is a transmitter there, too, and that’s how whoever put the cyborg on board knew what it should look for when it got here.”

      Migeot agreed with her. “There could be a transmitter with a defective data core on Mars. That would explain why no large structures have appeared there, and no signals from there have been detected. So many factions are surveilling the red planet that there is no other way it could have been kept secret.” He directed Rachel’s attention back to the robot, which was drawing its sixtieth circle now, in the cluster alongside planet nine.

      She held her hand out to retrieve the fission cutter, but it ignored her and pointed with a finger at the dotted line—the stylized flight path of the Ganymede Explorer. Then it drew a solid line from Ganymede to Earth and from Ganymede to Transpluto. “What is that?” she asked in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      The robot didn’t react. It simply gazed at her from its screens, which reminded Rachel very much of eyes. But they certainly had some other function.

      She had an idea. She opened her hand and extended it, palm out. The machine examined it for a second and then placed the fission cutter on her palm. Rachel bent down and drew with the laser beam an 89 under the dotted line between earth and Ganymede.

      “What are you doing?” Boyd asked. His voice still sounded tense, but less aggressive than before.

      Migeot explained for her. “The robot understands our numerical system, as we saw a few weeks ago from its transmission to the other planets.”

      “Yes. Our journey took 89 days.” Rachel pointed at the Earth, drew a circle around the sun with a finger, and then drew a one in the ice, before tracing her finger along the dotted line to Ganymede and pointing at the 89.

      The robot extended its arm almost immediately and opened its hand. She gave it the fission cutter and it drew a zero above the line to Earth and another zero over the much longer line to Transpluto.

      Before she could give words to her confusion, the robot stretched out an arm. But instead of handing her the fission cutter, it pointed with an outstretched hand at the white ring. With the other hand it tapped a finger on the ring drawn below Ganymede and traced the dotted line that extended from there to the huge number of rings out by Transpluto. Then it tapped on the zero, pulled its arm back, placed the fission cutter on the ground, and became motionless.

      “Is that supposed to mean that the ring is some kind of transport system that allows instantaneous travel between the planets?” Migeot asked.

      “That’s possible.” These words came from Julie. She had just moved to stand next to Rachel, looking intently down at the drawing. “Why didn’t you use a datapad to draw with? It would have been a lot quicker.”

      Rachel didn’t answer. She picked up on the criticism in Julie’s voice but was entirely too excited to judge herself.

      Julie had her own datapad, housed in a thick protective casing, in her hand and held it under Rachel’s nose.

      “What’s that?” It was difficult to see what was on the display because the light from their two helmet lamps was reflecting off the transparent protective layer, and her visor had darkened in reaction to the increased light.

      “The data storage is full,” explained the cryptographer. “Migeot was right when he said that the robot is transmitting on all frequencies. This is only an analysis datapad, so it’s more important that it be durable than state of the art, so it has less than 500 terabytes of storage. This thing’s transmissions have now filled it up. I think I can decrypt it.”

      “Oh? What does it say?”

      Julie shook her head. “I’ll need Sam’s help before I can tell you that.” She pointed at the sky. “I’ll need a lot of calculating power, my programs, and most of all, time. Maybe then I can find out what that thing has been bombarding us with.”

      “Sure.” Rachel replied and looked back at the robot. “Maybe the sphere at the bottom of the hole is some kind of transportation.”

      “We should take what we’ve discovered and get out of here as quickly as we can,” Boyd suggested.

      Although Rachel wanted to continue the communication with the robot because she was so excited to finally be getting somewhere, she knew he was right.

      The machine had been waiting there for weeks and would certainly be there a few more days. Her actions and decisions would also be a lot more logical and considered when she’d had time to deal with the things that had happened to her.

      “You’re right,” Rachel finally said. She attached the fission cutter to her magnetic belt. “Let’s pack up and get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      “Control? Rachel here.”

      “Patrick here.”

      “We’re coming up,” she said curtly while moving slowly backward without taking her eyes off the robot. It didn’t move, but she still had the unnerving feeling it was watching her as she moved toward the lander.

      And we have a hell of a lot to tell all of you, she silently added.
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        Chiua Liu: Commander of Hyun-Hakkamoto’s JaeDong Moon Base.

        Commander Wischnu: Commander of Hyun-Hakkamoto’s DongRaeGu space station in orbit around Luna.

        Diggs, Mönning, Skjorgard and Mitchel: Crew of the RRI Ganymede research station.

        Doc Angel: famous merc (mercenary) doctor in the shadows of Pasadena.

        Dodger: Augmented cyber-zombie. Responsible for security at the Double X.

        Dr. Yanoshi: Head of electronic laboratories at Cerberus. Japanese.

        Hansen Boyd: Captain in the Hyun-Hakkamoto corporate army. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Jackie: ‘Jaqueline Hershel’ is a former U.S. Army armored infantry soldier, later part of the bomb squad at the ‘White Knights’ police company.

        James Matthes: First astronaut to travel to Saturn. Commander of the Ganymede Explorer.

        Jimmy: Parking guard at the Double X.

        John and John: Bouncers at the Double X, twins.

        Julie Tregét: French cryptography expert. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Julio: AI assistant in the biochemical laboratory on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Kruger: High ranking exec (executive) at Hyun-Hakkamoto and former head of the research and development department.

        Ludwig: “Ludwig Friedrich von Hammersmarck” is the son of a German soldier and a Kenyan lawyer, who both died in a terror attack in Kenya. He is addicted to augmentation.

        Marcus Miller: Ship’s doctor on the Ganymede Explorer. Psychiatrist and forensic examiner.

        Maria Jorge: Portuguese geologist from Lisbon. Went to university with Rachel Ferreira. Crew member on the Ganymede explorer.

        Michael Kohlhammer: Chief engineer at the European Space Agency. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Migeot: French particle physicist on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Miri: Miri is Teddy’s daughter, 11 years old.

        Mr. Hatimari: Dealer for numerous merc teams, Japanese.

        Mr. Schmidt: Executive at Rhine Ruhr Industries.

        Muffin: “Gregory Tahoma” is one of the degenerated, graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and a deep web hacker.

        Patrick Greiner: German aerospace engineer from Karlsruhe. Went to university with Rachel Ferreira. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Pina Bettany: Geneticist on board the Ganymede Explorer.

        Rachel Ferreira: Astronaut with Rhine Ruhr Industries, born in Lisbon, commander of the Rhine Ruhr Industries research station on Ganymede, and crewmember on Ganymede Explorer.

        Sam: Ship’s AI on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Sarah Barnes: British xenobiologist who was head of the research facility on the moon, Europa. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Shingumi: Shingumi is Oyabun of the Los Angeles Yakuza and the most powerful underworld boss in the city.

        Smix: Pilot of the Ganymede Explorer.

        Teddy: Theodore Schmidt, a former police officer and a veteran of the Snow War, where he fought for Hyun-Hakkamoto.

        Timothy Baroon: Anchor of the prime-time news on Channel One.

        Veronika Braun: Ship’s doctor on the Ganymede Explorer. Surgeon and anesthetist.

        Wayn Chai: Chinese rocket scientist. Crew member on the Ganymede Explorer.

        Yuna Saki: Former assassin under contract to the Yakuza in Los Angeles, working for Oyabun Shingumi.
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        Adrenaline Booster: Biotech gland that enhances adrenaline production to levels considerably higher than normal.

        Alpha Transfer and Technology Corporation: Mega-corporation with headquarters in Mountain View, California. CEO: Alexander Payne. Divisions: electronics, advanced technology, automobiles and telecommunications, augmentations.

        AOD Transmitter: Active On-Demand transmitter, which sends a signal between transmitter and receiver as soon as the receiver sends a signal request.

        APU: Astronaut Propulsion Unit. A ‘backpack’ with a gas ejection system, worn with a spacesuit to allow maneuvering in a vacuum.

        AR: Augmented Reality.

        AR Glasses: Augmented Reality Glasses. Eyewear that projects virtual objects into the wearer’s field of view.

        Ark: Huge three-level bridge that spans Hell’s Mouth.

        Asia Two: News channel broadcast internationally.

        Augmented eyes: Cyber-eyes.

        Augmented zombie: People with excessive amounts of augmentation, who have become more cyborg than person. Also called the soulless.

        Bio-suit: Modern spacesuit made of latex and nanoplastic plates.

        Black T&T: T&T’s army, in operation in Siberia since 51. Considered among the most powerful defense forces in the world.

        Boeing AirStar: Helicopter for passenger transport.

        Bone lamination: Bones coated with titanium, plastic, or carbon nanotubes, making them extremely robust.

        Bumblebee: Military combat drone with tilting rotors, able to mount heavy weapons.

        Butchers: Organ traders who operate slaughterhouses in slums, butchering bodies and injured people there to get their augmentations and resell them. Most are heavily augmented, heavily armed and ruthless.

        Carbon nanotubes: Microscopically small tubular structures (molecular nanotubes) constructed of carbon and used among other purposes for strengthening materials.

        Center Security, Center Sec: Police company with the contract giving them responsibility for all policing in Los Angeles.

        Cerberus: Rhine Ruhr’s North American headquarters and huge arcology, located in L.A.

        Cerebral booster: Artificial synapses and storage lacunae producing heightened abilities of retention and reasoning. Expensive augment.

        China: The sole remaining world power. The giant is booming militarily and economically and is both the largest market in the world and the largest producer of consumer goods. Because of the total control of the Communist Party, all corporations are represented but have headquarters in other countries. It is a stable country, predictable and firm in foreign policy.

        Cloud Ship Tomahawk: Flying platform above L.A. that provided South California with wireless internet, used as a logistics hub by FedEx, a subsidiary of Alpha Corporation. Heavily damaged in Ganymede Wakes.

        Connector: A type of universal jack (implantable) that allows access to any computer system.

        Data helmet: Helmet with built-in VR system that is simultaneously used for analysis of huge amounts of data and for direct control over virtual interfaces.

        Dealer: Agent for contracts between companies and mercs. Information brokers.

        Deep web: Part of the Internet used via VR and AR glasses that has developed into a parallel network.

        Deep web node: Implant used for direct connection with computers and the deep web via a data cable.

        Display sheet: Foldable and rollable, ultra-thin display, that can be wirelessly connected to a computer.

        Dong Rae Gu: Hyun-Hakkamoto’s space station in lunar orbit. Connected to Jae Dong Moon Base via the Jae Dong Orbital Elevator.

        Dong Zero: Hyun-Hakkamoto heavy cargo rocket, an older design but reliable.

        Double X: Nightclub and soldiers’ meeting place in East L.A., the part of the city controlled by the ‘Reavers.’

        Feedback Suit: Skin-tight suit used in virtual reality, provides the wearer with touch and feeling in the deep web.

        Fiberoptic: Flexible wand camera.

        Fission cutter: Laser cutting device.

        Ford Aurora: Standard compact car model.

        G22: Assault rifle with underslung launcher.

        Ganymede Explorer: Spaceship of the Hyun-Hakkamoto Ganymede mission.

        GMC Ferret: Small delivery truck, best-selling vehicle in the USA, some models produced with right-hand drive for European markets.

        HALO: High Altitude - Low Opening: Military parachute jump (also called military free fall), where the jump is from high altitude and only later, at low altitude does the special parachute open, to avoid radar detection.

        Helium 3: Used in nuclear fusion.

        Holotattoos: Moving tattoos done with special liquids that can change shape and color.

        Hormone glands: Augmentation that consists of artificial glands that provide increased supply of hormones such as adrenaline, dopamine, and melatonin.

        HTR Team: High Threat Response Team: Heavily armed, well equipped, special forces units with corporations and the police.

        Hyun-Hakkamoto Syndicate: Mega-corporation headquartered in Haikou, China. CEO: Moon-Dong Hakkamoto. Divisions: autonomous vehicles, rocket technology, heavy industry, entertainment, pharmaceuticals, materials handling technology, space travel.

        Jae Dong: Hyun-Hakkamoto Moon station.

        Jae Dong OL: The Jae Dong Orbital Lifter is an orbital elevator that travels from the apex of Montes Haemus to Dong Rae Gu.

        Loading robots: Autonomous robots designed for heavy duty.

        M4: Sniper rifle.

        Mag lock: Magnetic door lock that cannot be mechanically defeated. Creates a strong magnetic field between door and frame, or between two adjoining doors.

        Matuschka: Brothel, nightclub, and hotel; headquarters of the Vory in L.A.

        Medikit: Semiautomatic medical device that can be attached to an ill or wounded person’s arm or leg to automatically provide diagnoses and treatment advice. Contains a large stock of drugs.

        Metro News: Rolling news channel from L.A.

        Mimic mask: Mask of nonionic latex, can be created by a 3D printer and forms a precise replica of a face. Banned and considered unacceptable.

        Montes Haemus: Mountain range on Earth’s Moon, 2,400 meters in height at its highest point.

        Near-Earth Orbit Defense Perimeter NEO-DP: Stationed in orbit and controlled by the Council of Four, this is a missile system used to deflect meteorites that could be a threat to Earth. It is suspected that the missiles can also be used for deterrence against countries and competitors who could threaten the power of the big four.

        Neuro tox: Nerve gas that renders victims unconscious within seconds and has a long half-life in the blood.

        Newton Z: Captured asteroid used by mega-corporations to extract resources.

        Noble Group: Mega-corporation headquartered in Tokyo, Japan. CEO: Nagato Takahami. Divisions: advanced technology, satellite technology, aerospace travel, manufactured goods, mechanical engineering, augmentations.

        Pasadena: City district in the north of L.A., completely destroyed by the Angeles National Forest fire and now a lawless wasteland.

        Pilot software: Artificial intelligence for autonomous driving and flying.

        Pomona: City district in the east of L.A., controlled by the Russian Vory.

        Premium Marketers: Customer service company in Thousand Oaks. Yuna Saki’s employer.

        PTSD: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, a psychiatric syndrome triggered by experiencing or witnessing a traumatic event.

        Reavers: motorcycle gang in East L. A., involved in drugs and prostitution.

        Recycler: Recycling system for use in spaceships, transforms organic waste into raw materials for 3D printers.

        Reflex managers: Systems that artificially influence reflexes and make those who possess them substantially faster but make rational thought more difficult after activation.

        ReLife Casket: High-tech medical device, uses AI systems to automatically heal patients, includes advanced nanite and gene treatment. Only 40 known to exist in the world.

        Rhine Ruhr Industries: Mega-corporation headquartered in Pullach, Germany. CEO; Anton Ritter. Divisions: space travel, heavy industry, advanced technology, munitions, air travel, chemicals, augmentations.

        Ruben: Weak AI, written by Rachel Ferreira during her six-month solo-journey to Earth.

        Ruhrdefense Behemoth: Heavy hover tank made by Ruhrdefense.

        Ruhrdefense Donnager: Armored transport made by Ruhrdefense.

        Ruthenium polymers: Processed ruthenium composites, used for chameleon camouflage material due to its high flexibility.

        Sanshin: Heavy-duty capsule for space travel, made by Hyun-Hakkamoto.

        Serenity: Successor to the International Space Station, which was destroyed by a missile in 2027. Initially a UN project, later acquired by Rhine Ruhr.

        Servomotor: Helper motor.

        Smart aim: Connection between a weapon and the aiming assistance in augmented eyes.

        Smart foam: Self-dispersing foam used to seal blood vessels, primarily used in weightless environments.

        Sniffer drone: Espionage drone used to detect radiation, chemical concentrations etc. and in fighting epidemics.

        Sniffer sail: Autonomous flying device for surveying gasses in the atmospheres of planets and moons.

        Spinal blocker: Augmentation along the spinal cord used to block or regulate nerve impulses. Access usually restricted to medical professionals.

        Starshot One: Moon base operated by Alpha Corporation.

        Stim Jet: A device used by the military to administer combat drugs. Contains a cocktail of drugs, gives the user a higher tolerance to pain and exhaustion, and residual adrenaline. Extremely addictive.

        Subcutaneous ID chips: microchips implanted below the skin, used by corporations to track employees. They simultaneously allow health data to be read along with tracking the times of punching in and out.

        Survey probe: Spherical mini-probes about the size of a baseball, used in low gravity to autonomously create digital topographical 3D maps.

        Survivor syndrome: A form of post-traumatic stress disorder, see “PTSD.” Also called “survivor guilt.”

        Synapse Activators: Activatable neurological substances in the synaptic clefts that extremely enhance intellect for a short time by allowing the use of the entire brain. Consumption, however, is followed by a hangover with extreme exhaustion, hunger, and sweating.

        Taeja Station: Hyun-Hakkamoto’s research station on Ganymede. Destroyed in 2057.

        Techhead: Computer freaks, who spend most of their lives in the deep web.

        Telephone chip: Implant that allows calls to be made and received without moving the lips.

        Thousand Oaks: City district in the far west of L.A. controlled by the Yakuza, considered poor but peaceful.

        Thrombosis booster: Implantable biotech glands that provide rapid clotting of wounds.

        USA: The United States of America. This nation has become militarily and economically weak, particularly in relation to the only remaining world power, China. Large areas of the country are uninhabitable because of fracking pollution. The big corporations rule vast regions of the country. They have their fingers in every political decision, and wage war across the field of politics.

        Vandenberg Air Force Base: in the state of California. Launch and landing site for Rhine Ruhr Industries’ space missions.

        Vectored thrust craft: Aircraft with short wings mounted with swivel rotors or swivel turbines, capable of vertical take-off and landing.

        Ventura: Western city district of L.A.

        Vory: Russian mafia. Overshadowed by the Yakuza in Los Angeles, who are protected by Hyun-Hakkamoto. Vory boss; Yuri.

        VR: Virtual Reality.

        Wetwork: Contract killings.

        White Knights: Private police company that has replaced the police forces in Chicago, New York, and Denver. Considered to be corrupt and racist.

        White Noise Generator: Small technological device that scrambles all signals within a certain radius, turning them into white noise.

        Yakuza: Most powerful of the organized crime groups in Los Angeles and closely connected to the local leadership of Hyun-Hakkamoto. Oyabun Shingumi controls their operations.
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        2019: Fujitsu-Siemens and Samsung unite to form the first mega-corporation, Hyun-Hakkamoto, despite international protest and numerous antitrust cases. A stock market crash follows, as investors in competitor companies withdraw their shares out of fear of a dramatic upheaval in the stock market.

        2021: The year of takeover: as a reaction to the fast-growing influence of Hyun-Hakkamoto, after two years of negotiation, China Petroleum & Chemical Corporation, China National Petroleum, and the Noble Group join to form the second mega-corporation in South-East Asia.

        2022: In Cologne, Rhine Ruhr Industries Holding is formed from several conglomerates from the industrial sector in order to withstand the growing international influence of the new mega-corporations, then goes on a mergers and acquisitions spree. At the same time, in North America, Alphabet Incorporated and Apple join to form the world’s largest technology company, Alpha Transfer and Technology Corporation.

        2024: Another property bubble bursts and the world economy plummets into recession. The market falls enormously over the night of 23 to 24 October. The newly created mega-corporations use the fall in prices to make more acquisitions. Monopolies and mergers laws are circumvented with threats of jobs going overseas.

        2025: The world economy is in constant crisis, as the four mega-corporations come together in the Council of Four to organize and arrange a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council. They argue for the growing importance of corporate structures on politics and society.

        2026: The Council of Four forces through extraterritorial rights for their subsidiaries in all the G20 countries—only Italy refuses to go along because there is no majority in parliament for the required change of law. As a result the four mega-corporations decide to close all their Italian subsidiaries, with the loss of all the jobs, then reopen in other countries. This marks the start of the downfall of the Italian Republic and a huge crisis in the European Union.

        2028-2030: Poland, Hungary, and Italy hold a joint referendum that results in them leaving the European Union. The EU disintegrates over the subsequent years because of an increase in disputes and nationalism in the individual countries. In the end, Germany, France, Sweden, and Finland also leave and come together with the UK to form the European League as an attempted alternative to the failed EU.

        2029: ‘Great Plague of ‘29’ caused by extensive fracking, sources of polluted deep water in the U.S. come to the surface in huge amounts. Vast areas of North Dakota, Wyoming, New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma are, of necessity, evacuated. It is the most significant environmental catastrophe in the history of North America, causing death tolls, including later victims, in the millions. Twenty percent of the U.S. surface area becomes uninhabitable for centuries because of benzene pollution and radioactivity.

        2031: During the ‘Great Plague of 29,’ thirty million Americans have to be relocated. Massive protests and anti-migrant campaigns ensure that the country’s police forces are increasingly overwhelmed and private security firms for the first time take over law enforcement services across the country.

        2032: SpaceX, with its ‘Big Fucking Rocket,’ achieves the first manned mission to Mars and constructs the outer base ‘Musk One.’ NASA blocks a live stream of the landing after the mission leader, Captain Antigua, reports strange radiation readings. From then on the media is full of rumors that the mission was fake and that Musk One was lost. SpaceX denies the rumors and is nationalized by court order a day later and integrated into NASA.

        2033: The meteorite Braun 44 comes down in the Ural Mountains and lays waste to a huge expanse of Central Russia. Russia loses a large part of its oil delivery and industrial capacity to the impact. The crater is sealed and declared an exclusion zone. The ‘Braun Crater’ becomes the center of innumerable conspiracy theories.

        2035: In the USA, the first female president, Agatha Ridley, is shot during the state of the union address, after announcing that she would not be extending fracking licenses to petroleum companies. The assassin is never found. An investigation by the Security Council into whether one of the mega-corporations was responsible is vetoed by the Council of Four.

        2036: NASA—including SpaceX which NASA acquired by government order in 2032—is taken over by Alpha Corporation. In the same year, manned and unmanned missions are sent to Saturn and Jupiter, using new rocket engine designs.

        2037: An earthquake ‘The Big One’ rocks Los Angeles and through the entire Midwest with the highest severity ever measured on the Richter Scale. The city is almost completely destroyed and a kilometer-long tear, ‘Hell’s Mouth,’ splits the city into two halves. Poisonous fumes rise from the chasm, which is why the area is a military exclusion zone, right up to today.

        2038 to present day: The Alpha Corporation and Rhine Ruhr Industries start a new space race with launches to Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. In the following years, bases are constructed on Mars and the Jovian moon, Ganymede, which are then developed as fuel and research sites.

        2039: The Alpha Corporation establishes the first permanently crewed Moon base, Omega 1, to fuel spacecraft. In the same year, Rhine Ruhr starts construction of the first orbital elevator to the international space station, Serenity, which the corporation bought two years before. Both companies sign mutual use agreements for the elevator and the base.

        2040: Hyun-Hakkamoto presents the first human prosthesis, with human nerve fibers, that is superior to a human limb. An international boom in cybernetic implants (augmentations) begins and the mega-corporations start pumping massive amounts of money into research and development of new bionic and cybernetic human improvements.

        2041: The parliaments of Canada, Spain, and Australia are all simultaneously hit by terror attacks in the ‘Night of Terror.’ These countries are against the growing influence of the Council of Four, which results in conspiracy theories spreading quickly about the mega-corporations being behind the attacks. They deny responsibility.

        2042: The astronomer, Michail Scherewenko, discovers the long-suspected ‘Planet X’ behind Neptune via a special measurement process for gravitational waves, and shows for the first time that there is a new planet in the solar system in the shadow of Neptune. The object was called ‘Transpluto’ until Pluto was demoted and so the name ‘Transpluto’ came into popular use, and reaching this new planet becomes the current year’s goal of Rhine Ruhr Industries and Hyun-Hakkamoto.

        2043: While the new Alpha arcology is inaugurated in the north of Los Angeles, there are massive riots in front of the structure intended as the living and residential center for 10,000 employees. Alpha Corporation’s corporate troops open fire on the demonstrators on the third day, after they attempt to storm the arcology. The ‘Bloodbath of ‘43’ becomes an issue in the USA. It follows the resignation of President Miller. After the new election, the neoliberal ex-manager of the Alpha subsidiary bank, Bank of Virginia, Joseph Geiger is declared the winner.

        2044: Superstorm ‘Oswald’ hits, flooding huge areas of the East Coast of the USA. Many rural areas are devastated, becoming uninhabitable, and there is a mass migration to the big cities.

        2046: Unidentified people set fire to the outskirts of Los Angeles. The city districts of Pasadena and West Covina, as well as the Angeles National Forest are completely destroyed, and abandoned in the aftermath of the catastrophe.

        2047: The Alpha Corporation unveils the deep web—an internet controlled by artificial intelligence that can be used as a virtual environment—during an in-house exhibition, The deep web develops quickly as a parallel internet, and because of its impenetrable algorithms it is beyond censorship and oversight by government authorities. Regulation and attempts at banning it fail because of Alpha Corporation’s lobbying.

        2048-50: The virus named ‘NAGER I’ kills over forty percent of the world population before a vaccine can be developed. The vaccine’s developer, Hyun-Hakkamoto, has a monopoly on its supply, leading to worldwide unrest and violent confrontations, which take the lives of further millions of people before the other mega-corporations develop vaccines as well, and the prices come down. Hyun-Hakkamoto sues their competitors at the International Corporate Court for industrial espionage. The charge is rejected.

        2051: This year saw the launch of the robot missions Valkyrie and New Horizons to Transneptune. The acceleration required to cross such vast distances results in the mega-corporations sending unmanned, fully robotic spaceships to investigate the object in space.

        2051 to present day: In Siberia the armed conflict between Rhine Ruhr Industries and Hyun-Hakkamoto breaks out over a previously undiscovered oil field. The conflict becomes known as the ‘Snow War’ and is contractually limited to the region to prevent it endangering the economic survival of both sides. Arbitration in the Council of Four fails.

        2052: Outbreak of the neuron disease ‘Krüger Strain,’ named after its discoverer Reinhard Krüger. A nerve agent, ‘Neurotox,’ developed by Noble Holding, is discussed as a possible cause. However the Chinese mega-corporation disputes its involvement. Those affected by the Krüger Strain develop a neural dysfunction that makes cybernetic and bionic implantation and prosthesis impossible due to severe tissue rejection. They are soon called ‘the degenerated’ and become victims of demonization and social marginalization.

        2054: The Transneptune missions Valkyrie and New Horizons end their landing and exploration mission on Transneptune and begin the return journey to Earth. A few weeks later contact is lost with communications and sensor systems installed by them on the planet.

        2054: ‘Ten-Day War’ between the Philippines and China. After a military skirmish between the Philippine Coast Guard and a Chinese cruiser, the conflict escalates at the Spratly Islands. This results in the Chinese military occupying the main islands, Luzon, Mindanao, Samar, Negros, and Mindoro.

        2056: Cairo is destroyed by an atomic bomb and is declared to be a radioactive exclusion zone. Egypt blames Israel at the Security Council. The U.S. veto ensures that there is no resolution and a war breaks out named ‘Arabian Storm’ between Syria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Israel. Dirty bombs are used across the entire region and a huge expanse of the Middle East is made permanently uninhabitable. It is the first time the Black T&T private army sees action.

        2057: Intermediate landing of the spaceships Valkyrie and New Horizons at research station RRI Ganymede One on the Jovian moon for maintenance and fueling.
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