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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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      Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore drove the Ford Aurora through the ruined wasteland of Pasadena and consciously resisted the impulse to scratch his chin where the mimic mask met his real skin. If he gave in he could damage the vocal synthesizer woven into the material, and his cover would be blown with the first word he spoke.

      Through the entire journey the news was playing on the 40-centimeter display in the central console. It seemed that the city councilors, with the help of all four megacorporations, were about to prepare to clear Central Los Angeles. The center of the city, which was just a few dozen square miles, was divided into four quadrants where each of the megacorporations was starting to work with the U.S. military to ‘evacuate’ the first buildings. They claimed there had been an eruption of toxic benzene from Hell’s Mouth that left the authorities with no choice but to ‘move the population to safety.’

      After Theodore had switched over to ‘Easy East One One,’ a pirate station that was popular across East L.A., he quickly found out what was really going on. Individual mission teams had for days occupied the most impoverished parts of the city, simultaneously clearing out nests of organized crime in several places. Reports of bloody shootouts with Vory, Yakuza, Triads, and the Mafia were going around. Several amateur videos that would never make it to official TV clearly showed how brutal and determined the heavily-armed mission teams were.

      The silent agreement between the underworld bosses and the wealthy execs had, it seemed, been unilaterally canceled. Something was making corporations and politicians go back on decades of understandings that had brought advantages to both, and Theodore also knew what it was—the white rings. At least one of them was located on the Ark and if he wasn’t much mistaken, that’s where they—the bigwigs—all were.

      After the butchers had blown up the hidden ring in Dust Town, some fat cat or other on the top floor had obviously gotten cold feet. They wouldn’t be on the risk-averse boards of huge syndicates if they weren’t able to pull their fat out of the fire at a moment’s notice. These men and women well understood that somebody must have found out how the alien material could be located, and the most well-guarded location was currently the Ark.

      Along with Cerberus, he reminded himself.

      The images that were playing across the screen in front of him worried Theodore. If the situation got worse, Los Angeles would end up having a real civil war. He was surprised that even the upper echelons from the part of downtown west of Hell’s Mouth had been evacuated, which meant he could assume that there had to be real danger. But most of these people could simply get in their flying drones, helicopters, or planes to fly to their holiday homes, or just book into hotels. The ordinary people of Los Angeles, which was 80% of the population, couldn’t do that. There was nowhere for them to go. They couldn’t buy a ticket to New York, Seattle, or San Francisco and disappear for a while. No, they had their backs to the wall and they were angry, and that was a nasty combination, which could really make the L.A. powder keg explode.

      They still had over an hour to reach Rooster and her team, who were allegedly responsible for smuggling things into and out of Cerberus. Rooster was a grifter, but one of the good ones. They had talked several times, especially when he needed help with tricky contracts. Despite her brusque demeanor, the old Swedish lady was—above all—reliable. He wouldn’t exactly call her a friend, because there was no such thing in his business. At least not between teams, even if there was often a cool professionalism among them.

      He glanced sideways at Jackie, who was sitting beside him, checking the magazine of her ceramic pistol for the third time. It almost made him laugh, and it certainly brought an involuntary smile to his face.

      “What is it, Teddy” she growled, without looking up. “I can feel you looking at me, and it’s like sandpaper.”

      “Normally you only get a bad attitude when the shit hits the fan,” he said with a sneer.

      “Well, with Cerberus, my bad mood has set in even earlier than usual. I’m already mentally preparing myself for when all hell breaks loose.”

      “Nice as always, this positive attitude of yours.”

      “We all do what we can,” was her only reply as she pushed harder at the rounds in her magazine.

      “This Rooster,” Yuna Saki asked, pushing her head between the driver and passenger seats. “Can we trust her?”

      “If we pay her, sure,” Theodore nodded. “She will do precisely what she is paid to do. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Fine with me,” she replied, then disappeared back out of the cab.

      Seeing the two of them with different faces was strange. The attractive but slightly careworn Jackie, who otherwise looked as delicate as an elf, was now a somewhat stocky brunette he was having trouble getting used to. Yuna Saki had been a little luckier. She was imitating a Chinese woman named Cheun Langfey, who had a similar figure if you squinted. The facial features... not so much.

      Ludwig had been the most difficult, because his frame was nothing like any of the kidnapped members of the emergency team. There was a tall paramedic called McDoneigh, but he was more fat than muscular, so they had tried to make Ludwig look less ripped by putting him in bulky clothing. Then, however, there was the problem that McDoneigh was white. That meant Ludwig had to keep latex gloves on, and they all hoped it didn’t look too strange. But, if he was honest, what they really had to hope was that their big friend would keep his mouth shut, because otherwise he would really seem strange.

      Something like this really needed a year to plan properly, Theodore thought grimly. No, he swiftly corrected himself. Nobody should ever plan anything like this.

      “You’re in a bad mood now, too,” Jackie crowed triumphantly. “At last!”

      “Anything is fun if we do it together, that’s what I say.” He shrugged and pointed at the screen that filled the central console. A red point appeared on the navigation display, not 300 meters away.

      “Rooster?” Jackie asked.

      “I hope so. We don’t have a second ticket inside.”

      “If she takes us inside,” she replied pessimistically.

      “Keep your cool,” Theodore ordered as he steered the car around a former water tower toward a junkyard. From outside it looked like a labyrinth of car wrecks stacked as high as buildings, blocking the view. It probably was an actual labyrinth. After all, the smuggler access used by Rooster and her people had to be somewhere around here.

      “Speak of the devil.” Not ten paces in front of him the air seemed to glitter and the background went fuzzy as two people in security armor moved their ruthenium capes to the side and casually indicted with two assault rifles to pull up. One of them gestured to the ground with his palms down.

      “I guess that means get out,” Jackie said dryly, putting her ceramic Beretta in her shoulder holster.

      “Yes. Just don’t do anything stupid. We are on Rooster’s turf here, and that isn’t without its risks, even if we are paying.”

      Theodore looked Jackie, Yuna Saki, and Ludwig in the eye, all of them looking completely different. He felt like he was in a nightmare where nothing was as usual. He had, of course, often used the mimic masks before, but he still couldn’t get used to them. The fact that this was likely the craziest thing they had ever tried, or would ever try, didn’t make it any easier. His eyes were telling him that he was with three complete strangers doing something completely stupid. His brain, on the other hand, was trying to convince him that they were actually his partners and it really was his friends who were nodding at him.

      “Okay, we get out. Just do what they say and don’t let your ego get out of control.” With that, Theodore grabbed his plastic hat from the dash and opened his door to go out into the usual Southern California rain. The fat drops drummed against his sealed raincoat as if against a stiff tent wall.

      “Teddy?” one of the two armed men snarled.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, come on over.”

      Theodore did as he was told and waved to the others to follow him. When they were standing right in front of the two, who lowered their guns a little, a previously hidden silhouette stepped out between two crushed cars that composed part of the wall of scrap metal. She—he guessed it was a woman based on her figure—pulled out a long object and came around Yuri’s Aurora.

      After a while she gave a thumbs up and the two men with the assault rifles relaxed a little.

      “You didn’t think we were playing a trick on you, did you?” Theodore asked, almost disappointed.

      “No way,” the guy on the left said. “But you know the chaos on the streets of this shithole called Los Angeles. The corporations are going nuts, and we are only one false move away from all-out war.”

      “Unfortunately, you’re right,” Theodore sighed. “Where is Rooster?”

      “Inside,” the other said, and casually pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, but we have to put these on you. Orders from the boss.” He pulled out four black sacks, and a fifth with something clinking inside. One after the other, Theodore, then Ludwig, then Yuna Saki and, last, Jackie, grumbling quietly, took a bag and they pulled them over their heads.

      Theodore couldn’t see anything. The bags were well insulated, and he hated feeling so helpless.

      “And, sorry, but now we have to put augmentation blockers on you,” came the voice of the first guy. It sounded muffled, as if he was standing far away. So the material had to have some degree of sound dampening.

      Just great, thought Theodore.

      A moment later he felt the grip of cold metal on the nape of his neck, then a barely perceptible jolt went through him and collected in his toes and fingertips as an uncomfortable feeling of pins and needles. Theodore instantly felt the power decrease in his augmented arm, and he felt almost beaten down without his vitality injector, which held his vitamin, mineral, and trace element levels consistently high. His reflex managers didn’t work anymore either, turning him into a snail, just like the 80% of people who could not afford any offensive—never mind military-grade—augments.

      “We’re taking you to Rooster now, and then it will all start from there.”

      “I hope so. We have to start our shift,” he muttered, and thought he could hear a snort coming from his right. Jackie?

      Somebody took him by the hand and gently led him forward. Theodore felt like a small child just learning to walk. He put one foot in front of the other and imagined how he must look to others. A stumbling old man.

      Maybe I have become just that, he thought, suppressing a sigh. Alongside his reproaches of himself for Miri’s fate, what troubled him the most was that he felt so directionless. Nothing he did made any sense to him anymore. And he thought that was one of the most important things for a merc. It was about meaning. Without meaning, any activity was pointless, surplus to requirements, unfulfilling, and in his profession, even morally reprehensible.

      He could persuade himself as often as he liked that the corporations would get what was coming to them, but he was suckling at their financial teat, just like everyone else. Simply because as part of his job he had killed a bunch of their armed henchmen, that didn’t mean by a long shot that they had been faceless monsters. Certainly most had families, children, that was for sure. And he had killed them, 78 people in all. That meant he was officially a serial killer, something he wasn’t proud of.

      He had never had any trouble before, because he had seen every shot and every stab of his knife as righteous. Miri needed his help and that left him no choice. Also, he had more than once seen the horrific things the corporate guards regularly did.

      I’m not a good man. This realization was a revelation to him that he had put off for too long. Miri. Everything in his head had revolved around Miri. Then came Yuna Saki, and he had also projected Miri onto her in a way. He had foreseen her fate and compared it to Miri’s, and that’s why he had protected her. Now Yuna Saki was still alive, and he was putting her life in danger while Miri was dead—dead because he had underestimated his adversary, Kruger.

      All he could do now was to hope that Kruger was also underestimating him. There was no better place for that than Cerberus, because nobody was stupid enough to take on the second-biggest complex ever built by Rhine Ruhr. A Germany-based team had once tried to place a vehicle at the edge of their headquarters in Pullach. They didn’t even make it to within four meters of the arcology grounds before they were shot. And that team had been considered one of the best at the time.

      “Teddy, here you are at last,” he heard in a brusque voice that could only belong to Rooster. Somebody pulled the black bag off his head and it turned out his muffled ears were right, as he saw the round grinning face of the redheaded Swede.

      “Nice place,” he observed, as he gazed at the rough, tunneled walls. Behind him stood his team, by now freed from their bags, too, and looking around. Behind them were the two men with the assault rifles.

      “Beauty is more than skin deep,” Rooster said with a smile, patting a modern-looking electric sled that looked like a shrunken Jeep perched on narrow rails.

      “I guess this is our taxi?”

      “That’s about the size of it,” Rooster growled, and her massive frame began to shake in the darkness as she laughed. “But you are going to have to make yourselves comfortable in the transport boxes. The cyberware blockers will stay on till you’re through the scanner.”

      “But the scanners will still show that there are people in here.”

      “Right,” was all she replied, as she gazed at him evenly.

      Theodore stared at the electric sled and then it dawned on him. “My god, Rooster. You’re selling them coma patients for their damned experiments?” He had known that most teams were very flexible with their morals and valued hard dollars over ethics. But he had always thought Rooster was old school, that she played by certain rules.

      Obviously he had been wrong.

      “It’s not easy these days to find jobs that pay well,” she said, justifying her actions. Her voice sounded like somebody scraping a stone over a scratched ice surface. “You always get the big jobs from Hatimari, and you only need two or three jobs a year. Not everyone has it so easy.”

      “Hmpf.” He didn’t really know what to say in reply so instead he just pointed at the sled. “How about we get going?”

      “Sure,” Rooster pushed a button on the control panel on the side of the sled and a double door at the back opened. Inside, Theodore saw four neatly arranged and stacked military transport boxes.

      “We’ll put a breather mask on you, put you in a waterproof bag, and lay you in there. Inside there is super-chilled ice, and it won’t be comfortable. But it’s the only way to get past the sensors and be accepted as the frozen goods they ordered,” Rooster explained, grinning wickedly. “You’re all tough guys, you’ll be okay.”

      Theodore half smiled, acting unconcerned. “Let’s get started.”

      Rooster’s team didn’t wait around. They put breather masks on him and his teammates, each connected to a tiny oxygen bottle that was buckled to their chests. There was a supply for about 30 minutes, and if that thought wasn’t alarming enough, he watched first Ludwig, then Yuna Saki, and finally Jackie, being put inside a black heavy-plastic sack that was zipped up like a body bag. While each of them was being stuffed into a transport box, it was his turn.

      “Take a deep breath,” Rooster advised with a malicious grin, and Theodore took one more breath before the zipper was pulled up to his face.

      “Listen up, Teddy,” she said calmly, no hint of humor or malice in her voice. “This is the shittiest, sickest situation anyone could voluntarily ride into. Thanks for the one hundred thousand, but please be careful. We have never been on the other side, I don’t know anything about it. Maybe you’ll just be sent to a storeroom until somebody comes to thaw you out. If that happens, you’ll be dead in under an hour. I wish you and your team luck. Whatever you are planning, stick it to those corporate bastards.”

      Before Theodore could reply he heard the whoosh of the zipper as it closed all the way. Everything went dark. Things began to shake and jump for a while as he was shoved inside his box in the sled, but then it was suddenly as still as it was dark.

      He forced himself not to think about being locked in a tiny, super-cooled space with 30 minutes of oxygen. There wasn’t enough space to lift his arm even a little, or to move his feet around. He had never been particularly claustrophobic, but even for him this was almost intolerable.

      After a while a slight rumbling could be felt—but he couldn’t say for how long. Then it went still again. At one point he thought he could even hear voices, but they soon faded away, assuming he really had been able to hear something. Mechanical clicking and the hissing of some kind of steam at last drowned out any noise and the silence returned.

      He tried to be patient and simply take deep breaths, but at the same time he noticed that the oxygen was starting to get low. A strange feeling came over him, as if he had to breathe through some obstacle and the feeling was just getting stronger. Damn, they really have put us on ice.

      Don’t panic, Theodore, he told himself, and tested how far he could move his hands. Not very far. He couldn’t find the zipper. Instead he moved his right hand to the nape of his neck, which he didn’t need much space to do because he just had to slide his hand along his neck. He got his fingers on the augmented blocker, which was around his neck like a thick headband cutting his flesh with long needles.

      If the sled is in a scanner right now you are in the shit, he thought, as he firmly, and as carefully as he could, took hold of it. I’m going to suffocate if I don’t do something.

      The decision was made. He yanked the augmentation blocker out with a tug of the wrist and groaned at the pain it caused. His reflexes immediately came back along with the feeling of invincibility in his augmented arm.

      Breathing was now so difficult that he felt like he was underground and could only get air through a tiny straw.

      He growled as he heaved his augmented arm and shredded both the body bag and the transport case. Ice cold gel flowed into the bag, making him scream in shock, “Damn that’s cold!”

      There was not much time now before he drowned or froze, but at least he wouldn’t die of oxygen deprivation, at least not yet. He didn’t want to think right now which of them was the ‘best’ way to go.

      He swung at the ceiling of the case as hard as possible and ripped the heavy plastic transport bag with his other hand as best he could. It wasn’t easy because his augmented arm was many times stronger than a bodybuilder’s arm, while his normal arm was not exactly packing bulging muscles.

      More and more of the icy gel poured onto him, and his rising pulse forced him to gasp for air like a fish. He finally managed to stick his head through the hole in the case and take two deep breaths before again diving back inside and making the hole bigger with tearing motions. Just before he was about to suffocate he pulled his head through and took a deep breath. With careful movements of his shivering limbs he heaved himself free and slammed his head hard against something—probably the ceiling of the cabin. He could just about lay flat on the top of the case without banging into anything. He heard loud thumping from one of the other cases.

      “Shit, I have to hurry!” he grumbled, and felt toward the back door.

      “C’mon, c’mon!” Theodore felt the join where the doors came together, and his monofilament knife darted from the heel of his hand. He rammed the ultra-thin spur in and then jerked it up and down. It slid through the metal as if it was butter. He shoved the doors open and jumped, shivering, onto the cold floor.

      He glanced around. He was standing in a dimly lit storage room about the size of a small snack bar. Rails led away under a closed door. Otherwise the room was bare. Without wasting another second, he pulled out the other transport boxes, which slammed hard on their undersides onto the floor. He hoped nobody was around to hear it, and that there were no cameras here. But those considerations were all of secondary importance.

      Theodore yanked the covers off. One after another, he saw Jackie and Yuna Saki jump up, coughing and spluttering. They had obviously already ripped open their bags but had not made it through the tops of the transport cases.

      “Everybody okay?” he asked, worried.

      Yuna Saki noisily threw up.

      Jackie gave a thumbs up, but she was bent over, gasping to get as much air as possible into her empty lungs.

      But there was no movement from Ludwig’s case.

      With a frown, Theodore went over and opened the zipper of his transport bag. His face, or rather the face of emergency team assistant McDoneigh, was staring back at him. His eyes looked content and calm.

      “Everything okay, buddy?” Theodore asked, as he helped the giant out of the bag.

      “Yes. Is the thirty minutes already up?” Ludwig asked in shock, and his massive shoulders shrugged when Theodore nodded.

      “We nearly suffocated!”

      “How come?” Ludwig asked.

      “You can be really annoying sometimes.” Theodore shook his head and sighed.

      Ten minutes later they had dried themselves as best they could and pulled out black duffel bags from behind the transport boxes. They pulled out their uniforms—a white coat and white trousers for himself, white trousers and red jackets with reflective strips for the others.

      “Okay,” Theodore said, when they were all standing together in their new outfits. “We’re in. Let’s put everything back in the sled and close it up. Sooner or later somebody is going to come and take a look and raise the alarm, or send out teams to kill Rooster because they’ll think she crossed them.”

      “Which is what she did,” Jackie snorted.

      “Yes,” Theodore agreed. He held up a hand briefly to stop her from saying anything more. “Okay, listen up. Jackie stowed her ceramic pistol on the floor of the doctor’s bag, for emergencies. Otherwise, I hope you have stuck with the idea that we don’t bring any other weapons with us. The first thing we have to do is work out where we are. Let me do the talking. We stay together as a team and we’ll try to get to our waiting area as quickly as possible. If we get separated, remember level three, west quadrant, fourth section. Medical Facilities. Got it?”

      Jackie was first to confirm, as she gave a casual salute. “Got it, boss. Let’s make sure we get out of here without being seen. I don’t want to have put on this stinking, choking mask for nothing.”

      “You’re not alone,” Yuna Saki growled, both her hands at her neck as if she wanted to tear out her Adam’s apple.

      “Ludwig?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t say a word, okay?” Theodore said, and sighed in relief when the giant nodded, acting unconcerned.

      “Okay then. Let’s find out where we’ve ended up.”
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      The lander launch went without a hitch. They closed the inner airlock door, activated the explosive bolts for an emergency opening of the exterior bulkhead to get rid of it in advance, and launched as soon as they were buckled in.

      During the massive shaking that came with the boosters igniting, Rachel was trying to concentrate on the telescopic images that were being sent to her directly from the satellites. They overlaid directly onto her field of vision via the AR interface.

      It was a view of the robot, which was still frozen in exactly the same pose, the eerie silhouette of its wrecked twin right beside it and the white ring. It all looked so unspectacular that it almost drove her crazy. Maria had died down there, along with Michael Kohlhammer and four of Boyd’s people whose names she didn’t even know. After all the months of travel, she couldn’t remember their names, even though they had tried to protect her from the monster.

      The fact that the landing zone and the surrounding area looked so peaceful, almost boring, made Rachel furious. She hated it that it was all so normal, even though she had lost good people down there. And a friend.

      In her mind, it would be more fitting if everything was burned up and covered in craters and...

      “Rachel?” It was Boyd’s voice that pulled her from her dark thoughts. She looked to the side, avoiding his gaze. They were sitting side by side again, could almost touch hands.

      “Hmm?”

      “They didn’t die for nothing,” he said, his voice firm, and he extended his hand to her. They were shaking with the vibration of the screaming rocket drives, and Rachel had to push against her harness to take his hand. It felt good when her fingers closed on it. A wave of security went through her, coming from this simple gesture, this nonverbal ‘I’m here,’ and tears flowed down her cheeks. They were tears of pain as much as thankfulness, and they flowed freer than she would have thought possible.

      “They didn’t die for nothing,” she repeated in a whisper. Then she turned her head to the right and looked at Julie and, beyond her, Migeot. They were also holding hands. As their eyes met, the Frenchwoman extended her free hand to Rachel, and they had soon formed a short chain of hope and security to counteract the heavy shaking of their spaceship.

      The hard ride on the rocket drives lasted only a few minutes until the lander had been pushed forcefully enough away from Ganymede’s grip that its remaining velocity would take it to the Explorer. The ship’s computer took care of docking, and Rachel closed her eyes for a moment. The burning of her tears briefly intensified but then started to fade.

      She remembered a presentation by Professor Miguel during her first semester at the University of Lisbon. This man, who would later be her doctoral supervisor, was teaching her and her fellow students the basics of biochemistry. He had a small fly, trapped in a plastic tube, placed in front of the cameras of the auditorium. Then Miguel had told them the heart-wrenching story of his wife, who had died five years previously of an incurable form of esophageal cancer. Their professor told them that, in solidarity with her starting chemotherapy, he had shaved his head. Then he started to cry bitter tears.

      At first, Rachel felt uncomfortably emotional, torn this way and that between sympathy and the desire to flee the auditorium, but then Professor Miguel had sniffed one time and became the personification of calm once again. He took a pipette, extracted a tear from the corner of his eye, and dropped it on the trapped fly.

      While she and her fellow students watched in puzzlement, trying to work out what all this theater was about, and if this was normal behavior for a renowned university, Miguel had spent half an hour applying doses of tears. It was about how important they were for the function of the human body, how their chemistry released the body and mind from painful feelings. He emphasized how damaging and sad he thought it was that people were ashamed of what was such a normal and highly intelligent function of the body. He pointed out that tears liberated us from negative emotions.

      At the end of this short process he pointed to the fly, which had by then died. But it hadn’t drowned, it had been the concentrated toxins in the tears that had killed it. A single human tear was not just a relief from emotional pain, it also served to expel poisons from the body.

      Since then, Rachel had been convinced that living beings were the result of such an ultra-intelligent design that it was almost criminal to believe it was possible to understand them at all. These thoughts could go in precisely two directions. She had followed one when she had escaped Ganymede and it had led to an abyss. She had seen her brain as nothing more than a complex biomechanical construct that she could tame using lorazepam.

      Without tablets came the deepest possible mental anguish. One tablet brought dull contentment and muted disinterest. But after a while the other choice had started to look more attractive. If she didn’t know anything for sure, she could never know what good an event could bring. Why had Maria died? What was the deeper meaning behind it? Must everything have a deeper meaning? Was there even such a thing? She didn’t know, of course. But she did know that her own sadness was real. She could feel it, and that the intelligent design of this body-machine that she inhabited had a solution. It was called mourning, and it was catalyzed by tears. She would never again feel shame about it.

      “Supports anchored,” Boyd reported. At that moment the lander was shoved hard.

      They had already docked!

      “Docking clamps secure, airlock status green,” the captain added. His radio commentary was unnecessary because the ship systems informed them of all this via AR visor, but it obviously helped him. Everyone had their own strategy for dealing with their experiences.

      “Control here,” came Patrick’s strained sounding voice in his ear. “Docking successful. Welcome home.” Home, Rachel thought, as she unbuckled herself and pushed off from her chair and floated upward to the airlock. “Are your suits sealed? Check the readouts again.”

      One after another, Boyd and Migeot and Julie confirmed they were sealed. Rachel only then ordered the ship’s systems to pump out the atmosphere and opened the airlock to the vacuum that greedily sucked everything away, and at last surrounded her.

      “It is amazing that the supports are still functioning,” Julie said, appearing beside her and helping her to manually undo the seals.

      “Everyone’s luck has to change sometime,” was the only reply Rachel gave. Then the airlock was open and she pulled herself slowly inside. Rachel waited at the side, held herself steady with her hand on the bulkhead, and floated motionless in the vacuum, while the others floated by her like fish in water. She looked down, felt a moment’s disorientation as her brain lost its understanding of up, down, right, and left, and then took a deep breath. The entire cabin floor was smeared with blood spatter. Shredded fragments of seat and clothing that were lifting up in zero gravity, floating as if in slow motion and spread throughout the lander.

      “Rachel, are you coming?” It was Boyd’s voice. She shook her head to clear it and looked up. The soldier was crouching in his biosuit in the destroyed airlock, extending a hand to her. She gratefully took it and allowed him to pull her up.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later they were sitting with all their colleagues in the conference room of the accommodation module. Rachel, just like all the others of the surface team, was still wearing her horribly sweaty underclothes. After their oral report was complete everything went quiet.

      “So...” Rachel cleared her throat and tried not to look at the empty stools. There were so many. “We got a lot of data from the robot and we have to evaluate it. As a cryptographer, Julie will lead this team.”

      Order. She had to instill some order in the team—not because there was open chaos, but because she could see in the faces of the team that they were so tense they were on the point of coming apart. There was fear in the air, filling every crack and pressing on them like an oncoming storm front. It was just a question of time until the first bolt of lightning would strike.

      “Am I the only one who thinks we should pack things up here and leave?” Wayn asked. The rocket scientist stared around the decimated and dejected group of people, lips compressed.

      “We can’t go,” Rachel said firmly, before anybody could agree with Wayn.

      “Oh no? And why not?”

      “Because we have a job to do.”

      “A job?” the Chinese woman said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “Our job was to investigate the silence of Ganymede. That is what we did. A murderous cyborg from the Earth and an alien robot that is just as deadly were not part of the plan. We aren’t equipped or prepared for anything like this.”

      “With all due respect, Chai, we are actually equipped for it,” Boyd retorted from where he was standing stiffly near the window, his arms crossed. “The robot consists of the remains of Rhine Ruhr’s Ganymede Station and not alien material of one sort or another, if I might remind you.”

      “Come on,” Wayn said. She looked over at the officer. “So you just had a bad day and didn’t aim well, or why is the cyborg still running around out there, even though you were shooting at it?”

      “You weren’t there,” Boyd growled in reply.

      Just as he was about to take a step forward, Rachel interrupted. “Stop whining, Wayn. Everyone is doing their job as well as they can, and that includes not reacting too quickly. We are not going to leave orbit without first knowing exactly what data the robot sent us.”

      “Rachel?” She suddenly heard Patrick’s voice in her left ear and slightly turned her face. Her friend was on duty on the bridge. She would have wanted him as support at her side, but if she now edited the duty schedule it would only have made everyone despise her. Besides, they would then know just how difficult she was finding it to continue the mission.

      “I’m listening, Patrick!”

      “You should come to the bridge. Now.”

      “Can you not—”

      “No! Bring Boyd with you. Patrick out.”

      “I have to get to the bridge,” she called out and nodded to Boyd, who unfolded his arms and set off in the direction of the ladder.

      Rachel leaned on the tabletop and gazed at the despondent faces of her colleagues. “We can’t ignore the chance to learn more about this alien material, the robots, and everything going on down there. It is our duty as scientists but also as inhabitants of this star system.” She paused and locked eyes with the Frenchwoman. “Julie!”

      “Yes?”

      “Please tell everyone what happened one more time and brief the others about the data packet that you received from the robot. I want all the synapses on this ship focused on its decryption,” she told her comrade, who then nodded. Rachel felt tired but determined, and she hoped she was acting as a good example to the others. After a last look around everyone’s faces, Rachel then followed Boyd through the spoke upward in the direction of the central axis.

      Rachel arrived to find the captain waiting for her. He helped her through the opening and looked her directly in the eye. “What is it, Hansen?” she asked, with a frown.

      “We have a problem.”

      “No kidding,” she snorted, rolling her eyes.

      “I’m deadly serious, Rachel!” Boyd looked around before continuing in a lower voice. “I know this situation from the Snow War, and we are on a knife’s edge. You may have just put Chai in her place, but she will have found silent spokespeople among the crew and you can’t quiet their inner monologue. Their fear will spread like cancer. It will start with them working less effectively, the results will be worse and this will lead to them all conspiring against us, that we aren’t qualified enough, don’t have the right resources, and the like—”

      “So?” she interrupted, her eyes like burning coals. “What do you suggest?”

      “I—”

      “Do you have a solution? Hmm?”

      “Not directly,” he admitted with a sigh. “I just want to support you because I know—”

      “Listen up,” she said, attempting a conciliatory tone while she clasped him by the shoulder and gently squeezed. “I’m sorry if I’m a little tense. But I’m worried about the mission, the Earth, these robots, the possibility that there are aliens somewhere around here and our comrades, and my friend, were just butchered. We have to concentrate on what is right in front of us. Survival means starting with the most pressing problem, and then the next, and so on. That’s not only the most logical thing we can do, it’s also the only thing we can do, and right now Patrick has called us up to the bridge. He sounded quite tense and he didn’t say what it’s about, which makes me think we’ll find the most pressing problem there. As long as Wayn and the others are busy with the data that the robot has sent us, their curiosity will keep them silent. Until then we will make sure we deal with the most important problems, and then we will be able to take care of her and the crew.”

      She attempted an encouraging smile, but it was far removed from an authentic one because she was so damn frightened. As commander, displaying her genuine feelings was a luxury she could not afford. Especially not now.

      “Agreed?”

      Boyd nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Okay. So let’s hurry up and see what has gotten Patrick so nervous,” she suggested and, instead of waiting for him to answer, used her feet to push off from a handhold and floated in the direction of the bridge at the end of the corridor. She went through three individual security bulkheads that had been left open, and past the six zero-G modules that were currently not rotating and where work and experiments were done in weightlessness.

      The aperture to the bridge was open and they could already see Patrick and Smix in two of the four contour seats. In front of them were arrayed innumerable screens and interfaces. They seemed to be in intense discussion, gesturing wildly. Snatches of conversation that they couldn’t understand, but that still sounded louder than normal, reached their ears.

      “What is going on?” she asked, slowing her flight by grabbing a handhold above her, using it to turn herself around, and then stopping by bracing her feet against her colleague’s seat.

      Patrick and Smix both turned in their seats and came close to banging their heads together.

      “Rachel! We have company coming!” Patrick said, his voice obviously agitated. His face was red, and drops of sweat were on his brow,

      Company? Aliens? Rachel became more uneasy—a state she wouldn’t have thought possible, because unease had become her normal state. She gulped before answering. “From what direction?”

      “From Earth,” Smix answered, turning to face forward and pointing at two central main screens, each a quarter of a meter across. Sun, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, and Ganymede appeared as colorful animations. Then she saw two flight trajectories displayed, one showing the Ganymede Explorer that was orbiting the Galilean moons, and the other showing the unidentified object that, according to the route Sam had calculated, was coming from Earth toward them.

      “They’re coming right for us?” she asked, voice tense, edging a little forward, even though she could already see enough.

      “No. Right now Ganymede is between us. We were warned of its approach by our satellite—just before it was shot down,” Patrick explained in a low voice.

      “Shot down?” Boyd asked, his voice a croak.

      “Yes, shot down. It’s lucky we even got the data. It looks like our satellite was hit by a missile, and the unknown ship was only partially recognized, but it looks like it’s Poseidon class.”

      “Poseidon class. They are used by Rhine Ruhr for long-range recon,” Rachel said. “But they are not armed.”

      “They are now. I’ve already put us in a geostationary orbit,” Smix said, calmly, “so the sensors can continue to collect uninterrupted data on the robot and ring. Patrick is vehemently against it.”

      “Yes! Based on the current trajectory of our visitor, they will see us in their telescopes inside of thirty minutes. If they had one missile, they most likely have another. We should change our orbit to keep Ganymede between us and them,” the engineer insisted, making a firm gesture in the direction of the main screen.

      “Hmm,” Rachel said. “Both are logical ways to proceed... but I’m inclined toward agreeing with Smix.”

      She raised a hand as Patrick turned around and stared at her in shock. “Look! They shot down the satellite, and they certainly also know we are here. The entire solar system knows that. We don’t have any weapons, and all we can do is hide, so they’ll soon send out probes that will find us anyway—and then they’ll know what direction to shoot their missiles. But if we lose visual contact with the alien structures down there, we could miss something crucial.”

      “Great,” Patrick growled in frustration, then turned away.

      “Okay. We have another half an hour.”

      “Yes.”

      “I cannot believe that Rhine Ruhr sent a spaceship after us just to shoot us out of the sky.” Boyd snorted. “As if we humans didn’t have anything better to do than fire missiles at each other while we are making the most important discovery in the history of humanity.”

      “You’re the soldier.” Patrick didn’t look up from his console but his voice betrayed how tense he already was.

      “They have reason enough to be pissed,” Smix said, evenly.

      “I’m afraid you’re right. Don’t forget how I was ‘headhunted’ by Hyun-Hakkamoto, which can’t have left RRI in a good mood.” Rachel sighed. “How are we going to tell the crew?”

      “When they hear a missile is going to be fired at us in half an hour, all hell will break loose here,” Boyd predicted, his face grim. He had attached his magnetic boots to stand behind Smix’s seat, his powerful arms folded across his chest.

      “Damn,” Rachel cursed. “How far away is that ship now, Smix?”

      “During the brief visual contact with our satellites, Sam calculated that at constant thrust it would arrive in two weeks at the latest,” the pilot said, but then her eyes narrowed.

      “What is it?”

      “That doesn’t apply to their missiles, however. I have a scan profile of the thing here, but it is too full of holes for Sam’s algorithms to reach a conclusion.”

      “Missiles don’t have a crew, and their mass is tiny compared to a spaceship,” Boyd interjected.

      “That’s right,” Smix sighed, as if she was talking about some unimportant and annoying detail. “However fast the thing is, maybe it is accelerating at thirty, maybe sixty G, we won’t know unless we can identify the missile type.”

      “For that we need a rocket scientist,” Patrick said.

      “Wayn.” Rachel exhaled with a hiss, and reached up to massage her knotted neck and shoulder muscles in frustration.

      “Yes,” Smix said. “Is that a problem?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Why?”

      “The mood in the conference room is... let’s just say, not great,” Rachel explained, and looked over at Boyd, who was grimly staring into thin air.

      “We have to find out how much time we have left, so we can come up with some answers,” Patrick said, firmly.

      “The thing is, we don’t have a lot of options.”

      “That’s not entirely correct,” Boyd countered, looking almost hurt when Rachel looked at him in confusion.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Rhine Ruhr ship... isn’t the only one with missiles on board.”

      “I’m sorry?” she and Patrick said at the same time. Smix just frowned a little.

      “We have missiles on board. Four of them, to be exact,” the captain explained, voice calm. He stretched.

      “You’re kidding, right? Rachel said, putting her hands on her hips—a gesture that lost a little of its emphasis in the weightless environment and came nowhere close to expressing how furious she was.

      “I’m not kidding.”

      “Why didn’t we know anything about this?” Patrick asked, more shocked than angry.

      “It was on a need-to-know basis. Only the military personnel were told.”

      “It was kept secret? Is this a joke? I’m the commanding officer, and Matthes was in charge before me.” Rachel was beside herself. “You damn mouth breathers with your weapons! What the hell were you doing?”

      “The board wanted to have a military option in case of emergency, and they assumed the civilian crew would resist that decision,” Boyd said in justification, avoiding Rachel’s glare.

      “You’re damn right we would!”

      “But they were right.” The soldier shrugged.

      Rachel had seldom seen Boyd so cold. Among all the chaos, he was obviously having more trouble than he had realized dealing with the violent death of his comrades in the lander. She guessed it was because he couldn’t do anything while the cyborg had butchered his team. Sympathy and rage battled for supremacy within her, and that made Rachel even more uneasy.

      “Is there anything else you want to tell us?” Patrick asked. “Maybe you have a self-destruct button around here somewhere? Did you know about the cyborg? Is it part of some secret plan of the board of directors in Seoul?”

      “No, I didn’t know anything about it,” Boyd growled, giving Patrick a threatening look.

      “Boyd,” Rachel hastily said, to divert his attention from her friend to her, “is there anything else we need to know?”

      “The missiles are nuclear.”

      “Perfect!” Patrick threw his hands in the air. “We don’t just have a uranium sail under our asses, we’re also riding on four nuclear warheads at the edge of the solar system.”

      Rachel suppressed her rage, which was building again, and thought about what she had just been told.

      “At least we have another option,” Boyd said with a shrug. Rachel would have liked to have slapped him for that contribution.

      “Another option? You don’t think I’m going to give you permission to fire one of these things at the Rhine Ruhr ship?” She vehemently shook her head. “Oh no. I am not going to start the first nuclear war in space, and I’m not even going to retaliate if they fire first. There has to be another solution.”

      “Oh yes? What is it?”

      “I don’t know yet.” She opened a private channel to Wayn Chai.

      “Chai,” the Chinese woman answered coldly.

      “Wayn, it’s Rachel. I need you on the bridge, right now.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I can’t tell you over the radio. Come up. Alone.”

      “Understood.”

      There was a click and the line went dead. At the sound, she suddenly had an idea. “I think I know what we can do,” she exclaimed.

      “What is it?” Patrick asked, hopefully.

      “We have to wait for Wayn to get here. It all depends on what she tells us about the missile that destroyed the satellite.”
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Level three, west quadrant, sector four. Theodore called Medical Services to memory for the 100th time as they hurried along the corridors, continually glancing at their wrist terminals. They had connected their shielded devices via Muffin’s program routines to the Cerberus AI, and now had access to the building’s navigation system. Whatever structure they were in, they just had to put on their AR glasses and follow the virtual arrows.

      The problem was that they couldn’t input the Medical Services Department as a destination in their glasses. Every request to the system was logged and processed by the AI. Jonathan Grey and his colleagues knew very well where their work stations were. If they requested that information, somebody would sooner or later raise an eyebrow and they were trying to avoid getting noticed.

      But even with all the Cerberus plans, and with their destination marked, it was difficult to find their way without the navigation systems leading them by the hand. They left the small storeroom and headed west, then followed the long corridor where a small horde of people wandered around. Thousands of them, all following the rules and walking on the right through a ground floor that was many kilometers across. Because the North American headquarters of Rhine Ruhr was built like a pyramid, there was a great deal of concrete and steel on the largest floor of the behemoth.

      They had to assume that there was surveillance across every square meter of the interior of the arcology. Theodore wasn’t even able to talk to the others about fixing possible places where they had lost their way. Therefore he stuck to what his brain and his guts were telling him—even though it was sometimes contradictory—and followed the impulses along the endless corridors.

      Nobody paid him or his team any attention. Everyone looked stressed about getting on with their work, just getting from A to B as quickly as possible. So, he followed their example and pretended to be in a hurry. Curiously, he was starting to feel stressed, quite a bit more nervous than he was comfortable with.

      After several detours they finally reached the external elevator shafts, having circled them at least once. He hoped that none of the watching cameras had algorithms strong enough to analyze his movements and check them for deviations from usual patterns. You couldn’t put anything past the employers of the year 2058, but he hoped such a system was too expensive and that greed had won out in the end. That was something you could always bet on with the megacorporations.

      There were surprisingly few people in the hallway in front of the elevators, which led to ten sets of double doors around a square room. Either they had just made it through rush hour or the west wing was considerably less crowded than the rest of the areas they had passed through.

      After a few seconds of thought Theodore decided to take the elevator at the extreme left, above which was written ‘Section 4, Sublevels.’ That had to be the right one.

      He, Yuna Saki, Jackie, and Ludwig were alone in the elevator, apart from a corporate cop with an armored vest and battle gear. He was wearing a pistol at his right thigh and also narrow AR glasses. Theodore guessed the guy was in his mid-40s, most likely the type of cop who cut corners.

      They pushed the button for sublevel six and went down in silence. The police officer seemed to be going to the same level.

      Don’t start a conversation, Theodore mentally commanded their unwanted companion, willing him to stay silent.

      “So, busy day?” the man asked with an unconcerned smile. His face had been carelessly shaved. His name badge said ‘Mr. Broderick.’

      “Just starting.”

      “You’re lucky. I’ve been on night shift.” The police officer only just managed to suppress a yawn.

      “Ah,” was Theodore’s limited response, in the hope the conversation would swiftly ebb away. Every word that escaped his lips increased the risk of being discovered.

      “If the night shift didn’t pay so well, I would have switched long ago. But you’ve got to put food on the table. They’re always getting on my case, as soon as I get home, like chicks in the nest. Know what I mean?”

      “Sure. I have two kids myself,” Theodore answered with pretended friendliness, smiling weakly. He was forced to remember the real Jonathan Grey and what he did in his free time, and he felt ill. The thought that the cop beside him must believe he was a good family man repulsed him.

      “Okay, so you know what I’m talking about.”

      The door opened and Theodore hurried out of the elevator. He nodded at Broderick and then followed a good-old-fashioned sign that pointed to ‘Medical Services West Quadrant.’

      We’ve in the right place, he thought.

      “Okay, people,” he said without turning to look at them, his voice at a normal level. “Let’s get moving. We’re going to be late for work.”

      The others didn’t say a word. Ludwig looked so strangely unreal below his mimic mask that it made Theodore shudder.

      They followed the corridor and took a hallway to the right, at last coming to double doors of translucent glass with a red cross on them. He pushed to open the unlocked doors and was almost forced back by a wall of noise hitting him like a hammer blow.

      In front of him was a long reception desk that looked like it was made of expensive, real wood. Four receptionists were sitting behind it, wearing data helmets that virtually covered their heads and left only their constantly moving mouths visible. Behind them there was a vast, open area, at least as large as a football field, and it was divided by thin partial walls into a kind of checkerboard.

      There were teams all around in emergency staff uniforms similar to the one he was wearing. There had to be hundreds of them, and each team was responsible for just one specific section of Cerberus. If he was looking for evidence of the enormous size of the arcology, he had it now.

      “Erm,” Jackie said as she leaned over. “One of these cubes is ours, right?”

      “Yes,” he muttered softly, beginning to chew his lower lip. He noticed he was doing it and swiftly stopped.

      “So it would be strange if we didn’t know which one...”

      “Yeah, I got that,” he interrupted, thinking feverishly. Most of the emergency teams were sitting in their little assigned spaces, with no more than their heads visible, some heads extending all the way above the rim, some with a bit of hair just barely visible. There was a lot of movement in the narrow corridors between. Here and there, small groups ran by with coffee and hastily thrown-on jackets—probably to go out on a call.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” he said at last as he took the lead, as if he knew exactly where he was going. He pressed himself against the wall when one of the teams which had obviously been called out ran past them, so that they didn’t smash into each other, then watched them go. They looked hurried.

      Life under the thumb of a department manager, he thought, and would have shaken his head if he dared. I’ll be glad to get out of here!

      His gaze met Jackie’s. Her eyes left no doubt that they were thinking the same thing. Theodore had no idea which of the little cubicles was theirs so he headed for the canteen, a small glass box in the right corner at the back. For lack of a better option, it was where people most likely hung around, at least that was how it had always been in the military, and people tended to be the same when they were under pressure. Whether in the military, or paper pushers, or paramedics, wherever the stress came from was irrelevant in his experience.

      He could still remember how he and his comrades in Siberia had found waiting around, when they weren’t doing anything, considerably more stressful than when they had the adrenaline of action in their systems. Imagination, given time for grim thoughts about things past or future, was more dangerous for the mind than any firefight.

      His colleagues here in the Medical Services section were all under stress, not the stress of being under fire, but plenty of stress all the same. After they had pushed past a group of excitedly chatting men and women, who with coffee cups in their hands were loudly discussing their last shift, Theodore was first to reach the glass door to the small canteen.

      The canteen was actually much too impressive a word for this kitchenette with its little counter and the four tables, each with six chairs. Obviously the employees were not allowed time by Rhine Ruhr to sit and chitchat, just like a fast-food chain who put in uncomfortable chairs on purpose, to increase the turnover rate of customers.

      “Hmm,” Yuna Saki said. Her face, that of the quite unattractive Cheun Langfey with her broad cheekbones and prominent chin, was not something Theodore was going to be able to get used to. Of course, her ‘hmm’ meant something like, ‘Not as unobtrusive as I had hoped.’

      Yes, he was now noticing that, too. He sat in an empty seat anyway and pointed to Ludwig, wearing the name badge, ‘McDoneigh.’ “Can you make us some coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      An outstanding actor, Theodore thought sarcastically, sighing.

      In less than five minutes they all had steaming cups of synthetic coffee. They started by attempting to pretend to talk superficially about work and their private lives, but the knowledge that what they said was being monitored made even this effort seem too much.

      Finally they simply sat there and played on their wrist terminals, just like normal people. Theodore kept looking at the time display and hoping that the emergency call in their area would come soon. The poison that Yuna Saki had administered to her victim should have already done its job. The head of the electronics laboratory in the research and development department was either tough as old boots, or...

      No, we can rely on Yuna Saki, he kept repeating to himself like a mantra. He didn’t want to focus on the one percent doubt he had in her, which was there just because she hadn’t been part of the team for years. But now that the mood was more relaxed, because they had only planned to be in the headquarters for a short time before heading out on the call, his confidence started to ebb a little. He had to keep remembering that for more than two years he had known every step and knew more about her time with the Yakuza than Kruger himself probably did.

      “Jonathan.” A grating voice roused him from his trance and his head snapped up in shock. A stocky young man came through the door, with the smug smile of a sex offender on his lips. Despite his youthful features, and the appearance that didn’t quite fit a family man, he looked simply disgusting to Theodore. He was again forced, against his will, to think about the real Jonathan Grey and his jaunt into the sexual abyss of the city.

      His coffee cup squeaked in his tightening grip and, because of his augmented hand, threatened to burst at any moment.

      “Hello,” he said, forcing his voice to remain neutral.

      Great, you don’t even know his name and he isn’t wearing his badge. The man’s tone suggested the two knew each other only too well. Maybe another affair?

      “Hey, late for work?” the young man asked, went over to the coffee machine, plucked a cup from the tiny shelving unit alongside it, and shoved it under the nozzle.

      Theodore waited until the soft hum of the machine stopped and used the time to think up the most noncommittal answer he could. “Congestion, because of the Ark,” he said at last, face exasperated.

      “Yeah, it’s shit what they are doing. But you can’t use it as an excuse every day, my friend.” The man again flashed a sleazy grin and casually sat beside him.

      Jackie and Yuna Saki watched unobtrusively from the corner of their eyes, while Ludwig just stared at his own hands on the table in front of him.

      So, I often arrive late for work, Theodore thought, contentedly. That’s good. “But if there’s traffic...”

      “Hey, Jonathan, I know why you’re late again.” The wink from the man beside him was emphasized with a raised eyebrow, and Theodore felt hot adrenaline flow through his veins.

      Does he know something about Grey’s illegal activities? How? Is he one of them? Is he part of the ring of perverts? What is that wink supposed to mean? “Erm...”

      “Los Angeles Patriots games always go into overtime.” The man waved dismissively and slurped disgustingly loudly at his coffee.

      “Yes, they’re good at that,” Theodore said noncommittally, and fervently hoped that the poison would soon take effect. Every word he spoke could give himself away, any single word that the real Grey wouldn’t have said. Every tone of voice could cause suspicion.

      “Not so talkative, hmm?” The stocky man grinned, revealing yellow teeth.

      Theodore nodded and looked away. “I’m tired.”

      “Oh, I see...” Again the disturbing wink. He had to know something. Maybe he really was part of a network of pedophiles, or something like that.

      Theodore looked to Yuna Saki for help, but her slight shrug of the shoulders indicated she didn’t know either why the poison was taking so long. Laboratory head Rhys Yanoshi should by now have had a heart attack.

      “You look really stressed,” The man, whose name Theodore still didn’t know, interlaced his fingers and turned to look directly at him. One elbow rested on the table and the other on the back of Theodore’s chair.

      I want to slap that sleazy grin off your face, Theodore thought in a flash of rage that was fueled by increasing nerves and horrific memories. Since he had found out what Kruger had done to his daughter, something had changed inside him. Short-tempered or even aggressive behavior had been rare for him in recent years. He had always been proud of the fact that he was considered cool and calculating by those in the merc scene.

      What was he now? Damaged? Definitely. But had this damage left its mark on him, and taken with it his way of thinking and his sympathy? He would have to think about it as soon as they had gotten through this. If it’s even possible to make it through.

      “Hey, what’s wrong with you?” the man abruptly asked, narrowing his eyes to slits.

      “What do you mean, wrong with me?”

      “Your voice is strange. And you usually won’t shut up when we get away for a short break. Or Cheun here!” He pointed at the masked Yuna Saki behind the unattractive face of Cheun Langfey. “She never sits in here. She hates this place, ever since the Christmas party. So what’s wrong with you?”

      Theodore’s heart started to race. When is that goddamn poison going to kick in? “Monday, you know how it is.” He acted noncommittal and shrugged.

      “It’s Tuesday.”

      ‘Damn,’ Theodore silently cursed, and had to work hard not to roll his eyes. If he couldn’t get control of his thoughts—and fast—he was going to embarrass and reveal them all.

      “Isn’t every day at work like Monday?” he said, attempting a halfhearted joke.

      “Okay, there’s the old cynicism back,” the man opposite grinned, but Theodore could see in his eyes that he was anything but relaxed. The man had seen through his disguise, or at least some gut feeling was making him suspicious. The man stood up and stroked his ample belly, which was straining against the inside of his plaid shirt.

      He knows something! Shit!

      This mission was turning out to be a lot easier, but also simultaneously more difficult, than he would have thought possible. Theodore had thought they might not be able to get out of the transport cases without being seen, or that their mimic masks could be discovered by a stranger or some kind of new facial-recognition technology. He had also thought it was possible that another call would come that prevented them ‘treating’ their intended victim. But he would never have guessed in his life that they would be found out in a brief chat in the break area because a sleazy colleague noticed something was off.

      But his options were clear, which meant they didn’t exist. If this had been a typical mission he would have grabbed the guy and cut off the blood flow to his brain with one practiced movement and rendered him unconscious. Maybe a shot of sleeping gas or an anesthetic dart. Whatever he decided to do, he would have made sure that the guy wouldn’t be able to say anything. Here, in the middle of Cerberus, that was of course completely impossible. It would only take seconds before some security team started shooting at them from somewhere, or automatic defense systems might even appear from the walls and shoot him up.

      Then I would neither find the secret data nor blow Kruger’s cover, and deliver him to Hyun-Hakkamoto.

      “See you later,” Theodore said, then waved vaguely at his intrusive colleague, who said goodbye with an inexpressive nod and disappeared back into the enormous office space. For the few seconds that the double doors were still open the unbearable hubbub of people hit their ears. Then it was silent again.

      “That guy is disgusting,” Jackie said. She ran her fingers through her fake hair and over her fake cheeks, and then shook her head.

      Theodore shot her a warning glance and resisted the urge to point in the direction of the corner where the cupboards were mounted on the wall, where he guessed the hidden cameras and listening devices were located.

      Yuna Saki pointed in the direction of the retreating man, whose outline was made blurry by the glass doors. “I think he’s upset.” That was intended to mean, ‘I think this guy’s gonna blow our cover.’

      “Looks that way.” Of course he is.

      “Maybe we should stop just sitting around here and make ourselves useful,” Jackie suggested. Maybe we should silence him.

      “No, we’re waiting for a call, for now we have nothing to do,” Theodore replied. No, we’re waiting for our signal. If it doesn’t come then we’re screwed anyway.

      “Jonathan?”

      Had Yanoshi had heavy-duty kidneys implanted or...

      “Jonathan!”

      Again that insistent voice. He looked up and saw McDoneigh’s face, the face Ludwig was wearing. “What is it?” he asked impatiently.

      “Alarm.”

      Theodore banged his knee on the edge of the table and suppressed a curse as he jumped up in shock. He followed his comrade’s gesture and glanced at his blinking hand terminal, which was emitting an alarm that sounded muted and shrill at the same time.

      For a moment he was afraid that the man had betrayed them and it was a general alarm, but then he saw the blinking red mission triangle.

      He hurriedly tapped on ‘Accept’ with a finger and then read out what the display said. ‘Myocardial Infarction, Patient, Dr. Rhys Yanoshi, electronics engineer in the Research and Development Department. This is our mission, people!’

      Theodore shoved his cup carelessly into the center of the table and hurried away. The others followed hard on his heels.

      At last, he thought and enjoyed the mix of lifting tension and increased alertness that came with the shower of adrenaline hitting his system and rushing through his veins.
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      In orbit around Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Wayn Chai looked at the data packet that the satellite had sent before the missile had destroyed it. The Chinese woman had her arms crossed over her chest and was motionless except for the occasional twitch at the corner of her eye.

      “So? Can you tell us anything about what type it was?” Rachel asked, having considerable trouble hiding her impatience.

      “Yes. This is not a nuclear missile,” Wayn said, gesturing at the missile specifications, the shape, diameter, length, and electromagnetic signature.

      “So?”

      “So...” The Chinese woman took a step forward and pointed at the rocket animation created by the ship’s computer. “That corresponds roughly to a U.S. Military C-2 Space Hawk. It’s the standard surface-to-orbit weapon used by the megacorporations and every large military on the planet.”

      “It’s used to shoot down satellites,” Patrick said.

      “Yes. They are relatively small and cheap, and contain five hundred kilos of armor piercing, high explosive. Twelve meters long, four tons in weight, with a solid fuel drive. They accelerate in vacuum at speeds approaching seventy G.”

      “But not nuclear,” Rachel repeated.

      “No. That would be a waste of money for satellites. Besides, we would have been able to detect the radiation and flash of light even from our position, and the EMP might also have threatened their communication with the cyborg.”

      “The million-dollar question,” Smix interjected. She pushed off from her console with one foot, turning herself to face them in her contour seat. With a finger she pointed at Wayn, then with an outstretched thumb at the display behind her that was displaying the stylized trajectories of the two ships. “What would happen if they pointed one of those things at us and fired?”

      “We can boost the laser sensor we use for surface measurement and use it to interfere with their sensors. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” Wayn explained, her face grim.

      “And then what happens?” Smix asked, her voice seemingly casual, as if she were asking for a weather report.

      “Then the missile will tear us apart. It is not powerful enough to destroy us, but it has enough oomph to rip us into several pieces and send us tumbling. Obviously if we start spinning among our own debris, with an orbital velocity around Ganymede of several tens of thousands of kilometers per hour, we will be pulverized. It only takes a few minutes per orbit, and every time we go around we will be a little lighter and smaller.”

      “Just great,” Patrick growled.

      Smix sighed and turned back to her displays.

      “If they start shooting at us, our goose will be cooked,” Rachel summarized and Wayn nodded. “So we should make sure they don’t shoot at us.”

      “And how are we going to do that?” the Chinese woman asked.

      “We’ll call them,” Rachel pointed at Patrick. “Send out one of our recon probes, and put it someplace where we can use it as a communications relay to the new arrivals.”

      “So what should we say to them? ‘Hey, don’t shoot, we’re friends?’” Smix snorted without turning around.

      “Something like that.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “She always knows what she’s doing,” Patrick replied. He pushed a few buttons on his console, then observed, “Probe one is underway.”

      “I don’t understand,” Smix said. She pulled up a simulation of the missile attack on their satellite, which now played on a loop on the main screen. “They destroyed advanced Hyun-Hakkamoto hardware. Why would they want to chat now, and start playing nice again?”

      “That’s why,” Rachel explained, leaning past the pilot and typing something into the anachronistic keyboard. The simulation froze. “At the moment of the missile strike, the satellite from Earth happened to be in the shadow of Ganymede. That means that nobody at home knows what they were shooting at. If they positioned their ship well, the folks on Earth might not even have seen the missile strike.”

      “You mean, they don’t want anyone on Earth to know that they have started a conflict,” Smix asked.

      “At least not yet. If we put the probe in a good position, so that it can be discovered by a telescope on Luna or Earth, they will have to talk to us, whether they want to or not.”

      “But the simulation is showing us something else,” Patrick interjected.

      Rachel didn’t like his tone of voice. “What is it?”

      “They saw the satellite, even though they had no direct sensor contact with it.”

      “So they have their own recon probes out here somewhere,” Rachel said, suppressing a curse. “Smix, redirect the sensors, scan the entire area of space behind us where the other ship could possibly still be in contact with a probe.”

      “I’m on it, boss.”

      “The worst thing isn’t even that they have eyes out here—which means it’s possible that they have already launched missiles—it’s the fact that we didn’t even think of such an obvious move,” Wayn growled. “We’re quite the crew of scientists.”

      “I’m just a pilot,” Smix replied, already carrying out Rachel’s orders.

      “It’s a complex situation,” Rachel said as calmly as she could, not acknowledging Wayn’s attitude. “How long before our probe is out of Ganymede’s shadow?”

      “It’s happening in a sec,” came Patrick’s reply.

      “What’s your point?” Wayn asked, in a tone Rachel disliked even more strongly than she’d disliked Patrick’s tone in his earlier response.

      The entire situation was bad enough, which meant they could do without somebody among the crew choosing to see the worst in everything, and constantly giving voice to the perceived failures.

      “I’ll know when we get started,” Rachel replied evenly. “We don’t even know for sure what is out there.”

      “And you’re going to send the entire conversation via the probe in the direction of JaeDong on Luna,” Patrick guessed. He smiled as Rachel nodded in his direction.

      “If there is a conversation,” Wayn countered.

      “If there isn’t, that too will be a message that our people on Luna will be interested to hear.”

      “So far they haven’t responded to any of our communiques.”

      “There could be a number of reasons for that.” Rachel waved her hand dismissively and held up a finger to prevent Wayn from saying anything else. “I would appreciate it if you would now go back and assist the others in evaluating the data from the robot. Thanks for letting us pick your brain.”

      The rocket scientist gazed impassively at her for a moment and then floated away without a word, heading in the direction of the central corridor.

      “Phew,” Rachel sighed after the bulkhead had closed behind the slender woman.

      “She’s a loose cannon,” Boyd said, having been suspiciously quiet the whole while that Wayn Chai had been with them.

      “I know. We can’t deal with that right now. We have a more urgent problem to take care of, but we have already spoken about that.” Her voice left no doubt what she thought about having to say the same thing over and over. Am I going to turn into one of those intolerable superiors who always speaks in absolutes?

      “They are now in range,” Patrick said, just as Rachel was about to say something apologetic to Boyd.

      “Okay, put me through on all channels.”

      Patrick gave her a thumbs up, indicating the channel was open, and she quickly cleared her throat and smoothed her one-piece suit. A nervous gesture she didn’t bother to suppress.

      “This is Commander Rachel Ferriera on board the HHSC Ganymede Explorer. Please identify yourself.” She determinedly began the communication trying not to sound like she was talking to the people who had shot down their satellite. The main point was to establish some kind of contact, not to give vent to her rage.

      The crackling of the loudspeaker seemed to be getting louder and louder, and she shot Patrick a quizzical glance.

      “The signal has to have reached them—”

      “This is Commander Alexius Braun on board the RRISS Harbinger,” came the answer from the other ship, interrupting them as suddenly as the Big Bang.

      “Hello, Alexius,” Rachel answered, forcing a conversational tone. She knew Alexius Braun from her time at Vandenberg. He was one of the most senior astronauts and pilots of Rhine Ruhr’s space flight division and had been her superior for two years. She’d found him quite a humorless and by-the-book German from Hessen, and she had never liked him. “I’m not familiar with the Harbinger, even if I do know the Poseidon Class.”

      “A new name for a new mission,” Braun answered over the radio.

      Rachel was sure that the pointless conversation they were having was not to her advantage. The longer they spent talking, the more opportunity their opponents had to locate the probe her ship was using to send and receive signals. Conversely, the longer the conversation lasted, the more time her own people had to use their sensors undisturbed to look for the Rhine Ruhr probe.

      “‘Harbinger.’ That means ‘herald,’ doesn’t it?” she asked. “What are you the heralds for, Alexius?”

      The other commander took his time before saying anything in reply. Only after several moments came the low crackling that meant an answer was coming.

      “We intend to investigate the anomaly on Ganymede.”

      Patrick motioned at one of the smaller monitors, pointing out to her that the first data packet with the latest sensor data from their destroyed satellites was on its way to Luna. Shortly afterwards, Smix leaned forward in her seat and pointed at a blinking point on a two-dimensional sensor representation. She had found the other probe.

      “I understand. In the service of science we would be happy to share the data we have gathered so far,” Rachel lied, noticing that she had begun to gesticulate. She forced herself to stop. “You didn’t need to destroy our satellite or break the agreement of ’22, which forbids the use of weapons in space. It was signed by all the members of the Council of Four, and Rhine Ruhr is one of them.”

      Again there was a long pause.

      “I’m afraid I can’t comment on the loss of Hyun-Hakkamoto hardware because I don’t know all the details of the circumstances that resulted in the loss,” the other commander lied in turn as they continued their charade. “But I am interested in cooperating, and in finding the cause of the incident. In the service of science.”

      “Of course.” Rachel looked over at Patrick, who nodded at her. The message had been sent in the direction of Luna. She had expected that the Harbinger would do something to stop them, but maybe their sensors weren’t as good as her team thought and the RRI ship hadn’t even found their probe.

      Maybe he knows about it but isn’t doing anything because nobody is listening on Luna, she thought grimly. Maybe JaeDong and the DongRaeGu had been wiped out of existence. But that would mean that a war had broken out and it would no longer make any difference what they achieved out here. None of their ships could survive indefinitely without the Earth, and none of the discoveries they might make out here would be of any use to anyone. She didn’t want to think about what it meant if Hyun-Hakkamoto’s facilities on Luna had gone silent.

      Okay, Rachel, think. They know where we are, Smix has discovered their probe. If they had wanted to shoot directly at us they would have done so already. Either they haven’t discovered our own probe or they are going to let us stew a while. Or they don’t want us to know that they know about the probe.

      Her head was spinning. She gestured to Patrick to cut the sound.

      “Okay. They know we are here, and we know they are there. They shot down our satellite, but not us,” she summarized. “What does that all mean?”

      “That they need something from us that they won’t get if they destroy us,” Patrick instantly replied.

      “Yes,” Boyd agreed, his face tense.

      “They can get the data from their damn cyborg on the surface,” Smix said, turning to face them again. “What would they need from us?”

      “Hardware, for example.” Patrick made an expansive gesture to indicate the entire bridge. “A spaceship is always more valuable in one piece than in ruins, especially out here. Air, water, food—you name it.”

      “It can’t be that simple,” Boyd countered.

      “Yes it can, if the next source for any of it is over seven hundred million kilometers away.”

      “Maybe they know of the data transfer between the robot and us,” Rachel thought out loud. “Their killer cyborg could have registered the transfer without being able to intercept it. That would also be a logical reason why the robot down there is still alive and has not been destroyed by the monster like the other one.”

      “But the cyborg stole the robot’s data core and escaped with it. Everything that it sent to us is also likely to be in the head of the other robot.” Patrick frowned.

      “Possibly. But that’s not absolutely certain.”

      “Perhaps there is also a political reason,” Smix said. “This Braun guy will certainly need clear authorization from the board, or at least some bigwig who represents them, before he destroys a spaceship that belongs to another megacorporation. In my experience, that can take some time, so he is not going to get a quick answer.”

      “That could also be true,” Rachel agreed. “Whatever the reason, we should use the time we have and put our energies into decrypting the mountain of data we received from the robot.”

      “Assuming it isn’t a virus,” Boyd muttered almost imperceptibly.

      Rachel decided to ignore his remarks, even though she had thought about that same possibility. “You can reopen the channel,” she said to Patrick.

      “Alexius? We are sending you our coordinates. When you have arrived at our position, we can talk about a common approach to investigating the... anomaly,” she said, maintaining a firm voice and ignoring the surprised looks from her colleagues.

      “Got it,” was all her former superior said in reply. Then the channel went dead.

      “We’re doing what?” Smix asked, half surprised and half angry.

      “We’re sending our coordinates, which they know already anyway,” Patrick explained. “If they haven’t already located our probe, maybe they’ll think we're sincere, or that we’re stupid, or that it’s a trick. Any of these possibilities is potentially more advantageous for us than if we do nothing. Like I said, they already know where we are.”

      “Yes,” Rachel agreed. She turned to Boyd. “Get your remaining people ready. I have the feeling we’ll be needing them soon, one way or another. Patrick and Smix and I will take turns standing watch on the bridge. If the Harbinger does anything, we will have to react quickly. At constant acceleration of 70 G, a missile would be with us in just a few hours. That limits our ability to react, far more than I would like.”
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        * * *

      

      The alarm sirens sounded like a klaxon with a faulty battery.

      The caterwauling catapulted Rachel into alertness after what seemed just a few seconds of sleep. “Sam?” she asked in confusion as she leaned forward and rubbed her face in an effort to clear her head. “What the hell is going on?”

      She had taken over watch on the bridge from Patrick, after Smix had already gone to get some sleep. A glance at the time on her wrist terminal showed her that not even 16 hours had gone by since she had been informed that another spaceship was heading toward them.

      “Proximity alarm,” Sam explained in his calm AI voice that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.

      “On the screen,” Rachel ordered, voice tired. She rubbed her eyes and leaned forward in her harness a little. Her eyes still felt a little glassy from sleep as the 2-meter main display came to life in front of her like a small cinema screen. For now she ignored the many monitors arrayed around it, showing endless columns of numbers and diagrams that seemed to have a life of their own.

      An image of Ganymede appeared, then a green point for the Ganymede Explorer in the moon’s shadow. A red point far away on the other side of Jupiter represented the position of the other ship, observed by the probe. It was still racing toward them. But there were two other symbols blinking in ominous magenta, at that moment climbing over the horizon of the moon and heading directly for the Ganymede Explorer.

      “What is that?” she asked, gulping noisily because she already had a suspicion.

      “The ship named the Harbinger, given the identity marker of Poseidon One, has launched two speedily approaching objects that are likely to be Space Hawk C-2 missiles, if Dr. Chai is correct,” Sam explained impassively.

      “Shit! Are the trajectories synchronous?”

      “Negative,” the AI answered. “They are flying with a deviation of three degrees.”

      “Calculate trajectories! Simulation on the main screen.”

      “Of course, Rachel.”

      After just a few seconds that seemed like forever, a secondary screen displayed dotted lines of the trajectories of the two autonomous weapon systems. One was heading for a point 40,000 kilometers from their current position.

      Our probe, Rachel realized.

      The other was on a vector bringing it directly at them, where the missile merged with the green point that marked the position of the Ganymede Explorer. It was a horrific thing to see, but it was not unexpected.

      “Ship-wide alarm,” Rachel ordered.

      The plaintive howl of the bridge sirens fell silent before the even more penetrating wail of the general alarm was heard and her ears started ringing.

      “Put a call through to Patrick and Smix. They should get up here to the bridge, right now, and Captain Boyd, too. Tell him to bring the codes for our atomic missiles.”
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore twice slammed into people who weren’t paying attention before he, Jackie, Yuna Saki, and Ludwig reached the Medical Services exit. Their military reflex managers made them significantly quicker than the ordinary mortals of the department could imagine. Since his combat augments had been activated by his increasing levels of adrenaline, he perceived the people around him almost like invalids moving in slow motion. Of course, this was a problem because it would be evident to anyone who was paying attention and thought too much about it.

      But none of that mattered now. They had their mission and the game could begin.

      Beside the door were standardized doctor’s cases hanging on small hooks, like the buoys used by lifeguards. He grabbed one and ran along the corridor toward the elevators. He slowed himself by at least a third to avoid attracting any inquisitive glances that could bring trouble later.

      His AR glasses were now automatically connected to the Cerberus central computer and being fed with data on the most efficient route to the patient. The superimposed arrows that were displayed in his field of view, as if drawn on the ground right in front of him, were blinking red and directing him and his team to the elevator on the left. They had to force their way through several ranks of waiting people, and he wasn’t gentle about it. For one, he didn’t want the laboratory head to die unnecessarily, and for another, every minute they spent inside Cerberus was a minute that could lead to them being found out.

      A lot of grumbling and angry comments reached his ears as he moved through the crush, quickly silenced as soon as the men and women in their work clothes saw the medical uniforms.

      The AR navigation system’s route-finder was being provided with live data, so the entire route was adjusted several times until, finally, 110 seconds to the destination was displayed.

      The elevator doors parted. Theodore hurried inside and waited until the others had joined him, before pushing the button marked ‘SF 8’ for the eighth subterranean floor. Ludwig, with a simple shake of his head, stopped anyone else from joining them.

      Because they were under constant surveillance, they kept their mouths shut on the way down. It was possible that this behavior was even more suspicious than if they had exchanged a few words that might have been different from what they usually said. But the risk was also very real here that one wrong move would spring a trap.

      During his time in the medical service in Siberia he and his team had constantly joked about the patients, the circumstances, or the possible ways they might die. They had done this primarily to let off steam—to relieve the enormous pressure heaped on their shoulders. It hadn’t been easy spending every day seeing men and women who’d had limbs blown off, or those who’d died slowly because of poorly chosen medical insurance, while officers had new augments implanted. It was in the Snow War, like nowhere else, that it had been very easy to see the exceedingly unfair distribution of wealth and advantage in the world.

      Or in Los Angeles, he thought bitterly. The city had always been an international byword for the chasm between rich and poor. First came the golden age of Hollywood, built on the starving masses who all wanted their share of the entertainment pie. Then came the Deep Web and all the new VR entertainment worlds that Hollywood had grossly underestimated. China saw the immense potential and took full advantage. L.A.’s political institutions had to respond to avoid losing California’s onetime epitome of a big city to Mexican gangs and poverty, with investors waiting in the shadows.

      Megacorporations were attracted with generous tax breaks, influence in the city council, and a political elite that turned a blind eye to any scandal, no matter how bad. These were the reasons that the second biggest arcology, belonging to the most powerful megacorporation, had been, located in Los Angeles—Cerberus. And it was so vast that it could clearly be seen from poor East L.A. because the pyramid towered high above the protective wall at Hell’s Mouth.

      There was a soft chime and the doors opened again.

      “Sublevel Eight,” a computerized voice purred.

      Theodore again acted with the hurried movements of an emergency doctor as he burst from the elevator and continued following the red arrows. They directed him along a short corridor that went from the elevator to a spacious corridor with a low suspended ceiling. The end of the corridor was so far in the distance that Theodore could only vaguely make it out in the shadows. The entire environment of pure white walls and cold LED light felt like the set of a fictional spaceship. He didn’t see anybody moving around, and the narrow, laminated-glass doors that he was hurrying between as he followed the corridor were pale and opaque.

      Just the kind of place I’d have imagined for a secret project, he thought, his heart racing. His boots and those of his team thundered on the smooth tile floor like blunt clubs.

      Then, finally, he saw a figure leaning out of a door on the right, hastily waving to them. The closer they came, the more Theodore realized that this person was particularly nervous. The man was still young, probably not yet 30, and was wearing the kind of dull retail suit that IT staff wore when they were forced to for work.

      “He’s here! In here!” he called out, gesturing to them with his right hand as he ran his other hand over and over again through his short hair. There was sweat on his brow and his cheeks were as red as tomatoes.

      Theodore came to a stop and pretended to be out of breath. “I’m Dr. Grey, the emergency doctor. This is my team. Please take us to the patient,” he said calmly but firmly, just as he had been taught. In emergencies it was always imperative to act normal.

      “Of course! Of course!” the young man blurted out, hurrying off in the lead.

      Theodore followed him through the door, casting a swift eye over what was written on it. ‘R&D—Electronics.’

      Perfect. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen if Rhys Yanoshi had been in the break room or the restroom as the poison took effect. They might never have made it to the server room. He and his team had never gone into action so hastily and poorly prepared, and that made Theodore ever more uneasy.

      They ran across a large office space containing around two dozen work stations, all with employees standing at them, gawking inquisitively in their direction, as people often did when a medical team hurried by.

      There were restrooms and a small employee break room on a short corridor before they reached the office of the laboratory manager. It was a small glass box that separated the server room from the office space. The glass was currently darkened. In front of a long desk, which was the only furniture in the uninviting room, lay Rhys Yanoshi, the head of the lab.

      The bearded man, with a gray Einstein hairstyle, lay with eyes wide open in front of the desk. Two women in pantsuits were kneeling beside him—probably his secretaries—and they were trying to operate one of the mobile defibrillators that were hanging in every corner. Two pads were attached to the electronics engineer’s chest, and one of the young blonde women was holding the little box indecisively.

      “No!” Theodore yelled, as he joined her on his knees and opened his case, while Jackie and Ludwig motioned the two overwhelmed women away.

      He motioned Yuna Saki over from where she was on the other side of the young man, who was staring with wide-open eyes and trembling lips. He was gasping for air like a fish.

      “My name is Dr. Jonathan Grey. You have had a heart attack, but we’ll take care of you. Cheun!” He looked at his medipad, which automatically gathered data from the patient’s subcutaneous employee chip, then turned to Yuna Saki. “Lower cardiac preload. Blood pressure over ninety millimeters HG.”

      Fortunately the former Yakuza assassin quickly understood and took her position behind Yanoshi, where she raised his upper body onto her lap to elevate him.

      Theodore inserted an intravenous cannula, and his exceptionally steady hand injected the patient with morphine to lower the afterload, and then acetyl nitrate to prevent the flood of thrombocytes from clotting and accelerating the collapse of the heart muscle tissue. On the medipad he saw real-time readings of heart rate, blood pressure, and the most critical blood parameters: slight tachycardia; high blood pressure, but in a tolerable range; LDL cholesterol; lipoprotein alpha high; taurine level low. Significantly elevated bilirubin, which prevented his body from fighting the remaining poison.

      “We’ll wait a moment longer, until all these values have stabilized, Mr. Yanoshi. But what I see here looks very good. It looks like you got away with a warning again, hmm?”

      “Th... thanks,” the head of the laboratory croaked. His blue eyes looked a little helpless under his bushy gray brows, but they also seemed kind, and Theodore felt a moment of sympathy for putting the man through this torture for their own purposes. But he couldn’t allow that to hold him back now.

      Theodore looked up in the direction of the darkened glass to his right, behind which the server racks had to be located if he was remembering the plans correctly.

      Jackie took the two hysterical and completely overwhelmed secretaries outside and said comforting words to them. Ludwig stood in front of the glass wall as he tried to see through it with his augmented eyes. His left jacket pocket bulged a little where he had the massive AOD transmitter that Muffin had given to them.

      “Is he okay?” asked the young man who had beckoned to them from the door. The red of his cheeks had paled a little.

      “Yes, everything’s moving toward okay. He’s stable and doesn’t seem to have suffered any irreparable heart damage,” Theodore assured him. “You are...?”

      The man introduced himself, extended his hand and then retracted it in confusion. “Martin... Mitchell Martin.”

      “You don’t have to worry, Mitchell,” Theodore assured him, and administered a dose of aspirin to Yanoshi.

      “Okay, yes. I’ve been the new head of security for two weeks. I was the fire protection officer before that and I didn’t follow the correct procedure during a toaster fire, and so my duties were reduced—”

      “Mitchell,” Theodore interrupted the tense young man and forced a calm smile, although he couldn’t wait to throw the guy out to at last allow Ludwig access to the servers. “You did very well, and I’m sure there won’t be any consequences for you. I’ll also put that in my report.”

      “Thanks, that’s very nice of you!”

      Jackie appeared behind him and took Mitchell gently by the elbow. He still jumped.

      “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Yes. Would you like to come outside with me? Protocol requires that we clear the room, to protect the patient’s privacy,” Jackie explained, and gave him a reassuring smile from her less than beautiful mouth.

      That disguise is awful! Theodore thought again.

      “Oh yes, yes, of course. Just one more thing,” Mitchell hurriedly said, then pulled a small device from his breast pocket—a DNA scanner.

      “Shit,” Theodore silently cursed, and felt his face immediately start to heat up.

      “Regulations say that as head of security I need a DNA scan to confirm you are the duty doctor and have successfully carried out and completed the treatment.”

      Theodore and Jackie exchanged an alarmed glance. Then Yuna Saki, who still had Yanoshi’s upper body in her lap, cleared her throat.

      “The treatment is not yet complete, young man.”

      “But I thought he was stable?” Mitchell seemed confused and he narrowed his eyes.

      “For the moment. I have to do some final tests to be sure, then I will start the transfer to the hospital area,” Theodore explained after quickly clearing his throat and he pointed at the door. “If you would excuse us for a moment? As soon as the transport is arranged and my patient is receiving intensive, inpatient care, you will receive your confirmation. Otherwise I’m putting my neck on the line for something I can’t guarantee. I hope you understand.”

      Mitchell hesitated, then nodded. Theodore couldn’t fail to notice that he seemed even more on edge. But he allowed himself to be escorted out by Jackie, who closed the translucent glass door and operated the locking mechanism beside it. Then she pulled a thumb-size white noise generator from her pocket, placed it on the desk, and activated it. There was static in the earbuds of Theodore’s AR glasses as the blocker turned all signals into white noise. With the touch of a finger he switched off the audio and stood up.

      “What... what are you doing?” the laboratory head croaked weakly as he looked this way and that, his eyes becoming gradually more alert.

      “You have to stay calm,” Theodore said without really paying the man any attention. “How do we get into the server room?”

      “Sorry, what?” Yanoshi actually seemed unable to understand.

      “The server room.” Theodore pointed at the wall that Ludwig was standing in front of. “How do we get in there?”

      “But you’re not allowed in there, you don’t have authorization...” protested the laboratory head weakly and then said, “Oh,” as Yuna Saki fished a scalpel out of her doctor’s bag and placed it against his neck.

      “How do we get in there?” Theodore repeated impatiently.

      “A door. Out in the corridor there’s a door. But you need to make a DNA comparison to get in, and only the maintenance team have authorization.”

      “And you, I’m guessing,” Jackie said with a sickly grin.

      “That...” Yanoshi’s eyes rolled down and grimaced as he tried to catch sight of the scalpel. “That’s right.”

      “Very good. Breath comparison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. We’d better not waste any time. Ludwig, you go back and take a look down the corridor. Give the transmitter to Jackie. I don’t have a good feeling about this Mitchell guy. Yuna Saki will help me carry Yanoshi to the door in the corridor in front of the office. If the comparison works, we’ll go in and place this thing as quickly as we can, so Muffin can access the system. Okay?”

      First Jackie, then Yuna Saki and Ludwig nodded.

      “Okay, let’s go.” He and the Japanese woman dragged the laboratory manager to his feet. He groaned and it sounded like he muttered a curse under his breath, but Dr. Yanoshi was too weak and too high on the morphine hitting his system to actually protest. Based on the data from the medipad, he would survive his little trip with no lasting effects, so Theodore tossed the device casually aside. After a gesture, they followed Ludwig as he opened the door and trudged past the break room and restrooms in the direction of the office and the exit.

      The door was there, to the left, just past the office door they had come from, an inconspicuous glass door with a tiny, nail-size sensor at the side. Theodore looked in the direction of the office, but no one was standing around and watching. Then he and Yuna Saki heaved Yanoshi in front of the sensor in such a way that his mouth was right next to it. A moment later the door opened and the faint hum of capacitors could be heard. A gust of extremely dry air followed and then they heard a heavy tread coming closer, shortly before he and Yuna Saki were about to step through.

      It was Ludwig. “We have company. Security team. Not running, but they are hurrying.”

      “Damn that Mitchell,” Theodore cursed. “I was hoping we would have more time. Jackie. Fire alarm! If I’m not mistaken, the entrance is also a fire door.”

      “Good idea,” she replied, and then went back into the office. He and Yuna Saki heaved Dr. Yanoshi into the interior of the server room, followed close on their heels by Ludwig. A moment later, the fire alarm started a high-pitched beeping that was painful to the ears.

      The door closed automatically and Jackie jumped through at the last moment, her foot almost catching in the narrowing gap.

      “That should buy us some time,” she coughed, and helped him bring Yanoshi in front of the sensor on this side, to use his DNA scan to lock the door and erase all privileges. “That should keep the technicians busy long enough to allow us to attach Muffin’s transmitter and find the data. But his plan for us getting out of here again looks like it’s dead.”

      “But now we don’t need to worry about our getaway,” Yuna Saki snorted, with a meaningful glance at the darkened glass that was now like a layer of obsidian between them and the security team that was certainly on the way. Theodore could clearly picture how all hell was breaking loose on the other side, hidden from their view.

      They carefully laid the laboratory manager on the floor. Theodore took off his jacket and put it under Dr. Yanoshi’s head as a pillow. Yuna Saki followed his lead and took her jacket off to use it to cover the upper body of the exhausted-looking man.

      “Okay, let’s go,” he said at last. “Let’s get to work, I don’t think we have much time.”

      Whether he was talking about lifespan or mission time, he was not sure himself.
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      In orbit around Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      “It looks like they got orders directly from Pullach in Germany,” Rachel said, as Smix and Patrick floated onto the bridge. To underline what she meant, she pointed at the two blinking flight vectors on the main screen, along with rows of chilling figures showing how long they had left to live.

      The numbers were entirely too pessimistic for Rachel to be as calm as she felt, but something in her had suddenly changed. Now she was again in survival mode, the back of her head itching, all feelings of fear and panic gone.

      “Those damn bastards!” Smix cursed, as she pulled herself over the headrest of her pilot seat and buckled in. Rachel thought she looked a little like a monkey in her movements—swift and sure.

      “I can’t believe it,” Patrick said. He pulled himself closer to the two of them before he activated his magnetic boots, folded his arms across his chest and shook his head. “They fly all the way out here, blast our satellite, then they put on a ridiculous charade on the radio, and now sixteen hours later they want to blow us out of space.”

      “Something must have made the board do this. I imagine it has something to do with whatever is happening on Earth rather than out here,” Rachel replied

      Boyd finally joined them. He announced his arrival with a knock on the wall panel alongside the door and everyone turned to look at him. “I have the codes,” he said. He held up a small case, about the size of a deck of playing cards, before striding toward them with his magnetic boots. His tone gave no indication of whether he was angry at her request or not. He simply came over, pressed his thumb against one of the sides of the case facing away from her, then handed it over.

      “Thank you,” Rachel said. She took the small case, pressed her thumb against an indentation in the upper surface, and after a successful DNA comparison there was a ‘click.’ Inside there was an almost anachronistic piece of white paper with a 16-character code.

      “What made you decide to use our secret payload?” Boyd asked.

      “I am not in the mood to get vaporized out here because some asshole on Earth hopes it will be advantageous to him. We have been pushed around long enough, and they are doing this either because they have no alternative, or because it is convenient. Whichever, it’s over now.”

      Rachel pointed to the compact window to the left, on the other side of which Ganymede’s dark brown silhouette was floating like a slumbering giant, in front of the even-more-enormous Jupiter with its endless stripes of clouds. “What is down there is much too important to be allowed to fall into the hands of a megacorporation. The new rulers of the world are too greedy and unscrupulous to be allowed to take possession of or destroy something like this.”

      “Amen,” Patrick said. “You want to use nuclear missiles to neutralize the warheads.”

      “Yes.”

      “It won’t work, at least not directly.”

      “It has to—”

      “Yes, there is a way,” the engineer interrupted her. “We can’t hit them, the AI systems on the missiles are much too intelligent and have too big an advantage in thrust so they can simply evade them. But we can detonate our warheads in front of them and grill their systems with an EMP.”

      Rachel was surprised. “Aren’t the piloting computers too well-shielded?” she asked.

      “No. Not well enough, not if there is nuclear fission in their immediate vicinity.” Patrick’s voice was so sure that she immediately felt more positive.

      “Sam, can you calculate the optimal detonation distance from the enemy warheads? We should avoid grilling ourselves but we still have to cause them sufficient damage.”

      “That is not a problem,” answered the ship’s AI. A few seconds later the appropriate calculations appeared on a secondary monitor.

      “We have to launch within the next two minutes,” Boyd read from the display. He rubbed his stubbly chin. “That’s tight.”

      “At least that’s too little time to reconsider.” Rachel sighed. She had never thought that she would be a spaceship commander who would be firing nuclear missiles into space. Never ever in her wildest dreams would she have suspected such a thing could come to be. She had never intended to become famous. Space was the last human frontier, an infinite adventure in the truest sense, a puzzle to be solved. She didn’t really care what the press back home would say about her, what people thought about her, or how she would be remembered. She just wanted to do her bit to help humanity to the stars, even if she sometimes didn’t think that was such a good idea.

      “Okay, you have my support, if that makes you feel any better,” Smix said in her incomparably direct and humorless way. “I certainly have no interest in getting killed by these guys. Besides, a little radiation isn’t going to make much difference out here...” The pilot shot a questioning glance at Patrick.

      “There will be a brief flash of light and a wave of heat. Hard radiation will spread in all directions because it cannot attach to material, as it does on Earth. So it would be good to have something between us and those things,” he replied. “But it would be best to ask Wayn.”

      “No time,” Rachel shook her head. “Sam, arm warheads one and two, launch them at your discretion on the trajectories you calculated, and set the detonation points accordingly. The authorization code is alpha, alpha, seven, three, nine, nine, nine, gamma, phi, omega, three, two, eight, eight, four, sigma.”

      “Code accepted,” the AI purred. “Begin launch.”

      “That was easy.”

      “They’re intended for an emergency. It would be bad if it was difficult,” Boyd said from behind her, without her turning around to look at him.

      “I’m surprised that a DNA comparison of the civilian commander was necessary.”

      “Did you think they would leave something so important to us military idiots?” Boyd snorted. “The people in Seoul might not be the best people in the world, but they aren’t stupid or short-sighted, either.”

      “I would hope not,” Rachel muttered, before adding a little louder, “The calculations say we have another fifty-five minutes until detonation. We have to think of some way to get the biggest chunk of Ganymede between us and the mini-sun that will soon explode here.”

      “The energy of the sun is based on nuclear fusion, not—”

      “Patrick!” she admonished her friend with a tired smile. “Let’s get to work!”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” he said hurriedly, just as the radio came to life in Rachel’s ear.

      “It’s Julie,” came the voice of the French cryptographer. She sounded agitated.

      “Everything okay, Julie?”

      “I don’t know. We have decrypted part of the transmission from the robot.”

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. “So?”

      “It’s best you come down here and take a look for yourself,” Julie replied.

      “Okay. I’m on my way.”

      “What is it?” Boyd and Patrick asked at the same time, while Smix was busy checking the trajectories calculated for the two nuclear missiles. At that moment, they were sliding from chambers whose existence Rachel hadn’t even guessed at for most of the duration of the journey.

      “A part of the transmission from the robot has been decrypted. It seems Julie has found something interesting that she doesn’t want to tell me about over the radio.”

      “Or can’t tell you,” Boyd interjected. “Perhaps she only wants to share the information with you, to prevent panic from breaking out.”

      “I like how you have been so positive recently,” Rachel snorted, unbuckling herself from her contour seat before passing the soldier as she floated in the direction of the central corridor. She turned to the others just before she reached the open door. “Boyd. Come with me. Patrick, Smix will look after things here. If anything goes wrong, she’s more qualified to react than I am anyway. I’ll send Wayn up as well. I think it’s a good idea to involve her. Maybe we or Sam have missed something.”

      Rachel didn’t wait for any replies, floating out without wasting any more time. It was so quiet on the ship that she could hear Boyd breathing behind her.

      “It really is the right decision,” he said quietly, when she had gone a little way and they had almost reached Spoke 3 that led away from the conference room.

      Rachel came to a stop by putting a foot into one of the handholds and reaching for the next one with a hand.

      “I hope so. I really hope so.”

      “You were really worried that the board might have a secret agenda with the nuclear missiles, right?” the officer asked with an almost-apologetic sideways glance at her.

      “The civilian crew wasn’t informed, so obviously I had my doubts.”

      Rachel gazed at Boyd for a moment. He looked almost like a shy boy, and not anywhere near as haggard as had become usual since they had returned from the losses of the mission to the surface. She narrowed her eyes a little. Every fiber of her body wanted to hurry up and get to Julie as quickly as possible, to find out what she had discovered. But something in Boyd’s pensive demeanor gave her pause, made her think about how this man could still be one of the most important members of the crew. Even so, he seemed to know things about the mission that nobody else knew.

      “What’s going on, Hansen?” she asked, working hard to keep her voice even and remain patient—at least for a moment or two.

      He hesitated and shot a swift glance left and right before he answered. “I don’t believe that any of this will end well. We are going to lose the probe whatever happens, if not with this shot, then with the next. Then there will be no more communication with Earth.”

      “‘With Earth?’” she parroted in surprise. “You usually say ‘ground control’ or ‘the board.’”

      “Yes.” The soldier gave her a meaningful look, until she at last understood.

      “You’re worried about the probe and our communications.”

      “Yes. We still haven’t received an answer, although we sent the data packet, which should have set a fox loose in the henhouse on Luna and at ground control. Even if they didn’t know a spaceship was following us, which is a hard thing to keep secret, they must have been stunned by the premature destruction of our satellite. But nobody has contacted us,” Boyd explained, his voice low, then he looked around before continuing conspiratorially. “Something smells fishy here and we can’t afford to hold anything back.”

      “You mean we should send the signal again, ourselves—”

      “—but this time—”

      “—this time without encryption, and not as a directional transmission.” Rachel said with a nod. For the first time this suggestion showed her where Boyd’s ultimate loyalties lay—not with the Hyun-Hakkamoto board, but with humanity.

      “Yes. What happened here, and what we have seen, has to get out to the world. Our home has been on a knife’s edge for decades, riven by natural catastrophes and deep wounds that have been caused by the greed of our hyper-capitalist world order. As if that wasn’t enough, the tension between the big four was palpable even before we set off. All the abductions and assassinations can’t have helped deescalate things. What if the situation out here sets off the powder keg?”

      “You think that if everyone has access to our message, they’ll all pull together and pause?” Rachel asked. She wasn’t particularly convinced. She would’ve liked to have as positive an impression of human nature as Hansen Boyd seemed to have, but she thought he was giving their species too much credit. The news that aliens—or at least their robots and materials, if they weren’t the aliens themselves—were in close proximity would only lead to the general level of fear ratcheting up. And it was fear, in the end, that was threatening to snap the fragile bonds keeping society together.

      All the wage slaves on earth—those who earned just enough to avoid death but didn’t have enough to live a life of fulfillment—were kept barely happy enough by media entertainments and employment to stop them from mobilizing. The executives kept them balanced between two extremes; on one hand, not complaining too loudly or starting a rebellion, and on the other, not so content that they stopped working hard and making their overlords rich. It was an underhanded game run by the powerful at the expense of the underprivileged masses, who were lulled into contentment until drool ran from the corners of every mouth. Or, they became criminals, if they could be bothered. No, the Earth was not a good place. It hadn’t been for a long time.

      “You don’t think I’m right,” Boyd said. He nodded in understanding. “At least let’s try. It couldn’t get worse, and if we don’t give humanity a chance, they won’t be able to prove themselves.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Rachel looked toward the start of the ladder that led through the spoke and up to the rotating wheel. She tapped her fingers against the first handhold.

      “We’ll transmit everything we know, together with a message to everyone, and we’ll send it on all frequencies. Then anyone and everyone can see and hear it. The influence of the megacorporations on the media is huge, but not complete, and all the pirate broadcasters will make sure that every last bit of data will reach every corner of the world. Just think about the Deep Web—nobody controls it,” Boyd explained, now very much more insistent than before. He seemed to be wholly convinced of what he was saying.

      Rachel took a moment to think. She no longer believed that the Ganymede Explorer had any chance of returning to Earth. Rhine Ruhr wanted Ganymede for itself and its corporate leadership was willing to risk open war with the Asian giant Hyun-Hakkamoto. She couldn’t understand why, but she could understand the consequences. If they allowed themselves to be simply shot down—and that was what was going to happen, because she didn’t believe that four nuclear missiles were enough to neutralize the enemy arsenal of much smaller and lighter Space Hawk C2s—it was over. Then Rhine Ruhr could do what they wanted out here, and Rachel had just seen what that meant. The image of the cyborg, the most terrifying killing machine she had ever seen, and the way it had ripped apart the alien robot, reminded her that this was something she didn’t want. Whatever the European megacorporations were up to out here, it was not anything scientific or peaceful.

      “Do it,” she said. Boyd’s expression swiftly changed from surprise to gratitude.

      “You’re making the right decision,” he replied, gently grasping her shoulder. She looked down at his hand and smiled tiredly, until she again noticed the alarm that was still blaring. She had tuned it out until then.

      “You, Smix, and Patrick take care of it. I’ll be fine down there on my own. It would be best if you and Patrick came up with a message to be sent with the broadcast. A soldier and a scientist are perhaps good faces for this message of cooperation and peace. Hurry. I don’t know if the probe will survive the EMP, so there’s only a small window of opportunity.”

      “Understood, Commander,” Boyd smiled, but it wasn’t a sarcastic smile, it was contented, even a little proud.

      She nodded and gestured for him to get going. Without losing any more time, she floated along the ladder toward the conference room, past the doors to the accommodation cabins, and then on and on until, thanks to the centripetal force, she was at last ‘down’ and had to climb lower with ever-increasing body weight.

      The conference room was full of sound and activity. Everyone there, and that was everyone except Boyd’s people, was standing around the table and yelling at each other. The point at which what they were doing could be described as discussion, or even a dispute, was long past. Wayn Chai was stabbing at Marcus Miller with her outstretched index finger, and the ship’s doctor —his face flaming red—was shaking his head so vehemently that Rachel was afraid he would break his neck at any moment. Veronika Braun was also in a screaming match across the tabletop with Romain Migeot, who was usually so calm. Their fists were sticking out like the horns of two bulls that might at any moment race toward each other and smash their heads together. At the other end of the table, the two Italians, Santo and Mario, were cursing at each other in Italian, drowning out Rondberg the Scandinavian geophysicist and Viquist the drilling specialist. Only Pina Bettany, the delicate geneticist, and Julie herself sat with their heads together at the head of the table, brooding over a tiny datapad.

      “What is going on here?” Rachel asked loudly, but nobody seemed to be taking any notice of her. “Sam?”

      “Yes,” she heard the answer in her earbud.

      “Raise the volume on the alarm siren in the conference room by three hundred percent.”

      “The volume requested can result in long-term damage to the hear—”

      “Just do it,” Rachel insisted.

      A moment later the sound of the alarm became a tone that sounded like the heavens themselves were thundering above the ship. All conversation immediately ended, as they all, Rachel included, covered their ears, their faces contorted in pain.

      Sam obviously understood and turned the volume back down. Now everyone’s eyes were on her, half in surprise, half in fear. But what were they afraid of? Certainly not of her.

      “What is going on here?” she repeated. She put her hands on her hips and forced a stern expression—something that didn’t come naturally to her. I wish I had never become commander.

      Wayn started to say, “Julie has decrypted the signal and this damn frog now wants—”

      Rachel sternly interrupted her. “If Julie discovered this, we should let Julie say what she has to say, right? Besides, they need you on the bridge. Some missiles were fired at us and they could do with your help. Now.”

      Wayn muttered something to herself, and for a moment Rachel was frightened that the Chinese woman might disobey her for the first time, but after staring at each other for a long time, Wayn snorted and at last climbed the ladder.

      “Somebody fired missiles at us?” several of her colleagues suddenly asked.

      Rachel took a moment to raise her arms and bring the room back to silence. “Yes, but everything is under control. Boyd, Smix, and Patrick are taking care of it. I’ll send you all the details on the wall screen here, but only after I hear what Julie has found out.”

      Several of them again wanted to start speaking and a hubbub broke out that could not be quieted. So Rachel went over to Julie. The Frenchwoman smiled tiredly. Her eyes were sunken in deep shadows. “What have you discovered, Julie?”

      “A set of instructions.”

      “A set of instructions?” Rachel asked, surprised.

      “Yes. There are patterns and physical data collections that, to my eye, show how to land our ship on the surface.”

      “Sorry. What?”

      “There are detailed plans of the Ganymede Explorer, down to every detail. It even lists the exact number of screws used to build this ship, along with four nuclear missiles!” To emphasize her words, Julie held her datapad under her nose, where wireframe 3D models of the nuclear missiles could be seen.

      “And this really comes from the robot?” Rachel asked in disbelief. How is this possible? Did they scan us somehow without us knowing? Or is there a ship nearby that has had us under surveillance and has studied us down to the finest detail? Rachel suddenly felt very cold and utterly alone out here.

      “Yes, that’s where it comes from,” Julie confirmed, and nodded excitedly. “But that isn’t everything. The landing plans are just one item that has to be combined with other yet-untranslated sections of code to fully make sense of it. I also found approach vectors, with the appropriate speed and thrust phases to land this ship down there, specifically alongside the ring.”

      “That thing wants us to land? Leaving aside the fact that the Explorer isn’t even designed to enter Ganymede’s atmosphere, it was certainly never designed to land down there,” Rachel protested. She snorted once, like a buffalo, then realized that she must look like Wayn Chai, so she stopped herself.

      “That seems to be what it wants.”

      “But you haven’t decrypted everything. Is that right?” Rachel asked.

      “No, it’s just a fragment.”

      “So it could be that if you decrypt more fragments, it might not continue to look like directions for a landing, but instead could be a warning against landing, or something else entirely. If you only see part of the puzzle, you seldom see what the entire picture is supposed to be.”

      “I would agree in principle with that,” Julie said, then shook her head and tugged at her braids. “But in this case the message is clear because I also know what they want from us.”

      Rachel’s eyes went wide. “What is that?”

      “They want our energy. They need it for the ring.”

      She suddenly thought about her brief exchange of picture-drawing with the robot on the icy surface. The ring and the zero travel-time that the artificial being had said lay between it and the other rings. Then she thought about the strange spherical object that they had discovered in the depths of the shaft, far below the ring.

      “Send that up to the bridge!” she immediately said.

      “But—”

      “Right away! I think we could find a way out of our dilemma!”

      “What dilemma?” Julie asked, shocked, verging on alarmed.

      “No time!” Rachel said dismissively, and hurried to the ladder.
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      “Are you sure the transmitter is attached correctly?” Theodore asked Jackie, a concerned expression on his face as he gazed at the glass door Yanoshi lay beside. The blue flame of a plasma cutter had already traced a half-circle, and it wouldn’t be long now before corporate troops would be able to unleash hell in their direction.

      “I’m sure,” Jackie growled. She had grafted the clumsy transmitter, state-of-the-art hardware from the Alpha Corporation military, to one of the access points of the mainframe and now they were all staring alternately from the transmitter to the plasma cutter and back. A minute had already gone by and Muffin still hadn’t contacted them. Using the small device, they should have been able to penetrate Cerberus’ shielding and already been in contact.

      “What is taking so long?” asked Yuna Saki, sounding more curious than concerned.

      Theodore wished some of her composure would rub off on him, though he had once had just as icy a demeanor. But since Miri had been taken from him he only wanted two things, a reckoning with that bastard Kruger, and to reveal Rhine Ruhr’s machinations. If Muffin didn’t contact them soon, not only would they be dead, they would also have failed in their mission.

      Finally! A click in his ear was followed by his friend’s voice coming over the radio.

      “I have the data,” said Muffin calmly, as if he had all the time in the world.

      “Finally! We thought you weren’t receiving us,” Theodore cursed.

      “It took a while to get around the encryption. I can see it, but—”

      “But what?” Jackie asked, and her fake face puckered up as if she had bitten into a lemon.

      “I can see it, but I can’t copy it. The encryption system immediately turns the data to shit if it’s copied.”

      That was a complete nightmare. If they couldn’t transmit the data, the whole plan to send it to the media and pirate stations was already bust, just like their heads would be as soon as the door opened and they were blown away in a hail of bullets.

      “That’s not possible!” he protested, half to himself, half to Muffin and the others.

      “There is some good news,” came the answer from the radio.

      Theodore for a second felt a breath of hope. “We could use some of that!”

      “The million dollars you entrusted to me, I invested it well and equipped all of the Deep Web hacker’s boards of East L.A. with the latest feedback suits and infiltration software.”

      “You gave away hardware?” Jackie asked, angry.

      “Yes, in exchange for a favor.”

      “What kind of favor?” she asked. Even her false voice sounded agitated.

      The bluish light in the server room started to flicker.

      “I have brought them all into the Cerberus network through the transmitter. Not even the cumulative damage from our attack can destroy the system or invade it for very long, but it should buy us time. Chaos is a merc’s best friend, right?”

      “You sneaky bastard!” Theodore grinned. “Can you get us out of here?”

      “There’s an air duct two aisles to the left, down to the end, and it’s above the server rack numbered ‘D-33.’ But you should hurry, if what I’m seeing on the camera feeds from the corridor outside the glass wall is right, you don’t have much time before two dozen corporate guards will be on your ass,” Muffin told him calmly.

      “We noticed,” Jackie growled. She closed the server cabinet with the AOD transmitter and hurried off. Theodore followed her with Ludwig and Yuna Saki close behind. The hiss of the plasma flame accompanied them like an acoustic shadow of approaching death. The server racks were arrayed in rows, over 50 meters in length, at right angles to the glass facade that separated them from the research and development department. It was cool verging on cold everywhere in the room, even though Theodore was pretty sure that wasn’t the reason he was shivering.

      They found rack D-33 at the end of the aisle and, just as they had been told, there was a surprisingly large hinged cover made of fragile-looking metal slats.

      Before he could say anything, Ludwig was already lifting Yuna Saki onto the cabinet, where she started to work at the screw fixtures with her skillful hands.

      “This’ll just take a second,” she said. She pulled something from her jacket and then got to work at the corners of the hinged cover, until at last it opened, at the same moment a loud crash and the usual grunts of special units could be heard.

      “They’re through,” Ludwig said, stating the obvious, as he shoved Jackie up beside Yuna Saki and the two women disappeared into the air duct.

      “Now you.”

      Theodore was about to protest, but Ludwig simply grabbed him and effortlessly lifted him up. Before he knew it, he was on top of the server cabinet, climbing with curses on his lips after Jackie.

      “Halt!” somebody behind him yelled. Then somebody else, until there was a raw chorus of voices barking commands.

      “Move it!” Muffin yelled over the radio. Theodore looked around as the first shots rang out. He was relieved to see that Ludwig was crouched in the shaft right behind him. The big guy was so broad and massive that he filled almost all the available space. Luckily there was enough room to allow limited movement, which he made efficient use of, just as efficiently as the giant did everything else.

      Theodore looked forward again, at the soles of Jackie’s shoes, and groaned as he crawled forward. A short time later they reached a junction.

      “Right,” Muffin told them over the radio.

      “How can you even see us?”

      “Pressure sensors. One of my people is right now battling the on-duty security hacker, and is holding him at bay. But I don’t believe that will last long. The entire system is being filled with new Deep Web personas. They have a lot of tech heads on the payroll. Now left.”

      They followed Muffin’s directions and soon reached a kind of cubic space with a huge fan blade at one end, pumping fresh air through a grill into the shafts leading from the room.

      “Where are you taking us?” Jackie whispered into her simple headset, which was part of the old equipment they had smuggled into Cerberus. The devices were ancient crap, but they had virtually no electronic signature to betray their position.

      Theodore waited until Ludwig had struggled through the shaft. There was suddenly not much space. He experimentally poked his head into the passage and held his breath and listened.

      There was nothing to hear.

      “To the communication center. From there you can transmit your data to the entire globe. The receiver and transmitter systems of Cerberus are among the highest-rated in the world. If we can infiltrate the computers there long enough, we can send the decrypted original data and get around our problems with copying it,” Muffin explained over the radio.

      The sudden volume in Theodore’s ear made him flinch. “Somehow, that sounds too easy,” he said, trying again to use the short pause to listen for pursuers. Where are they?

      “It isn’t, believe me. In the Cerberus Deep Web VR, all hell has broken loose, but my guys are hanging in there. I believe that the corporate idiots underestimate how good all these kids are—they spend their entire hopeless lives with no option but to distract themselves in the Deep Web. I’m trying to get control of an elevator to take you directly to the three hundred and fiftieth floor, without stopping.”

      Muffin still sounded calm, but Theodore didn’t believe he was really so relaxed. He had once seen his friend in the Deep Web, where he was represented as his virtual avatar, a man with dreadlocks called Jim Raynor, turn into a three-headed dragon to battle a firewall. He had suffered an epileptic fit and a heavy nose bleed, showing Theodore just how serious combat in the VR Internet could be. And Cerberus security certainly consisted of more than a single firewall.

      “Okay, fine, then we shouldn’t waste any time,” Jackie said as she moved in front of Theodore and looked around the various ducts that stretched away in three directions.

      “Turn right and take the shaft all the way over on the left,” Muffin instructed. “Turn left at the first intersection, go straight past the next three, then take a right at the fourth, and you will come out over a corridor that will take you directly to the elevator. I’ll take care of the one on the extreme right. The number ten, don’t forget.”

      “Aye,” Theodore said. He shot a last glance into the shaft they had come from. “Why aren’t they following us?”

      “I lost the server room camera feed to the security hackers,” Muffin said, a little stressed. “But the sensors of the local ventilation system are still under control and they don’t show anything. Probably the Rhine Ruhr people know that, and that’s why they aren’t sending in their guards.”

      “And it doesn’t matter. We have to hurry.” Theodore wanted to keep going but he took a moment as Ludwig started moving. Something’s wrong. But what?

      He looked at his friend, now with a white man’s face because of his mimic mask, and the doughy features looked like vanilla pudding, so different from his real appearance. It was his movements. They were usually clipped but also elegant, like a tiger because of his extremely increased reaction times and better muscle tone from his augments, but now he looked almost imprecise, like an ordinary mortal.

      “Ludwig?”

      The giant turned around and regarded him with tired eyes. “Yes.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Ludwig remained silent for a moment. The silence was enough to make Jackie and Yuna Saki also turn around and look on in concern.

      Instead of answering, his old comrade in arms and friend looked around, seeming groggy as he did so, almost ashamed, which Theodore had never seen from him before.

      Then he saw it. At his navel his black T-shirt was ripped and wet. Because of his dark skin beneath, Theodore had not seen right away that Ludwig was bleeding.

      “Damn, what happened?”

      “They got me.” Ludwig gestured in the direction of the shaft they had come from.

      “Oh shit!” Jackie cursed, and crawled over to him to look at his wound.

      “It’s fatal,” the giant remarked.

      The calm tone of voice he used hit Theodore hard. He had never really known Ludwig well, because nobody could know him well. He had once tried to talk to him about his past but his only answer was a shake of the head and the brief flickering of pain across his usually impassive face before the augmented addict regained his composure.

      Theodore had sometimes wondered if there was anything human left within him at all, or if the many augments had caused a separation of body and spirit, as Doc Angel was always warning about. To Theodore, Ludwig had always seemed the embodiment of strength and pure will to take action, a kind of force of nature on two legs, an indestructible machine, and in a certain way, also the physical backbone of their team. The thought that he could now be lost to a gunshot wound was as surreal as it was painful.

      But there was nothing he could do about it. They were playing the role of an emergency medical team, but they had left their cases of medical equipment in the server room.

      “You damn brute,” Jackie cursed, her voice quavering. She gulped. “You damn brute. Why did you let them shoot you in the only place you aren’t augmented, huh?”

      Yuna Saki held back, a stricken look on her face, and listened carefully down the shaft through which Muffin was sending them.

      Theodore noticed a slight movement. Blood was dripping from his friend’s left trouser leg onto the cold metal floor and was forming a swiftly expanding puddle.

      “This is an augment,” Ludwig calmly corrected her and suddenly collapsed. He caught himself by one arm, but that too went limp. Theodore and Jackie also tried to catch him, but they were too late. He slammed onto the floor and lay there, half on his side, fighting for breath. “My thrombocyte producer...”

      Jackie started to cry.

      “Could you... please remove my mask,” Ludwig asked, his voice weakening.

      Theodore nodded, pulled the collar of his friend’s T-shirt down a little until he found the transition between the mask and his skin, then carefully tore the nanite latex. It took considerable strength, but he managed it, and a moment later Ludwig’s real face could be seen. Lumps of mastic and latex were stuck to his cheeks, and Jackie, with tears in her eyes, removed them piece by piece. The giant’s cold chrome eyes gazed motionless in her direction and Theodore’s, and if he couldn’t see the man’s chest rising and falling, Theodore would have thought their partner was already dead.

      The situation was just wrong. This combat machine with his military multi-million-dollar body couldn’t simply be silently taken from them by a gutshot, not in the depths of the ventilation system. Theodore had always believed that somebody like Ludwig could only be taken out by a hail of bullets from half a corporate army, during some heroic feat, or something superhuman that ordinary mortals only knew from action movies. But here he lay, helpless, and powerless as a child, his demeanor as calm as ever, yet fatally wounded, taking his last breaths.

      “We go back and get the cases!” Jackie said, suddenly resolute as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “We can’t do that,” Theodore replied gently. He sympathetically grasped her shoulder.

      But she angrily slapped his hand away and glared at him with red eyes. “I don’t give a shit how many corporate assholes are crowding back there. I’ll fetch the shitty cases and I’ll take care of this goddamn wound!”

      She started to turn in the direction of the shaft they had come from, but Theodore held her tight. “Get your damn hands off me!” she hissed furiously.

      He wanted to say something in reply but Ludwig moved just then and they instinctively turned toward him.

      “Don’t forget me,” he whispered as his chest went still. A thin film of blood flowed from the corner of his mouth and the silence was deafening.

      Ludwig was dead. Just like that.

      Don’t forget me, Theodore silently repeated, his hands shaking as he reached for his friend’s body, but he paused at the last moment. He didn’t dare touch him, as if contact would make the nightmare real.

      It was the truth. Shot down, just like that. He had seen Ludwig survive having his arm torn off, back in Detroit. He had seen him lose all the skin on his back to a grenade explosion, his shoulder torn apart by a volley of FMJ bullets, and a hollow point round that blew his left leg to pieces. But, here and now, he had been killed by a simple gut shot.

      Theodore had seen similar things in the Snow War. It reminded him that a life of violence could and probably would end in violence. It was as sure as death and taxes, and it always happened when you least expected it—unlike in the movies.

      At the start of his tour of duty in Siberia he had made friends with the sniper trainer of his company. Greg had been a real veteran, tough and clever, and he had taught them all a lot. He had at least 100 kills to his name and his enemies hadn’t gotten him in over 20 years. Then one morning, when Theodore was walking with him in flip-flops to the showers, a partisan bullet put a hole his head. Just like that, with no warning. They had just spoken about how uncomfortable it was to have to get up in the night to take a piss.

      But Ludwig... the invulnerable Ludwig, the irresistible force of nature in human form. He just didn’t deserve this end.

      Jackie was now as motionless as a wax figure. She wasn’t crying anymore, as she felt for Ludwig’s pulse, then closed his eyes with one hand.

      “Hey, people, why aren’t you moving?” Muffin asked over the radio. Theodore wanted to reflexively say something furious in reply, the question was so terrible and out of place.

      “Ludwig is dead,” Jackie answered, her voice a rasp.

      “WHAT?”

      “He got hit. His thrombocyte augment. He’s... dead.”

      “WHAT?” Muffin repeated in disbelief. His voice was quivering so much it was audible over the radio. “That’s not possible!”

      “It’s true,” Theodore confirmed and gulped noisily. “He’s dead.”

      “That’s a damn shame,” Muffin howled. “You have to keep moving, or you’ll all be dead!”

      “Yes,” Theodore replied. He looked at Yuna Saki with burning eyes, as she gazed sympathetically back at him and Jackie, then she nodded and disappeared into the shaft that Muffin had selected for them.

      Theodore pulled softly but insistently at Jackie’s shoulder.

      She looked at him. A slight shiver ran through her, then she ripped her mimic mask off her face. Her real face, distorted by sadness and rage could now be seen, and it looked so elfin and at the same time so wounded that it almost broke his heart.

      He pulled his mask off at the same time, took her hand, squeezed it, and pulled her into the shaft with him.

      “We’ll kill those jerks,” he softly promised her, so low she couldn’t hear him. “We’ll kill them all.”
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      In Orbit around Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      “We have to land!” Rachel called out in agitation as she floated back onto the bridge. Wayn, Boyd, Smix, and Patrick, who were crowding around the main screen at the pilot seat and engaged in a heated discussion, turned as one to look at her. In their gaze there was more confusion than surprise.

      “Erm. We have to do what?” Smix asked almost petulantly, her brows contracting to form a single line.

      “We have to land!” Rachel repeated, floating a little too quickly in their direction. She had to be decelerated by Boyd, who luckily reacted swiftly by grabbing her shoulder so she didn’t slam into the screen.

      Rachel muttered, “Thanks,” as she passed her left hand over her wrist terminal and gestured in the direction of the display. The decrypted data from the robot appeared in patterns and mathematical formulas overlaid on top of each other.

      “Do you understand this?” she asked Patrick, pointing at the display full of information that didn’t mean anything to her.

      “Yes,” the engineer said after a moment’s thought. “These are quite detailed directions for... my god... for a landing.”

      “We have to put some distance between us and the nuclear explosion, right? And it is just a question of time before the Harbinger fires off more missiles at us. We can only pull this stunt with the nukes one more time and then we’re done, if the EMP doesn’t kill us right on the spot.”

      “But we can’t land!” Patrick protested, sounding genuinely shocked. To emphasize what he said, he wagged an outstretched index finger in front of her eyes.

      “It says here that we can!” She pointed at the constantly updated directions running across the main screen.

      “But I’m telling you that the ship can’t land on the moon! Neither its shape nor its structural integrity is intended for those kinds of loads. Believe me, I know the plans!”

      “He is right. This is crazy,” Wayn Chai now interjected. Rachel wasn’t surprised by that. The Chinese woman seemed only to be able to think pessimistically since the debacle on the surface, and was always questioning what the commander said.

      “Those things down there,” said Rachel, pointing with outstretched arm in the direction of the window, beyond which the curved silhouette of Ganymede in front of Jupiter could be seen, “are as much more advanced in relation to us as we are when compared to the ancient Romans—maybe more so. What they have made down there out of ice and dust in such a short time is almost a miracle. If they now send us directions for getting down there, then I assume they are correct!”

      “It could also be a list designed to destroy us. Maybe they don’t want to be observed,” Boyd added, holding up his hands defensively.

      Rachel shot him a furious glare. She hadn’t been expecting this from him, that he would stab her in the back, especially not after Wayn had done the same thing and he allegedly trusted the Chinese woman so little.

      “I just mean,” he said, defending himself, “from a military point of view, I am absolutely against this.”

      “From a military point of view there is pretty much no chance that we will be able to orbit Ganymede enough to escape the EMP of the nuclear missile that is going to turn this area into an irradiated hell in under thirty minutes, right?”

      “It’s going to be very tight, isn’t it—”

      “So let’s land. They need our power, the two nuclear missiles and our fusion reactor, if I’m understanding this correctly, right?” Patrick asked Rachel, who nodded after gazing pensively for a moment.

      “Yes.”

      “I believe that the spherical object is a kind of transport system that can be used to travel between the rings. Boyd saw our brief exchange of images with the robot with his own eyes, you others know the data we brought back. Zero time between Earth, Ganymede, and Transneptune, that was its message, after we showed it the travel time of the Ganymede Explorer from Earth to here,” she said, her voice firm. “The robot needs the energy to power up the system, I don’t know how else I can explain this.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Patrick muttered with a sigh. “If not, then there is no ticket home for us.”

      “Wait a second!” Wayn said plaintively as she put her hands on her hips. “Are you saying you agree with this shit?”

      “Yes,” he said bluntly, returning her furious glare. “There’s no better alternative. All the alternatives are each as bad as the other, and the odds are against us. If we stay here, the Harbinger destroys us, they have made that very clear. If we travel to Earth, the Harbinger destroys us. If we land on Ganymede, maybe the landing itself will destroy us.”

      “Or that damn killer robot down there will destroy us!” Wayn was now beside herself, and she turned for aid to Smix and Boyd, then grimly shook her head as they both looked away. “It is incredible that you are all standing around here and letting all this shit happen to you!”

      When nobody said anything, she snorted and pushed off from Smix’s seat, before floating out into the central corridor.

      “She is going to make problems,” Boyd warned, watching with a grim expression as the rocket scientist left.

      “Maybe. But whatever she is going to do, it can’t be as bad as what is waiting for us if we don’t land soon,” Rachel replied. She felt that she was right to be in a hurry. She knew, beyond any doubt, that now was not the time for discussion, but for swift decisions and decisive action. She’d had the same feeling before, when she hadn’t wasted time trying to save her Ganymede Station team from the botanics module that the AI had locked. The quarantine lockdown had been impossible to get around, and to waste time on a problem that couldn’t be solved just because you were emotionally involved was not only illogical, it would have resulted in her death along with the others. Instead she had started to work on prepping the RRI Valkyrie for the return journey to Earth.

      Now, she had to make quick decisions to save her crew.

      “Patrick, feed the instructions from the robot into the system and synchronize it with Sam. I want you to monitor the landing at every moment, okay?”

      “Will do,” he promised. He pulled one of the small touch displays closer until it was on his lap like a tablet.

      “Boyd, get your men ready. I want them in their motorized armor for the landing. You never know. If you are in the port airlock during the landing, would you have enough space in those things?”

      “I think so,” the captain said slowly.

      “Good. You can blow open the doors when we are down. We won’t need them anymore after that anyway. We’ll turn off the remainder of the oxygen supply and transfer it all to the refill stations for our suits, to give us lots of time,” she continued, then slapped Smix on the shoulder. Boyd then disappeared through the bulkhead.

      “If Sam does anything stupid while we’re on the way down there, or anything seems strange to you in any way, I want you to take over the helm and fly by the seat of your pants, okay?”

      “I don’t believe I can fly better—” the Korean woman was about to protest.

      But Rachel didn’t allow her to finish her sentence. “If worst comes to worst, I trust your gut more than any AI.”

      “Thanks. I’ll do my best.”

      “I know.” Rachel felt a little bad, because she knew very well that the AI wouldn’t make a mistake, and that no human pilot had in the last three decades beaten any artificial intelligence, or ever would again. But right now she had to give her teammate a boost and provide her as much self-confidence as possible, because even if a landing was viable, it would at the very least be a complete nightmare.

      “We’ll make it,” Patrick assured her, and at the same moment he buckled himself into the well-padded harness. He even managed to sound confident, but his thin smile betrayed that he was considerably less self-confident than he was acting.

      She shot him a long glance, which he returned. He finally nodded.

      He would do his best, Rachel knew that, and there was nothing more she could do here. She floated away in the direction of the central corridor, held the two handholds above the passage, and then slipped feet-first into the long pipe, which measured 150 meters to its end in the drive nacelle. Because it was relatively narrow, the end could only be seen as a dark space, especially as the last 100 meters of the drive section had only sparse blue illumination.

      For a moment, Rachel felt more lost than she had for a long time, locked in a small crate of composites and steel, surrounded by endless expanses of nothing. The Earth, the nearest source of gravity and atmosphere was so far away that out here it was nothing more than a blue point among myriad white dots.

      And now they were about to try to land next to the alien robot and its mysterious white ring, in order to... to do what, exactly? What did she think they could actually do? Take the machine by the hand and go for a walk on an alien world? Was that even the purpose of the sphere down below? Perhaps it was something else entirely, something so strange that they would never be able to imagine it. But they would soon find out. And, whatever happened, she would be responsible for it. She alone.

      With a heavy sigh, she paused. She had reached the spoke that went back to the conference space.

      Her earbud beeped. “What is it?”

      “It’s Boyd. We have a problem.”

      “Another one?”

      “Yes. Wayn is in the drive module—the maintenance area to be exact,” the soldier said, his voice unnaturally calm.

      “What is she doing there?”

      “I’m pretty sure that she is trying to manually shut down the reactor. She has locked herself in there and blocked the camera signal with a white noise generator.”

      “Shit!”

      “I did tell—”

      “I would advise you to think twice before finishing that sentence!” Rachel growled at him, but she was mostly angry at herself. She should not have underestimated how frightened the woman obviously was.

      “Yes Ma’am. I have already spoken with Patrick. We could turn the oxygen off and increase the concentration of nitrogen in the maintenance area. Then her activities should soon come to an end.”

      “No,” Rachel said, voice firm. “I’ll go see her.”

      “I don’t think she’s going to listen to you,” Boyd warned.

      “I have to try. Rachel out.” She switched the channel and said, “Patrick Greiner.”

      It took a moment before her friend answered. “Yes?”

      “How much time do I have until we definitely need the reactor?”

      “Eight minutes. Why?”

      “I’ll go and speak with Wayn,” she said. “How long will it take to put her to sleep by changing the atmosphere?”

      “It won’t put her to sleep. It will kill her. To put her down quickly enough we have to swiftly and massively increase the proportion of nitrogen, and there won’t be enough time to get her to the sickbay for resuscitation.”

      Rachel suppressed a curse. “I’ll go talk to her. Send two of Boyd’s people down to join me, just in case.”

      “Understood,” he replied in a neutral voice.

      She turned her head in the direction of the drive module and then pulled herself forward, using all her strength on the handholds. Faster than she intended, she flew headfirst along the central corridor, just missing a projecting maintenance panel and floating like a fish through the seemingly endless pipe of the drive section. On both sides, the blinking green lights of the uranium sail anchor points swept by her.

      Her fury at Wayn Chai was unimaginable, sitting like a balloon in her belly and continually inflating the more she thought about what this member of her crew was doing. Wayn wasn’t just undermining rightful command authority while endangering crew cohesion and survival, she was also trying to prevent the solution to their currently most pressing problem—saving the Ganymede Explorer. Even if the Chinese woman wrongly believed she was doing the right thing, Wayn couldn’t be permitted to take matters into her own hands by going outside all chains of command and independently deciding what was best for the whole team.

      It felt like an eternity to Rachel before she was through the endless pipe and at the bulkhead to the maintenance area of the drive nacelles. According to her wrist terminal it had been only a minute. Her momentum now brought her dangerously close to the round door with the curved porthole.

      She tucked herself into a ball and turned once around her own axis to position herself feet forward. Her knees splayed a little and then her feet met the metal bulkhead with the dull thud of boots. Every joint between foot and neck groaned and complained of sharp pain, but she didn’t think she had seriously injured anything.

      “Wayn?” she said over the radio. She pulled herself closer to the porthole to peer into the interior of the maintenance area. The diffuse light from a single red lamp made it difficult for her to see anything, but then she noticed movement. The Chinese woman was crouching in front of one of the many drawers that held crystal hard drives, and she was doing something with them.

      Rachel saw no reaction to her words. Wayn had switched off her radio, which came as no surprise. Rachel drew the small flashlight from her belt and used the base to hammer against the metal of the bulkhead that separated her from Wayn.

      It worked. Wayn turned her head, narrowing her eyes. Her expression was grim.

      Yes, she sees me. Rachel tapped with the index finger of her right hand on her ear.

      “What?” came Wayn’s voice over the radio, dripping with poison, before she turned back to the crystal storage drawer.

      “What are you doing, Wayn?” Rachel asked, forcing herself to maintain a calm, almost soothing tone of voice.

      “What does it look like? I’m putting an end to the stupid game you’re playing. I will not allow you to send the ship and the rest of the crew straight to Hell.”

      “I’m scared,” Rachel admitted, which appeared to cause the Chinese woman to pause for a second, without turning around.

      “I’m scared of what could happen here,” Rachel continued. “I’m also scared about the landing, and I am terrified of going to sleep ever since that monster murdered our friends and colleagues in the landing capsule.”

      She hoped that this honest straightforward approach was the right way to go. When in doubt, honesty and familiarity were in her experience still the best and softest ways to persuade somebody of something. By bashing two stones together, either nothing happened or the stones shattered because they were smashed together too hard. If, however, two different rivers came together and merged, they would unify and flow together—in the same direction.

      Wayn didn’t answer, and Rachel cautiously decided that this was a good sign. She continued, “I made the best decision I could, because I am convinced that our only chance of survival is a landing.”

      “Ours? Or yours?” Wayn tensely asked. She lowered her tools and half turned around, her face like a sculpture in the red emergency light.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You escaped from Ganymede, but you were the only one!”

      Rachel swallowed a massive reaction of rage and disbelief, and took a deep breath. “I know, but there was nothing I could do. I would have swapped places with them if I could have, believe me.”

      “But I don’t.”

      This damn... Rachel thought, but she reminded herself to stay calm. She knew Wayn was scared and couldn’t deal with it—had never been in a situation like this. No one knows how they will react when their life is on the line until it actually happens.

      “Then believe this. Patrick wants to flood the maintenance area with nitrogen and kill you, so you don’t kill the rest of us. But I don’t want to lose a member of the crew—”

      “I’m not going to kill them!” the rocket scientist raged, pointing an accusing finger in Rachel’s direction. “I’m protecting them, because that’s exactly what you are planning to do to them!”

      “I know that you think you’re doing the right thing. But I have a different opinion. If you sabotage us now and you’re successful, the chain of command is gone. Who would be in charge then? You? Will you take the burden and responsibility for that? Do you want everyone to be looking to you in the hope you can save them from death? And death will come calling, believe me. It always does.”

      Rachel watched as the Chinese scientist sat down, leaning against the drawer.

      “Think, Wayn. Are you ready to make sacrifices, to make decisions—cold, hard decisions—that will stay with you for the rest of your life? Are you ready to take command in this unjust way, I mean by mutiny? Are you ready, when you return to Earth, if you manage that against all the odds, to be charged with sabotage and mutiny? Are you ready for the fact that the rest of the crew might not even accept you assuming command, and you will all become a headless, leaderless herd?”

      Rachel paused at a noise from behind her. It had to be Boyd’s men, whom Patrick had sent. She gestured swiftly, without turning around, for them to hide from the porthole so that Wayn didn’t see them, which would spoil everything.

      “After thinking about what I’ve just said, and if you believe you are ready for all that, I will tell Patrick, ‘No,’ and we’ll do it your way,” Rachel promised.

      Wayn didn’t answer. She sat as if frozen with her back leaning against the drawer with the storage crystals and seemed to be staring into nothing.

      Rachel thought maybe now she had a chance to take control, so she decided to add a little fuel to the fire, while the fire was still burning. “If you unlock the door, I promise you that there will be no mention of your attempted sabotage and mutiny in the ship’s log, and I will instruct Sam to delete all record of it. We need everyone with a smart head on their shoulders out here to solve our problems, and when we land, I also want to have you there to help plan the next step. Only, you have to decide now, Wayn. We don’t have much time.”

      Rachel glanced at her wrist terminal. Only three minutes until the reactor had to be brought on line to be able to follow the landing instructions from the robot. Three minutes to prevent catastrophe.

      The bulkhead opened as she looked up again. Wayn stood there, her eyes going wide at the sight of the soldiers who were moving toward her.

      “Detain her,” Rachel ordered. The men carefully but firmly grabbed the rocket scientist by her upper arms. They then marched her past Rachel, pausing a moment while the commander’s gaze met Wayn’s.

      “You tricked me!” the Chinese woman spat out, her eyes blazing.

      “No, I didn’t. I meant every word I said. I’m only having you detained until we have landed safely. For the sake of the crew, I can’t take the risk that you might change your mind and sabotage our landing after all. As soon as we are down on Ganymede, I will free you and then we’ll solve the next problem. Together.”

      She could see that Wayn was thinking, her mouth twitching a couple of times as if she wanted to say something, but she didn’t say a word. The two uniformed men took her away through the corridor, keeping their magnetic boots activated as they walked toward the brig which was located in the forward section.

      Rachel closed the bulkhead. “Rachel to Patrick,” she said over the radio.

      “Receiving.”

      “The situation is resolved.”

      “I see that. Well done,” he answered from the bridge. “We’ll start lowering the orbit.”

      “Good. Keep me up to date.” Rachel closed the channel and then addressed Sam. “Shipwide announcement.”

      “Ready,” the AI answered directly into her ear.

      “Attention! This is Rachel. All crew members must report immediately to the emergency acceleration seats in the central corridor. We are now starting landing maneuvers, and potentially endangered areas including the gravity module must be immediately evacuated. Do not take anything with you. Proceed at once. Rachel out.”

      She took a deep breath and then let it out again with a hiss. She rubbed her eyes and brought her feet around to push off from the maintenance-area bulkhead, following the soldiers and Wayn.

      They would soon learn how tough the Ganymede Explorer really was. If it turned out to be tough enough, as the robot had clearly predicted it was, then they would also learn why the robot needed their power source. Then Rachel would also find out if she was right in her speculations and could still trust her instincts, or if they were entirely wrong and she had condemned them all to death.

      A lot to look forward to.
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore crept along behind Yuna Saki, who had pulled off her mask, too. It was too late for playing hide and seek anyway.

      According to their wrist terminals, five minutes had passed since Ludwig’s death. He couldn’t believe that his friend lay lifeless in the ventilation system of Cerberus. It felt so unjust, so surreal. If he didn’t know deep inside that he would soon follow his friend, he would probably have screamed, punched himself, or started crying. He didn’t know it for sure, of course, but it looked certain that there was no longer any escape. Had that ever been an option? Now, he felt only dull wrath and ice-cold determination.

      “Muffin,” he whispered into the radio, bending down as he shoved himself with a groan to follow Yuna Saki’s dirty shoes.

      “I’m listening.”

      “How do things look out there?”

      “In the Deep Web? All hell has broken loose out here,” the hacker answered curtly.

      “No, I mean in Los Angeles. The clearing of the city,” Theodore clarified.

      “It doesn’t look good. For hours there’ve been bulldozers, thousands of corporate guards, and plenty of army rangers in action, with Mobmaster drones too, and they’re expanding the radius of the cleared area, step by step. They go slowly but steadily and haven’t even paused. At the edge of the inner ring road on the East side it is getting tighter and tighter, and fighting has broken out in the streets in several places,” Muffin explained. “If it hasn’t already happened, the city is on the verge of collapse. The fact that the corporate assholes are willing to watch that makes me really worried. Something seems to be making them more frightened than this—a city in a state of emergency.”

      “Shit. Something is happening on the Ark.”

      “Nothing that anyone knows anything about. Wait!”

      Theodore froze. Yuna Saki in front and Jackie behind him did the same.

      “What?” he whispered, listening intently. There was nothing, except a slight hiss of airflow passing his ear and the hammering flow of blood in his own veins.

      “You’re at the last intersection. There are two guards positioned in the corridor in front of the elevators. They’re aiming at the hinged cover on the air duct. The same is happening in all the corridors in the area. As soon as you move, there will be a hail of bullets,” Muffin informed him, obviously concerned.

      “Are you still in the system? Can you give us any kind of edge?” Jackie asked. Her voice was impassive, like the rustling of withered branches.

      “Still here, but we are being pushed out, system by system, so I’m pulling out the people who are in danger of having their brains fried and I’m sending them to the communication center.”

      “Good work! We have to hold that at any price,” Theodore said

      This earned a snort from Muffin. “It isn’t exactly under our control. We are engaging with it now!”

      “But I thought you already had it in the bag?”

      “We thought that, too, but obviously the resistance there is much tougher than we guessed.”

      “Isn’t that suspicious?” Theodore asked.

      “Yes, that’s really suspicious. There is something there they don’t want us seeing. They are concentrating their power there, just like we are.”

      “Call Yuri, put all our money in play, and get him to send all the Deep Web hackers he knows to help us. You can still get them in, right?” Jackie suggested.

      Theodore looked around at her and nodded.

      “Yes. The firewalls are tunneled,” Muffin said. “Boss?”

      “Do it!” Theodore hissed.

      “And turn out the lights in the corridor. In five seconds!” Yuna Saki added.

      “Aye.”

      As if on cue, the Japanese woman, who was much more agile than he was, especially considering his heavy armor, crawled like a cat straight forward and then to her right.

      Theodore tried to keep up and only just managed to maintain visual contact, and then after the next turn, they found themselves facing a dead end.

      “Now,” Muffin said. Via infrared Theodore saw Yuna Saki sitting at the ventilation grate. She pulled her knees to her chest and kicked viciously outward.

      There was a loud clatter as the cover of the ventilation shaft flew forward. He saw two red and yellow silhouettes—the guards Muffin had talked about—and then heard screams and the chatter of her machine pistol as the metal cover flew into them.

      Yuna Saki emerged elegantly and fast as lightning from the shaft, rolled forward, disappeared from his field of view, and then reappeared right between the two unlucky guards. The flash and chatter of the muzzle tore, impacted, and slammed methodically at knees, elbows and chin bones, and brought death before Theodore could even reach the end of the shaft.

      At the same moment as the guards and their chattering guns were going down, he emerged from the square metal prison into the corridor where the light suddenly went back on.

      “Okay, people, move it. The light wasn’t me,” Muffin called over the radio. “I still have the elevators, so get yourselves out of there!”

      Theodore didn’t wait to be told twice. He helped Jackie down from the ventilation shaft, then caught the machine pistol that Yuna Saki tossed to him. Jackie caught the other, including two magazines that were taped together.

      “Let’s go!” he called out and together they ran through the half-open door of the room opposite, where there were ten elevators to the north. They headed for the one on the extreme right, conveniently labeled with a large ‘10.’

      At that moment they heard the typical thumping boots from the direction of the corridor. Then the elevator doors opened with a soft ‘bing.’

      They ran inside and raised their machine pistols, but the footsteps were far enough away and the doors closed again before anyone had appeared.

      “It’s happening,” Muffin said over the radio, and almost imperceptibly they started moving. Theodore’s body became a little heavier as it was carried up at high speed.

      “What will things look like when these doors open? What should we be expecting?” Theodore asked. He hated waiting, and the journey to the 350th floor would take minutes, after which anything could happen.

      “There is nothing up there. I think they are expecting you to be heading for the computer core,” Muffin said.

      “Why do they think that?” Jackie asked.

      “Because they think we are terrorists, and that would be where we could do the most damage. If we blew up the computer core, Cerberus would be on its ass for a good long while. Nothing would work here anymore. Not to speak of the damage to their image.”

      “I still don’t like it,” she muttered.

      Theodore wasn’t following the conversation anymore. Instead he was looking over at Yuna Saki. The Japanese woman was standing conspicuously still, unmoving, staring at the door of their stark, gray elevator. She looks peaceful, but somehow fatalistic, he thought.

      Her expression reminded him of the men and women in the Snow War who had seen the most terrible things, such as a vehicle full of their comrades who had driven over a mine, or the first belly shot that spilled a comrade’s guts. Every soldier reacted to such experiences differently. Some of them became apathetic—in every subsequent mission they behaved like zombies in uniform and seemed like they didn’t care about anything anymore—at least not about themselves. But that would not be the case with Yuna Saki. She had certainly seen worse things than the Snow War could ever produce. No, she had done much worse things.

      What was wrong with her? She hardly said a word, barely moved, as if with every minute she spent within Cerberus, the deeper she penetrated within, she became calmer and more absent. But that wasn’t it either. She didn’t seem absent, she was focused. So focused that her gaze hardly moved at all, like a big cat with its eyes on its prey, impervious to distraction.

      “Yu...” he started to say, but Jackie grabbed him by the arm and pulled him to her.

      “Listen,” she said softly, and stole a brief glance over at Yuna Saki, who seemed to be taking no notice of them at all. “I know that expression. I have seen it on your face many times.”

      “What expre—”

      “No! Don’t act dumb!” she growled, and he resisted the temptation to look away. Instead he looked directly into her blue eyes. They were as beautiful as ever, deep blue oceans of remembered darkness, simultaneously giving off calm and ungovernable fire, a reflection of her own personality.

      “You are not going to do anything dumb in here, understood?” Tears collected at the corners of her eyes, but never so many that they could merge into drops and flow down her red cheeks. Not for the first time he found himself thinking she was too soft to earn her money as a merc. She belonged in a cocktail dress or a pantsuit, on the board of a company. Instead she was usually wearing armor, functional and ugly and, on top of that, usually the variant designed for men. It was like she wanted to show the whole world that she wasn’t beautiful, wasn’t attractive, and most importantly, was not a strong personality. But Jaqueline Hershel—Jackie—was all these things.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t say anything,” he muttered, unable to tear his gaze from her eyes as she looked up at him accusingly and simultaneously imploringly. He had never felt so close to her.

      “That’s exactly my damn point,” she growled with a voice barely held under control, and again threw a quick glance at Yuna Saki. The brief interruption to their close contact disturbed Theodore.

      “I... what makes you think I’m going to do something dumb?”

      “I know because I feel the same way. Ludwig is dead. Are you listening? There is nothing we can do to change that. I too want them to take me out here, so I don’t have to feel all the feelings that are going to wash over me as soon as all this damn adrenaline is out of my system. I want to get shot right in the head and have all my worries blown away. But we have a job to do!”

      “Kruger!” Theodore growled, balling his hands into fists.

      “No!” Jackie let go of her machine pistol, which fell until it was hanging from its strap. She held her head with both hands and pressed until it looked like it hurt. “It’s our job to keep us both alive, okay? If we manage that, then we’ll kill Kruger, and it is also our job to survive that.”

      “Jackie, I—”

      Again she cut him off, as she gazed at him, eyes blazing. A single tear ran down her cheek, and seeing this sign of pain felt worse to him than being shot clean through. “You want to die, I can see it in your damn eyes. Are you listening to me?” In a rage, she wiped the tear away and glared at him. “But there is still something you have to live for.”

      “What?” was all he could manage as he sighed mournfully.

      Jackie froze and her lips began to tremble. “For me, you asshole!”

      It took a moment for Theodore to grasp her words, and behind the pretense of hurt feelings, her meaning was clear.

      “But—”

      “You’re a stupid idiot, do you know that?”

      “I guess you’re right,” he replied. He lifted his arms and grasped her by the wrists. She slowly lowered her hands from her cheeks, until they were resting on his chest. “The stuff with Miri... I don’t know if I can get past it. And now this thing with Ludwig. If you could see my life backwards, you would most likely want, with all your heart, that I would just stop existing.”

      “There is always something for me to live for,” Jackie replied, and smiled a smile at him that looked terrifyingly vulnerable. It seemed to rise like a twinkling star through the worried, manufactured mask of broken promises, hard insults, and rough body language, and it got through to him. At that moment, for the first time since he had met her in a hail of bullets in Philadelphia, a woman was standing in front of him—a vulnerable woman full of conflicted feelings and a great many unsaid things.

      Theodore liked her—perhaps had much stronger feelings for her that he didn’t want to think about, but he didn’t know what he should say to her. He had nothing to offer her at this moment, which wasn’t fair, but the rage for Kruger roiling in his head left only enough space right now to focus on keeping himself alive. He wanted nothing more than to get his fingers on the bastard for what he had done to Miri, and then use his augments on him until there was nothing left.

      In his heart, there was perhaps still the spark of a positive feeling that hadn’t been snuffed out by the death of his wife, daughter, and Ludwig. If that spark still existed, it was only because of Jackie, and to a certain degree Muffin, with whom he had an almost fatherly relationship. But his heart had become cold, and as long as he couldn’t divert any energy to warm it up again, this spark would never become a fire.

      “Let’s go up there and get this over with,” Theodore said, his voice grim.

      Jackie immediately understood and her smile disappeared. The openness also disappeared, the brief insight into her interior life that had touched him so deeply. She nodded understandingly and then withdrew.

      Theodore hoped the moment had not passed forever.

      “Ten seconds,” Muffin said, as if he had been waiting for the end of their conversation, even though he couldn’t have heard it.

      Jackie cocked her machine pistol with a practiced motion and held it at the ready. She didn’t look at Theodore again, and he averted his own eyes with a sigh.

      He checked his gun, and then joined her at her side, his laser pointer directed at the door. “Nobody goes it alone,” Theodore told the two women. “We are almost at our goal. We secure the communication center, share the data from Project Daimon and Kruger’s double-dealing, the data Muffin sucked out of the server, and then we’ll see where we go from there. Understood?”

      Neither answered him. As he let out a frustrated growl, the elevator made the usual ‘bing’ and the doors slid open.

      The space they looked into appeared exactly like the one they had left, more than 300 floors below. It was only the fact that the bodies of the two guards in corporate uniforms were missing that reassured Theodore that they had ascended at all, rather than it being the same room.

      Pseudo-sunlight fluorescent strips that ran like rails across the ceiling gave the pure white of the walls a faint orange tinge. They slowly advanced, carefully placing one foot in front of the other, the muzzles of their machine pistols flicking from corner to corner in practiced movements.

      Through a wide passage they found themselves entering a corridor that was completely deserted. Unlike the lower floors, Theodore noted, there were no potted plants or display walls praising Rhine Ruhr. He leaned around the corner of the passage with a frown before entering the corridor and glancing at the hinged cover on the ventilation shaft. It was in the same place as the one Yuna Saki had kicked free on the subterranean floor they had come from.

      “Muffin?”

      “Go right,” came the immediate answer. But the hacker didn’t sound as relaxed as before. Theodore ran along the corridor, making sure with a glance over his shoulder that Jackie and Yuna Saki were following him, and already saw the first sign on the wall pointing to the communication center.

      “If the communication center is so important, this floor or at least the area around it, must be secure, right?” Jackie asked so softly that she could only be heard via radio, directly in his ears.

      “I guess so,” replied Theodore, equally softly. “Something isn’t right.”

      She was dead on. They had probably only reached the floor at all because Muffin had provided the codes to the elevator and therefore assigned them authorization. But Theodore had still expected to meet security people up here, or perhaps even autonomous weapons extending from the ceiling. But everything was empty.

      He paused at a crossing and raised a fist to signal the others to stop. They pressed themselves against the left wall and waited while he peered around the corner.

      Still nothing.

      Everything looked dead, with not even alarm systems to be seen. By now the system operators—or at least the central AI—had to know that an elevator had stopped at the floor without authorization.

      Theodore lowered the barrel of his weapon a little, glanced at the sign hanging from the ceiling at the center of the crossing, and then pointed with two outstretched fingers to the left.

      They cautiously advanced at a jog. He was listening intently the entire time but he couldn’t hear a thing. Had they maybe exited on the wrong floor? Had Muffin made a mistake?

      “Hey buddy,” he said over the radio, and noticed how he was almost whispering, as if it was impolite to disturb the funereal silence.

      Like a graveyard, it was.

      “I don’t have any camera feeds left,” Muffin answered, his voice halting. “We’re concentrating everything on cracking the communication center. They have their best defense programs in front of their Deep Web gates and a bunch of security hackers. It’s going to be damn close. As soon as you enter, destroy all the server cabinets with red serial numbers, you hear me? That’s where most of the defense programs must be.”

      “Must be?” Theodore asked, as he slowly approached the next turning, before pressing himself against the wall there.

      Jackie and Yuna Saki did the same. They looked tense.

      “Just do it. If I’m wrong, things are going to look bad for us anyway. We might not even be able to get in. It could be that contact is soon going to cut out, because—”

      The contact cut out, replaced by white noise.

      “Shit,” Theodore cursed as he peered carefully around the corner. To the right, a single corridor went directly to a pair of glass doors, 20 meters away. The doors were so dark he couldn’t see through the glass. “Muffin? Muffin?”

      “Sounds like we’re on our own for now,” Jackie said. “What can you see?”

      “I think it’s the communication center. Double glass doors.”

      “Can you see through them?”

      “No,” Theodore said disgustedly.

      “It’s not like we have any other option,” Jackie replied.

      He turned his head in her direction and gazed at her for a moment. Her expression was calm, almost relaxed, but the slight wrinkles around her eyes betrayed to him how tense she was.

      He held the eye contact for a moment, because it seemed to have something irrevocable about it. Then he nodded to her, and looked over at Yuna Saki, who was pressed against the wall behind Jackie and nodded again, almost imperceptibly.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Theodore said, more to himself than anyone else, and ran around the corner toward the tinted glass door. His machine pistol was at the ready. He kept to the left and saw Jackie appear beside him a moment later, her cheek pressed against the barrel of her gun and her lips pursed in concentration. Theodore reached the door and waved Yuna Saki forward.

      She moved between them and examined the controls beside the door. “DNA scanner,” she said, with a frown of disapproval.

      “Shit,” he groaned, and again tried to open a channel to Muffin. “Muffin, can you hear me? We could really use your help, because—”

      Before he had even finished speaking, he heard the tramping of dozens of boots, as they had on the floor below. It still sounded distant, but was becoming unmistakably louder.

      “They know exactly where we are now,” he said, concern in his voice.

      “They already knew that,” Yuna Saki said. With a dismissive gesture, she directed his attention back to the door, which at that moment slid to the side. Behind it was a room about the size of a tennis court, with individual server cabinets arrayed along the side like monoliths. Directly ahead were console terminals with six contour seats, and a single person standing in front, illuminated by blue light from tiny ceiling lamps that twinkled like stars.

      It was Kruger.

      “Hello, Theodore,” he sang out triumphantly.

      At the same moment the threesome heard numbers of guns being cocked.

      Heavily armored corporate guards, wearing black laminated armor and full helmets emerged from behind the server cabinets and aimed their assault rifles at Theodore, Jackie, and Yuna Saki.

      “How nice of you to finally get around to returning my daughter and sticking to our agreement. But you could have just picked up the phone.”
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      In orbit around Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Rachel reached the bridge just in time to throw herself into one of the emergency seats next to the bulkhead. Boyd sat down on the opposite side and, so quickly it seemed magical, fastened his belt. She hustled to do the same as the bulkhead automatically closed, with yellow lights blinking and acceleration alarms howling as Sam started the countdown.

      “Prepare for acceleration phase in ten, nine, eight, seven, six...”

      “Status!” Rachel barked out over the general radio channel. “Is everyone in the central corridor and in a chair?”

      “Three, two...” Sam continued.

      She received confirmations, one after another, and hoped everyone was buckled up because it was time.

      “Ignition!” said Sam in his usual unruffled tone.

      The acceleration phase began with a slight tug to the right, as the starboard maneuvering thrusters ignited and the Explorer powered at full thrust toward Ganymede. According to the robot’s calculations, the nose of the ship would be directed in an elongated parabola that would bring them down roughly 20 meters away from the white ring.

      According to what Patrick had said, the approach angle was shallow enough that there was a high probability that they would be able to land on the hard ice in something close to one piece. Even without landing gear.

      But Rachel checked all the safety procedures using her wrist terminal, one more time, anyway. She took her AR glasses from a small pocket attached to her belt, put them on, and tapped the transfer button on her terminal. A moment later the device’s main menu was overlaid on her field of view, with several buttons appearing before Smix and Patrick’s heads, tightly buckled into their slightly vibrating pilot seats.

      With one hand, she tapped the symbol for the ship’s safety log and checked that all the airlocks of the central corridor were closed. They were.

      There were no error reports, no forgotten bulkheads or passages. Sam had also logged that all crew members were in the forward section of the tube that formed the central section of the Explorer. Wayn Chai had been relocated from the brig to one of the seats with the others, her seat restraints locked by one of Captain Boyd’s soldiers, and her radio communications restricted to Rachel and Boyd to prevent her from any further attempts to incite rebellion.

      Relieved, Rachel closed the overview with a swipe and minimized the hull structural-integrity display to a small window at the left edge of her field of view.

      The main drive had been activated, and she was being pressed with just a little more than two Gs into her spartan emergency seat. Through the bridge windows she saw Ganymede’s terminator slowly shift and incline slightly to the left, while the moon started to gradually grow. Her seat was well able to cope with such low levels of acceleration, and higher levels would not be reached until the second half of the parabola.

      A glance at the time display that was presented in unobtrusive gray against the non-slip decking told her that the detonation of the atomic warheads would take place in just a few minutes. She called up the ship’s computer’s simulation, rendered as green parabolas around Ganymede, and examined the red point that represented their ship, which was at that moment creeping along its flight vector like a turtle. There was enough time. If nothing held them up, they would put enough of the moon between them and the detonation points to prevent damage from the EMP.

      “Patrick?” she called out. “Are we okay?”

      “For now,” the engineer confirmed, without turning around. From where she was sitting behind him, she could see him inputting data into a virtual interface with his hands. “We will be entering the upper atmosphere momentarily,” he said.

      Boyd growled something inaudible beside her.

      “Don’t worry,” Rachel reassured him. “The atmosphere is extremely thin here. It’s not like the Earth at all.”

      “We would just burn up there, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      A few minutes later, Sam’s voice returned. “Drive module blasting away in three, two, one... blasting,” the AI said.

      Rachel held her breath during the countdown and a judder went through the ship followed by a metallic creak, and it was official. There was now no way back for her. No journey through a vacuum, no return to the Earth. The uranium sails, their primary reactor and the drive nacelle—in fact the entire rear section—were now on their own, just so much scrap gliding through space. Ganymede’s gentle gravity would take hold of it in the next few weeks and drag it down to destruction on the surface.

      All they had left was the tube of ceramic and steel—marred by pickle-shaped modules and two rotating wheels—in which they were now descending.

      “You look pale,” Boyd remarked, looking to the side before forcing a lopsided grin, which wasn’t enough to hide his own palpable tension.

      “We’re pretty much dropping from the sky and will have to rely on nothing but our maneuvering drives,” Rachel replied, snorting. “It makes sense to be pale in a situation like this, don’t you think?”

      “You’re probably right.” Boyd inflated his cheeks and breathed out, lips pursed as if he was blowing a whistle.

      The bridge began to shake. Individual sections of paneling gaped at their seams, quietly at first but then with increasing volume, and Rachel was gently shaken. It wasn’t uncomfortable, not even close to as terrifying and bumpy as reentry into the earth’s atmosphere, but she still felt a definite tension that spread throughout her limbs like flowing liquid metal. During the approach to the Earth she had at least always known she had been in a spaceship designed for it, with a heat shield and structural reinforcement. Now she was riding in a tin can that had been hurled at a rock.

      “All systems nominal,” Patrick said, over the clattering and banging.

      “Initiating planned course corrections,” Sam interjected. His deep voice, almost a purr, comforted Rachel a little. No wonder the programmers had chosen this voice. In the end, out here the important thing was for you to able to keep your head when you were under stress.

      The acceleration increased again, perhaps just a tiny fraction of Earth's gravity, but Rachel already felt like a sack full of stones being sloshed about in a washing machine. She had withstood significantly greater loads, but the uncomfortable effects of exposure to inertia, even at low levels and over a mere ten minutes, were worse in a lot of ways. Luckily it took only another 60 seconds before the last acceleration phase ended. They were again almost weightless. Only almost, because they had approached so close to Ganymede that the moon not only filled all their windows, it was already reaching for them with its gravity.

      “Upper atmospheric zone reached. All systems green, no structural damage, no drop in maneuvering thrust,” Patrick called out, a little too loudly, as though he hadn’t noticed that the metallic clattering had stopped.

      Rachel breathed, trying to ease the tension. Now came the exciting part.

      For the remaining 28 minutes, their half-a-spaceship would be exposed to an insignificant but real level of resistance for which it had not been designed. The only reason they weren’t already dead was that Ganymede’s gravity was very weak in comparison to that of the planets, just one-seventh that of Earth, and the atmosphere was extremely thin. But she felt like their descent was something akin to a dragonfly landing on a toaster—unlikely to end well.

      “Detonation of the nuclear warheads in twenty seconds,” Boyd said, interrupting her brooding. She hastily called up the simulation data into her field of view, the data sent by the recon probes, which because of their angle would only be in range for another five minutes—if the EMP didn’t take them out before that.

      The simulation Sam created and rendered in real-time 3D showed her the two missiles intercepting the Harbinger’s two Space Hawks. One of them was turning above the terminator line to acquire the Explorer’s new position. The other one headed for their probe, which they had used to send the data to earth. Just to be sure, Rachel had made sure that a copy had been forwarded to the Marchenko Station on Enceladus, but what they did with it there would only be revealed in the fullness of time.

      According to plan, they sent new instructions to the probe—using the power of its radioisotope generator, it now accelerated toward Ganymede and followed them at a very leisurely pace. If they survived the EMP, in a few hours they would have an improvised satellite in orbit to be their eyes and ears—at least for as long as it took the Harbinger to fire off their next salvo.

      “Three, two, one … boom,” Boyd said. At that moment two intense flashes of light appeared in the simulation. The telescope of their probe shut down a moment before, to avoid being fried. Then the tiny suns faded from view and the space they’d occupied was empty. The nuclear warheads were gone, as were the Space Hawks.

      “So?” Smix asked from her pilot seat.

      “Our probe is still on line. Several systems have failed, but the communications are still on line. The nanonic systems are working on the repairs. It will never be the same, but it’s alive,” Patrick said, triumphantly. “No more signals from the Space Hawks. The EMPs have turned them into inert scrap, like we thought. Hoped,” he amended.

      “A first step in the right direction,” Rachel said, fist in the air. Boyd did the same, giving her an encouraging smile. She had been wondering if he had forgotten how. I certainly thought I had forgotten how.

      “Rachel here,” she said over the general radio channel. “Assuming nobody has hacked into the system, the Space Hawks that were following us have been taken out. Repeat. The Space Hawks have been taken out!”

      Even through the closed bridge bulkhead, she could hear the loud celebration behind it, and she grinned. Maybe we can do this after all, she thought, and felt a knot in her stomach easing. It was just one of the several knots that had left her feeling like a stone statue for the last few days, but it was a start.

      The rest of the descent consumed the exact amount of energy the robot had predicted. It was astonishing how the flight and ship’s data were in accord, second by second, with the data that had been sent to them by the alien device. It was like following a template. There wasn’t even the tiniest deviation, although even an AI like Sam would have had problems creating such precise predictions.

      A glance at the display reassured her, as it still indicated that the robot seemed to have made no mistakes thus far. So, why would it have made a mistake about any part of the landing?

      But the next thing they faced would be painful, even if it went all right.

      “Blast the zero-G module away,” came Sam’s voice from the loudspeaker.

      Eighteen blast bolts detonated, effecting what would typically be the last resort for isolating an unmanageable fire in the work section, but in this case sending the six short tubes away to enable the landing. They were located in two sets of three, one set on either side, at the rear of the forward section and in front of the habitat rings. The tubes contained the laboratory and working areas that were set up for weightlessness. They weren’t just sacrificing very costly, high-tech devices, but also the possibility of doing anything more than superficial investigations on Ganymede.

      She watched the simulation on the display as the six modules, looking disconcertingly like soda cans, hurtled away to both sides and floated down to the brown, barren surface as if in slow motion.

      Next came something even more painful. The spokes of the rotating modules were blasted away. The blast bolts detonated at their anchor points, and a total of six delicate tubes were sent floating free in the upper layer of the atmosphere.

      “Accelerate,” came Sam’s voice, and a gentle half G sent them forward, leaving the spokes behind and allowing them to glide through the now free-floating habitat ring like an arrow passing through its target.

      Rachel looked at the display showing the parabola and saw that they were already past the halfway point, as the acceleration again faded and they silently floated lower. Seen from outside, they would hardly look like a spaceship anymore, more resembling an elongated pipe of almost exactly 50 meters in length. A fragile arrow on its way to the bullseye.

      There was no more to do. There had in actuality been nothing for them to do before, except that the planned mission points such as blasting away the modules, the interception of the missiles, and the entry into the atmosphere had given them the feeling that there was something that had to be monitored.

      Throughout her career Rachel had observed that people always needed the feeling of control, even if it was only an illusion. She had reached a point in her life where she was sure that control and illusion were flip sides of the same coin. Nothing was under her control. Things were always happening that could not be controlled, and that seemed to be a universal constant.

      To distract herself and stop further brooding, she added the images from the external cameras into her AR field of view and observed the surface of Ganymede as it glided past below them. Bright white craters grew from the dark and dirty brown, where meteorites had impacted and thrown up ice and sediment. Long white lines extended, like splashes from a glass, beyond the edge of the deep depressions that could sometimes be 100 kilometers in diameter. Then came a few dark and gray regions, where the ice, kilometers thick here, had formed giant towering protuberances because of plate tectonics forgotten over long millennia.

      Ganymede was an ugly duckling among Jupiter’s moons, but it was still more fascinating than almost any of them. It wasn’t only the salty oceans below its enormous shell of ice that were fascinating, but also the aurora borealis that could be seen at the far-left edge of the image. An enigmatic lapis lazuli, caused by the charged particles of the magnetosphere, hurtled through the atmosphere. The stream of plasma from Jupiter produced an endless dance of natural power. It was a feast for the eyes and demonstrated, one more time, how almost-ungovernable powers and pure beauty were closely related. And this all existed only because they were here to see it. What mysterious and beguiling beauties did the universe have in store for them? And what a blessing it was that beings who were capable of perceiving them were able to journey and experience them.

      She hoped that the robot below them would be able to answer all her questions—or at least some of them. Then this would all have been worthwhile.

      “Altitude twenty kilometers,” Smix called out, and the Ganymede Explorer began to shake as all of its maneuvering thrusters fired. Those on the main section fired at a third of full power, while those on the rear of the nose section angled to the rear and fired at full power to keep them flying forward.

      “Flightpath stable,” Patrick added, and together the crew rode lower in their clattering tube, what was left of what had been their home for the last few months.

      Two minutes later they passed the terminator line that separated day from night, thrusting them into darkness. Outside the window it suddenly went black, because now Jupiter had also moved far to the left and its reflection was only adding a tiny amount to the illumination.

      “Five minutes to landing!” Patrick said in a ragged voice.

      It was now time to put on their helmets and seal them to their biosuits. With skilled movements of their hands they put on the glass globes, which had been secured beside them in clamps, and checked the integrity of the seals. All systems were displaying green symbols to report that they were functioning correctly.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Okay,” confirmed Smix, Patrick, and Boyd, one after another.

      “Check your spacesuit and oxygen supply,” she reminded the rest of the crew over the general channel, and every crew member answered her, one after another, including Wayn, who had been released from her seat restraints by Julie under orders from Rachel.

      This was not a regulation procedure but she knew very well that this pretense at routine would calm them all—even if just a little.

      Rachel closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing as she had learned to do from her psychological assistant program during the lonely journey from Ganymede to Earth. She counted slowly during her inhalation—one, two, three, and then did the same during her exhalation, one, two, three—and started again from the beginning. She did this to distract herself from imagining the destruction of the Ganymede Explorer, or its sections bursting as they hopped across the surface like a bouncing ball.

      They shook and shuddered again and again. Once, Rachel even thought that they were about to break apart, but she closed her eyes and lost herself in her own breathing.

      Breathing is a secure place that you can return to at any time, she repeated to herself, silently copying the soft, feminine monologue that had imparted these instructions to her back then.

      Suddenly there was silence and stillness—nothing was moving. Rachel opened her eyes and looked around. Boyd was still sitting beside her, stretching. Patrick and Smix weren’t moving.

      “What happened?” she asked in alarm.

      “We...” Patrick stammered. “We’ve landed. Right on target. Minimal structural damage.”

      “Hell yeah!” Smix screamed, so loud she could be heard even through Rachel’s helmet.

      She couldn’t keep it in anymore. She was laughing and crying, and a mountain of tension fell away in an avalanche of relief. It took the knots in her stomach with it, and her laughing became the honest, loud laughter of a child as the knots disappeared into the universe.

      We made it!
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore gritted his teeth. A pearl of sweat emerged from his hairline and dripped in slow motion. It exploded into uncountable water molecules against the cold metal of his machine pistol, and he almost imagined he could hear it. The air could be cut with a knife, seeming to hold the tension of all present as if it, too, was terrified.

      He thought for a moment about merely pulling the trigger. With Kruger just 20 meters away, there would be a minimal spin of the bullet and he was an excellent shot. His finger tensed on the trigger, but before he took a breath, before squeezing, he paused. Something stopped him.

      Jackie. Yuna Saki. If he pulled the trigger, Kruger would be dead, that was certain. But he and the two women would be dead, too, and these two meant more to him than Kruger’s death, he realized with absolute clarity. Perhaps life had to bring him to this point to show him who he really was.

      “We don’t want to do anything stupid, do we, Theodore?” the exec asked in his oily, self-satisfied voice. He pointed to his left leg. “I can still remember our last meeting. You know what we think about using augments in Japan. I’m pissed off that you forced me down that road to save my leg.”

      “Okay,” was all Theodore could say in reply.

      Instead of answering, Kruger inclined his head and lifted a hand to his sunglasses, before pulling them down a little. “Yuna Saki, my little one. Come to papa.”

      To Theodore’s horror, she actually moved without hesitation toward her father. She threw the huge tactical knife she had taken from one of the guards she had killed on the subterranean floor into the air, caught it, and spun around.

      “No!” Kruger commanded, but it was too late. As she spun, she hurled the blade in Theodore's direction and, even before his reflex managers had activated, it landed on the floor between his feet. The monofilament embedded deep in the concrete floor and vibrated as it came to a stop.

      “What the hell?” he could barely say. He stared in shock at the Japanese woman, who smugly returned his gaze, her eyes ablaze, and then continued stalking toward Kruger.

      “Damn traitor!” Jackie barked in disgust, spitting on the floor. She held out her machine pistol, as if she was about to fire, only pausing because the guns of two dozen guards were leveled at her.

      “I thought you trusted her!” Jackie screamed in disgust at Theodore, but he was too shocked to answer. Instead, he just stared openmouthed at Yuna Saki.

      This is impossible, he thought in consternation, his arms becoming slack and his machine pistol lowering. The past years flashed before his eyes, the images of his memories, how he followed her to work without her noticing and tailed her again in the evening. How he followed her like a protective shadow through the alleyways and streets, as he moved street kids out of her way, and the drunken louts who could have made things uncomfortable for her.

      Was it really possible that she had been a double agent for Kruger? Maybe the whole situation with the penitent Yakuza assassin fleeing her own morally dubious life had just been a dream, something he had wanted to hold so tightly to that he wasn’t able to see the truth. Had he underestimated how blind he had been to what was right in front of his eyes, as he kept his own abilities in the shadows?

      No, no, no. He simply couldn’t accept that. It was impossible—and yet there was a voice in the back of his mind that reminded him that Kruger had certainly never planned to release Miri again. Instead, right from the start he had put her into his Project Daimon, and mistreated her in his laboratory. If he had planned her fate from start to finish, then he could very well have done the same with Yuna Saki. How likely was it that a girl who grew up among violence—and the strict honor code of the Japanese—would suddenly have a change of heart?

      “I’m such an idiot,” he whispered as his shoulders sank.

      “Teddy, c’mon! Raise your weapon!” Jackie howled in frustration. “Don’t leave me hanging!”

      “Oh, Miss Hershel,” Kruger said with a smirk. “He has been playing a game that was simply too sophisticated for his simple mind, and he has lost everything. Allow him this moment of insight.”

      “You damn, shitty asshole, son of a—”

      “Now, now, now, Miss Hershel,” Kruger interjected, making a show of shaking his head in disappointment. “From what I have been told, your angry outbursts are legendary, but we don’t want to lose face, do we? After all, your team is supposed to be professional.”

      “I’m about to shoot a professional bullet into your damn mouth, you shithead!” Jackie cursed, beside herself with rage. Her machine pistol was shaking slightly.

      “Why would you want to do that? Your team has done excellent work. I would even be prepared to let you all go. It’s obviously a little too late for Mr. von Hammersmarck, but who could have foreseen that?”

      “Say his name again and you die!”

      Kruger sighed. “As I said, I’m letting you go. You accomplished your mission. You identified several weak points here at Cerberus. Revealed data leaks, demonstrated where Project Daimon is vulnerable, and how impoverished people can organize themselves and their abilities within the Deep Web. Did you realize that your friends are still attacking the servers in this room? They won’t get through, of course, but they are really persistent.”

      “You are never going to let us go, you liar!” Jackie hissed.

      “I sure am, Miss Hershel. I’m going to let you go, after taking DNA samples from the two of you to be sure you pledge allegiance to Rhine Ruhr from now on,” the executive explained smugly. He nodded to Yuna Saki, just a few meters away from him and obviously wanting to stand beside him. “Also, my beloved Yuna Saki will remain a member of the team.”

      “You want to turn us into lapdogs?” Jackie asked, spitting out the words. “Forget it.”

      “You should take some time to think about it. What—” Kruger started to stammer as Yuna Saki suddenly rolled forward, moved her hand to her back underneath her jacket, and kept rushing toward him with her fist outstretched.

      Gunfire erupted as hundreds of bullets from the guards penetrated the slim Japanese woman’s body. She twitched like an epileptic patient and then went still.

      Everyone was staring at the woman and her adoptive father, who was standing rooted to the spot.

      Yuna Saki’s hand was right at his mouth, which was streaming fresh blood. Her hand fell away and Theodore heard a soft ‘click,’ before he saw what she had done. She had jammed a grenade into his mouth, and it was now hanging, its pin pulled out, between his busted teeth.

      She turned around, wounds bleeding, her eyelids fluttering. Her gaze met Theodore's and a fleeting smile could be seen on her lips. “Surprise,” she said, her voice soft but clear, only audible because of the stunned silence.

      A grenade explosion was deafening, and the fireball so intense and hot that it knocked Theodore and Jackie off their feet. His ears started ringing louder than thunder. They were the furthest from the explosion, which meant both he and Jackie were able to gather themselves and, thanks to his active reflexes, he then went into action as fast as lightning.

      Yuna Saki had made an escape route for them, even if their window of opportunity was narrow.

      A howling fire alarm came to life and started to abuse Theodore’s ears even more than they had been already. He instinctively rolled to the left to find cover behind the first server cabinet. As he went he fired a burst at the guards who had been standing before but were now also diving for cover. A swift glance at Jackie showed him that she too had reacted swiftly, and was doing the same.

      As swift as thought, he aimed his gun and fired a single shot at the door controls, which instantly closed the door and locked it.

      While the other guards were getting to their feet, Theodore and Jackie crouched and hurried for cover and aimed at the sentries in swift but concentrated movements of their weapons.

      Click, a shot to the head. Click, another. Click, a third soldier fell like a marionette with its strings cut, landing on the cold, plastic laminate flooring. Then it became clear to the first guards what was happening and they leapt for cover. He shot two more with a burst of eight shots before they reached safety.

      There were three bullets left in his magazine, he remembered. One burst. Old reflexes die slowly. He looked over at Jackie and radioed, “Almost empty.”

      “I still have eight,” she answered, shuffling further behind the one server cabinet near her and pulling out her taped-together double magazine. She swiftly took off the tape, put a magazine on the floor and shoved it toward him with all her strength.

      It crossed the distance of almost six meters, almost getting hit by a bullet from their enemies on its way. She had aimed well and Theodore was able to snatch it up and hold it with the same hand he was using to support the muzzle of his machine pistol.

      “Suppressing fire. Then around to the right on three. You first.”

      “Aye.”

      “One, two, three!”

      Theodore briefly leaned out of cover and fired a burst blindly into the center of the room, which made the guards with their trained combat reflexes duck. At the same moment Jackie broke right and smoothly rolled to the next server cabinet, where she hid behind the cold metal, beside a dead body. The corporate soldiers returned fire. Sparks flew around Theodore, sending smoke up to the ceiling, which was already obscured by the thick fumes. The ventilation fans were spinning like propellers trying to deal with poisonous gas from melting computer components and the fumes of the fires that were breaking out.

      “Should we go again?” Jackie asked over the radio, glancing briefly from her position over to where he was.

      “No, wait,” he replied, changed the magazine, and fired a burst without aiming to get their opponents to duck. He sat out the hail of bullets that came in reply and used the time to zoom in on the server cabinets to the left and right of Jackie. Three of them had red writing on them, displaying numbers between 33 and 333.

      As soon as you enter, destroy all the server cabinets with red serial numbers, you hear me? Muffin’s last words before they’d lost contact with him came back to him.

      “Don’t jump,” he warned Jackie, and fired an aimed burst at each of the three server cabinets, which immediately started spraying sparks. Short circuits and burning cables could be seen, almost immediately destroying the hard disks.

      Jackie understood, inclined her head, and waited until Theodore leaned around the left side of his cover and started to lay down suppressing fire, allowing her to fire at several cabinets on his side of the room.

      The blue lights of the communication center began to flicker, then came on as powerfully as before. The smoke had now mostly been exhausted from the room. If Theodore’s count was right, there were still at least 13 guards left, and they had better armor than he and Jackie did, and considerably more ammunition.

      “Muffin?” he said hopefully into the radio.

      No answer.

      Bullets slammed with metallic clangs against the server cabinet he had his back pressed against. He had no doubt the soldiers were working together in order to get him and Jackie in a crossfire.

      “I’m here,” he at last heard Muffin’s voice saying. “Whatever you did, the defense programs are down and we’re now flooding the system with billions of fake queries to overload the entire data center...”

      “Muffin!” Theodore interrupted his friend. “Our asses are in a vice here!”

      “Oh, yes, of course. I can see that. You wouldn’t believe it but Yuri’s hackers are here, and not just his. Yakuza, Mafia, Triads. They all sent their people to help us. It looks like they are sick of being betrayed by their former business partners, who have been burning down one store after another in L.A.”

      “What does that mean?” Theodore asked, as he ducked his head to avoid a ricochet that whistled over his head. He held his machine pistol around the corner and lay down suppressing fire, before again ducking back into cover, ejecting the magazine, and swiftly counting the remaining rounds.

      Eleven.

      “Oh, that means we are now masters of the system,” Muffin said, voice casual. “Right now I’m transmitting the data to the entire world. But that’s not all. Take a look around the corner.”

      Theodore hesitated.

      “Don’t worry, it’s safe.”

      Screams came to his ears and a glance at Jackie showed him that she was gazing forward with an open mouth and her weapon lowered. Theodore dared to emerge from cover and saw the guards, some of whom had dropped their guns, with their hands on their helmets.

      “What did you do?”

      “I switched off their augmented eyes and overloaded the communication chips in their ears,” replied Muffin somewhat smugly. “They’ll only be hearing high pitched whistling for a few hours. I now have access to the medical database that contains information on all the security staff, including the access frequency for their augments.”

      “I’ll be damned,” Theodore gasped and ran forward to disarm the guards. Together with Jackie he collected the weapons and tried to decide if they should cuff them, but the guards in their insectile full armor seemed utterly disoriented.

      “There’s something you have to see,” Muffin said over the radio.

      “What?” Theodore asked, as he felt the adrenaline slowly leaving his system. His hands were shaking and his stomach rebelled when he saw the burned and bloody holes in the shredded body parts that remained where Yuna Saki had blown Kruger up in a last act of revenge.

      He hadn’t misjudged her, and he felt guilty now that she had proved that he had been wrong to briefly mistrust her. His doubt in her and in himself was embarrassing, and he hoped with every fiber of his being that she hadn’t noticed. He only wished that she had died knowing he believed in her.

      “Look at the main screen!” Muffin told him, interrupting his dark thoughts.

      Theodore looked at the giant screen, hanging ten meters away from him above the destroyed consoles. Some holes and cracks, where shrapnel had hit it, distorted the picture that was coming to life, but it was still easy to see what was being displayed.

      A man with a trimmed beard and a stressed expression came on the screen.

      “I am Dr. Patrick Greiner, aboard the Ganymede Explorer in orbit around the Jovian moon, Ganymede. Our commander, Dr. Rachel Ferreira, has instructed me to share the following data packet with everyone. What is happening here is too important to be hidden behind closed corporate doors,” the man said. The heavy bags under his red eyes revealed the kind of anxiety that would make a person ill over the long-term. Behind him could be seen the electronic devices and covered cable runs of a cockpit.

      “We have made contact with one of the alien life forms that have built structures on Ganymede, which were possibly built to terraform it. Initial attempts at communication with an extraterrestrial robot indicated that there may also be a transport sphere that connects Planet Nine, Ganymede, and the Earth.

      “We found one of these spheres inside a white ring structure that can autonomously grow and uses raw materials from its surroundings to reproduce. The same robot sent us an encrypted and extensive data packet that, we hope, can be decrypted much more quickly on Earth than it can by us. This information is intended for everyone.

      “We will soon break contact, because our ship is being pursued by Rhine Ruhr Industries using the spaceship Harbinger, which recently used missiles to destroy our satellites. The same ship has now opened fire on us. Rhine Ruhr also put a type of cyborg onboard the Ganymede Explorer, which has killed ten of our crew in total. That same cyborg also destroyed one of the alien robots and took a piece of technology from it, which we believe the Harbinger has been sent to collect from it.

      “Commander Ferreira and the crew of the Ganymede Explorer realize that this information could cause chaos. But we hope and pray that the people of our home planet will make the right decision and use this information to put their conflicts aside and find a transparent solution that everyone can get behind. Greiner out.”

      A simple timestamp was included.

      “My god,” Jackie said, now standing beside him and wiping crusted grime from her face. “When did this arrive?”

      “Five minutes ago,” came Muffin’s answer.

      “Rachel... a tough lady,” Theodore said, lips pursed. “Hard to believe that she’s now up there. It’s ironic that we abducted her for a double agent for Hyun-Hakkamoto, who was on Rhine Ruhr’s payroll. Now it’s her, of all people, who could mean the downfall of Rhine Ruhr.”

      “Not could,” Muffin countered. “It’s worse than you think.”

      “What do you mean, ‘worse?’”

      “War, Teddy. War has broken out.”

      “‘War?’ Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      The image on the damaged screen changed, and what he saw made his mouth suddenly go dry. Unable to look away, he reached out to Jackie, who was reaching for him at the same moment.

      “Oh my god,” she whispered, obviously shaken.
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Rachel could hardly believe it. She went through Sam’s automatically generated summary one more time. None of the crew had even been slightly injured. The outer hull had picked up some bumps and cracks but, somehow, it had remained intact during the landing. The life-support system had not been compromised, pressure was stable, and no oxygen was escaping. Not a single ice splinter had penetrated the Ganymede Explorer.

      Smix was busy powering down systems to save as much energy as possible, and Patrick was underway to the rear to connect the emergency generators to the ship. The radioisotope generators were an ancient technology. However, they were so reliable that they were still as popular in space travel as the anachronistic-looking switches that could be used no matter how thick your gloves. The AMTEC generators, developed by Alpha Corporation, had an efficiency factor of over 50 percent, making them like the remaining embers when everything else had gone cold.

      Boyd was already on his way to the improvised rear area that—according to emergency plans for the Explorer—could be used as an airlock, to get into his motorized armor. The remaining dozen soldiers were already waiting there in their armor, as they had been throughout the flight, and they were now moving outside the ship to secure the surroundings.

      Having the killer cyborg appear now and shoot them to pieces was the last thing they needed. Rachel checked the live images from the remaining exterior cameras via her AR glasses and saw the robot still in the same position it had been standing in before their departure. The only difference was that it had now turned to face the Ganymede Explorer.

      The ring and the barren ice wasteland around them still looked the same as before. That was as expected, but it still felt strange that in the last 20 hours they had been through so much drama in orbit, and it was all connected to this place, a place they had so recently departed from. Though it was the center of the maelstrom of chaos, it couldn’t look any calmer or more peaceful.

      She switched off the images with a sigh and ran, light as a feather, into the central corridor. The remaining members of the crew, who were waiting there checking the seals on each other’s helmets, suddenly froze.

      Rachel paused in confusion and frowned. What is going on?

      Then suddenly there was applause and Pina, Veronika, and Marcus approached to pat her on the shoulder. Cheering could be heard over the radio and Rachel didn’t know how it happened, but she was suddenly surrounded by her crew showering her with praise and recognition.

      “Thank you, Rachel!” Romain Migeot called out in his soft French accent.

      “I would never have thought it possible, but you were right,” Veronika, the ship’s doctor added, with an almost hurt expression behind her visor.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Rachel murmured, while shaking hands and smiling, trying to nod in all directions at once. “The robot actually did all the calculations and Sam converted all the data,” she said at a more conversational level.

      “Don’t be so modest!” Marcus wagged an outstretched index finger in front of her eyes. “Without your decisive action, we would still be up there and would probably have been turned into glowing scrap by the Harbinger by now.”

      There was a sudden silence. At first Rachel thought it was because of what Marcus had said, but that didn’t really make sense. Then the group separated in front of her to make space for a single figure that approached her almost hesitantly.

      It was Wayn Chai. Rachel took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and waited until the Chinese woman was standing right in front of her. Wayn’s face, illuminated by a pale blue light, looked tired but determined.

      There was still absolute silence. Everyone seemed to want to see what would happen next, what turn this moment would take, and what direction this tension would take when it broke.

      Rachel returned Wayn’s gaze, and for a moment they seemed to be scanning each other, each looking for signs of what the other might be feeling and might be intending to do.

      Wayn was the first to speak and extend a hand. “I would like to apologize.”

      ‘There is nothing to apologize for,’ was the way that Rachel wanted to instinctively answer, to be polite, but then she decided against it. She was tired of lying, even if it was about something unimportant or if it was expected by society. She had no more time for that. Nobody deserved to be lied to. Not even to be polite.

      “Thanks,” she said instead, taking Wayn’s hand. “It was a difficult situation and you did what you thought was right. You were trying to save us all. I respect that. But, even more, I respect that you allowed yourself to have your mind changed, and you didn’t panic. We need you now.”

      The rocket scientist smiled gratefully and nodded. They let go of each other’s hands and Rachel took a step to the side to allow as many people as possible to see her. Like a group of skinny teenagers, they stood in front of her in their tight spacesuits and bulbous looking helmets, all gazing expectantly at her.

      “We all need each other now, every single one of us. I trusted the robot and I took a risk in doing that, a risk I took in all our names. Many such decisions are ahead for me, and for us, and what we need to survive these decisions is togetherness. The people on Earth thought we were a pretty clever group, and I think we should now show them they were right. Machines of an alien civilization are waiting out there for us. What do they want? We don’t know. But we will try, no matter the cost, to find out. If there was ever any purpose in life for scientists and space travelers, then it is this. Let’s make the best of it!”

      Cheering started again, and her crewmembers exchanged shoulder-pats encouragingly. All their fear and tension now seemed to have transformed into a massive wave of euphoria.

      “Don’t forget. We are still in danger, and that isn’t going to change. The Harbinger is still out there, and so is the killer cyborg, and so are the alien machines. Everyone find a partner and stay together, no matter what happens. Don’t lose line of sight with each other. Stay in radio contact, and report any problem, no matter how trivial. Understood?”

      “Okay!”

      “Understood!”

      “Yes, Ma’am!”

      “Aye, Commander!”

      “Let’s go!” Rachel ordered, waving in the direction of the exit. The crew started moving to the exterior, fishing out devices and cases from improvised wall storage as they went. She waited until everyone was through the rear airlock, then followed them.

      A shudder ran down her spine as she stepped through the open bulkhead, that had previously led to the drive section, and emerged onto Ganymede’s eternal ice. It felt exactly like this inhospitable moon had become some kind of fixed point in her life—a fixed point of horror and, simultaneously, one of fascination. Sometimes she had to remind herself that she had actually been here, interacting with something that had been created by an extraterrestrial intelligence or an extraterrestrial life form. It was easy to forget that the robot was made from parts of what had been Ganymede Station. But a glance toward where the white ring lay—not 50 meters away, like a luminous doughnut in the darkness—brought that fact back to mind.

      Under all the stress and constant problems, the failed systems and the unknowable threats, it had been easy, necessary even, to focus so much on solutions that all thoughts of higher things were forgotten. Rachel hadn’t been thinking about aliens on Transneptune, or the possibility of wormholes to other stars, or about other spaceships, she had concentrated on her ship’s flight path, the missiles that had been fired at them, the air pressure of the cabin, and simple things like, has my crew packed all the crucial tools and analysis devices?

      She was astonished that it was necessary to concentrate on banalities in the face of this unimaginable situation. It was nothing like the sense of importance she had imagined such moments would carry. There was the ring, there the robot, and beyond it was the ship. That was the situation now, and as crazy as it sounded, these things had so quickly become routine, things that simply had to be dealt with.

      Rachel was reminded of the pain after surgery. First there were the days before, when the patient was worried, afraid of the pain to come, and all the considerable drama she or he imagined. Then the operation was over and the real pain was there. Relatively quickly, this became the normal situation that had to be coped with, and so the patient coped.

      “Area secure,” Boyd said over the radio. Rachel looked around for him, but neither he nor his soldiers were anywhere to be seen. They had obviously already cleared a relatively wide radius.

      “Thank you,” she replied. “Let me know right away if you see anything strange.”

      “Understood. Boyd out.”

      Rachel turned to the right and headed for the robot that appeared as a large, dark silhouette in the distance, illuminated intermittently by the helmet lamps and flashlights of her crew who were moving out. Some, as planned, headed in the direction of the ring, to gather more data on the sphere below. Others took ice and rock samples from the immediate surroundings, looking for signs of contamination by the white material. Migeot and Julie, on the other hand, accompanied Wayn, who was heading directly toward the robot.

      As always when she was walking on the surface of Ganymede, Rachel felt like she was jumping in slow motion on a trampoline. Every step required concentration to avoid losing her balance and falling in the unaccustomed gravity conditions.

      She was currently passing the white ring on her right, while her crew of shadowy figures with illuminated heads was working at climbing onto its edge. She just hoped that nobody felt the need, despite her warnings, to take a sample.

      Involuntarily, Maria came to mind. Rachel recalled how the robot had simply shot her friend dead. The image went through her mind like a bullet, making her pulse race. She would have preferred to order Boyd to blast the damn robot to pieces, but she couldn’t do that. She was in command and had to set a good example. To give free rein to her emotions wouldn’t be helping anyone.

      It is just a machine, she remembered. It had no morality, only programming. No conscience, just a storage chip.

      Even as a scientist back on Earth she’d struggled against anthropomorphizing the serving robots at official receptions, for example, because they’d been made to look so much like people and even to move like them. It was so difficult to fight against the evolutionary programming of her own brain.

      Rachel saw a strange tableau when she looked around. The long white pipe with ungainly superstructure modules on its hull was all that remained of the Ganymede Explorer, and equally strange were the dark figures climbing onto the ring and the many beams of light from the helmet lamps sweeping over the area. A place that had been lifeless was now animated, with signs of activity everywhere. It was something that worried Rachel, not just because this place was so inhospitable and grim, but because she had the feeling that they were running around like ants in the face of an oncoming storm. They had no idea what was coming, simply following paths laid out for them by powers they didn’t understand.

      “It isn’t talking to us,” Julie said over the radio, as Rachel joined her, Migeot, and Wayn in looking up at the robot’s head. The two strip-like eyes were illuminated in light blue, unmoving.

      “Hmm,” she said. “Perhaps he hasn’t noticed that we’ve arrived.”

      “Is that possible?”

      “Maybe it’s getting an update, or it’s processing data,” Migeot suggested.

      “Or maybe it’s in some kind of standby mode,” Wayn suggested.

      Rachel breathed out loudly and gazed at the four arms of the robot, the tubes and cables, and the massive metal plates. It looked just like it had before. No damage, no sign that the cyborg had returned and might have taken something. The powerful legs and the massive torso also looked undisturbed.

      A red symbol for an unknown incoming connection suddenly started blinking in her helmet’s AR display. Rachel frowned. “Accept,” she said.

      It was video data displaying a bird’s eye view of her current position from something like 50 meters above her. She saw herself with Migeot, Julie, and Wayn in front of the motionless robot, saw her team on the ring, and saw them investigating the ground in the ring’s close vicinity. She also saw the Ganymede Explorer at the extreme edge. The image was clear and sharp, like a... live recording.

      She raised her head and looked across the deep black sky and its many glinting stars, but she couldn’t see anything. No suspicious blink of metal, or tiny movement that would have betrayed a probe or a drone.

      “What the devil,” she muttered, switching the video on again. Then she looked straight ahead. “How is this possible?”

      “What’s going on?” Julie asked over the radio. Rachel hadn’t even noticed that the cryptographer had come to stand in front of her. Her face was so close that their helmets were almost touching.

      “I think the robot just sent me some video data.”

      “Video data?” Wayn asked, as she and Migeot both came closer, as though in this way they could see something, even though the data was exclusively being played into Rachel’s optic nerve.

      “Yes. At first I thought we were under surveillance, but I don’t think that’s it. I think he sent me a simulation,” she explained. “Wait a second!”

      The scene changed. In the video the astronauts on the ring moved away from it again, until they were standing about 10 meters away. The others, who were taking ground samples, went to join them, as did Rachel, Migeot, Julie, and Wayn. They stood in rows, as if on a school trip, and watched the thick white veins of the white ring shift and head for the Ganymede Explorer. They slowly crept forward. The motion then sped up until the white substance had almost entirely engulfed the ship’s hull and slowly started to dismantle it. Then the process stopped and a red light emerged from the interior of the ring and became ever more intense. She and her colleagues formed into a long line and followed the robot, which was at the head of the column, and slowly went to the ring, where they all disappeared within.

      The simulation ended there.

      “What is it?” Julie asked insistently. “What did you see?”

      “I think it wants to tell me what it will do next,” she said, then looked up at the robot, still standing there, frozen in place.

      “Is this your plan?” she asked over the radio, and ordered her helmet systems to transmit these words over several frequencies. “Why don’t you talk to me?”

      “Maybe that is against its programming,” Wayn interjected, as she gently clasped Rachel by the arm.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it for a second. If we were going to build robots to contact aliens, or were simply capable of it, what orders would we give them? Would we want them to make the first contact for us? Would we want an algorithm to talk to them about our culture, our art, our feelings, and our dreams? Or would we want it to cause as little cultural contamination as possible, to avoid creating a false impression of us?”

      “That’s a good point,” Julie agreed, and Rachel had to admit it sounded plausible. She hadn’t even thought about that.

      “So far it has been very mysterious about everything. It shot Maria because it thought she was damaging the ring. Then it transmitted very securely encrypted data with directions to us. Maybe that was a kind of test. Whoever can decode this is intelligent enough to follow the directions contained within.”

      “To qualify for what?” Migeot asked. The Frenchman shot an insecure glance in the direction of the ring.

      “If we assume the sphere in the ring is a transport system, possibly going to its home planet,” Wayn suggested, with a shrug of her shoulders.

      “Or to Transneptune,” Rachel said. “I think that’s very possible.”

      “But we shouldn’t fixate on that possibility.” Julie waggled her right hand as if she was unsure. “It could be something entirely different. We can only make assumptions based on our own ways of thinking. Even the question of what its masters might look like is hard to answer. The chance that we can even see them is extremely slim. The human eye can see and process only a fraction of the electromagnetic spectrum, just the part that was advantageous for our evolution on Earth. The aliens could exist within an entirely different electromagnetic spectrum that we don’t see at all but can only measure.”

      “That would mean that they could have been here the entire time, for example as...” Rachel stammered and gazed at Julie, her mouth open. She hardly dared say what she was thinking.

      “As radiation, yes,” the cryptographer confirmed with a nod.

      Rachel took in a sharp breath and felt a little dizzy. She thought about the strange radiation profile she had seen for the first time at Ganymede Station, about its release in the botanic module that had cost her friends their lives. Had that been an attack by aliens? Was that even possible? Or had it just been an accident?

      “No, that isn’t possible,” Patrick said, with a dismissive hand motion as he joined them. “I don’t believe that conscious radiation forms—which, frankly, sounds bizarre—could build a robot. In fact, I’m a hundred percent sure they couldn’t do that.”

      “Maybe this white stuff is so old that its creators have had time to evolve into another form of existence over the millions of years,” Migeot suggested.

      “You’re the particle physicist,” Patrick countered offhandedly. “But that sounds a little far-fetched to me.”

      “Our current understanding of quantum mechanics would seem far-fetched to people one hundred years ago. Imagine how alien technology or developments that are millions of years ahead of us would seem to us.”

      “Hmm. Touché,” Patrick said sheepishly. “But what do we do now with this speculation?”

      “Nothing. We wait to see what happens,” Rachel said. She looked at the handful of colleagues who were currently lying on the ring to get a better view into its depths. “But we should pull our people out and fall back. I have the feeling that we shouldn’t intervene in what is about to happen here.”

      “I completely agree,” Patrick growled. “We don’t even know why we’re here, what is going to happen, or who set all of this in motion.”
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      They stared in shock at Muffin’s hyperactive cut of various news broadcasts and reports from pirate broadcasters. In the Deep Web, impressions were processed 22 percent faster, because the virtual environment provided less input than the real world. This made it impossible for hackers to deal with data that they saw in the usual way. But it made no difference, the picture being drawn was clear and unmistakable. A few minutes earlier, a Thor missile had destroyed Tel Aviv, one of Rhine Ruhr Industries’ most important production hubs for carbon nanotubes.

      Thor missiles were arm-long tungsten spears that had been considered a conspiracy theory for a long time. It was said that each of the four megacorporations possessed an entire arsenal of these kinetic missiles on their space stations. The massive, extremely dense projectiles had no drives. They were accelerated by Earth’s gravitational pull, reaching such speeds that they caused huge amounts of damage. The conspiracy theory had been proved bitter reality, at least to judge from the images being displayed on the half-destroyed screen above them.

      Tel Aviv had been transformed into a massive fireball that had immediately destroyed the city center. The following shockwave of rubble, earth, and heat had then leveled the rest of the city and even destroyed the surrounding villages. Many of the news anchors were reporting that Rhine Ruhr was blaming Hyun-Hakkamoto, which, of course, the corporation denied. Whoever was responsible, Theodore couldn’t believe that anyone, anywhere, had decided to destroy an entire city as a reprisal. A whole chain of people must have pushed buttons that resulted in millions of other people being atomized.

      Who would do something like that? How could they live with themselves?

      It made clear to him once again how little the boards of the giant corporations, the high priests of hypercapitalism, thought of the lives of ordinary people, whom they saw as nothing more than production numbers. They were digits, colors, points on a line, cost factors, but not life-forms each striving for meaning, happiness, and a place in the world. It made him sick. The whole world, and what it had become, made him sick.

      There were several reports from the Snow War where both sides had been using so-called mini-nukes to destroy enemy bunker systems. For years Siberia had been a kind of chessboard and testing ground for modern weapons systems. Back then, the battle over the gas and oil fields was just a cover story to help keep combat contained within economical limits, like punches being pulled in a boxing match. But now the fighting was deadly earnest.

      Mayor Giorgis of New York had been murdered, along with his entire entourage, by unknown assailants during a dinner at the upscale Five Seasons Hotel. Giovanni Giorgis had a reputation for being extraordinarily influential, and for being as deeply in Rhine Ruhr’s pocket as was possible.

      In China, unidentified mission teams had blown up the Three Gorges Dam and flooded the entire Hubei region. Noble Group’s extended production facilities in this area were completely destroyed by the end of the day. Corporate armies were mobilizing everywhere, emerging from their bases, while national armed forces were put on the highest level of readiness. Anti-satellite missiles had been launched from their silos across the world and would likely, in the next minutes and hours, destroy most of the space stations that were suspected of housing Thor missiles, and take out a significant percentage of the satellite network.

      Theodore was no expert in such things, but he was pretty sure that even if only ten percent of the satellites in orbit were turned into scrap, the hurtling shrapnel would soon take all the others with them. If that happened, the majority of telecommunications, navigation, and air traffic control systems would fail, but also all financial transactions, ATMs, and almost every drone across the entire world. It would mean absolute chaos—and it would be chaos that nobody would be able to monitor because the whole world was so dependent on satellites. And that would mean that the moon and all the stations in the solar system would then be on their own.

      “This is a death sentence,” he said, gulping down a massive lump in his throat.

      “Yes,” Jackie agreed, clasping his hand a little tighter. “Yes, Teddy, I think this is the end.”

      “They will have launched everything, when the first missiles were fired, and I mean everything.”

      “I would never have thought it could happen so suddenly.”

      “I would never have thought it would be us who destroyed the Earth,” he replied bitterly.

      “It wasn’t us,” she countered firmly. Theodore couldn’t summon an answer. His body suddenly felt heavier than lead. Jackie took him by the chin and forced his head around. She fixed him with an intense gaze, like a snake. He couldn’t look away.

      “This wasn’t us,” she repeated, her voice firm. “We showed the people the truth, and that was the right decision, dammit. The corporations have the entire world by the throat, and we all just grit our teeth and take it. We were living in filth and blood so that the top floor could live in decadence in their gated communities and inner-city lofts. There was never any chance of effectively defending ourselves, and now we’ve done it.”

      “But they won’t just tear each other apart,” he countered, breathing out unsteadily. “They are going to take us all with them.”

      “Sometimes a horrific end is better than endless horror.”

      “I don’t think it’s that simple,” he said sadly, and gazed back up at the screen, at the series of images of explosions, injuries, ambulances, rioting, people running, and charging police. It was a vision of hell, and he had opened this window.

      “Sometimes it just has to be this way, or you go crazy,” Jackie offered.

      “Muffin,” Theodore called over the radio, “how do things look in the city?”

      “The unrest has turned into open combat,” came the swift reply. Live video of the city appeared on the screen, zooming in on specific sectors, one after another. It was likely that Muffin had hacked into a satellite that had been controlled from Cerberus.

      Theodore saw several places where security forces were firing at buildings. He saw bloody carnage on the outskirts of Pasadena, where the abandoned hordes from the lowest levels of society were leaving their caves and ruins and joining the battle in the neighboring districts. Many had firearms, but many others were armed with knives, tire irons, and tools. He saw bloody carnage where the masses took huge losses as they overran the positions of corporate guards and Center Sec. But he also saw a scene where an entire company of dug-in corporate guards at a usually busy intersection at Avenue 44 lowered their weapons as the tense mass of people slowly and in an orderly fashion approached them. First one of the soldiers stood up and dropped his weapon, then a handful more, and then more and more, until eventually all were standing, and even the armored vehicles moved out of the way of the crowd. No fighting broke out when the two fronts met. Instead they marched together in the direction of the inner city.

      This scene of humanity—this bonding of the oppressed, which included most of the guards serving the big four—lifted his heart.

      “Shit, Teddy,” Muffin said. “I’ve found something else here. In the secret documents in the Cerberus storage core I’ve seen some really sick shit. I set some AIs to work on evaluating them, and one of the secret projects set my alarms ringing. It’s called Project Starshot. I’ll send the data to your wrist terminal and link it to the screen.”

      “I don’t think it will make any difference, Muffin,” Theodore sighed, disheartened. He hadn’t just left Miri to her fate and lost Ludwig and Yuna Saki, he had also doomed the entire human race. We’re living on borrowed time, and it is going to run out in a few hours, when the first anti-satellite weapons make so much metal shrapnel in orbit that it will cause a blackout, he thought.

      “It will, Teddy. I think it will make a difference,” Muffin assured him.

      “Send it to me, too,” Jackie interrupted, shaking her head in disappointment when Theodore looked over at her.

      “Okay.”

      Project Starshot related to a planet that was one of Earth’s neighbors—Mars. He skimmed through the project description, raised an eyebrow, and skipped with impatient gestures to the project history and reports. In under ten minutes he was holding his head in confusion.

      They had known all about it. The whole time. The Alpha Corporation and Rhine Ruhr. It was a joint project.

      “The Mars landing of ’32,” Jackie whispered. “The loss of Musk One, the project mission... It was all lies!”

      Theodore didn’t know how to answer. It seemed the SpaceX outpost had actually been lost in an accident.

      “The radiation leak wasn’t the radionuclide batteries, it was that alien stuff!” Jackie groaned in shock. “They had already found it, and they did experiments on it.”

      “Not just that,” Theodore said, pointing at the main screen, which was showing a video montage of a strange obelisk transforming into a robot. A second video showed the same robot being loaded into a lander, which launched into orbit a short time later. A third video showed the robot in a kind of windowless hangar, restrained in a structure that looked like a ducking stool. Swarms of scientists stood around it, talking to each other excitedly.

      “Is that an... an alien?” Jackie asked, her eyes going wide.

      “I don’t know,” Theodore replied. “It’s possible. It looks like they brought the white stuff back as well.” He switched to freeze-frame and pointed at the upper right corner. A white ring could just barely be seen there. He then sped the video up six times and saw, after some time, some guards using flamethrowers on the ring, not stopping until it was destroyed.

      “According to a project summary, one of the leaders, a Dr. Brent Schneier, thought the ring was a tool for gathering energy or terraforming of some kind. One of his colleagues disagreed. Her theory was that it was a transport system because the supply of raw materials resulted in something being constructed in the interior. After an increase in radiation and changes to the composition of the surrounding atmosphere, somebody high up pulled the plug and it was destroyed. Apart from the robot,” Jackie said. “My god.”

      “And Rhine Ruhr and Alpha have been in cahoots the whole time. They always pretended to us that they were bitter rivals.”

      “It gets better,” Muffin said. “According to the data transfer from our friend Rachel Ferreira, the crew of the Ganymede Explorer also believes it’s a transport system that, get this, ‘could connect Earth, Ganymede, and Transneptune.’”

      On the screen a slightly shaky camera recording could be seen, with a timestamp below that was already a few days old, along with a caption ‘Hyun-Hakkamoto,’ a mission logo with an inverted triangle and the name ‘Dr. Ferreira.’ Theodore saw from Rachel’s eyes that she was cutting drawings into the dark ground with a laser. Then she looked up directly into the face of the robot, that looked exactly like the one from Mars he had seen in the recordings from Project Starshot. But the one on Ganymede had two illuminated eyes that looked like an equals sign that had been turned on its side, and seemed somehow alive. Soon after that the robot moved and Jackie let out a squeak of surprise, as it moved its arm. It drew three rings, one above the Earth, another above Ganymede, and one above a planet far off to the right—which was probably intended to represent Transneptune.

      Transneptune, he remembered Rachel’s words. It seemed like an eternity had passed since he had abducted the scientist and handed her over to Kruger.

      The most exciting thing, however, was that Rachel had written journey times for her spaceship and the robot then wrote numbers by the connections between the rings—it wrote zeroes.

      “Wait a sec,” Jackie said. “Did it just write that the rings are a method of transportation that makes journeys possible that do not take time?”

      “That would mean the scientist from the project report was right with her theory.”

      “Yes. And remember, Alpha and Rhine Ruhr shared the salvaged technology from Mars,” Muffin said from the Deep Web.

      Theodore suddenly put two and two together. “The Ark!” he yelled, slamming his fist into the charred console. “Damn! They aren’t confronting each other there as enemies in that military charade, the way they would like observers to believe. They’re running their Project Starshot in there, and nobody dares raise a finger in case it starts an armed conflict in the heart of the city!”

      “And that’s why neither the USA nor the city council has intervened,” said Jackie, who slowly nodded and narrowed her eyes.

      “If it is a transport system, then they will certainly try to use it to get away if everything is about to go to the dogs and anarchy is about to break out,” Theodore growled. He stared at the satellite image of the Ark that had just come up on the screen. The massive bridge, that looked more like a small city spanning Hell’s Mouth, was almost entirely encased in tarpaulins and was, as ever, surrounded by hundreds of drones and helicopters. They were jealously guarding Alpha and Rhine Ruhr’s dirty secrets.

      “But there is no atmosphere on Ganymede, nor on Transneptune beyond the Kuiper Belt that we or they can breathe,” Jackie countered, with another shake of her head. “It doesn’t make much sense for everyone to put on spacesuits, hop through that thing, and then suffocate out there.”

      “We know that for sure in the case of Ganymede.” Muffin agreed with her, but added, “We don’t know anything about Planet Nine because all the information about it comes from the data of two corporations—”

      “—Alpha Corporation and Rhine Ruhr Industries,” Theodore said, finishing his friend’s sentence for him, bringing his hands to his head and ruffling his hair in exasperation.

      “What we can assume,” Muffin continued, “is that this newly discovered planet is the source of the white stuff, because according to Starshot there was only one ring on the whole of Mars, and it hadn’t extended, like the ones on Ganymede seem to have done. Since New Horizons and Valkyrie returned from out there, however, the pieces seem to be everywhere.”

      “Muffin,” Theodore said, making the hacker pause, then taking a deep breath before asking the question he’d had on his chest for a long time. He didn’t dare ask, but he knew it would bother him forever if he didn’t get an answer—no matter how short it was. He wouldn’t like the answer, perhaps it was worse than dying in ignorance, but there was nothing else he could do.

      “What about Miri?”

      There was a long pause on the other side of the radio. Jackie edged closer to him and again took his hand. He squeezed it thankfully.

      “Rachel’s mission... she was attacked by a cyborg, that killed ten members of the crew and destroyed a robot on Ganymede. The commander of the mission was among the victims, the legendary astronaut, James Matthes. That’s also why Rachel is in command now.”

      Theodore knew that Muffin was just talking to hide his nerves so he didn’t bother listening. Deep inside, he had already worked out that the saboteur that had been smuggled on board the ship was Miri. But a part of him had hoped he was wrong. To know that somebody would transform his little girl into a killer machine was one thing. But to know whom she had killed was another.

      No, not Miri. Miri had died in Siberia, when her body was gradually amputated and replaced, he remembered, and a determined snarl escaped his dry throat. It was a firm growl of pain, but also one with enough power to clear the lump of shock from his throat that the oncoming end of the world had left there.

      “Are you okay?” Jackie asked sympathetically, squeezing his hand.

      “No,” he answered honestly. He turned to her. “But I will be damned if I let those bastards on the Ark get away with this.”

      Jackie smiled—a sad smile at first, but then, when she looked into his eyes, it became a determined smile.

      “Muffin.” she said, voice firm. “We’re going to the Ark!”
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      “Okay, people! Whatever you’re doing right now, drop it and come over here to me,” Rachel radioed to the entire crew, concentrating hard on keeping her voice calm and professional. Nothing has happened yet, everything is fine and purely routine. No cause for alarm, she thought.

      She looked over at her colleagues, lying 20 meters away on the white ring. They were turning to look at her, their helmet lamps blinding when they made direct contact with her visor.

      “I will explain everything to you when you get here,” Rachel said. Then, along with Julie, Patrick, Migeot, and Wayn, she moved a little away from the robot to take a position roughly where she had had been standing in the simulation.

      Luckily nobody refused or hesitated. They all came to her, one after another. In their gray biosuits, which stood out slightly against the dark surface of Ganymede, they strode leisurely in her direction. It looked like they were wading through deep water, their movements made abstract by the low gravity.

      Gradually they came together and, when everyone was gathered in a rough semicircle, Rachel took a step forward, and despite the blinding lamps and the diffuse illumination in the interiors of their helmets, she could see faces—some confused, some hopeful.

      “I have just received video data from the robot. At first I thought it was a live broadcast from a surveillance probe or something similar, but it was a simulation. I believe it is intended to show us what it’s going to do next,” she explained. Rachel shared the data with all of her colleagues, and also sent it to Boyd.

      Then she waited for the others to call up the video and watch what she had already seen. It took several minutes, and she spent the time gazing at the robot and the ring. Neither moved, remaining as motionless as ever.

      To her surprise nobody said anything as the gazes of her colleagues became clear again, showing that the AR display had ended.

      “Because of my decision to follow the robot’s instructions, we set out on a path that we are committed to following, and perhaps cannot alter,” she said, pointing at the ring. “I know that it is making me, at least, quite nervous to think about watching this mysterious stuff pull our ship apart. But we knew that for us, and for the Explorer, there would be no way out of here, unless the robot chose to show it to us. Patrick?”

      “Yes,” her friend said, taking two steps forward before turning to face his colleagues. “We should retrieve a few more things. All of the tools. All the oxygen bottles, so we can refill our spacesuit backpacks, all the protein packs, and water tanks. If we use them to supply our suit systems, according to my calculations, we should be able to survive for more than four days. That’s a long time, people. So, let’s get to work!”

      The others nodded, one after another, and though in orbit there had still been uncertainty and fear, now Rachel could only see determination. In some ways it was a blessing to have burned all their bridges behind them. Even though there was only one direction left for them to go, there was still enough freedom of movement to apply all their energy. That was working to their advantage now.

      Without any further questions, the scientists started returning to the ship to get what Patrick had told them they would likely need.

      As they were going, Patrick came over to her and they both watched them go.

      “Do you have any idea what exactly that thing is going to do with our ship?” the engineer asked Rachel while gesturing vaguely toward the white ring. “Whatever kind of system it is, it needs our energy, which really surprises me,” he admitted, chewing pensively at his bottom lip. “Up to now we have assumed that the structures were terraforming tools, because they alter the composition of the atmosphere to a limited but measurable amount. I think it’s possible that terraforming isn’t the primary function of the ring, but that it is in actuality a transport system. The fact that the ring has dug such deep holes into the moon supports that theory, because it can have had only one goal—the iron core. A transport system, if it is based as we assume on an Einstein-Rosen bridge, would require incredible amounts of energy, and a moon has a relatively large mass.”

      “And mass equals energy.”

      “Yes. At least in theory. But mass does not equal mass, when it comes to turning it into energy—at least from a technological point of view. If they can turn the mass of a moon into energy with that demon, then they are as far ahead of us as we are of cave people.”

      “‘Demon?’” Rachel repeated with a snort. “Are you serious?”

      “It drills holes deep enough to reach hell, emits radioactivity, and eats everything it can find.” Patrick shrugged and nodded in the direction of the ring. “I don’t think they need our energy supply to activate the transport system.”

      Rachel frowned. “But that doesn’t make any sense. What would the robot, or this demon, need us for?”

      “To kick start its own energy-gathering system. All methods of gathering energy require a critical mass of energy to start the process. A windmill needs at least a minimal amount of wind to set the blades turning. A nuclear reactor needs some energy to start fission, a fusion reactor needs hydrogen nuclei to come together to form helium.”

      “And you’re saying that a critical mass of energy has to be reached to set this system’s process, whatever it may be, into motion?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But why don’t they do that themselves? What they are doing here seems to be so far in advance of our technology that I can’t imagine somebody so highly developed building something that depends on outsiders to function.”

      “Perhaps the robots would have managed it, if there were still two of them?” Patrick suggested.

      “Good point. I wonder why it didn’t defend itself against the cyborg. Do you think it has something to do with the radiation signature?” She remembered the radiation readings from the monster. They had been exactly the same as those measured from the material samples and the ring.

      “Yes, I think so. However, according to our current theory of radiation aliens, the demon and the aliens are somehow one and the same, because they have the same radiation signature.”

      “That, in turn, would mean that the cyborg doesn’t just contain alien material and use it as an energy source, it is also one or more aliens itself.” Rachel groaned and reflexively tried to massage her temples, but her gloved fingers simply bashed into the transparent composite of her helmet.

      “It’s just a theory. Maybe a pretty stupid one,” Patrick said, with a dismissive hand wave. “We shouldn’t become fixated on it.”

      “My whole body feels fixated. Everything is as stiff as a board.” Julie said. She had just joined them, and together they gazed at the ring. “However, I think the idea that initializing a so-far-unknown process is the cleverest one you have had. And you say a great many clever things, Captain.”

      “Oh, thanks... I think.” Patrick attempted a contented smile, even though he didn’t seem entirely sure if she was making fun of him or being serious.

      A long silence followed, during which they watched their colleagues carrying case upon case and container after container out of the rear of the Ganymede Explorer. The robot came to life at the same moment as the last item was retrieved. Its legs, folded until that point, extended as if from a pocket knife, then it fell forward into a four-legged stance, raised its head, and looked first to Ganymede Explorer and then to the white ring.

      As if at an invisible sign, the first white veins extended from the ring, just as she had seen in the simulation. The veins crept through and on top of the surface, seemingly only half visible to the open sky, and became ever thicker and more powerful-looking.

      With every meter they progressed toward the spaceship they looked more and more like the veins of a giant. Something about the pristine white substance made it no longer look solid but more like flowing quicksilver. It was pulsing now and again with a kind of electronic pulse, a heartbeat, perhaps, or something like a wave.

      “I hope we know what we’re doing here,” Patrick muttered, half concerned, half in awe.

      “I hope it knows what it’s doing,” Rachel countered, pointing at the robot, which looked like a bodybuilder showing off his muscles.

      “Yes. That is what we do not know,” Julie muttered.

      Rachel almost grinned. But the muscles of her face weren’t up to it. The situation was so tense, the way through so uncertain, and her responsibility so great in all of it.

      She gazed as if transfixed at the veins, now over a dozen of them, as they crept toward the Ganymede Explorer, felt for it with their first tentative fingers, and then climbed up its sides. Some strands seemed to dig below the spaceship, displacing the ice beneath it like worms working against the stone-hard layer of frozen water. It had soon enclosed the entire hull. Like the hands of a jealous woman, they closed around the skin of steel and ceramic, while the astronauts were busy at the rear section, hurriedly moving the small mountain of equipment and supplies as far away as possible.

      An area between sections A-4 and B-3 had been heavily covered by the substance, then simply disappeared as if dissolved with a particularly strong acid. The pulsing in the system of veins became stronger, grew to hypertension, and seemed not to slow.

      “I’m scared,” Julie said, first taking Patrick’s hand, then Rachel’s.

      Although they were divided by their spacesuit gloves, this human gesture and the companionship calmed Rachel a little and she smiled gratefully at Julie. “Me too,”

      As if on command the robot turned its head and gazed at them with its two vertical strips, its eyes, in Rachel’s thinking.

      “Do not be afraid.”

      She froze. It was Ruben’s voice. “Ruben?” she called out to her AI.

      “Yes, Rachel?”

      “Did you just say that?”

      “What?”

      “‘Do not be afraid.’”

      “Yes. But that was not part of my algorithm.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I received an external command with a military authority code, instructing me to say, ‘Do not be afraid,’” her suit AI answered her.

      “The robot sent the command?”

      “Yes.”

      Rachel looked at her friends and colleagues, and noticed that they were all staring at the robot. “Did you all get that?”

      “Yes,” they all confirmed, speaking over each other.

      “It’s speaking to us!” she pronounced. She took a step toward the robot, which lowered its head a few degrees, to be able to turn to her. “Why do we not need to be afraid?”

      “Do not be afraid,” the robot repeated, using Ruben’s voice.

      “I got that. Is there any danger?” she repeated.

      “Do not be afraid.”

      Rachel turned away in frustration. Her gaze wandered over the Ganymede Explorer as she turned. The hull had already disappeared in many places. Cables, cooling hoses, and already-absorbed materials in all shades of silver and gold emerged from severed sections, and the process seemed to still be accelerating.

      “May I go to the ring?” she asked the robot.

      “Do not be afraid,” was the only answer.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she replied, and turned to Patrick and Julie. “I think it best we take a look at the ball or the sphere that is slumbering in that hole. Whatever is going to happen, I bet it will have something to do with that.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Julie asked, sounding unconvinced. She hesitantly glanced first at the robot, which was again gazing in turns at the Ganymede Explorer and its gradual dismantling, and then at the ring.

      “It probably isn’t a good idea,” Patrick countered. “But we’re here to learn, right? If we don’t learn anything about the mechanism right now, we’ll be going in blind with whatever comes next. So we should take some risks. Maria was also warned in advance. At least you could make a case for that. This time we know what we have to watch out for with our metal friend.”

      “Let’s go,” Rachel said, setting off. She kept the robot in view from the corner of her eye as she went, but it didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in her.

      “Nobody is doing anything, right?” she asked everyone over the radio, stopping and looking around at her crew to be on the safe side. “If anything happens that deviates from the simulation we received, get in touch right away, but don’t do anything unless you are told to. Stay right beside your partner.”

      “That’s right, I have to wait for Migeot,” Julie said, and waved them away. “You two go on ahead.”

      With that Rachel turned around and hurried in the direction of the small open-air equipment store that her colleagues had stacked up. She went ahead with Patrick, taking steps that were as small as possible to avoid stumbling, and to accustom her sense of balance to a seventh of Earth’s gravity. This time she had wisely taken the precaution of wearing knee and elbow pads, but she still didn’t want to take any risks.

      As the two of them stood together facing the ring, she looked once more over at the veins. They were growing upward from the south side, even though the ring structure hadn’t altered in its composition by even a nanometer. Where she and Patrick were, on the west side, there were no veins or outgrowths, and so they both laid their hands on the nearly flat edge of the ring and then Rachel carefully hopped up. Patrick did the same, but she had to grab him by the arm at the last moment to prevent him from losing his balance.

      She shot the robot another glance but it still didn’t react, instead staring motionlessly at the ribs of the Ganymede Explorer. The carbon-fiber-reinforced framework was all that remained of the connected modules, which were now mostly disassembled, and her former ship looked like the skeleton of a giant animal, perhaps an enormously elongated but slim blue whale or an equally long-bodied, extinct dinosaur.

      “So, let’s take a look,” Patrick suggested. They carefully laid themselves down onto the smooth white surface of the ring. From there they crawled on their bellies a few meters further toward the inner edge of the hole, until they could safely look down inside.

      The moment their eyes recognized the deep, all-encompassing black interior, a shudder went through her, just like the first time. The 20-meter-wide hole looked so dark that the hairs on the back of her neck stood up and she had to force herself to remember that it was just because of a lack of photons, and that there was nothing else in this drill hole. If everything had been illuminated, the bare rock would have simply been boring. For a moment, the darkness below her seemed so three-dimensional that she almost thought she would be able to walk on it if she jumped down.

      “I have a phosphor flare here,” Patrick said. He pulled a long red stick from his belt. When she turned her head to look him in the face, he grinned widely.

      “Why not?” she sighed, and watched him activate the flare, which immediately sprayed a blindingly white shaft of flame and sparks from one end. After a short pause, he tossed it in.

      “What the hell!” Patrick squeaked, when he saw that the metal sphere was just a few meters below them. It appeared so suddenly and unexpectedly in the cold phosphor light that Rachel flinched. “Shouldn’t that thing be over ten kilometers down?” he asked.

      “Yes—well, that’s where it was last time. I guess plans have changed.”

      “If this sphere is a transport system, it makes sense that it has now come further up. It’s not like we can all just jump into the depths, is it?”

      Rachel didn’t answer. Instead she stared at the sphere with her own eyes for the first time. The phosphor flare was lying on the upper metal collar, and would now burn there for several hours.

      It gave the impression, as before, of a metal onion. Several interlaced segments of the sphere ran from above to below, and from right to left, creating layer upon layer. Every single one was moving, sometimes in diametrically opposed directions.

      And the rotation was becoming quicker.

      “Patrick,” she said softly as she watched the unsettling motion of the sphere, unable to avert her gaze, “I think something is about to happen.”
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      “Muffin, where’s Baker?” Theodore asked over the radio as he looked at the now-black screen above the charred remains of the console of the communication center.

      “Ground floor,” came the immediate answer. “Er, um. Well, he and his butchers are working through the corporate guards.”

      “Show it to me.”

      The screen, which resembled a cinema screen, came to life again. It displayed camera images from a wide corridor, where a horde of giants with terrifying, distorted bodies were plowing through a flood of black-clad corporate soldiers. Baker’s guys had gigantic weapons, including heavy machine guns, assault cannons and automatic cannons, and even some melee weapons, the kinds usually mounted on vehicles. Where there was no other way of continuing ranged attacks, the forward rank of Baker’s augmented monsters hacked at the guards with axes and swords, as the guards helplessly attempted to overcome the big shields of the organ traders with assault rifles. It was a repulsive, absolutely unbalanced butchery that Baker’s men seemed to be enjoying. He had no audio feed, but he could see for himself the blood-spattered faces grinning and laughing.

      Theodore had to keep reminding himself that Baker was, in a way, their ally but also one of the most unscrupulous people that the underworld of North America had to offer. Baker and his men did not value life at all, instead seeing people as something like a raw material.

      “Can you put me through to him?” he asked Muffin. He started to feel ill at what he saw, so he switched the video feed off.

      “Sure.”

      There was a click in his right ear, then he heard Baker’s deep rasping voice speak one word, “Baker.” In the background Theodore heard the deep boom of an assault cannon and a mix of laughter and death cries.

      “It’s Theodore.”

      “Ah, Teddy.”

      “What are you doing there?”

      “Getting customers,” explained the giant, who was more machine than man. “How are you doing?”

      “We lost Ludwig and Yuna Saki,” Theodore said, voice tense.

      “Ah. Okay,” Baker bluntly answered.

      No, human life really didn’t mean much to him. Theodore didn’t know if this disregard for his loss made him angry, or simply speechless. So little feeling for a couple of sentient beings who had just died left him... ‘speechless’ would have to do, he decided. At the same time he knew Baker didn’t mean it maliciously or sadistically, or out of misanthropy. He was sure that the man simply saw human life as hardly more valuable than that of a dog, an ant, or even a stone. He also had no doubt that Baker didn’t see his own life as any more valuable, and all those around him meant no more than a natural series of cause and effect.

      “This butchery has to stop,” he said over the radio, hoping that the augmented addict still had some shred of humanity left in him.

      “Why?”

      “Because these guys are just victims of the system, too, that’s why.” Theodore frowned. This point was probably the stupidest he could possibly have made.

      “I don’t really care if its homemakers, dog lovers, Japanese bukkake girls, or the Pope’s crabs,” Baker purred. The rest of the message was lost in static caused by exploding grenades.

      “If they stop defending themselves, will you stop then?”

      “Then we would save ammunition—so, sure.”

      “So, you would use swords instead?” Theodore asked in fury.

      “Sure.”

      “Bastard,” Theodore growled. He switched over to the channel with Muffin. “Is there anything down there that is of any value to the butchers?”

      “Yes, lots of solid body cells. They’re worth a fortune, and according to the database there are several tens of thousands of tons in storage.”

      “Thanks!” Theodore switched back to Baker. “I have something for you—solid body cells. Third underground floor! Muffin will send you the directions, on the condition that you stop the butchery and leave the bodies here.”

      “Mhm,” Baker said. The smacking of lips left no doubt that he was chewing on his cigar butt. “If they stop popping at us with their peashooters it would be a good alternative. Every game comes to an end sometime.”

      Theodore ignored the rest. “Muffin. Can you send a data summary on Project Daimon and Project Starshot on all AR systems, including the helmets of all the Cerberus guards? I don’t believe they have seen all the news.”

      “I have something even better,” Muffin said. He sounded like he was grinning. “I can send it from Cerberus out to all Rhine Ruhr guards. I have all the transponder signals in the system, now that we have locked out the security hackers and taken over control.”

      “Do it! When you have sent the data, can you put me through to all of them?” Theodore asked hopefully, then looked over at Jackie, who was standing beside him. She gave him a nod.

      “No problem,” Muffin replied. “They will be able to hear you, as long as they don’t refuse the connection. After the first data transmission they will know that Cerberus has fallen or is at least compromised.”

      “We’ll take that risk. We’re heading down now.”

      “Yuri has contacted me. He and his people will meet you at exit C-5, which is the nearest to the Ark,” Muffin explained.

      “That’s all we need,” Jackie muttered, rolling her eyes.

      “We can use all the help we can get, I think,” Theodore sighed, and turned away from the screen. “Okay Muffin, we’re going down now. Are the corridors clear?”

      “Yes, most of the guards are on the way down. Not just the butchers, but also entire hordes of gang members and hooligans have broken into the arcology and are leaving huge areas in ruins. Most of the inhabitants are moving away, fleeing up to the upper stories. Take the left elevator shaft, and then out.”

      “Got it. Let me know when the data transfer to the guards is complete and you can put me through live. You can reach me anytime via my AR glasses. Teddy out.”

      As he said it, he exchanged a brief look with Jackie, and then turned his attention to the guards that they had restrained with their own cable ties. Jackie had stacked their guns in two circles, and he took one, a German H&K G44, an extremely accurate and reliable weapon. He also grabbed a magazine belt and hung it at an angle over his hips. To be sure, he took a P55 pistol and tied it in its holster to his right thigh.

      Jackie armed herself in the same way, then turned to the captives, who looked back through their red visors that looked like oversized red eyes. They were faceless in their fully sealed armor, like insectoid clones—dangerous and intimidating. The armor had probably been designed for just this purpose.

      Jackie seemed to understand his look and went to the nearest of the approximately ten men, about to remove his helmet.

      Theodore stopped her. “No.”

      She turned to him in surprise and raised a quizzical eyebrow.

      “No,” he softly repeated, shaking his head. She shrugged and walked back over to him. If what he wanted to do was going to work, and also work other places, it would have to work just this way—under just these circumstances.

      “You have all seen and heard everything. You have signed contracts, your families are being held hostage by the corporation, so you might believe you have no choice. But there is always a choice. While we are dying here, because they are driving the world to the edge, the execs want to escape. I don’t know how or where, but I know that’s why they are cloaking the Ark,” he explained, holding his G44 pointed at the floor the whole time.

      “We,” he pointed at Jackie and at himself, “are going over there now, to join the masses that are going to storm in at any moment, because we published all the dirty details from the Cerberus data cores. You can join us, or keep fighting for the people who are blowing up the world. Your Earth.”

      Theodore gave Jackie a signal, but instead of cutting through the bonds of the silent guards, she looked at them in confusion. “What did you say?” she asked in incomprehension.

      “We’re letting them go!”

      “The hell we are!” she countered, and her sparkling blue eyes seemed to emphasize, Not in 1,000 years!

      “We’re all in the same shit. We always have been. Now it has to be clear to everyone, because within the next few hours the satellites in orbit will be nothing more than a cloud of shrapnel, and then nothing is going to be working down here. And the big four are firing everything they have at each other. You can’t still believe that anyone is still working with them voluntarily to destroy our home?”

      Theodore had been speaking to Jackie, but he noticed that his words applied more to the guards.

      Jackie looked at him for a long time and pursed her lips. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said. She pulled a tactical knife that she had taken from a guard and cut the bindings of the kneeling soldiers, one after another.

      Theodore’s fingers tightened a little on the handle of his gun, to fight the impulse to raise his weapon, so he could react immediately if the guards made a move for their weapons.

      But instead the ten figures stood up, one after another, helping each other to their feet, and then they took their helmets off. The faceless, death-dealing soldiers in their intimidating black armor suddenly became people—people whose eyes betrayed their feelings. It was almost unimaginable that he had just shot several of them, and it was painful.

      To his surprise, four of the warriors were women. They were all young, in their mid-20s to mid-30s. They all had close-cropped hair and were bathed in sweat. The collars of their armor were tight around their necks. The faces of the guards were tired and marked by a mix of fear, rage, and helplessness.

      “I have your colleagues on my conscience,” Theodore said, when nobody reacted. “I am not proud of it, and I don’t want to insult you with an apology or anything like that. I did what I had to do to survive, and I would do it again to reach my goal of getting my hands on these bastards. Your people shot one of my best friends, down in research and development. I guess we have all done some things we are not proud of. The question is, can we put this behind us, and fight for what’s right, to be heard, even if we don’t have any shares?”

      A movement at the edge of his field of view caught his attention and he turned his head to follow it. The giant screen again came back to life and displayed the Ark. Fighting could already be seen on the outside. Explosions and muzzle flashes could be seen in the distance, illuminating the dark lanes and concrete columns of the interstate.

      “We have to decide. I already have. Now it’s your turn.” He swallowed his last hint of doubt, picking up his assault rifle in both hands and throwing it into the arms of the nearest guard. Her face a mask of surprise, she caught the gun and stared at it as if it had teleported into her hands from out of nowhere.

      She lifted her head, looked at him with big brown eyes that were framed by a high forehead and prominent cheekbones, and cocked the weapon.

      A shudder went down Theodore’s spine and the hairs on his neck stood on end. Jackie reacted immediately, lifted her gun and aimed it at the guard’s head. But the guard didn’t even seem to notice his partner, instead holding Theodore’s gaze.

      After what seemed like forever she took two steps toward him, nodded, and then moved to stand beside him. As soon as she was unmoving at his side the other guards started moving, going over to their guns now that it was apparent nobody was going to shoot at them. They armed themselves and all also gathered around Theodore.

      “You served?” the female guard who now had his weapon asked him.

      “Snow War. Captain in the Army Medical Service,” he answered just as curtly.

      “Alright, Captain, let’s get moving,”

      “Thanks...” He looked at the insignia on her shoulder. “Lieutenant.”

      “You have some balls, Captain,” she replied, catching the dead guard’s assault rifle that Jackie kicked to her with her foot. Then she lifted it up and hugged it tightly. “And they were actually my friends.”

      Theodore looked at the bodies of the guards next to the server racks. With their helmets they still looked like the faceless killing machines of before, but there were faces and stories hidden below—faces and stories that he had silenced forever.

      “We don’t have to be friends, and probably never will be,” the female guard said, and her mouth hardened to become a narrow slit. “But you’re right, I’m not going to fire another shot in the name of the corporation. If these bastards have been using our country and the entire damn world as a poker chip in their game, then they can do it without me.”

      “And I want to know what they are hiding on the Ark,” another guard muttered, a gaunt man, slightly graying at the temples.

      “You had no idea about the white ring?” Theodore asked, in shock.

      “We saw that thing come flying away from the Tomahawk, and they told us the same shit the news anchors were saying. A prototype for a new signal booster. Sure. And now this. Aliens? A transport system. I’ll be damned.”

      “I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” Theodore said. “I have another request.”

      He turned to the female guard. “Can you speak to your fellow guards in L.A.? I can’t bear that we are shooting each other down here in Cerberus and down on the streets. We are just buying more time for the execs. If we can join forces after this shit, other people in other places can, too. I think they are more likely to listen to you than they are to me.”

      “Oh, that isn’t necessary, Captain. I’ve been recording everything you said with my helmet systems, and I’ve been relaying all of it to the mission network. If your hacker really does control Cerberus, nobody will have blocked it. Unless your hacker did,” the lieutenant explained.

      “Muffin?”

      “Aye,” his friend’s voice came over the radio, speaking noticeably quicker than before. “It worked, Teddy!”

      “Maybe there is some hope after all. If not for the planet, then at least that we don’t contaminate any other planets with the worst of our species,” Theodore said, waving Jackie to come toward him. She approached with a quizzical expression on her face. She was still an arm’s length from him when he grabbed the collar of her jacket and pulled her powerfully toward him so he could plant a long kiss on her moist lips.

      Her mouth tasted of gunpowder and grime, but it was still the best thing he had tasted in years.

      “What was that about?” she asked breathlessly after he had released her.

      “That was a kiss that I gave you far too late. Now, every minute could be our last, and I will be damned if I’m going to risk something like this, and then never do something I should have been doing the whole time,” he answered, and cocked an assault rifle. “But there is still one thing we need to do!”

      “Here?” Jackie asked, confused.

      Theodore laughed throatily. It was an honest, delighted laugh. He would never have thought he was still able, but it was a good feeling. “No, not that. We still have a debt to pay.”

      “Rachel,” she suddenly said, and nodded pensively.

      “Yes. Muffin?”

      “Sheesh, I don’t know if I can get into that. Cerberus has received the data from the probe, but I don’t know if I can get a signal past their defenses via Luna. That isn’t so easy!”

      “You only have as much time as the satellites have left, I guess,” Theodore countered.

      “Everything always sounds so easy to you keyboard crawlers, right?” the hacker muttered sarcastically. “What am I supposed to say to her?”

      “Send your data about the secret projects. At least Daimon and Starshot. Show people what is going on here and what we’ve found out.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Thanks. Theodore out.”

      “Okay, Captain,” the female guard said, her words clipped. “We’re gonna take on the Ark, right?”
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Rachel and Patrick stared at the sphere made of two intertwined counter-rotating hemispheres. The revolutions were growing faster and faster.

      It was just like the thing was being fed energy, she thought. She considered a moment before she decided to provide a live feed from the camera system to the other expedition members. Maybe it would distract them, but basically there wasn’t much for them to do right now. And the glance she shot over her shoulder revealed to her that most of her colleagues were holding measuring devices, all pointing at the white veins, but they wouldn’t find out anything substantial any time soon. So she thought it was only fair for everyone, at this moment, to enjoy the full transparency that was hers as mission commander. This was everyone’s business and it was secrecy, after all, that had taken their mission to the edge of catastrophe.

      Patrick examined her face before at last nodding, then returning his fixed gaze to the sphere. It seemed to have reached a kind of plateau, because it didn’t look like it was still building in speed. Instead, now there was a dim illumination below the edge of the ring, which projected down into the depths like a life preserver of diffuse light.

      “Okay, this is new,” Patrick said, stunned. “I think this demon itself is radiating photons.”

      Rachel gazed down as if transfixed by the falling ring of light. The ring became ever smaller, the blackness at its center ever more minuscule, until at last it became a bright point, and then this became ever weaker. A few moments later it looked like a feeble star in the night sky, and was then entirely swallowed by the depths.

      “That has definitely gotten deeper,” she noted. The sheer size of this hole was breathtaking, especially as it had been created so quickly. Not 500 meters away, the equipment at the drilling site had required over a year to drill through just ten kilometers to the nearest point of the subcrustal ocean. The question of what had caused this anomalous point, where the water had extended so close to the surface without it cracking, had not been answered, even after another year had passed. Instead, they had been confronted with a huge range of new questions.

      “Over two hundred and forty kilometers,” Patrick said as he finished using a little laser measuring device that he had been holding over the hole.

      “Unless the laser hit a projection somewhere, or a structure like this sphere.”

      “I don’t think so. The floor that the light hit only varies in height by up to ten centimeters.”

      “Water,” she realized, and nodded. “The hole goes down to the ocean, and the surface of the water is moving.”

      “It looks that way,” Patrick nodded. He reached into his belt and pulled out another device, which he held over the hole.

      She wanted to see what it was, but when she looked out of the corner of her eye it was too dark, and when she looked directly, the illumination of her helmet lamp was too intense, even with a darkened visor.

      “I’m registering an increase in electromagnetic radiation in the depths. It’s slow, but measurable,” he said.

      “Perhaps it is part of the activation of the primary energy system you predicted.”

      “Possibly,” Patrick muttered absently. “We’ll see.”

      It looked like he wanted to say something else, but an insistent chime informed Rachel that there was an incoming radio message.

      It was Boyd. “Hansen?”

      “Yes,” the officer answered. “We have seen something on the sensors out here. Just for a moment, but I don’t believe it is just a brief increase in radiation.”

      “The cyborg!” she said immediately, and felt the blood in her veins run cold. She had feared that she would see the metal monster again, sooner or later, most likely just when they were least able to deal with it. A moment like this. If it was being commanded by Alexius on the Harbinger, then it had most likely already been given new instructions, and those instructions would not include anything good for them, especially since they had intercepted the two Space Hawks.

      “I also thought about that. But we are covering everything in a radius of two hundred meters, and nothing can get close without our suits detecting it. We have contact mines with a wide sensor radius, we launched several autonomous surveillance drones, and we’re scanning pretty much continually with short-range pulses,” Boyd said. He sounded tense, but not too fazed, which melted the ice in Rachel’s veins a little.

      “And the radiation anomaly has disappeared again?”

      “Yes,” the officer confirmed. “I guess it was finding out how close it could come without being detected, perhaps to test our defenses.”

      “Okay. Let me know if something turns up. Who knows if Rhine Ruhr has any more surprises for us? Rachel out.”

      “Everything okay?” Patrick asked. He had turned onto his back and seemed to be entering information into his AR environment, because he was gesturing in the air in front of his helmet and he swiped here and there and made tapping movements.

      “I’m not sure. Boyd might have seen the cyborg,” she said, glancing around nervously. She could now see the Ganymede Explorer coated in the luminous, strange white material, her colleagues like an audience at a considerable distance from the veins and the robot. It was still facing the half-dismantled spaceship, seeming not to have moved from its spot. She knew that to the northeast of her position there was another white ring, but she couldn’t see it because of the light radiating from the ring they were lying on. Beyond all this there was nothing but darkness and the barren wasteland of the unchanging grayish-brown of Ganymede, the almost anthracite backdrop to everything to be found on the side turned away from the sun.

      Where are you hiding, you little bastard? she thought tensely, while her eyes scanned the horizon. Now and again, images replayed in her mind’s eye and she saw again how the coldly efficient being had fallen upon Boyd’s soldiers in the landing capsule and started methodically killing them one after another. She would never forget the view of the shower of weightless spheres of blood billowing through the interior of the cabin and falling to the floor during the landing.

      She looked over at Patrick, but he still seemed to be busy with his AR interface, so the minutes went by uneventfully. On the general radio channel her colleagues soon started to compensate for the lack of activity after all the hectic events, sharing theories, hypotheses, and lots of chatter about the interpretation of the data they had gathered. After all the activity and tension, that was usually a silver lining in the gloom, because there was hardly time to worry, and any peg would do to fill the hole that the ebbing adrenaline had left behind.

      I do this myself, she realized, her teeth gritted. She had expected something big to happen pretty quickly. She had no idea what, exactly, but given the circumstances they now found themselves in, she had expected more than a few minutes’ activity, followed by nothing at all.

      Rachel was reminded of the summer she had spent with her father on the Perdula River, to the east of Porto, to provide relief to their mother—after her brother was gone, Rachel always spoke and thought in terms of their mother—in the cooler mountains because she was plagued by pain in her veins. As so often, Rachel pretended to like the same things as Ruben had. Since his death, she had taken his place and that also meant choosing to go fishing with their father in order not to have to watch him transform ever more into a picture of grief.

      The start of every fishing trip was always exhilarating, in her memory. They drove in an electric jeep from their holiday home to a beautiful spot where they could stand hip-deep in their waders in the water. Then they had put the bait on their hooks, cast their lines, and stared transfixed at the floats. Of course the fish hadn’t started biting immediately, as Rachel always imagined they would. Instead, they had to wait, sometimes so long that she fell asleep, fell into the water, and woke with a huge shock and had to be helped to shore to empty her waders. Sometimes, after hours, they got a bite, sometimes nothing at all.

      And that was exactly how things were now. No, it was even worse, because they didn’t even know if there were any fish in this water and, if there were, what they looked like. Nor did she know what bait they had to cast, or if they were fishing in the right river.

      Minutes became half an hour, until there was a loud beep in her helmet that shocked her out of her lethargy.

      “Hey, it’s Julie,” the cryptographer said over the radio, excitement in her voice. “I have received something from the probe here!”

      “From the probe?” Rachel asked, bemused. So had somebody answered? She would never have expected it in her life. The only ones with the resources were the big four. The exact position of the probe could only be known by Rhine Ruhr and Hyun-Hakkamoto.

      “Yes, from the probe. According to its stamp, the signal comes from Cerberus and has been sent to us via Luna.”

      “From Rhine Ruhr?” Rachel suddenly sat up and stared over at the group of scientists. One of the far-off illuminated helmets was Julie. “Can you put the message through to me?”

      “Sure. I haven’t opened it—it’s addressed to you in particular,” the Frenchwoman replied.

      “Me, in particular? Okay, send it over!”

      In her field of view a yellow blinking envelope symbol appeared, indicating an incoming data transfer, along with its priority level. She clicked on it and allowed it to download, which took 28 seconds.

      She counted down the last 10 seconds in her mind. As soon as the envelope symbol had gone green, she tapped on it and opened the data. She gasped at the sight of a face she knew well, she had only seen it for a short time but it had burned itself into her memory. Rage, injury, and a touch of familiarity battled for command of her feelings, as she gazed at Theodore. He looked a little grayer at the temples, and his eyes looked a little older than she remembered from when he and his team had abducted her several months before.

      “Hello Rachel,” he said into the camera, which was recording him from in front and above. His face filled almost the entire picture, but at the edges she saw arms and legs in black armor and he seemed to be moving.

      “I know you probably weren’t expecting me, but I have information that could mean the difference between life and death for you out there. For us, too. Your message arrived, and it literally landed like a bomb. It made even more of an impact, though, because we discovered two data stores relating to the activities of Rhine Ruhr and Alpha Corporation, and we published it.

      “The cyborg that took out your crew used to be my daughter. Kruger, who was also responsible for your abduction, stole her from me a long time ago and... he murdered her and stuffed her brain in that damned machine. It seems a brain that is still developing is needed for smooth operation. You can see the details in the data that Muffin has sent you, assuming everything has gone smoothly.

      “The project is called Daimon and if... this thing is still threatening you, maybe you can find a way to protect yourselves in the details. Think of it as some small compensation for kidnapping you. The second store of data is about Project Starshot, and it will make your toes curl. Rhine Ruhr and Alpha have known about the white rings since the thirties, when they found one on Mars. And a robot that seems to have been nonfunctional. That was probably why the cyborg ripped that part from the head of the second robot.

      “They knew exactly where they had to look. But you can see the details in the second set of data. There is something else I have to tell you, and I hope this message is going to reach you. The eggheads in the two megacorporations also seemed to have believed the rings are some kind of transport systems.

      “As far as we know, the last remaining ring is located in Los Angeles—on the Ark—and is being guarded by corporate troops, like a pearl in an oyster. The city is rioting and is rising up against downtown. I’m worried that blood will flow, but we are going to try to storm the Ark, to stop the bastards escaping after they have fired off all the big guns.

      “A Thor missile has already destroyed Tel Aviv, and it looks like two more were launched and took out Tokyo and the Ruhr Valley. The world is on the brink of death, Rachel. If you are listening to this message, Earth’s orbit might have already been swept clear by debris, meaning none of the satellites will still be operational.

      “That’s it. If you and your team are right and the rings make it possible to travel between planets, it would be best to avoid the Earth. There is nothing left to save here. If it does happen—if it isn’t under your control, we will try to make sure that the ring ends up in Hell’s Mouth and the execs can’t subjugate another planet.

      Muffin has also sent you some data on the Harbinger that he found on the Cerberus system. Maybe this info will increase your chances. We have our fingers crossed for you. If you see any little green men, tell them about people like you, not guys like me. Then maybe they’ll let you live.

      “Theodore out.”

      That was the end of the private message from her former kidnapper, and Rachel had to take a deep breath after hearing it. He would have been the last person she would expect to get a message from out here in the shadow of Jupiter. Either the solar system was smaller than she imagined, or the universe was much more insane. And she didn’t know which scared her more.

      Even though the messenger and his message were each as surprising as the other, it was the meaning of Theodore’s words that was leaving her so taken aback. If it was true that the megacorporations and governments had launched their anti-satellite weapons, they had unleashed a chain reaction of attacks and counterattacks that couldn’t be stopped.

      Without the satellite network that held the Earth in an iron grip, the modern world was doomed to fall. World economies would collapse within hours, and the growing cloud of debris that would be set racing around the Earth at orbital velocities would leave nothing unscathed. Even if it became possible to launch satellites again in the future, with no functioning economy to make preparations for these efforts, the residual space debris would undoubtedly destroy anything put into orbit if it was any more significant than a postage stamp.

      “Is the transparency over?” Patrick asked, and Rachel jumped in shock. She hadn’t seen him turn to her, or noticed him gazing at her from the side.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Since the landing, you have included the whole team in the flow of information. But since you got this message you have been silent, and your face looks grim. Should I be worried?”

      “Yes, Patrick, you should,” she replied candidly, as she tried to impose some order on her thoughts. This couldn’t be the end. The notion that her home planet had just been condemned to death, that the news was already 40 minutes old and thus it was probably all over, was just too much. She simply couldn’t grasp the meaning of Theodore’s words.

      “What happened?” he asked directly, obviously worried.

      Not worried enough, she realized.

      “On Earth... They fired their tungsten bolts from orbit. Tel Aviv, The Ruhr Valley, Tokyo... all gone. Mercs have taken over Cerberus in L.A., don’t ask me how, and now they and an uprising of the people are marching toward the Ark. Apparently that’s the location of the last ring, which is being guarded by Rhine Ruhr and Alpha Corporation, who have been working together since the thirties, when they found a white ring on Mars,” she told him, and with every additional sentence she felt even more that it all sounded like a bad movie script—or at least nothing like reality.

      “What?” Patrick almost screamed, flashing a glance around before continuing in a fierce whisper, “What did you say?”

      “Theodore, a merc who was involved in my abduction, told me this.”

      “I see,” he said, relieved. “So you were joking...”

      “Patrick! No! I’m not joking.” she replied, voice firm and emphatic as she grasped his shoulder. “I’ll send you the recording, and I want you to take a look at the data attachments so you can tell me if the information is believable. Do you hear me?”

      “Erm, yeah. Sure.” The engineer nodded in confusion and stared searchingly into her eyes, as if he still hoped she was kidding.

      “Start right away. If the data looks like it’s correct, we have to decide if we tell the others. This is important for everyone to know, but if anyone loses it, that could spell catastrophe.”

      Holy shit! she thought, her heart pounding. I’m on the edge of losing it myself!

      In time to her heartbeat, she jumped to her feet, sprang down from the ring onto the raw ice, hurriedly ran in the direction of her colleagues, and quickly found Julie.

      “Julie,” she said breathlessly, even before the cryptographer had recognized her. “Are you still in contact with our probe? We have to send out a signal.”

      Julie raised her eyes from her datapad in surprise, and her blinding helmet lamps briefly hurt Rachel’s eyes before her visor automatically darkened. “We lost the probe a few seconds ago to another Space Hawk fired by the Harbinger,” Julie replied. She sounded more contrite than shocked, as if it was all her fault.

      “What? Why didn’t we know anything about it before this?” asked Rachel.

      “Many of their systems were suppressed by the EMP from our nuclear missiles, including most of the sensors and the proximity alarms. But that isn’t the worst news, I’m afraid.” The Frenchwoman paused for a second and sighed.

      Rachel indicated to her to continue with an impatient gesture. Believe me there is no way that your news can be as bad as mine.

      “The sensors that were still online were dorsal telescopes, and they detected two other Space Hawks.”

      “Oh?”

      “One is on a strange course to a point near the north pole, if my calculations are correct,” Julie explained, gesturing vaguely in the direction where the robot was silently gazing at them.

      “And the other one?”

      Julie raised her gaze and Rachel had never seen her face so bloodless. “The other one is heading right for us.” She pointed at their feet.

      Okay, so I’m wrong—it is worse, she thought in horror.

      “It will impact in approximately fifty to sixty minutes.”

      And there is absolutely nothing we can do about it, Rachel silently added.
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      Cerberus, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      They met Yuri on the ground floor, where he was waiting for them in the corridor leading to exit C-5 with about 100 men all armed to the teeth. Dead Russians and corporate guards were lying on the floor everywhere, riddled with bullets or torn apart by grenades. Yuri’s troops looked pretty chewed up—most wore ripped armored clothes, and knee and elbow pads that had all seen better days. But their guns were impressive. Theodore could see only military designs—machine guns, assault rifles, grenade launchers, and even a multi-launcher for micro-missiles.

      The Vory exchanged stares of enmity with the corporate guards that Theodore had with him, but even all the butchery they had all seen didn’t cause violence to break out between them. They pulled themselves together. Their rage at the corporate executives was so great that they were ready to focus on putting each and every one of them to the sword. Theodore very much hoped that this rage would keep them thinking positive, and not lead too many of them to make stupid decisions. Mobs of tense people all too often fell into this trap, and this tense mob was armed to the teeth.

      “Are you ready?” Yuri asked with a grin.

      Theodore couldn’t help shaking his head at the realization that the Vory boss was still wearing his nasty white suit and mesh A-shirt. “Are you sure you want to go to the Ark looking like that?”

      “Sure,” said the Russian in his heavy accent, with a laugh, and ran his hand, fingers dripping with gold rings, over his shaved head. He simply ignored the guards. “If I was dressed in rags, I would be no better than these animals here, hmm? You have to have some style.”

      “Yeah, I guess you do,” Jackie muttered beside him.

      “Okay. Let’s get going. If I understand right, the show is going to start any moment, and we will need at least a quarter of an hour to get to the Ark,” Theodore said. He pointed to the double doors at the end of the corridor. In normal circumstances it would be operating as an entrance and exit for delivery trucks, but these were far from normal circumstances.

      “I’ve already taken a look. There are more trucks out there than we need.” Yuri waved his hand dismissively. “Vory don’t travel on foot. We drive and shoot.”

      “Really,” Theodore replied flatly. “Well, okay then.”

      They emerged from the doors into darkness in the area surrounding Cerberus, pierced here and there by vast numbers of powerful lights on high poles. Between the base of the pyramid—which went on forever in both directions—and the fence, there was empty space measuring about 200 meters. Normally, defense drones would be patrolling via rails on the ground and monorails above, but it looked like Muffin had knocked out their systems. It was the only way Theodore could explain the fact that the razor-wire-topped, five-meter-high fence had been cut in numerous places.

      Off to the left he saw a horde firing wildly as they used trucks to break through the fence, and then they ran toward Cerberus without anyone doing anything to stop them.

      “You do realize that the Ark is going to be hell, right?” Jackie asked from her spot standing beside him. She had obviously been following his gaze.

      “Yes, otherwise neither we nor anyone else would ever have been able to take out Cerberus,” he admitted. He pursed his lips. “Maybe they have other worries right now that take precedence over their war against the other corporations, and their people are spread a little thin. What is happening here will be happening in a lot of other places. How many guards do you think are going to stay loyal when their bosses have set the world on fire?”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Jackie didn’t sound particularly convinced, and if he was being honest, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure himself. But they needed all the positivity they could get for what they were planning.

      The area around exit C-5 looked like it was a pedestrian entrance for the logistics people. Trucks were standing in ranks to the right and left, their tails docked to square apertures that they fit into exactly. Loading robots would usually have been in operation, emptying and filling the trucks, while their drivers stood smoking and chatting at door C-5.

      An electrical shudder went through Theodore as his reflex managers sprang to life. He ducked and looked up, more instinctively than consciously. First came the sound of an explosion, then he saw a spurt of flames emerge from one of the upper floors on the flanks of Cerberus. The point was so high up that the rain of glittering glass shards and glowing debris would take at least half a minute to fall to where they were.

      “Move out!” he yelled, and he and his entire force ran as fast as they could in the direction of the mutilated chain-link fence, beyond which 55th Avenue stood deserted.

      Just as they arrived at the fence there was a mighty crash from behind them. Theodore spun around. A block of concrete, about the size of a compact car, slammed into a truck and destroyed it as if it was a toy. Small chunks fell like deadly hail onto the trucks and asphalt, and it took several seconds for the falling debris to stop. Shards of glass whistled past his ears. Some of the Vory around him swore in Russian, though they were in no real danger.

      When it was over, Yuri pointed at three undamaged trucks to their right. “Go, go! Dawai!”

      The guards looked expectantly at Theodore, who just nodded and followed the Russians at a run. They headed toward the fourth undamaged truck, the one that hadn’t been taken by Yuri’s people when they moved as one toward the vehicles, displaying such discipline that it would have put a highly-trained HTR team to shame. Luckily, the trucks were not docked with Cerberus, like many of the others that had been destroyed by the hail of debris. There was just enough space left to squeeze between the wall of the arcology and the rear edge of the loading dock.

      Theodore and Jackie waited until the guards, and a handful of Russians who hadn’t found a place in the other trucks, had disappeared inside and then ran to the driver’s cab, which was a little reminiscent of a duck’s beak.

      He let Jackie take the wheel, taking the uncomfortable bucket seat beside her for himself. She was a much better driver when it came to large vehicles, and because they were expecting rubble and burning barricades everywhere, the autopilot was useless. It would hit the brakes at every little obstacle and try to give a wide berth to everything it had to drive around. There was no time for that. Whatever was happening at the Ark, Theodore was sure time was getting short. The end of the world was coming, which made planning for the future a waste of time.

      He imagined terrified suits, and eggheads in white coats, running around a white ring with all kinds of devices sticking out, illuminated by floodlights. It was similar to the images of Project Starshot. Theodore thought about his words, which he’d had Muffin send to Rachel, and realized that he still meant what he’d said. If there was going to be first contact out there, for real, not just with a robot, then it would certainly be best for all involved if the aliens never made contact with the real Earth. They would have to make do with the expedition, made up of intelligent people who actually had something going for them.

      On the Earth of 2058 there was only illness, ruin, greed, and death—nothing that anyone would want to share with another civilization. Even if everything went peacefully, what did they have to offer? Hypercapitalism? The desire to also exploit the resources of the home planet of the others? Exploitation rights to their rain forests, if they had any, to dig below them for rare minerals? Then import even cheaper workforces? The creation of a system-wide political apparatus like the Council of Four that held entire nations to ransom, and their ‘growth at any price’ agenda, practiced at full force?

      “What do you think?” Jackie asked, steering their electric truck through the open gates right in front of them onto 55th Avenue and then turning right and accelerating in the direction of Hell’s Mouth. Theodore could see in the driver’s mirror that Yuri’s truck was seamlessly joining the convoy and following them.

      “I think it’s a good idea that, from now on, we don’t connect to any other places in the universe,” he answered honestly, and looked down at his hands. They were shaking. He sighed and balled them into fists.

      “You’re damn right!”

      “History is obviously repeating itself, and although we have been writing it down for millennia, we never learn anything. Whenever we discover new lands or peoples, our greed and cultural arrogance mean it always ends in disaster. Imagine if we hadn’t wiped out the indigenous people of North America—what we could have learned today from their very different cultures. The first white settlers were fed from their gifts of food, and in return they gradually butchered them and pushed the remaining survivors onto reservations. We still celebrate Thanksgiving in memory of those Native Americans that filled the newcomers’ stomachs with turkey when they needed help. As a thank you, there was genocide because they stood in the way of expansion. It was the same in South America. Columbus brought high, diplomatic ideals with him, but also sickness and the greed for gold. Then came Hernando Cortes, who saw the gold and swiftly butchered the Aztecs, allowing him to take it all for the Spanish crown.”

      “So we can only hope that the aliens, if there are any, don’t have anything we want,” Jackie growled. She drove around a barricade of burning tires, which looked like it had already been broken through in various places. The streets here were deserted.

      A helicopter swooped low over them, then it was quiet again. He guessed most of the local people had already evacuated, or perhaps joined the riots. They would soon run into one of the latter.

      “Even if they have nothing of interest to us,” he said, “we will try to wipe them out. Just think about the indigenous Australians. They wandered the desert in loincloths, or even naked, surrounded by expanses of nothing. What happened to them? There are only very few left, and they are forcefully integrated or forced onto reservations where they drink themselves to death because of the lack of opportunity forced on them.

      “The Cambodian dictator, Pol Pot, had everyone who wore glasses killed in the name of Communism, because he thought they belonged to the middle class. Later, in the famous killing fields, children were killed against trees and their parents beaten to death with clubs and iron bars, to save ammunition. There were more people to be killed than they could cope with, so waiting areas were created, with music playing while people were being killed behind their walls, so that the screams of the dying family members could not be heard.

      “And I haven’t even mentioned the horrors of Hitler’s concentration camps or the mass killings of Stalin. Our history is a sequence of horrific acts against ourselves, and this also extends to nature. We have known about climate change and our influence on our fragile biosphere since the middle of the last century. All that this knowledge has resulted in is dinner-party talk about how important it is to recycle household waste, how awful the killing of the rain forest is, and how terrible the continent-sized carpet of waste floating in the ocean. We like to share videos of turtles choking on plastic straws, or dolphins dying in fishing nets, being shocked to our core.

      “But who was willing to go without their cosmetic creams? Who refused plastic bags at the supermarket? Who ordered Long Island iced tea with no straw? Who lived without a smartphone, or their car that ran on gas? Who didn’t buy any product containing palm oil, to protect the rain forest? Nobody. Our horror only lasts until it gets in the way of our habits, even though I’m sure we all have the best of intentions. Humanity is a sickness that spreads quicker than the organism of the universe can deal with them.

      “Today we have the chance to correct a mistake once and for all, the mistake that is ourselves,” he said, voice firm, as he looked down at his hands, which were resting in his lap. They weren’t shaking anymore.

      “Sorry, Teddy,” Jackie said after a long pause, her delicate mouth a slight smile of apology.

      “What for?” he asked, confused.

      “I recorded your little speech and sent it to Muffin. It is possible he shared it.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “It’s good to know why we are sacrificing ourselves, since we are heading for the best-defended location on this fading Earth, don’t you think? The people out there need a last push before they will dare to jump from the cliff, and I think you have given it to them without realizing it.”

      Jackie pointed outward, through the windshield, at the road ahead.

      Theodore zoomed in and saw the mighty silhouette of the Ark at the end of the interstate. In front was a huge mass of vehicles and people, moving this way and that. At the same moment the first blooms of fire started to shine. A sea of muzzle flashes traveled along the mass like lightning. The spiraling trails of missiles were etched across the sky and explosions bloomed—in the air, among the people, and in the direction of the Ark. The staccato sound of destruction was so overpowering and intense that automatic filters in their ears came online to protect the delicate hardware.

      Then he whispered, “It’s started.”

      “Yes. And there is no way back. Maybe you should remind us again why we have no right to stretch out our hands to the stars.”

      Theodore shook his head. He didn’t believe that the misanthropic grumbling of a bitter man like himself could make people forget their will to live. No. The people of Los Angeles had for decades lived under the iron grip of the corporations, harassed daily by corrupt cops from Center Sec and squeezed under the thumb of their employers. All the abandoned people had been forced out to the outskirts, their power and water cut off, while the rich did whatever they chose to their shared living space, the Earth, to make themselves ever richer in their glass palaces.

      It was only natural for just these people, in the face of an imminent disaster that was not of their making, but the consequences of which they would soon be forced to share in, to turn against their oppressors. All people have a limit to what they can bear, and what they are prepared to endure, and this limit had obviously been reached. To his mind, the rest was a mix of herd mentality, collective adrenaline, and the knowledge that the consequences of their actions were coming anyway.

      “We must simply give everything we have to prevent something even worse,” he said, and impulsively took her hand, which she was at that moment using to increase the gap between wheels and chassis to easily allow them to drive over all the rubble and torn metal. The road was covered in it, and the many bodies and pools of blood spoke of the combat that had taken place over recent hours.

      Jackie looked at her hand, enclosed by his, then looked him directly in the eye.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “What for?”

      “For your honesty, and for what you have shown me about what is really behind all this. I’m sorry that my eyes were always closed. I’m only half the man I wish you see me as. My life is a pile of shards that crunch with every footstep and remind me of the shattered glass of the past. Now I see how often you tried to help me clear it up, and I just hear more crunching when I think about how it was me who broke the glass. That you were there for me anyway makes you a much better person than I am, and I think that I love you for it.”

      Jackie glanced at the road, drove over a burning trash can, and then glanced back at him. Her face, which reflected the approaching explosions of the battle, looked expressionless, but her eyes were vibrating, fire-spewing windows into the world of her emotions.

      “In reality, all I have is sympathy for your self-justifications and constant whimpering,” she taunted, and frowned in irritation.

      A few seconds later they laughed, loud and long, and continued to hold hands as they drove toward one end of the jam of people that stretched at least two kilometers to the Ark. They were healthy laughs, contented laughs, and they came from the depths of their souls. They were the laughs of fat-bellied Buddhas, who knew all too well that their time had run out.

      But that no longer seemed like bad news, it was more of a relief—to know your own end was like emerging into clear mountain air after a life in the tropics, in the knowledge that all your energy could be expended in the ascent. If there was no way back, then there was no reason to hold anything in reserve—no feelings, no fears, no wishes. Now everything was an open book, and all they had to do was write the last few pages. They knew the ending. All that was needed now was to make the ending satisfactory.

      At that moment, as their laughs gradually faded and they gave each other a last, deep look, it happened. Theodore didn’t see the three helicopter gunships come thundering over the roof of the building to the right. Two of them fired missiles, and hit two of the trucks carrying Yuri’s people, instantly turning them into expanding balls of fire.

      The third fired, and hit the cab of their truck.
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Rachel had expected panic to break out when she told her team about the oncoming Space Hawk, which would reach them in 30 minutes. The ship’s AI, Sam, no longer existed, as was true of most of the Ganymede Explorer. They had been forced to rely on Patrick and Migeot’s quick calculations. Whatever the robot’s plans were, whatever the ring would do in the end, if anything, in half an hour there would be nothing left of their location except a smoking crater.

      Boyd’s only answer to her news had been, “Understood.” Her colleagues, on the other hand, had reacted in a much more emotional way. The general radio channel was full of their agitated chatter, but they weren’t in the grip of panic. Instead, they had obviously somehow accepted that their first encounter with the Harbinger was coming, though still many days away, and nothing would be simple after that. Their excited chatter revolved around finding solutions to these problems. They were concentrating on what they did best—analyzing problems with science, and solving them.

      There were suggestions about relocating the remaining elements of the Ganymede Explorer to the white ring, about detonating the remaining two nuclear warheads at the base of the drill hole to kickstart the process, even improvising a small missile to intercept the Space Hawk. To Rachel’s ears it all sounded like they were just keeping busy with discussing solutions to avoid descending into a panic. Whatever the case, none of it sounded very promising. At least, not within the next 30 minutes.

      She realized that it was in fact 29 minutes, as she stared at the countdown she had placed in her field of view.

      She left the wildly gesturing cluster of her comrades and hurried quickly but carefully in the direction of the robot, which was still standing as motionless as a pillar of salt. The blue illumination of the two stripes of its eyes, which her brain always turned into a face whether she wanted it to or not, looked somehow calm. Rachel always felt calmer when she looked at the machine lifeform, that like a rock amid towering waves, seemed unmoved by what was happening.

      Of course it did, because it was a machine governed by an algorithm!

      It was astonishing how tight the horizons of the human mind were in relation to experiencing and processing reality. It all happened within templates and patterns that fascinated her as a biochemist. Even her addiction to lorazepam had shown how subjective and skewed her perception of things was. After all, every perception, every thought, every experience, was nothing more than a chain of biochemical processes. If a link in the chain was taken away by lorazepam, the deepest of fears could be transformed into disinterest and relaxation, even if everything all around one was going to hell.

      In her branch of science, it had long been known that people and animals were nothing other than biological algorithms, some more complex, some simpler. There were experiments as early as the turn of the millennium that had proved the impulse to push a button could be measured before subjects had even had the thought of pushing the button. Human behavior had been ever-better predicted and categorized according to clear-cut rules. It was not without reason that current AIs were masters at predicting the behavior of masses of people under surveillance based on their body language and facial microexpressions.

      It still wasn’t 100 percent effective, but close to it, and the direction development was going did not make Rachel feel good. It could emerge, in the end, that there was less difference between her and this robot than she would like to think. It was a machine built of metal, driven by an algorithm, and she was a machine of flesh and blood that was also driven by an algorithm. One was stored on a hard disk made by people, the other in a brain, the origin of which wasn’t 100 percent explained.

      There was still one mystery, and it was that humans continued in their role, and had prevented the AIs from already having taken control of the planet, the uncoupling of consciousness and intelligence. Before the invention of stronger AIs, humans were the undisputed rulers of the Earth, because they were the most intelligent living beings and simultaneously possessed consciousness. Humans were able to reflect on their lives and think about the concept of self-ness and the meaning of their lives, and wonder about the future.

      But they could also build machines that were even more intelligent, and that could autonomously continue to develop themselves, as with the machine learning already underway at the start of the 21st century. But AIs had no consciousness. They simply followed the orders of their algorithm and did not reflect on their actions. That was reserved for people and, to a certain degree, animals, and the reason for this was something that was still perplexing science to this day.

      The more she thought about it, the more she realized that this was the reason why she was standing in front of this robot now. This was the reason she was gazing at the dark skies of Ganymede and not fantasizing about the missiles that would soon atomize them, but instead the robot and how it could get her away from here. She wanted to meet its creator and ask that being the questions that had been troubling people since time immemorial. Where did we come from? Why do we function the way we do, and to what end?

      Just to see it would provide an answer. They would know that they weren’t the only creation, and certainly not the top of the hierarchy, and would forever be responsible for their own existence. There had been enough thought experiments to confirm that when people could build intelligent beings such as AIs, it was only logical that people too were created by an intelligent being. Such thought experiments didn’t usually appeal much to Rachel, she wanted to stay in touch with reality and wanted to be able to examine what was happening in front of her.

      “A missile is heading for us,” she broadcast to the robot over the radio, which then lowered its head and seemed to look at her with its two illuminated strips. But, of course, it did not answer.

      She tried to reason with it. “I don’t suppose you can somehow shoot it down? We would very much like to meet your creators and learn from them.”

      No reaction. Rachel sighed and continued moving in the direction of the ring. She arrived at the edge, put both hands on the surface, and then carefully jumped up. She landed on top and caught her balance, then lowered herself to her knees and shuffled to the edge.

      The sphere was moving faster now, and there seemed to be a slight red glow from inside it. She had to squint to make out the light at all. The various shells of the sphere slid so swiftly within each other that they became a blur, creating the illusion of being just one smooth surface. The object looked more like a spherical obsidian stone than the assembled parts of an onion.

      Rachel thought for a moment and looked at the opposite edge of the ring. The red shimmer was reflected there, barely perceptibly, in the smooth white surface. She retreated a little, until she couldn’t see into the hole, but could just see the upper edge of the other side of the ring. The red reflection disappeared. But then when she moved closer it appeared again as soon as the upper part of her helmet rose over the edge of the opening.

      “Patrick?” she said to her friend over the radio.

      “Yes?”

      “Can you come over to the ring? I believe something is happening here.”

      “I’m on my way,” the engineer replied immediately. A fleeting glance behind her showed her that a figure was emerging from the mass of talking people in the distance, and it started to move hurriedly toward her. The beam of Patrick’s helmet lamp swept agitatedly over the dark surface of the moon, while he swiftly approached with soft leaps.

      In the meantime, she returned her attention to the spherical glow and she increased the sensitivity of the sensors in her visor until she could clearly see it. It seemed to be coming from within the sphere, although that was utterly impossible. The movement of the various layers made it impossible to see, even with her suit systems, that it wasn’t a giant sphere that was simply rotating about its own axis, like a planetoid. But despite that, the light was definitely coming from inside, and radiating evenly in every direction. Is it possible that the source was in the walls of the ring and simply reflected in such a way that it just seemed to have its origin in the sphere?

      It would go against just about everything she knew about the behavior of photons, but it would confirm a lot of things she had experienced out here. As far as her level of understanding was concerned, her suspicion that the sphere could be a transport system made no sense. Einstein-Rosen bridges, wormholes, were a theoretical model and not observed as a phenomenon in the universe—and even in the theoretical models, wormholes big enough to transport a human required the energy of the entire sun. Whatever the white ring was doing here, or could do, she didn’t think it could mobilize the energy of an entire sun.

      Aliens might be far in advance of humanity. The age of the universe didn’t just make this possible, it actually made it likely. Nevertheless, they could not ignore the laws of physics, or they were so far advanced that their knowledge was of so-fundamentally a higher nature that they saw different interrelationships between things, against which humans were just ants in an upturned jar. What did they know about the world outside their jar?

      She didn’t need to waste any thought on such a world beyond the laws of nature they knew because this was an experiment that was doomed to failure. To think beyond their own horizon of understanding would be like trying to teach a kindergartener who couldn’t even read or write about the laws of thermodynamics. It would be just as easy not to bother, and watch them be amazed at what happened when the jar was removed.

      “What happened?” Patrick gasped, out of breath. She hadn’t even noticed him come up. Instead of answering, she pointed at the sphere. At first there was no reaction. Then his eyes went wide. “Oh.”

      “That isn’t everything. It stops as soon as we move back.” To demonstrate, she tapped him on the shoulder and they shuffled a little further back than she had before.

      “Intriguing,” he said, as they again moved their heads above the edge. “It almost seems like the sphere is reacting to our presence.”

      “Yes, but not just that. It reacts to whether it can see we are present from its perspective,” she added.

      “A sensor system?”

      “You’re the engineer.”

      “Well, I could imagine that there are some kind of sensor systems there, like a kind of LiDAR or something like that but one that works with a spectrum we can’t see,” Patrick replied, in a growl of indecision. “The only thing for sure is that it is reacting to us, and that means a new mechanism is in play.”

      “That had already happened when the sphere suddenly ascended from the floor of the shaft and appeared up here.”

      “Yes, but that could’ve been some normal process. The fact that the light is connected to our presence is the first direct evidence that anything other than the robot is taking active notice of us.”

      “What do you think is behind it?” she asked.

      “Hmm,” Patrick mused. The eerie red light seemed to have become a little more intense as it reflected from his visor. “If it really is a transport system, and I really hope it is, because otherwise we are going to be vaporized in less than twenty minutes, it makes sense that it should scan us first. We have detector walls at our airports that scan us. Wherever this thing is going to take us, it will certainly first want to know exactly who it is that it is sending to the other side.”

      “Assuming it is a transport system and not a bomb, a simple sensor system, or a terraforming device,” she said, and turned her attention away from him, to look again at the sphere as if mesmerized, and into the vague red light that seemed to have no source, but still seemed to come from the object.

      “Sure. All that is just speculation within our tiny speculative horizons of understanding. Who even knows what is going to happen next?”

      “It can’t be worse than what is coming this way,” she said, gesturing vaguely upward at the dark, starry sky. Rachel very much hoped she was right, because the more she thought about it, a quick death from a missile strike seemed better to her than a few other alternatives.

      Maybe I should stop thinking about it.

      A hum at the edge of perception attracted her attention. She slowly straightened and turned around until she was sitting and staring directly at the robot, which had approached and seemed to be looking directly at her.

      “Patrick?”

      “Hmm? Oh!”

      “Do not be afraid,” Ruben said in her ear. But again the message came from the robot.

      “What is that?” she asked, but the robot was again silent. Only the low hum that hinted at an open connection remained.

      Rachel looked at the metal colossus, then glanced at its scratched shoulder plates and remembered the groove in the left one. Mönning had been working outside on the 3D printing module one time, doing some welding, and he got a cramp in his hand and slipped. She would never forget that groove, because they had given Mönning a hard time about it for days. That meant that this part of the composite must come from the outer hull of the module. It seemed unreal that this entirely strange being, created by a power that was utterly unknown to her, was constructed from components all too familiar.

      “Not a very talkative guy, hmm?” Patrick sighed, and was about to say something else, but Rachel raised a hand to silence him. “What is it?”

      “I’m getting a new transmission.”

      “From the robot?”

      “Yes.” She instructed Ruben to immediately share the data with the whole team as soon as it had downloaded. Then, a photoreal simulation appeared in her AR view. In the simulation, she and Patrick stood up, took a few steps to the side, and the robot climbed onto the ring. The other astronauts, including Boyd and his men, followed him, one after another, forming an orderly line. Then the robot jumped and landed on the sphere. Instead of crashing into it, Rachel saw the robot merely seem to disappear, as if into thin air. But the sphere was still a rapidly rotating ball of impenetrable metal.

      What she saw was impossible. But, in the simulation, she and Patrick followed its example, jumping precisely from the edge onto the uppermost pole of the object. They also disappeared, and so did the rest of them as they followed, until gradually everyone was gone, at which point the sphere stopped moving and again descended into the depths. Then the video ended.

      “That’s it?” she asked in shock, and stared up at the robot, which continued to stare calmly at her from its two luminous stripes. “What happens then? Where are we?”

      “Twelve minutes remaining until impact,” Patrick announced over a private channel.

      Twelve minutes? That wasn’t much time. Her colleagues and the soldiers came running toward them. But it would still take time for them to get there and form into a line. In her AR view the silhouettes were marked and outlined in red, to make them stand out against the all-encompassing darkness of the moon.

      “That thing wants us to just jump in,” Rachel whispered, thinking as quickly as she could. She could have everyone start running away, and it was possible they could open enough distance between themselves and the incoming missiles to not be killed instantly. But sooner or later they would have air supply and other life support problems that they couldn’t solve. There was no way they could quickly carry away—or protect—enough of the replacement tanks to enable themselves to survive some unknown number of days, or maybe even weeks.

      That idea was pointless anyway. The only ship in range was the Harbinger, and it would take longer than ten days to reach them. If they even lived that long, Alexius Brown would just send down more cyborgs or marines to kill them. His orders were obvious. Such thoughts were pointless because she had already decided that she would trust the robot and the being controlling it, if there was one. They’d had their back to the wall since long before the last cryptic video message had arrived from the robot that still hadn’t said anything to them.

      “We’re going to jump in, right?” she asked, rhetorically, and exchanged a look with Patrick, whose blue-illuminated face was a mix of curiosity and fear. Like a portrait in smeared oils, his feelings were warring visibly in his expressions.

      “I don’t think we have any choice,” he said, giving voice to what she was already thinking.

      “Hey,” Boyd interrupted over the radio. “My people and I will go through first.”

      “But the simulation...”

      The officer interrupted politely but firmly, “I don’t care about that. I understand that we have to risk going in, but this situation is precisely the reason we were sent here. If something is too dangerous, you should let us go first.”

      “But I don’t think it’s sending a good message for war machines to go through in motorized armor, armed to the teeth,” she countered.

      “Go through where? For all we know, this thing might just atomize us, or scan our brains and destroy our bodies. Besides, the simulation showed us going through with our weapons. The robot obviously doesn’t mind. If we really do come out somewhere, I want to be sure that we get there first and can react quickly if needed. Based on mission orders I would even be within my rights to take command based on the threat level.”

      “Okay,” she said, with a sigh. She had to weigh two unknowns against each other. Perhaps it would be seen as aggression for her to send soldiers, but on the other hand, maybe it would actually be dangerous wherever they would end up. They would definitely need the combined intelligence of the scientists, that much was sure—assuming they did end up somewhere... Weighing the ‘maybes,’ it didn’t make any sense to get into an argument with the captain right now. With a 50-50 chance, she was more than happy to let somebody else make the decision.

      “Rachel to everyone. You’ve seen it for yourself. We’re following the simulation, with one change, which is Captain Boyd and his people will go first. Let’s move it along, we don’t want to get fried by the Space Hawk.”

      “Speaking of the Space Hawk...” Patrick said tensely, patting her on the shoulder and holding his arm display where she could see it. A red dot was displayed on it, moving toward a green dot—and it had almost reached it. “It looks like we miscalculated, or the sensor data was off. The mobile radar station is detecting the missile now, and says it will hit in forty seconds.”

      Rachel gazed up at the twinkling stars of the sky in shock. One of the glowing points seemed to flicker for a second and then it grew bigger.

      “Oh, no...”
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      Near the Ark, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore awoke with a huff, which didn’t have the force to be a cough or a groan because it had lost all its strength in his windpipe. His eyes were closed, and yet he could see something flickering up ahead like a firestorm. Bright lights and stars danced in front of him like annoying spirits.

      The next thing he was aware of was heat. His skin prickled so bad that he thought it had already broken out in blisters. Pain burned in his right shoulder and clanged in his temples like a gong being slammed over and over, every second. He groaned something incomprehensible, without knowing what kind of sound he had actually been attempting, and opened his eyes.

      It was immediately apparent that the truck was now on its side, because Theodore was hanging by his belt, which was cutting sharply into his upper body. His arms and legs hung down toward Jackie, who was at that moment unbuckling herself. Streams of blood could be seen on her face, and on her neck, but otherwise she looked like she was in one piece. But maybe her movements only looked so fast because his head felt like it was full of concrete.

      A slight movement of his head, which brought a pain like a hot knife being stabbed into his brain, allowed him to see the windshield. The carbon-reinforced plasglass was shattered, but it looked like it had held. Fire was reflecting in all the shards that were still wrapped around the front section of the truck. The extreme fragmentation of the glass made the interplay of red and orange and yellow shades into a kind of living mosaic, pretty, except that it was terrifying and it was flooding the cab with intense heat.

      “Hey, Teddy, are you okay?”

      As if in slow motion, he turned his head to Jackie, earning himself another stab of pain.

      “Hey, can you hear me?”

      How did she get over to me so quickly? he wondered in shock.

      Her face appeared right in front of his. Her gaze was full of concern, as she looked him over. “Can you hear me?” she repeated, and pulled his eyelids up.

      “Ouch,” he protested.

      “I’m going to cut you free now, and I’ll catch you. Okay?”

      He didn’t understand.

      A moment later he saw something glint, and then his body became infinitely heavy as it fell. Whether he was falling for a second or an eternity, he couldn’t say. Theodore didn’t even register what direction he was falling as he lost consciousness.
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        * * *

      

      He was lying on something hard when he woke up. Thank goodness the back of his head was resting on something soft. Dim light reached his eyes and, when he opened them, he could see it was almost dark. Jackie’s face was above him. Her gracefully curved lips, the delicate but expressive cheekbones that framed her big, blue eyes...

      Then a second face appeared. It belonged to a man that he thought he vaguely recognized.

      Yuri.

      The two seemed to be talking to each other about something because their lips were in constant movement. But all he could hear was distorted sound, as if they were speaking underwater.

      Jackie looked grim as she repeatedly shook her head in response to Yuri speaking to her with a frown on his face. His face was smeared with blood and marred by a hurriedly stapled wound above his left eye. The injury made him look even more aggressive and violent than usual, if that was possible.

      Theodore’s eyelids began to grow heavy. He groaned in discomfort before quickly closing them again. He didn’t want to fall back into unconsciousness. Somehow he knew he would never wake up again if things went black one more time.

      “Shit!” he yelled as his heart suddenly started pounding. He could hear his blood pulsing in his ears. His eyes shot open and he sat up.

      “Hey! It’s me. It’s Jackie!”

      He turned his head and stared into Jackie’s face. “Wha... wha... what...?” he muttered, but his words came rushing so fast through his lips that he was spluttering.

      “Yuri shot you up with a dose of Burn,” she explained and her lips became even more compressed.

      Burn. He knew it from the Snow War. It was bad stuff.

      He looked around and saw a handful of corporate guards in their black combat armor. The lieutenant from Cerberus was among them. Two of Yuri’s men were hanging around by a half-destroyed window, heavy machine guns over their shoulders. They were smoking and seemed to be chatting quietly. The area around them was empty, gray, and covered in chunks of concrete. Cables and beams hung from the ceiling in places.

      “Burn... Okay,” he said after a while, as his heartbeat slowed a little and he had the feeling he could finally think a bit more clearly.

      “There’s something else,” Jackie said softly, just at the edge of his hearing.

      “My arm,” he realized, and looked at the right side of his body. His augmented arm ended just below the shoulder in a stump of torn titanium bones, cables, ceramic elements, and three thick hoses with liquid dripping from them. Maybe it’s the Burn that is punishing my brain, he thought, as he tried to convince himself that everything was fine, but he couldn’t even blink. His augmented arm was gone. His face had certainly been burned, judging by the pain from the left half, even under the influence of the drug. But he could at least move his left arm, both legs, and his upper body, and that was more than he had any right to expect after being hit by a missile.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked, wanting to make Jackie’s worried face go away. He could take anything but her sympathy.

      “One of the helicopters hit us with a missile. One of Yuri’s men fired off a cloud of flechettes, I think, and that saved our lives. We’d have been toast if that damn missile hadn’t exploded several meters away from the driver’s cab,” she explained.

      “How much time has passed?”

      “Not much. Thanks to my autoinjector, Yuri and I were able to carry you out and get you to the nearest apartment building before the helicopter could come around again. Maybe ten minutes? When we got here, your pulse went through the floor and Yuri talked me into injecting you with Burn, which the lieutenant gave me. I’m sorry.” She gazed at him as if looking at a favorite ring that had just fallen into the waste disposal and was lost forever.

      “It’s fine,” he replied. He got to his feet with help from her and Yuri, at first unsteadily, then more securely. Theodore was pretty sure that it wasn’t just the Burn at work, but something else was happening that he had been expecting.

      In his first year in the Snow War he had suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder, and he remembered all too well what a difficult time it had been in his life. As a police officer he had seen things that nobody should ever have to see, not if he wanted to keep a healthy mind. But there had been something worse about the military, a component that had almost broken him, and that was the uncertainty and constant fear. Fear for the other soldiers he was so close to, and anxiety about his own life and things he might do to other people.

      He had been sent to the company psychologist and had learned two things that he had never forgotten. These were the things that had later helped him kick the booze. The first was to analyze his fears and think them through to their logical conclusion. What was the worst thing that could happen if what he feared actually happened? Usually the real-world horror was never as bad as the fevered imaginings about what might happen.

      In his current situation, since the start of the attack on Cerberus, his death had been the worst possible outcome. Everyone had to die sometime, that was the only thing that connected people, no matter where they were from or what their beliefs were. And he was ready to die. After all, life had taken so much from him that he felt more connected with the afterlife than with the land of the living.

      The other lesson that had saved him from becoming a martyr to his own mind was to live his life in portions, one day after another. Worrying about yesterday and tomorrow was not a positive use of his time, so he kept concentrating on the here and now. It was not necessary to have been happy yesterday, or to be happy tomorrow, only to get through today. That took a great weight from his shoulders. That’s how it was now. Only now he had to partition this day into hours. Nothing else was different. One problem at a time, he told himself.

      “It’s fine,” he repeated, and patted the dust from his clothes with his left hand. Right at the edge of his awareness, he sensed he was going through a kind of shock, as if he had put his fingers into a power outlet, but it didn’t really penetrate to his consciousness. His jacket and pants were torn, but they would still do their job.

      He looked up again. They were all gazing at him but didn’t say anything. Their eyes looked emotional, as if they were looking at a mortally wounded animal that ought to be put down but had instead forced itself to its feet once more.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I have lost my augmented arm, and I could drop dead at any moment, but we all do that sooner or later,” Theodore growled. He stretched out his hand in Yuri’s direction. The Russian grinned his platinum grin and drew his Colt Bronco from the back of his pants. He put it in Theodore’s hand and nodded. The others cocked their weapons and Jackie pointed to a doorway, which was missing its door, obviously blown off at some point in the past.

      “Along there,” Jackie said, throwing him a last glance that he didn’t want to think about too hard.

      Together they hurried through a graffiti-covered stairway on the first floor, where there was already evidence of the past street combat—spatters of blood on the walls, individual bullet holes in the roughly plastered concrete, and wads of blood-soaked newspaper that had been used as improvised pressure bandages. Through the damaged but still functional steel entrance door came the sounds of combat. The deep boom of large caliber weapons was mixed with the deep bass of far off explosions. The screaming of vast numbers of voices added in made a kind of background noise that could have been mistaken for the roaring of river rapids.

      They reached the street, and Theodore immediately felt an intense wave of heat. The four trucks in which they had arrived were in the middle of a four-lane road that was otherwise completely empty. The trucks were still burning brightly. The lead vehicle lay on its side, and flames licked out of the driver’s cab. All four were nothing more than sooty skeletons, and when he looked at the tiny group of survivors, he started to feel ill. A hundred or more of the people who had been with them had been burned in those vehicles.

      “Those bastards,” he muttered, as they all gazed for a moment at the apocalyptic scene and thought about their dead. An explosion at last broke the spell. It sounded very close. In fact, it appeared to Theodore’s ears as if someone had banged a kettledrum right beside his head.

      His gaze flicked to the left, and he saw that there was still heavy fighting in front of the Ark. “There’s no time to lose!” he yelled over the sound and started running, keeping two steps between him and the building wall, in case a stray shot should come his way.

      After about 20 meters, while he was concentrating on his feet because the absence of his right arm threw his balance off, a flight of helicopters thundered over them. He felt a shudder go down his spine. The choppers were heading directly toward the mass of people about a mile away, and the missile launchers loaded on their wing stubs left no doubt of their intentions.

      Even before he could blurt out a curse, half a dozen explosions came in swift succession as the helicopters were shot down and their remains rained down on the road. Theodore shielded his eyes and gazed up at the sky. A moment later he saw and heard a wing of fighters diving above the Ark and zooming away. Further missiles detonated near the flanks of the enormous bridge. Either they had been intercepted, or they had been hit by one of the innumerable defense drones, he guessed.

      “That has to be Hyun-Hakkamoto and the Noble Group,” Jackie called out over the slamming of the impacts of chunks of rubble. She held a side of her jacket in front of her face to protect herself from the heat.

      “Fine by me,” the lieutenant muttered from Theodore’s left as he narrowed his eyes. The tank of a crashed helicopter exploded then, and a new wave of pure heat rolled over them like the Wrath of God.

      Theodore rose from his ducked position as soon as he no longer had the feeling his skin would melt, and zoomed with his augmented eyes on the entrance road to the ark. The six-lane road that was the upper of three decks was still full of armed people, firing at the structures that turned the bridge into a kind of horizontal skyscraper.

      But the mass of people was dividing and heading toward the surrounding buildings and smoking ruins. On the cratered asphalt there were hundreds if not thousands of bodies, and just seeing them turned his stomach. They could run at dug-in elite corporate units for years without achieving anything, and the horde had realized it. Or they assumed that if the other corporations were shooting at the Ark, it would be better to wait for them to soften the defenders up. Both assumptions were considerably better than the assumption that it was possible to take this place by sheer weight of numbers. Perhaps, only perhaps, it would be possible, working together, if they were focused, and not just charging with courage born of desperation.

      One advantage Theodore saw was that, although he could see the blinking position lights of innumerable drones swarming around the Ark’s structures, he couldn’t see any helicopters. Another good thing was that the Rhine Ruhr military and Alpha Corporation were obviously tied up somewhere else. If they decided to commit artillery, or even cruise missiles, the game would soon be over.

      “Either the open war between the big four is escalating right now, and their troops really are busy, or they are still trying to downplay the importance of the Ark,” Jackie said, beside him.

      “No way,” the lieutenant countered. “I think troops are laying down their arms everywhere, or they are even turning them on their superiors.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Jackie growled back as she checked the magazine of her assault rifle.

      “All the same,” Theodore said, “we have to get in, or blow the whole thing up if there is no other option. Whatever we do in the end, we have to get closer to look around and see what options we have.”

      Jackie nodded silently while staring grimly into the night, still illuminated by constant explosions and muzzle flashes.

      “Then we shouldn’t waste any more time. We have to bring some order to this half-baked attack,” the lieutenant suggested.

      “Agreed. Let’s go. Don’t forget, keep your distance from the building walls!” With that, Theodore hurried on, hunching his damaged shoulder slightly inward and holding it with his left hand.

      From time to time he heard the high-pitched hiss and whistle of bullets and ricochets zooming far too closely as they went past his head. But there was nothing he could do about them, so he continued to hold his artificial stump with his remaining hand, like somebody who was freezing to death, and he kept stumbling forward.

      They went around burned-out vehicles, now more densely clustered, running past armed people in ripped clothes, who were seeking cover behind the wrecks. The injured were being treated and there was constant fire in the direction of the defenders, dug in about half a mile away. He couldn’t make out individuals, just seeing muzzle flashes from across several floors, but he immediately knew that there was a lot of firepower collected there.

      The asphalt of the usually busy interstate looked like it had been through ten years of war. The holes, craters, and cracks where grenades and bursts of fire had echoed around the road made driving impossible, even if every lane hadn’t been blocked by wrecks and rubble. There were flames everywhere, reflections and movements competed for his attention, while the sounds of destruction and violence punished his ears. Then he looked around quickly for Jackie and his other companions. They were bunched up close together, as if lost alone at sea, together bobbing around in a stormy ocean.

      They stopped in front of a corner building, where fire was constantly being directed at the Ark from its windows. It was located in the exact place where the interstate divided between a sublevel and ground level. Exits on the right made it possible to filter the traffic and split the load between the two levels. He and his group wouldn’t get much further without some cover. The bridge’s massive columns were less than 200 meters away now, its tall superstructure maybe 150 meters—a distance where it was already possible to see the outlines of people and equipment and to start firing aimed shots.

      He stopped at a corner door sprinkled with bullet holes, waved to the others to follow, and examined the narrow open area in front of the Ark that led into the darkness. There were several burned-out armored vehicles and Humvees there. He saw destroyed automatic defense systems and dead bodies in black Rhine Ruhr armor, but also some in white. These had to be the White Guard, Alpha Corporation’s elite units, which also meant it was no longer a secret that they were working together in mixed units. It probably didn’t make any sense to continue the secrecy after the release of all the data. The entrance to the six lanes that disappeared into the Ark, as if into the maw of a dragon, were blocked with sandbags, behind which he saw helmets pop up from time to time, when he wasn’t blinded by muzzle flashes.

      It is going to take a miracle to get us in there, he thought grimly, and hurried after the others as a shot whistled close by his left ear.
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      Ganymede, Sol System, 2058

      

      Rachel stared up at the ever-taller tongues of fire against the dark sky. All of her crewmembers were doing the same thing. Their visors were pointing up, the beams from their helmet lamps fading a few hundred meters above, too weak to fight the darkness of the Jupiter system.

      Nobody was panicking, not even a scream to be heard or a cry of fear, unlike she had been expecting. Instead there was silence, as each of them spent the last seconds of their lives in thought. Faced with the inevitable end, a part of her wanted to see her life flash before her eyes, or at least have a sublime, total feeling of peace flow through her mind. Instead she simply wondered how many seconds there were left and how it would feel to be torn apart by an explosion. It was most likely only a fraction of a second that she had left, impossible to even perceive and then it would all be over, like a book being slammed shut.

      “Patrick,” she turned to her friend, and she felt that having him near was very important to her at that moment. “It has been an honor.”

      “Don’t...” the engineer stuttered and she could see in his face, illuminated in blue, that he was frowning.

      “What is it?” she asked, rejoining him in looking up. She could no longer see the glow of the missile’s drives. Instead all she could see was a silver shimmer. Could that be the missile?

      She instinctively turned to look at the robot, and its ‘face’ was also directed upward now. She followed its gaze and again examined the silver stripe, though it wasn’t really a silver stripe, it was reflections from the missile, first appearing tiny but then slowly increasing in size. Before she had time to be amazed at still being alive, the missile was almost close enough to touch, and then it slammed into the hardened ice surface of Ganymede not 20 meters away. The atmosphere was too thin to carry the noise to them.

      On the Earth it would undoubtedly have been earsplitting. Out here in the Jupiter system, on the other hand, she just stared open-mouthed at a scene of destruction. The nose of the over eight-meter-long missile shattered into countless pieces, which flew through the area as unbelievably slow shrapnel, glittering in the beams from their helmet lamps as they went and then disappeared again, so that it was almost impossible to see where they had gone. The rear part of the weapon sank into the wreckage and instantly disintegrated into innumerable minute pieces, forming a cloud of jagged metal.

      One jagged, shiny chunk was heading right for Rachel. She worked out quite quickly that the shard was going to make a hole right in the center of her helmet. The urge to duck overcame her, but she also knew there was no time to even finish taking a breath.

      Her body was hurled backward and slammed into the ice floor. The world around her became a hell of flames, and the brightness was then replaced by complete darkness. But she was still breathing. She groaned as she attempted to free herself from the avalanche that seemed to have covered her, but the avalanche uncovered her of its own accord.

      “Boyd?” she croaked, when she saw a large dark figure appear above her own supine body. He helped her to her feet with an outstretched hand.

      “That was close,” the officer said over the radio. She couldn’t see his face because the motorized armor didn’t have a weak point as vulnerable as a visor. All the visual data he needed was gathered by sensor systems and sent to the soldier’s augmented eyes. This made him a lot safer, but it always made her feel uneasy. Nothing about him looked human, except perhaps the arms and legs.

      “Are you...?”

      “Yes. The shrapnel threw us quite some distance, but it didn’t penetrate my armor. Are you okay?”

      Rachel looked down at herself. It looked like her spacesuit was still intact. All the readouts in her visor were green, but her lungs were still burning from the sudden lack of air. Apart from that she was all right. Much better than she had been expecting to be after being hit by a missile.

      “Yes, I think so. Thanks.”

      “Did the robot do that?” Boyd took a step to the side allowing her to see the robot, which was five meters away but still standing unmoving beside the ring. It was looking at the small crater at the center of the concentrically strewn parts of the missile.

      “I think so. It looked up and suddenly the drive went out.”

      “It probably simply hacked the thing somehow. After all, it knew all our ship’s specifications and was able to send us detailed directions. If it can get into the ship’s computer, then it can get into the systems of a Space Hawk and switch it off,” the captain theorized. He waved in the direction of his soldiers, who were even now hurrying over and positioning themselves in front of the ring.

      “That’s possible. Whatever happened, it saved our lives and we should make sure that wasn’t in vain.” Rachel said. She motioned him to join his men. He gave a casual salute and left.

      Over the radio she made sure that nobody had been injured, and she breathed a sigh of relief when it became clear that nobody at all had been hurt. Her colleagues hurried after the soldiers, to form up in front of the ring, as the simulation had indicated.

      “That was damn close,” said Patrick, who had appeared beside her and was pointing at the robot and shaking his head. The robot had now turned and was again facing the people and the ring.

      “I still can’t believe what just happened. I saw the missile coming and—”

      “Yes,” he replied, softly and nodded with inflated cheeks. He whooshed out a deep breath. “I thought the same thing.”

      “I’m not sure how often one can dodge death, but it worries me how often we need to keep doing that. I only hope that we don’t bring about our doom by jumping into that thing.”

      Rachel saw the robot start to move as soon as the line of humans had formed up in front of the ring. The gaunt-looking figures of her colleagues, all in agitated conversations and gesturing wildly, looked like a bunch of school kids waiting behind their powerful, black-armor-clad teachers.

      “I don’t know,” Patrick admitted, and together they went to the front of the line. “I’ve stopped listening to the scientist inside me. Since we’ve been here, I’m no longer sure of anything. This sphere, for example...” He gestured in the direction of the edge of the ring, that lay in front of them like a powdered-sugar-coated doughnut. “It makes sense to think that it is a wormhole. Wormholes are absolutely dark and round, at least according to the theory, which is already as old as Einstein’s field equations that predicted them. The huge energies needed to open that kind of connection have always been an issue. And the fact that exotic materials are needed to stabilize them.”

      “But,” Rachel continued his thought, as a way to distract herself from what might happen when she jumped into the ring, “even if you have all that—from wherever—a wormhole would cause extreme gravitational forces. They would tear us to pieces in the blink of an eye.”

      “According to the theory, yes. So these hemispherical shells of the sphere that are constantly in motion could be responsible, for example, for creating a strong magnetic field. But in that case I don’t know how we are supposed to get through, especially in one piece. Opening the enclosure will mean the gravitational forces will rip us apart. If you don’t open it, we’ll bounce off the surface. But in the simulation we all saw that we disappeared. In my universe, that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Are you ready?” Boyd interrupted. He stood at the edge of the hole, and from there he towered over her even more than before. He pulled Rachel up, waited until Patrick was standing beside her, and looked down at the sphere, where the red light was now coming out strong enough that she no longer needed to use image enhancement. With a knot in her stomach she stared at the sphere, which was moving quickly enough that there was no longer even the illusion of a smooth surface. Instead it gave the impression of a fine vibration. It made the shape look almost liquid, or like glass. Could it be that the composition of the metal had been altered through some process? Was that even possible?

      “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Patrick said, and gestured behind the huge soldiers in their motorized armor. The robot was standing there at the edge of the ring, and at that moment it jumped. Holding her breath, she bent forward and watched the huge machine move directly toward the north pole of the sphere and then it simply disappeared, just like in the simulation. It didn’t disappear component by component, or piece by piece. It was simply and utterly gone, at the instant it was about to hit the sphere.

      An unsettled feeling came over Rachel when the robot was no longer there. It was true that she didn’t entirely trust it, and in its innocent and cold way its algorithm was responsible for Maria having paid for her mistake with her life. But it had been responsible for pretty much every solution to her problems over the past 24 hours.

      “Okay, Hansen. Let’s go,” she said over the general channel. She didn’t want to do any more talking and end up saying something pathetic, and probably inappropriate. Instead she held her tongue and concentrated on acting as normally as possible. They were all agitated enough as it was.

      “Okay. Holtmann, Hazzel, you’re first,” the captain ordered and the two men he had named, the two foremost of his six remaining soldiers, jumped without hesitation in the direction of the apex of the hole. They hurled themselves at the sphere, holding each other tight, like in an embrace, and then... disappeared. There was no evidence left that they had ever existed in this universe.

      “Keep moving... Halt!” Boyd suddenly yelled, as the next two soldiers were about to jump, but stopped at the last moment.

      “What’s going on?” Rachel suddenly asked.

      “I have something on my sensors.”

      “Don’t say...”

      “Yes. I think it is,” he growled back, and began to gesture as he gave orders to his people over a dedicated channel. While Rachel and Patrick, and the rest of the remaining Ganymede Explorer crewmembers, spun around in alarm, to stare into the darkness beyond the beams of their helmet lights, the soldiers started moving. They took huge steps in their servo-augmented armor suits, each at least ten meters, and ran out into the darkness. Boyd was moving more slowly. He hopped from the ring, and indicated that she should stay where she was with a swift gesture.

      “We’ll cover your backs. You should hurry now. Who knows how long the bridge will be open?” he said over the radio, and she wished she could see his face, not just the misshapen shell his head was enclosed within.

      “You come right after us, as soon as the last civilian is inside, understood?” Rachel told him, and he nodded slightly in answer.

      Explosions started blooming a few hundred meters away, lighting up the eternal night, and a shiver ran down her spine. Now there was no way back, she reminded herself, grasping Patrick so tightly by the hand that she was frightened she might break his fingers. They briefly glanced at each other, both nodded, and then jumped.

      Rachel felt almost weightless as she jumped. Patrick squeezing her hand was the only thing stable enough to help her keep down the sickness in her stomach. Ganymede’s low gravity meant they always jumped further than they thought and she was worried that they had jumped too hard.

      As they reached the apex of their jump, she could feel herself already falling and knew she would more or less hit the sphere. Rachel braved a look back and saw that the next two crew members were already jumping. It was Julie, with Veronika Braun, one of the ship’s doctors.

      But she also saw something else, right beyond the ring. Things were flying through the air, and she saw the upper half of an explosion that covered half the ring. Suddenly the small group of scientists bunched up at the edge, as other colleagues stepped forward. Ever quicker and less disciplined, they were now jumping in panic at the sphere. It looked like some of them had messed up their jumps, she could see that already.

      The cyborg is here, she thought in shock. How could the monster be moving so quickly? Or had the Harbinger sent soldiers ahead and they had somehow evaded their eyes and all the sensors of the Ganymede Explorer? Her deathly frightened comrades hurled themselves in panic at the sphere. She saw two who were still on the edge, fall into the depths, and then the red light suddenly became so intense that she instinctively closed her eyes tight.

      Then everything around her went dark and she couldn’t see anything. She was also out of breath, and she couldn’t feel her body. Only her thoughts were still there. The uninterrupted stream of mental activity was all that gave her even a shimmer of certainty that she was still alive. She felt... dissolved.

      Time passed—at least she thought it did. Thought followed thought, but there was no time as such. No moment followed the next, no reference point for the existence of a continuing causality that could be represented in human ideas by seconds, minutes, and hours.

      No, she was alone, outside time and space, as alone as she had always been afraid she would be. Rachel wanted to shiver, cry, scream, but she didn’t have a body that was able to do that. She couldn’t escape from nothing, even if it had substance, but there was a deep feeling of loneliness, so pervasive and intense that she thought she could grasp it. But with what? She thought back to her flight from Ganymede toward Earth, about Ruben, the basic algorithm she had programmed and then trained. She thought about her routine of taking drugs, halfheartedly doing sport, playing games, and the darkness that had gathered in the corners of the Valkyrie like mold. The feeling of being outside everything living in the universe was so overpowering that she had almost lost her mind.

      Now it was the terrifying, disembodied loneliness that sucked her up like a black hole. Yes, everything about this experience was like the unstoppable fall into a black hole.

      I won’t fight anymore, she decided, and with the thought that she would give up any form of resistance came a wave of fear. It was so strong that Rachel knew that she was just about to simply fade away. Every fiber of her being was screaming in panic. It was the panic that came before death.

      No. Not that. It was the panic of fading away. It was the idea that she was dying and becoming a maelstrom of destruction that she couldn’t understand. She was about to lose herself, and she realized that there wasn’t a single fiber remaining that could scream. Her terrible fear had no way of venting itself, no direction, no form, and therefore became even worse. It grew to become such a massive whirlwind that Rachel for the first time in her life really gave up.

      She allowed herself to fall into the infinite, timeless nothing that surrounded her, accepted that she no longer had any form, and gave the black hole permission to suck her in.

      Then something happened, as if somebody had flipped a switch. The fear was gone, to make way for the deep contentment that came with the realization that she was. She existed and she didn’t exist, at least not as Rachel Ferreira. She was simply there, a watching presence, so simple and yet so all-encompassing and connected to everything.

      She was pure awareness in a sea of nothing, but a sea that felt like something. She didn’t ask herself what or who she was, because in the end she already knew. The last secret that she had tried to uncover was not, I am this or I am that, instead it was, I am—and this wasn’t an egotistical realization, it was the most basic and peaceful realization she could ever hope to have.

      It was all the self she knew she no longer was.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel opened her eyes and looked down at herself. She was in her spacesuit, was looking at her tight gloves, which contained her fingers and which she moved tentatively. The transition had been so swift, as if no time had passed. They had just been falling toward the sphere and the same moment, she was here.

      But where is here?

      She lifted her head and opened her mouth in disbelief.
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      Near the Ark, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore sat with Jackie in cover behind a demolished window on the first floor. The lieutenant and her couple of remaining corporate guards were crouching behind the next window, while Yuri was talking to his two men beside the door of the dusty room. It had turned out that the entire building was full of Yakuza, who barely seem to notice them at all. When they came in from the street the Japanese had quickly looked them over, seemed to reach the conclusion that they weren’t corporate-affiliated, and then ignored them.

      Things had obviously gone so far that there were now just two sides in Los Angeles, the corporates and their opponents. This had not surprised Theodore, but what had surprised him was the fact that they didn’t even bat an eyelid when they saw who he was with. The lieutenant and her guards were still wearing their armor, after all.

      There had to be many members of the corporate guards who had joined the resistance, thought Theodore. Maybe they showed their new allegiance by not wearing a helmet anymore? He remembered the recording from the roadblock, where the Rhine Ruhr troops had lowered their weapons and joined the furious crowds. They had all taken their helmets off, as if they wanted to strip away their past.

      One of the Yaks had motioned them into this room, after he had found out that Jackie and Theodore were the ones who had published all the information and stormed Cerberus. It seemed like they were being thought of as something like Batman and Robin, although the city had no way of knowing how much luck and how much sacrifice had been involved in the fall of Cerberus.

      It was always the way.

      Then the satellite network went out. First the AR feed had given up the ghost and Theodore could toss away his glasses. His wrist terminal was displaying ‘no connection,’ there was no GPS, and all their apps had become useless. The satellite network was the lifeblood of modern society. The sudden fall in the stock market that had undoubtedly come with the first shot fired between the big four, or at least by the time of the Thor launch, would now be a crash.

      The world was now blind and deaf, instantly losing 80 percent of its production and economic and military capacity, along with the ability to see what was happening on the Earth. In a nutshell, the Earth had been kicked back to the time of the industrial revolution. What would happen next was pure guesswork, but Theodore was sure it wouldn’t be anything good. The 80 percent of society on the edge of poverty would not pass up the chance to get a piece of the pie for themselves. In the middle of the chaos that had broken out, they would emerge from their neighborhoods and take what had been kept from them for decades.

      It was the final downfall of the Earth, or at least modern society, so who could hold that against them? The inescapable truth was that now everything was going to be devoured by the monster that the corporations had created, and Theodore thought that was only right.

      “Muffin?” he said via radio, calling to his friend.

      “I can hear you.”

      “Thank God, I thought...”

      “The loss of satellites isn’t affecting our radio network yet. I control all of the Cerberus radio towers, so our coverage is excellent, but I can’t guarantee that is going to be the situation for much longer,” the hacker said, pouring cold water on Theodore’s hopes.

      “Why? Has something happened?”

      “Yes, we’re trying right now to evacuate Cerberus. The arcology sensors say that a dozen cruise missiles are on their way here and the defense systems are offline. The security hackers must have manually switched off all the defensive systems or destroyed them before we kicked them out,” Muffin explained.

      “Shit. How many people are still in the building?”

      “Something like eight thousand. Half of them are residents who haven’t evacuated yet, or who are stuck because of the fighting in the corridors. Eight elevator hubs are offline, which doesn’t help. The other half are looters, and they are not listening to what we are saying over the loudspeakers.”

      “Okay, there’s nothing we can do about that. We are trying to find out how we can get into the Ark or destroy it,” Theodore replied. He raised his eyes a centimeter to look through the window at the bridge. The ongoing exchange of fire had slackened off a little.

      “Baker and his people are on their way to you. Maybe they have some ideas.”

      “Baker has left Cerberus?” he asked in surprise. He looked at Jackie, who simply shrugged her shoulders.

      “Yes,” Muffin confirmed. “And a few guards have even joined his people. They brought down a couple of Rhine Ruhr choppers on the interstate, and now they are heading the same way you went, directly for the Ark.”

      “He probably wants to use the white ring to get out of here,” Theodore said.

      “I think that’s most likely,” Muffin agreed.

      “Okay, thanks. Are you somewhere safe?”

      “Yes. I’m in the bunker under the Matuschka, and my body is safer here than yours is. Be careful, okay? I’m not like you damn pessimists, I think we might just get through all of this.”

      “Got it,” was Theodore’s only reply. He didn’t want to give Muffin false hope. His gaze went to his torn and tattered augmented arm stump.

      “Okay,” he said to Jackie, and leaned over to her a little until their heads were almost touching. He badly wanted to reach out and touch her but he didn’t give in to the temptation. This was no time for tenderness—it would only remind him of what he had to lose. “Baker and his butchers are going to try to break in with a frontal assault, using their heavy weapons and whatever else they can scare up. By now, we know enough about how they operate to know that they are a battering ram, not a scalpel.”

      “It won’t be enough,” Jackie said. Her blue eyes were calmly sparkling, with no trace of either fear or regret in them.

      “No, it won’t,” he agreed, with a nod.

      “I have an idea,” a third voice interrupted. It was the lieutenant, who was standing before them, legs braced apart as she stared out the window as if bullets weren’t flying.

      “You should get into cover,” Theodore told the lieutenant, but she shook her head.

      “They’re using H&K G44s out there, which have a range of two hundred and sixty-six meters. My laser rangefinder is telling me the sandbags and barricades are two hundred and ninety meters away. So why are you bothering to stay in cover?”

      “Let’s just say, I’m pretty sure they will put snipers on me the moment they spot me,” Theodore growled.

      “No way. Why would they even have snipers? They are keeping back a huge mass of people, which means flame throwers, grenades, and rocket launchers. If they come here and use them on us, it won’t be any use to hide behind a window,” the soldier countered, but she crouched down with a sigh when Jackie made an angry gesture.

      “We are getting, uh, reinforcements, and they will be here any minute to engage the dug in units,” Theodore explained.

      “That’s not going to work.”

      “We’re also worried it won’t. We have to give them some space, and then maybe we’ll be able to make use of the assault somehow.”

      “Our best bet is to blow up the two columns on this side of the Ark,” Jackie suggested. She spread two fingers and place them on the dusty concrete floor, before wiping them away with her other hand. “That will make them want to send most of their drones into action, but they won’t be able to pull them out of defending against the air assault by the other megacorporations.”

      “And so they’ll be forced to send out their guards instead.” The soldier nodded in agreement. “If we chew away at their supports, they’ll have no option because otherwise they’ll collapse.”

      “Okay. So that only leaves the question of how to get hold of explosives. If it was that simple to blow the Ark into Hell’s Mouth, terrorists would have done it long ago.” Theodore pursed his lips and thought feverishly.

      “Maybe we can get the Hyun-Hakkamoto and Noble Group jets to shoot at the columns?” Jackie suggested.

      “Never,” the lieutenant disagreed, shaking her head. “They want to get into the Ark and get their hands on the white ring. They will only blow the Ark up if they think they no longer have any chance of getting inside.”

      “So, for example, if we are inside,” Theodore said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Great.”

      “There’s no other way,” Jackie said, as she tapped her ear with her finger. “We have to ask Muffin to put a news broadcast out over the radio. There are several thousand people here, maybe as many as ten thousand, all armed and on our side. They should have enough explosives with them to at least allow us to make people believe we could blow up the columns.”

      The dull rumble of distant detonations interrupted them. They instinctively ducked.

      “Let’s give it a try,” Theodore answered, opening a channel to Muffin.

      No answer.

      He went through the channels, but all he heard was the dull beep that signaled no reception.

      “Nothing,” he said grimly. He stumbled, then suddenly jumped up and ran in a crouch over to the window on the north side, where two black-suited Yakuza were hunkering down, loading their machine pistols. He ignored the chatter of guns, with bullets slamming into the building walls uncomfortably close, and looked down the interstate to the east.

      Cerberus was in flames. Dense smoke was billowing out of the gigantic pyramid, climbing high into the sky above the confused sea of buildings.

      “Those damn cruise missiles have already hit their targets!” he yelled in frustration. He turned back to Jackie and the lieutenant, their faces grim but otherwise showing no reaction.

      “So we can’t use the radio, except with our own signal boosters, which don’t have a lot of power,” Jackie said, through gritted teeth. “This is all going to shit.”

      “We’ll broadcast what we can,” Theodore answered curtly, refusing to allow desperation to take hold. “If there is no other option, I’ll send some other signal.”

      “What kind of signal,” she asked suspiciously.

      “I’ll run out in the direction of the left pillar with all the explosives we have in the building. All the windows on this side of the ark are full of armed people, so they’ll spot me and report what I’m doing. It will have to look like I have enough explosives to make them immediately realize what I’m planning, and hopefully take the bait,” he explained, while his face grew increasingly grim.

      “That might work, if we also send runners to the other side of the road and spread what we are doing by word of mouth. And we should give you covering fire the moment you start running, to give you the best possible chance,” the lieutenant said. She nodded, as if she liked the taste of the idea on her tongue.

      Jackie shot her a dark look, which luckily the soldier didn’t seem to notice. Otherwise she would certainly have been cut by the daggers Jackie was looking at her.

      “It’ll work,” he said to the lieutenant, and as she turned to look at him he repeated the same words a little softer. “It’ll work.”

      She gazed at him for a moment and he put into his gaze all his conviction that this really was the best and only way. Finally she nodded silently.

      “Okay, I need all the grenades and C12 we can get our hands on. We also need two runners,” he said, and then waved Yuri and his two men over. The bull-necked Russians leaned down to him, and he pointed in the direction of the door. “I’m going to run over to the left column with all the explosives we can find in this building. If everything goes well, the people looking out the window will see what we’re doing and work it out even without radio contact, because Baker and his butchers are coming up the interstate.”

      “We’ll do it,” Yuri immediately replied, with a grin that made his platinum teeth gleam. He waved to his men and they ran for the door.

      “I’ll take care of the explosives,” the lieutenant said, nudging Yuri into motion. Almost imperceptibly, she nodded in Theodore and Jackie’s direction, and he grinned wider than before, as he followed her to the door.

      “You do realize this is a shitty idea, right?” Jackie asked, as soon as the others were out of earshot.

      “Yeah, sure, I know,” Theodore replied.

      “And you’re going to do it anyway, of course.” Jackie grimaced, leaving no doubt what she thought of the idea.

      “I can’t think of any other way. But the fact is that the longer we wait, the worse our chances will be.”

      She opened her mouth for a second, looking like she was about to answer, but then her jaws snapped shut and she took a deep breath before nodding. There was affection in her eyes, but something faded from them at that moment, something he couldn’t put a name to. Something that had sparkled within them was now gone. He saw it, and it hurt him, and he wanted to say or do something to get it back, but he stopped himself from following the impulse. No, she doesn’t deserve that, he told himself. Instead he held out his Colt Bronco to her, so she could check the ammo.

      She did so in a couple of practiced motions and handed the gun back, grip first.

      “Thanks,” he said. Theodore lowered his gaze and looked at the gun in his left hand for a while. It was shaking slightly. When push came to shove, he could maybe hit a cow at five meters with his left hand, but there was no way he would be able to shoot a corporate guard between the eyes. Maybe all he was good for now was acting as a human target and explosives carrier. But there was no way he was going out without a gun, and he certainly wasn’t going to feel sorry for himself. As long as there was even one thing he was good for, he would go out and do it.

      “Nanika ga okotte iru!” one of the grim Japanese men yelled, from where he was crouching at the north window and he pointed outside.

      “What?” Jackie asked and stared at Theodore in confusion.

      “He said something is happening,” he said. The two of them stood up and ran to the window. He again stumbled slightly, as his body’s unaccustomed weight distribution threw off his balance.

      Nobody seemed to have noticed, or they were being polite.

      “Nani?” the Japanese man said. The two of them glanced at him, as if really seeing him for the first time, then one of them nodded and pointed to the east.

      Theodore had to lean out a little before he saw Baker and his men. They were still far away, but he could already see that they were abnormally tall and broad, and the group of people was so unusual that it couldn’t be anyone else.

      “Here we go,” he said, taking a deep breath and trying to catch Jackie’s eye, but she avoided his gaze. With a sigh he clasped her arm and then ran downstairs without another word.

      Two Japanese men were already waiting down there, along with Yuri and the lieutenant. She was stuffing a backpack with little packets that looked like cocaine, except ‘C12’ was written on the broad tape that was holding the packages together.

      They saw Theodore coming down the stairs, saw how much of a hurry he was in, and jammed in the last package before helping him to get the backpack onto his back, which he couldn’t do on his own with only one hand. Then they put two bandoleers of grenades on him and slapped him on the shoulder as the two Yakuza moved away.

      The straps felt heavy.

      “Good luck, Captain,” the lieutenant said. Then she turned and went back upstairs.

      “Sumasshedshiy!” Yuri laughed, and followed the blonde soldier with a lingering chuckle.

      Crazy guy, thought Theodore. He shot a last glance up the stairs, but Jackie didn’t appear and that realization hurt. Was that moment upstairs the last time he would ever see her?

      He glanced at the remnants of his destroyed arm and looked around. He was all alone.

      He went to the corner door with a sigh. It faced in the exact direction of the Ark. He pushed the latch down, then took a long, deep breath.

      Crazy old guy, he said about himself, yanked open the metal door, and started running. He ran as fast as he could across the sidewalk, and then the road strewn with bullet casings and rubble. The weight of the backpack helped some with his balance. It was only a moment or two before the bullets were whistling around his ears.

      Just one step after another, just one step after another.
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      Unknown Location, 2058

      

      Rachel felt like she was dreaming. She was standing on a circular platform of about 20 meters in diameter. There was a sphere above her that was so identical to the one on Ganymede that she thought it was the same one for a moment. But that wasn’t possible, because she certainly wasn’t on Ganymede anymore. It was also strange to her that the sphere didn’t seem to be subject to any gravity, but was simply floating in the air.

      She looked around and her helmet lamps swept through a vast cavern. She was at the center of a sphere, at least 100 meters across. The walls over which her beams of light were sweeping were smooth, with a metallic shimmer. Walkways went from the platform she was standing on in four directions, ending at four dark openings, which looked to be a little smaller than a human. Halfway to the one 90 degrees off to her right she saw Holtmann and Hazzel, the soldiers that Boyd had sent on ahead. In the darkness, their clumsy motorized armor made them look like scarecrows, gloomy and mysterious in the dim light of the helmet lamps.

      Her heart thudding, she looked over at Patrick. She had already seen him, but hadn’t fully realized that he, Julie, and Veronika were standing beside her. Romain Migeot was there, too.

      “Where are we?” she asked. So many questions were going through her mind that in the end she didn’t know which to ask first, because they weren’t the kinds of questions that the others would be able to answer. Instead, she opted for a relatively obvious question, simply because she wanted to speak to her colleagues. If she was being honest with herself it was to hear her own voice, to make sure she was neither dreaming nor dead. The first step to getting her pulse under control was to hear her own voice.

      “If the robot was right, we must be on Planet X, Planet Nine, Transpluto, Transneptune, call it what you want,” Patrick explained in awe, still staring at the rotating sphere above their heads.

      Okay, step two, Rachel thought. Patrick is real, too.

      “Why is the sphere floating on this side? Did it come here with us?” Julie asked, her voice raw.

      “Why is it so warm here?” Romain Migeot asked in reply, tapping his wrist terminal.

      Only a particle physicist would want to call up data from a computer as the first thing to do after a trip with no loss of time, from somewhere in the inner solar system to a newly discovered planet beyond the Kuiper Belt.

      “Get me sensor data,” she ordered Ruben, and her suit AI filled her field of view with astonishing numbers and graphs. It seemed the external temperature was almost 30 degrees Celsius, with tropical levels of humidity, around 60 percent. But there was more simply unbelievable information within the numbers, too.

      “Seventy-eight percent nitrogen, twenty-one percent oxygen, one percent argon, a trace level of aerosols,” she read out loud. “This is the same mix of atmospheric gasses as on Earth.”

      “But that’s impossible,” Veronika Braun said. The German doctor shook her head inside her helmet and looked around like she was Alice in Wonderland.

      “I don’t think I have to say anything about the probability of this,” Migeot growled, then screamed as something fell from the sphere.

      Their small group scattered as the shapeless something fell into the middle of the platform. It would have almost buried Patrick if Rachel hadn’t pulled him out of the way.

      They got back to their feet as the thing suddenly stood up, and it became apparent that it was a set of motorized armor.

      “Boyd?” she hesitantly said over the radio.

      “Yes,” came the answer from the powerful and monstrous shape, which now turned around, trying to get its bearings. “Where am I?”

      “On Planet Nine, or at least that’s what we think,” Romain Migeot answered.

      Rachel typed an ID request into her AR system and received confirmation that this was Captain Hansen Boyd’s transponder code. But she couldn’t be too careful.

      “Wherever we are, we have to go!” the soldier yelled, almost spluttering. “The cyborg was right behind me.”

      “The others...” Julie started to say, but Boyd cut her off.

      “Dead! Let’s go!” He pointed at Holtmann and Hazzel, who had almost reached the end of the walkway to the east.

      “Go, go, go!” he screamed because they were standing there as if frozen.

      It was too late. Rachel, who was about to start running, saw movement from the corner of her eye, a shadow falling from the sphere. She heard a ‘clonk’ similar to the sound Boyd’s armor had made when it had fallen on the metal platform, and stared in shock at the small form that was unfolding from a crouch like a multitool popping open.

      Just the sight of the cyborg froze the blood in her veins, unleashing a storm of memories. The butchery in the landing capsule tore at her mind just as much as the first time she encountered it in the drive section. The dead chrome eyes were so terrifying that Rachel felt unable to move a muscle. The monster headed with precise and economic movements to the right, extended underarm blades, and cut Migeot in half before he even had time to scream.

      Screams spread across the radio like wildfire as everyone tried to get to safety. Only Boyd spun around and fired weapons that Rachel couldn’t see, mounted in his arm sections.

      The flashes of his muzzle fire shook her from her trance and she grabbed Patrick by the arm. Together they staggered onto one of the walkways and ran toward the two soldiers, who at that very moment turned around. The soldiers began running in the other direction—toward them. The motorized armor looked so nightmarish she would have turned back in fear if she didn’t know it had to be Holtmann and Hazzel.

      The walkway was about two meters wide, which they hoped would be enough for them to get by without being trampled.

      “Run, Patrick!” she screamed, and shoved the engineer in the back in panic, to hurry him up. As she did, she looked over her shoulder and saw Boyd and the cyborg trading blows, pulling apart and then hurling themselves at each other again. Next to what was left of Migeot there was another figure on the ground, missing its head. A third person—Rachel thought she vaguely recognized Julie’s face—was running after her and Patrick, after having just escaped the scene of battle between the two war machines.

      “What’s going on?” Patrick yelled from the lead, almost tripping over his own feet before catching himself. They were so close together that she could hear his voice both over the radio and muffled through his helmet.

      “It caught Veronika!” the Frenchwoman behind them gasped.

      Rachel felt the adrenaline of flight pulsing in her veins and forcing her on ever faster. Any moment a blade could thud into her back, and so she ran for her life. She noticed as she did that the gravity was so low that they were almost exhausted. And the onset of dizziness was gnawing too insistently at her perception to be explained as mere agitation.

      Holtmann and Hazzel had almost reached them when Julie screamed, “Faster!” her voice high with fear. Patrick had already moved to the side and Rachel was about to follow his example, but then the two armored monsters suddenly jumped from the walkway and vaulted over their heads.

      Amazed, awed, and frightened at the same time, Rachel watched them jump, then reach the apex of their leap where they fired everything they had, finding the cyborg on the platform with a hail of rounds. She couldn’t see for sure what was happening there because she had to keep looking forward to avoid stumbling over her own feet.

      She ran for her life, with the chatter and whir of weapons in her ears, along with the metallic screech when projectiles hit the platform. Muzzle flashes illuminated the shimmering interior of the enormous sphere and threw the screaming shots back at them as thunderous echoes.

      It took 22 breaths to reach the opening at the end of the walkway—precisely 22 breaths with the sound of battle urging them on. The opening was deeply recessed, perhaps a meter, and was sealed with a round door that swept to the side just as they came sliding to a stop.

      “Whoa,” Patrick said, shocked, and held out both hands as if he was trying to push some invisible thing away. Rachel turned around as he did that. She motioned for Julie to hurry, and noticed she was having trouble with the gravity, her steps as uncertain as if she was coming to the finishing line of a marathon.

      “Run, Julie!” she yelled in agitation as she looked over the Frenchwoman’s shoulder in the direction of the platform, which was now so far away that all she could see were fireballs and flashes of light in the darkness. Now and again she saw large silhouettes, and a shadow scampering around, but these were just brief impressions that didn’t tell her what was going on, or even how Boyd and his people were doing.

      When Julie reached her, completely out of breath, she collapsed into Rachel’s arms, forcing Rachel to catch her while working hard to stabilize herself so they didn’t both fall down.

      “I’ve got you!” she called out and threw one of Julie’s delicate arms over her shoulder for support as they turned and stumbled after Patrick. They entered a large room that seemed to be a perfect cube. Light flooded the space, though it was impossible to see where it was coming from.

      They saw tall cones in the room, each about five meters in height and reaching roughly halfway to the ceiling. There were twelve of the cones, all standing around a hole in the floor. The hole was about wide enough for a grown man to fit through, and a black liquid could be seen rippling within.

      The cones were absolutely black and gave no hint of what might be within, if they weren’t merely massive columns. Rachel did not give in to her curiosity and awe. Instead she allowed Patrick to take Julie. She ran back to the opening, focusing along the delicate-looking metal walkway to see what was happening back at the platform. She used her visor sensors to zoom in, and faltered as she saw in the flashes of gunfire that, above the sphere, six elongated objects were floating in the darkness like a kind of crown. They looked mysterious and unreal.

      With a head shake, she turned her attention to the violence below the sphere. At first she had difficulty making out details. The combatants were moving so swiftly and powerfully it was almost impossible to follow them. But at last she worked out what was happening. Rachel pressed her lips together so hard they started to burn like fire. One of the three armored soldiers was gone—maybe having fallen from the platform? Another seemed to be moving in twitching jerks. At first she thought he was still fighting but then realized the movements were erratic and not at all controlled. Obviously the cyborg had hit it somewhere that was involved in controlling the servomotors. Tongues of fire were still coming out of the arm-mounted weapons, but the shots were all going into empty air or impacting against the sphere. The third armored combatant swung a blade that glinted now and again in the flashes of weapons fire, hacking at the cyborg, but the creature was so fast that it kept managing to dodge and hit back.

      Something seemed strange to Rachel. She squinted instinctively, as if that would allow her to see better, and she thought feverishly about what it was, while the metal monster and the figure that was over twice its size in its motorized armor fought each other. It looked like a cat fighting a bear.

      Then she suddenly realized the cyborg had two arms, and she remembered that Boyd had destroyed one of the arms with a shot in their previous encounter.

      “How is that possible?” she whispered to herself.

      “How is what possible?” Patrick asked over the radio. She hadn’t even noticed that the connection was still open.

      “The cyborg! It has two arms again!”

      “What?”

      “Two arms,” she repeated, frustrated and worried at the same time. What did it mean? Was this a different cyborg? Had Rhine Ruhr already landed a team on Ganymede? Had the thing repaired itself from parts of the station or the destroyed alien robot? Was that even possible with current technology? Or had Rhine Ruhr and Alpha been able to bring back more from the artifacts on Mars than was recorded in the data on Project Starshot?

      Patrick didn’t reply, and she didn’t know what to say, either. Instead she stared at the battle as if hypnotized, and wondered what she could do if the remaining soldier should lose. After all, three of them working together had been unable to defeat the nightmare thing, so why would one alone be able to succeed? Unless it was already damaged. Could they close the door again? She hadn’t even seen an operation mechanism or a scanner.

      She hurriedly looked around, investigating the meter-deep frame, which was smooth and gray, but she didn’t find anything. She went out a step onto the walkway and the door closed soundlessly. It came from nowhere and anchored itself in nothing. She jumped in shock as it snapped into place, then she took a deep breath and examined the equally smooth surface of the door with her two helmet lamps.

      Nothing.

      She turned again and saw a flicker of movement in the muzzle flash of a weapon. The out-of-control armored warrior caught the cyborg with a sudden kick to the lower body. The augmented being slammed into the low rail around the platform and was about to climb to its feet, but the other soldier was on it immediately, firing with both arms.

      The cyborg twitched in the hail of fire, as far as she could see, and was thrown backward by the recoil, into the abyss.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. “Get over here!” she yelled over the radio, but there was no answer, and the chatter of the weapons from the twitching soldier stopped that same moment, and it became dark.

      She concentrated on keeping her face directed at the walkway, at the illumination coming from the last surviving soldier in motorized armor, as it ran toward her at full speed.

      Rachel turned around, took a step forward, then the door opened and again moved to the side. A short time later the massive form slid within and was still going so fast that it slammed into one of the conical columns. It sounded like the crash of a car into a tree, and then the armored figure lay motionless.

      She looked at the door. Closed. Then she ran, along with Patrick and Julie, to the injured figure and the three of them turned the armor onto its side. In the chest area were engraved the words, ‘Cpt. Boyd.’

      “Hansen!” she yelled, and the echo in her helmet was so loud that she started pulling at the seal.

      “No!” Patrick yelled, as he grabbed for her hand.

      “Let go of me,” she growled, but he wouldn’t release her, instead pulling her hands down and away from her helmet.

      “The atmospheric readout might look okay, but that doesn’t mean there are no microorganisms in it.”

      Rachel was about to spit some invective at him, but managed to restrain herself. He was right and she shouldn’t be acting like an idiot. Especially not now when the cyborg had been defeated and they had arrived on Planet Nine—if they really were on Planet Nine.

      So instead of saying anything she relaxed, until Patrick let go of her and nodded understandingly before investigating the contours of Boyd’s neck section. She couldn’t see the join between the head and body, and there was also no sign of seals, knobs, or cracks.

      “How do you get this damn thing off?” she cursed, then there was a hiss of air and two small clouds came from the shoulders of the armor. A heartbeat later, the shell-like head section came off like a cork from a champagne bottle and landed near the small pool of black liquid on the corrugated floor.

      Hansen’s head, or at least everything from his upper lip upward, was now visible. His hair was matted with sweat, and his face was covered in beads of sweat. With tired eyes he looked at her and attempted a smile.

      “My radio was busted. That thing really got me good,” he growled, and gestured with his arm at his torso, which was as covered in cracks and craters as the moon. “Don’t freak out. I’m going to activate the emergency eject.”

      Rachel, Patrick, and Julie each took a couple of steps back before innumerable elements of the armor exploded away and fell to the ground. The captain looked too small in his skin-tight conduit suit as he struggled grimly to his feet. He looked uninjured, but his face was hard, and there was something grim about the corners of his mouth.

      He was now the last of all the soldiers.

      Oh, Boyd, if you only knew how well I know exactly how you feel, she thought sympathetically, a heavy feeling in her belly telling her she was thinking about her colleagues back on Ganymede Station, whom she’d had to leave behind. To be the only survivor, and the one who’d had responsibility for those who had died, was a heavy burden. Forever.

      “I can breathe,” he said, testing the air with little twitches of his nose like a dog that could smell a storm coming.

      “Yes,” she said, and exchanged a look with Patrick, who shrugged.

      “What’s that?” Boyd asked, pointing at the center of the circle formed by the 12 columns.

      Because of his conversational tone she felt no urgency as she turned and started to explain. “At the center there’s some kind of stream...” Rachel’s words died away as she stared fixedly at the place she had seen the hole in the floor with the wavy black liquid. Now the hole looked empty, and above it floated a coal-black sphere about the size of an aerobics ball, rippling like quicksilver in the air. On the side turned toward them the surface started moving even more energetically before assuming the contours of something like a human face.

      It was looking at them.
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      Near the Ark, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      Theodore ran and ran, He was zigzagging to avoid running in a predictable pattern, although his brain kept trying to impose one on him. Unfortunately he had the experience of having to survive distant enemy fire, so he ignored what his brain was telling him and always did the opposite of what it wanted. If his mind told him to run to the left, he ran to the right, if it told him to speed up, he suddenly slowed down, then accelerated his pace again.

      Luckily, the enemy fire was inaccurate, and then—shortly after he’d gone out from the building on the corner—a barrage of covering fire started up, aimed at the Ark and forcing its defenders into cover. This allowed him to get across the road, which went from the interstate to the south and ran alongside Hell’s Mouth. A narrow row formed by two dilapidated apartment houses separated the asphalt from the improvised barricades at the edge of the deep chasm.

      He ran around the exit ramp that turned off to the right, leading from the exit of the upper levels into the lower levels, and he saw the piles of tires, aluminum siding, and furniture that the residents were using to fend off the benzene rising from the chasm. It was a shameful scene to see. Protecting the semicircular section of the interstate exit ramp leading into the tunnel to the Ark was a high-grade electric fence, while the local people didn’t even have protection against the fumes coming up from the giant crack. The only thing anybody cared about was that nothing damaged passing cars or made it necessary for a construction company to repair the asphalt.

      As Theodore jumped over a bullet-riddled trash can that was rolling down the exit ramp as if in slow motion, squeaking slightly as it went, he risked a glance to the right and upward. Because the road was in the way, he could only just see over the edge of the rising exit ramp where the covering fire hammered into the entrance and the superstructure. A last shot hissed a hair’s breadth past his head and then it grew quieter. The constant incoming bullets, always sounding like an ice pick being slammed repeatedly into a bag of ice, had stopped.

      But the chatter of thousands of guns from the apartment buildings at his back was still deafening, making a stark contrast to the dull explosions that echoed from time to time through the night.

      “Watch out!” Jackie yelled over the radio, and Theodore instantly raised his head from where he had been concentrating on the road, watching for the numerous piles of rubble and other obstacles that he was afraid of falling over. His impaired balance without his right arm didn’t make things any easier for him.

      He immediately saw what Jackie was warning him about. Three blinking lights came from the left flank of the Ark and flew toward him. The drones separated from the constantly circling cocoon of security that Rhine Ruhr and Alpha Corporation were using to shield the area from aerial attack by the other megacorporations. Just a few moments before the RRI/Alpha drones had intercepted a missile fired by the opposition.

      Theodore didn’t want to know what kind of combat was happening there. The entire coast was full of marine bases belonging to the big four, who invested a lot of money to protect their trading fleets. These fleets could no longer navigate using their conventional means, so they were using their considerable firepower to make sure they gave each other a bloody nose before everything was over forever.

      He lifted his Colt Bronco and tried to estimate how far away the drones were, certainly considerably farther than 100 meters away as they opened fire. The first shot caught him in the side of the neck and went through his left trapezius. The other two shots missed, but the one that hit was enough to throw him off balance.

      Theodore tried to regain his equilibrium but fell forward over some rubble. He instinctively held both arms out in front of him, only to see that only his left arm remained, and it was holding the revolver. It contacted the rough asphalt first and at least two of his fingers broke as they slammed between the pistol grip and the road. He didn’t have a second hand to slow his fall so he simply hit the ground, head first.

      The left side of his face, already marred by extensive burning, was suddenly shot through with pain, so intense it was pure torture as he continued to slide. Shards of glass, the remains of shell casings, and dirt was smeared across his face, from cheek, chin, and jaw, into his left eye.

      Theodore let out a wild scream as he was dragged along by the speed of the fall. He had to force himself, by gritting his teeth, not to lose consciousness. Streams of tears blurred his sight, and every single tear burned like fire on the open skin of his cheek. The tears mixed with blood and dirt as grit dug deep into his flesh.

      He hadn’t felt as helpless in a long time as he did in this seemingly endless moment. It wasn’t like a lot of people believed, that in a moment of great peril—like an accident, or like a firefight, or a natural catastrophe—time went out the window and everything went much too quickly. No, the opposite was the case. You were wide awake and experienced everything as if in slow motion. It was only when it was over and you thought back that it seemed everything had happened very quickly.

      Whimpering, he continued to slide, gradually slowing, with bullets hitting to his left and right. Their frequency dropped off until there was silence, and the drones could also no longer be heard. He turned his head a little to the right and looked back at the building facade. Not a single figure was to be seen. Muzzle flashes licked from every window, but not a single man or woman had followed his example and come running with explosives to follow him.

      All alone, then. He cursed and closed his eyes to fight off unconsciousness. The pain was so intense that he couldn’t work out exactly where it was coming from. His entire body felt like it was on fire. He saw black spots and dancing stars moving across his vision from left to right.

      Theodore was having trouble grasping individual, clear thoughts, forcing him to concentrate on the simplest things—lifting a leg, putting weight on a knee. Letting go of the Colt, he forced himself up on the heel of his hand without moving his broken fingers. They were shaking so hard that his movements were indistinct. Then he moved the heel of his hand under the center of his body, to make up for his missing right hand, his muscles flexing with the strain.

      He lifted himself with difficulty until he was in a crouch, then tentatively shoved one foot out in front of him, then the other. With a deep groan, half guttural grunt and half a bellow of pain, he finally reached a standing position.

      One step after another, Theodore. One step after another. That’s all you need to do.

      Without another look back, he tucked his broken-fingered left hand into the front of his jacket as an improvised sling and let his injured right shoulder hang, and he put one foot in front of the other. He kept his eyes focused exclusively on the road, tuning everything else out, to make sure he didn’t fall over again. If that happened, he knew he would never get up again. He would most likely lose consciousness before he even hit the ground.

      So, once more he put one foot in front of the other, then again, and again. It got darker. He didn’t know where he was, but the exit ramp only went in one direction, down and forward. He knew that sooner or later he would reach the first column. This meant he would also be in striking distance of the entrance to the lower levels of the Ark. They had been completely closed off and concreted up ever since the white ring had fallen on the bridge and Rhine Ruhr had walled everything up. If that hadn’t happened, there would be another row of corporate guards dug in opposite him.

      When he made it to the shadow of the exit ramp above him, it got even darker. The available light enhancement in his augmented eyes kicked in and allowed him to see considerably better, even if his artificial tears veiled some of what he was seeing. He hoped his supply had run out, because the tears were just making the burning on his cheeks even worse.

      “Teddy!” he heard somebody shout. Or had he imagined it? Who would be yelling at me?

      As if in a dream, a woman suddenly appeared beside him. Then another to his right.

      Jackie?

      His bleary eyes saw blonde hair and the contours of a face, but although his augmented eyes were functioning, he didn’t recognize it. It was because of his mind. It was all mixed up and at the same time dulled by pain, so he could hardly grasp what was happening.

      “I’m here, Teddy. We’re all here.” It was Jackie. No doubt about it. Those words were what Jackie might say. The veil of tears before his eyes just grew thicker.

      He was too weak to say anything, but he tried anyway, with all his might, but stuttered and only managed a croak. Hands caught him and gave him support.

      Figures ran past him, a few at first, then more and more. There had to be dozens of them, if not hundreds. Many were carrying heavy loads on their backs. Some were chopped down by invisible hammer blows, others stumbled, but caught themselves again. The mass pushed forward, and everywhere there was the flashing and thunder of rifles, machine pistols, and grenade launchers.

      Theodore couldn’t see what they were firing at. All he could see was the road in front of him, and all he could feel was Jackie’s hand at his right shoulder and another hand on his left elbow. He had been aware for some time that he could no longer stand up on his own, and he was being held upright by them.

      They were now under the entrance ramp, in front of the barricaded three-lane entrance and exit ramps of the Ark. Theodore could see the two massive support columns that came diagonally from a point near the center of the bridge and went down to where they were fixed in the bedrock, about 20 meters below the surface. The structure was so massive that they could simply throw their explosives down and be sure they would land on the reinforced concrete rather than fall deep into the lava. A never-ending stream of people moved toward the man-high barrier of rubble separating them from the chasm and began disassembling it. Those who couldn’t get close enough to the front to help moved to the left and found cover behind the barricade, before continuing to fire into the darkness.

      They were shooting down the drones.

      But unfortunately that wasn’t the only direction fire was going. Theodore saw incoming rockets and bursts of machine-gun fire. They hammered mercilessly and ever-more-violently into the people. Several parts of the barrier had been completely destroyed, and armed fighters had been sent hurtling through the air. Many fell screaming into the depths where the poisoned groundwater descended in tall waterfalls, turned into deadly mist by the scorching lava.

      Theodore looked up and saw that his tears were abating and his concentration was returning, allowing him to see almost perfectly. Innumerable drones and two helicopters had appeared over Hell’s Mouth, lit up red in the night by the lava, the choppers looking like a pair of bloodthirsty dragons surrounded by a swarm of hornets.

      Theodore’s allies on the ground fired a constant stream of munitions at the aircraft, while missiles flew up from the side. One of the helicopters was simply torn apart as if it had been made of paper. The other was hit at the back, at the stabilizer, and its rotary cannon was still firing, tearing a deep swath of destruction through the cloud of drones. Again and again the autonomous aircraft were hit by fire, coming from places Theodore couldn’t make out.

      Cheering broke out. It was so loud it hurt his ears.

      “I...” he groaned, and even this single word felt as if somebody was ramming a fist full of nails through his windpipe. But he gritted his teeth and swallowed down four more fists. “...must throw my... explosives.” His voice gave out with the last syllable.

      “I’ll do it for you,” Jackie promised, letting go of his shoulder and fumbling with his backpack

      But he vehemently shook his head, which made him feel dizzy and caused a horrific wave of pain that traveled through his entire body. “No!” he croaked, stumbling forward.

      “Wait!” He was grabbed by hands again, but they weren’t holding him back, they were holding him up.

      It seemed to take forever, but he stumbled forward with the help of the two women, toward the cleared space at the edge of the road above the chasm, below which the column was located.

      The mass of people parted in front of him. Hundreds of eyes gazed at him. Theodore wanted to see their faces, but he couldn’t make anything out. But he could still feel, and the fraction of his mind that was not flooded with pure, unadulterated pain, gained confidence. He arrived at the precipice. The air was almost unbearably hot, the destroyed left side of his face seeming to be on fire.

      His companions held him up as he laboriously shrugged his bandoleers of grenades from his shoulder with his one hand and slackly let them fall into the depths. Then he tore the heavy backpack from his back and threw it down. If Jackie and the lieutenant hadn’t held onto him, he would have simply fallen after it.

      “Well done, Teddy!” Jackie screamed.

      “Maybe. But now you have to stop.” It was the female corporate guard. He knew her stern tone of voice.

      His field of view spun around and around and began to tilt, as if he were on a roller coaster. Then he worked out that one of the women had thrown him over her shoulder and started running.

      They were moving upwards, in the direction from which they had come, because behind him he could see the edge of the Ark, all the way to the barrier, where armed fighters were still in cover and laying down heavy fire. He heard sounds of battle coming from every direction.

      Screams filled the night and mixed with the horrific, emotionless clatter of guns, the bullets whistling through the night like whiplashes.

      Jackie’s face appeared beside him. His uninjured cheek slapped from time to time against the guard’s armor, so he knew it was she who was carrying him, but he hardly felt it. He was surprised that he hadn’t fallen unconscious.

      “Keep it together, Teddy!” Jackie yelled, as she fired a burst from her assault rifle and wiped a sheen of sweat from her face.

      “Why?” he croaked, and wanted to scream at the pain the word caused, but he didn’t have the strength. Instead he gave a long sigh, or it could have even been a whimper.

      “We’ll get this done,” she said, firmly, but her last word was drowned out by another burst of fire from her assault rifle.

      What are we going to get done? Blow up the column? No. We don’t want to blow up the column, he thought.

      “Baker and the butchers,” Jackie yelled over the roar of erupting combat. “They’re breaking through!”

      Theodore tried to look around, directing his remaining strength to his neck, to find out what was happening right in front of them. “I... I can’t...”

      Jackie looked at him from the side and tapped the guard on the shoulder. He couldn’t see either of them now, and he couldn’t hear anything at all. All-out war had broken out around them. He had seldom seen such heavy fighting, even in Siberia. There was the thunder of weapons fire everywhere, the boom, boom, boom of grenades and rockets against house walls, vehicles, and drones. The chatter of large- and small-caliber rounds filled the night like a New Year’s Eve party in fast forward, and mixed with the screams and howls from innumerable throats.

      Theodore was shoved. Something pushed into the pit of his stomach and then the world spun around. Blooms of fire, darkness, then two lights hurtling past and the faces of strangers. Everything was standing on its head, then on its side, then the right way up again. They had put him on his feet and his muscles immediately started complaining.

      Jackie and the lieutenant grabbed him on his left and right sides at his armpits and held him with their free hands, their assault rifles at their hips. Then they took him with them as they started moving and he held himself upright as best he could, although his eyes kept closing. Despite the approach of unconsciousness, from which he knew there was no longer any escape, he saw enough for the corners of his mouth to pull up into a smile.

      They were already on the entrance ramp to the upper levels of the Ark, strewn with bodies and the remains of vehicles. It stank of sweat, urine, vomit, and fear. In the sides of the ten-floor bridge, with its many superstructures, there were huge gaping holes from missile strikes, from which clouds of thick smoke rose into the night sky. Drones fought against each other and a squadron of fighter jets thundered overhead.

      In the middle of the entrance, where before the defenders had been dug in behind concrete and sandbag barriers, Baker’s butchers were fighting, to judge from the huge bodies he saw. They looked more like mighty orcs from fantasy VRs than people. Theodore saw many of them peppered with bullet holes and lying half torn apart on the ground, but some were still alive, and they were now in hand-to-hand combat.

      With horrific weapons and their bare hands, they tore the limbs off the remaining corporate soldiers, one after another. Theodore spotted Baker to the left, a cigar butt in his mouth, standing on a block of concrete with a vehicle-mounted cannon in his hands, firing into the Ark. His face, illuminated over and over again by muzzle flashes, was dominated by a grin that looked absolutely crazy. Blood ran from his mouth without him appearing to take notice.

      But behind the butchers there were also a lot of other men and women, taking part in the assault, rolling over the defending forces like a wave over a sandcastle. Theodore saw Yakuza in their suits and wild tattoos, Vory with golden pistols and baseball bats, Mafia with machine pistols, and even Chinese Triads. Last but not least, he saw many former corporate guards with their helmets off, now part of the revolution. Deadly enemies had become allies in a single night.

      Sometimes, life was crazier than any movie.
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      Unknown Location, 2058

      

      Nobody said anything. They all stared at the floating sphere of fluid darkness and the face that had formed on its surface. It was androgynous and soft, as if painted in oils. The fluid sphere was floating right above the hole at the center of the 12 columns, at about head height, perhaps a little higher.

      Second after second passed with nothing happening, and Patrick, Julie, and Boyd all looked expectantly, one after the other, at Rachel.

      What do you want from me? What can I say? “Erm. Hello?” she said, feeling stupid. Yes, this was what you were supposed to say when you met a floating face on a strange planet. She shook her head in annoyance at herself.

      “Hello,” the face answered in plain English. Its voice sounded soft but also deep, almost like an echo, and it was very easy to listen to.

      The hairs on the back of Rachel’s neck stood on end. Then the rest of the hairs all over her body did the same. She gazed at the monochrome, black face, visible only by light reflected from its contours, not in any detail, with wide mouth, flat nose, high forehead, and full cheeks, but no ears.

      “Who are you?”

      “I am the Collective,” the face answered.

      Rachel glanced at her companions, but Patrick simply shrugged, and Julie and Boyd continued to stare at the floating sphere, and didn’t notice her at all.

      “Where are we?”

      “On the planet that you call Planet Nine, beyond the Kuiper Belt of your system,” answered the deep voice. It had an echo that Rachel couldn’t place, but it gave her goosebumps.

      “Are you... an alien?” she asked. Again she felt stupid, but it was pointless at a moment like this to try to think of the perfect question. So she decided to just ask whatever question occurred to her.

      “According to your definition, yes.”

      According to our definition? “What does that mean?”

      “The Collective emerged from a species that gained the illumination of consciousness far from your home system,” the face explained, and with every word that came from its lips, little waves moved over the surface of the sphere.

      “Does that species still exist?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “In the Collective.”

      “In other words, within you?”

      “That is correct.”

      Rachel didn’t know how to feel about that. Disappointment, excitement, and curiosity fought within her, along with a strong feeling of guilt. She felt guilty that they were the four survivors, the last of a crew of 40, and that they had been through the most terrible experiences to get here. She was standing in front of an alien, and she had been expecting to see pretty much anything, but she was still surprised by this speaking face on a sphere of liquid.

      What were you expecting? Little green men? she thought to herself. “How did you used to look?”

      Instead of answering, the sphere changed shape. The face disappeared and the liquid began moved around, as if sculpted by an invisible hand. A shape emerged of about a meter and a half in height, with well-defined muscles, a V-shaped head and two eyes, two arms, and two legs, although they had an extra joint in comparison to human limbs. The face was wide, the eyes big, and instead of a nose there were just four holes above a lipless mouth that looked a little like a slot for a credit card.

      “This is why the door is so small,” Patrick said. “They must come from a high-gravity world.”

      “That is correct,” the Collective said, after returning to the shape of a sphere with a human-like face.

      “But why is the atmosphere here the same as on Earth?” Julie interjected, seeming to slowly come out of her trance.

      “Because I have input these settings for you,” was the simple answer given by the Collective.

      “Settings?” Rachel asked, confused. “You can just set up an atmosphere the way you want?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Are we now within Planet Nine?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Is this even a planet, or is it a space station?” Patrick asked.

      “You’ve watched Star Wars too many times,” Julie said, attempting to silence him with a gesture. But the engineer wouldn’t be so easily put off.

      “I’m serious. Is this a planet or a space station?” he repeated.

      “Both terms are correct. This body was once an asteroid, reshaped by the Elixir to become a space station.” the face answered.

      “Something this size? How long did construction take?”

      “The Elixir required approximately one thousand of your years.”

      “A thousand years?”

      “That is correct.”

      “That’s an eternity,” Patrick said, in astonishment.

      Suddenly something occurred to Rachel. “Where did the robot go to?” she asked, confused.

      “The robot?” Julie frowned, and turned around, as if it might be hiding somewhere in the room.

      “You’re right, it was the first to jump through the sphere,” Patrick nodded, his eyes narrowing.

      “Where is the robot?” Rachel asked the face.

      “It was not transmitted, because there was no necessity for it to be here,” answered the Collective.

      “Transmitted?” Julie said, concerned, as she took a step back.

      Rachel remembered the red light coming from the sphere, and how it had reacted to her. Then she thought about what Patrick had said about wormholes able to transport people, and how theoretically unlikely they were.

      “Patrick,” she said at last, stepping toward him and taking his left hand in hers.

      “What are you doing?” He gazed in confusion as she drew her knife from her belt, but he wasn’t suspicious. She pushed the knife gently into the flesh above his wrist, and he pulled back, gasped for air, and lifted the tiny wound to his helmet as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “What is this? What’s going on?” Boyd asked, confused.

      “His left arm! It was a 3D printed replacement, after he lost it to the cyborg. There shouldn’t be any blood flowing under the synthetic skin.”

      Boyd’s eyes went wide, just as Julie’s did. Pearls of sweat were still breaking out on her face, flowing from the edge of her cap across her cheeks. Patrick, on the other hand, wasn’t panicking, he was just staring at his bloody arm as if gazing at an Old Testament miracle.

      “What does this mean?” Rachel asked the face.

      “We assumed that Patrick Greiner preferred his original arm to the artificial replacement.”

      “But... how?” she muttered in shock.

      “We didn’t travel here from Ganymede,” muttered Patrick, who had obviously overcome his disbelief. Slowly, but then ever more energetically, he nodded.

      “What do you mean we didn’t travel here? Look, we’re here!” Boyd protested, and made a face of utter incomprehension, as if he didn’t understand anything. And he probably didn’t.

      “The wormhole, if that is what it is inside the sphere, doesn’t transport organic material. No material at all. It only sends information,” Patrick explained, with a snort. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “That is correct,” the Collective answered.

      “So did you simply create our bodies, and download the information into our brains?” Rachel stared up in astonishment. This wasn’t her? But she looked like her.

      At first slowly, then faster, and then as fast as she could, she took off her helmet and her biosuit. She waved away Patrick and Julie’s protests with an obscene gesture and patted her body. It all felt normal. She even checked the small spot on her left calf where she had a scar from fishing with her father, where a hook had gotten caught in her flesh while casting. He had to his dying day never forgiven himself that it had happened. It’s still there, she realized.

      Rachel felt the same as ever. She couldn’t tell the difference. Maybe that’s why it was so difficult to come to grips with the thought that she might not be herself.

      “I’m not me at all?” she whispered.

      “Yes, that is you,” was the reply of the face. The Collective.

      “But... this isn’t my body.”

      “The body is a biomechanical machine. It is the fact that your consciousness is inside it that makes it something unusual in this universe.”

      “How do you know that? Do you know the entire universe?” Julie interjected as she took a step closer. She was still horribly pale, and it looked like she might collapse at any moment.

      “No. At the point in time that the Collective was created, we were familiar with the entire galaxy. At the turning point of our species, there was no reason to go further.”

      “At the turning point?” Rachel said.

      “Yes.”

      “Could you explain that?”

      “Our species reached a point where, because of technological advances, we could decide if we wanted to leave our physical bodies behind, and we took two paths. One path resulted in the Collective, the other left their bodies behind and now exist as energy patterns within the electromagnetic spectrum.”

      “Radiation, with consciousness?” Patrick shook his head in disbelief.

      “We do not know. Our assumptions at the time of the turning point were that the decoupling of consciousness and the material body was possible. Those who had doubts transferred to the Collective. Since then, we have not heard anything from the others.”

      “The Collective. So are the minds or consciousnesses of those that didn’t want to take part in the decoupling within you?”

      “That is correct.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Seventy trillion members of our species decided to continue their existence in the Collective. Since then we have been one consciousness.”

      Rachel stared at the black quicksilver face, which was now again at rest. It looked so emotionless and infinitely peaceful, it almost robbed its words of meaning.

      “Excuse me a second,” Boyd said from where he now sat on the ground, exhausted, his back pressed against one of the columns. “Can we go back to the part where you said we aren’t us and these aren’t our bodies? Hmm?”

      “Are we clones?” Rachel asked immediately.

      “No. We do not have any of the necessary genetic material from you.”

      “Are we robots?” Patrick asked.

      “No.”

      “Were we artificially manufactured?” was his follow up question.

      “Yes.”

      “Are we material?”

      “Yes and no,” the Collective answered.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Rachel and Julie asked simultaneously.

      “I can’t get my head around all this,” Boyd growled in frustration.

      “Does the name Nick Bostrum mean anything to you?” Patrick turned away from the face, to look at Rachel and Julie. They both shook their heads simultaneously.

      “He was a Swedish philosopher who taught at Oxford. His simulation hypothesis stated that we might be living in a simulation.”

      “What did you say?” Boyd rose to his feet, looking as if he was about to attack either Patrick or the face, but unable to decide in which direction to unleash his boiling rage.

      “Bostrum’s thought experiment is based on three assumptions, where at least one of them must be true. One. Human civilization is very likely to become extinct before reaching a post-human state. Two. The proportion of post-human civilizations interested in simulating their forerunners is close to zero. Or three. We are very likely to be living in a computer simulation.

      “If the first assumption is correct, that means a human civilization of our level of technological development will never be able to leave their bodies behind. If assumption two is correct, that means that the technology would be available, but all civilizations that reach this level have no interest in simulating their forerunners. If assumption three is correct, this means however that if we ever reach the required level of technology to create a simulation that is indistinguishable from reality, we are very likely part of such a simulation.

      “Elon Musk pointed out that there were just a few decades between the computer game Pong in 1972, to the VR-game World Wonder Wandering, from 2035. That was already almost real, after such a short time. If we think through to the logical conclusion of the Deep Web, we are quickly going to reach such a point. Musk, by the way, was always convinced that the likelihood of billions of parallel simulations was much higher than the one linear reality we assume we live within.”

      “Is that true?” Rachel asked the face, when Patrick had finished his explanation.

      “That assumption is correct.”

      Rachel sank to her knees, no strength left in her legs. “I’m a simulation?”

      “That is correct.” The cool, emotionless tone of the answer hit her like a punch in the guts.

      “Why are you telling us this?” Patrick asked, the only one of them who looked composed, almost relaxed.

      “Because you asked.”

      “You could have lied.”

      “This concept does not accord with our wishes.”

      “You don’t lie?”

      “No. There are no secrets within the Collective, because every consciousness is part of the shared consciousness and is inextricably bound to it. The concept of lies does not exist within us and we have no wish to use this in relation to our exterior,” the face replied.

      “But why did you also include the cyborg in the simulation? And what about Holtmann and Hazzel? Why did they die if this is just a simulation? Are they even dead?” Boyd asked, his hands still balled into fists and his face red as he stared at the rippling sphere.

      I can hardly blame him that his shock has turned into rage, Rachel thought, even if her reaction was entirely different from his. All she felt was empty and insecure. The truth was too big and too consequential for her to truly grasp.

      “A simulation can only be successful and realistic if no exceptions are made. The principle of causality cannot be broken.”

      “Why?” Patrick insisted.

      “Because the human brain recognizes deviations, and this leads to failures in the process.”

      “But it’s just a simulation, you could simulate my brain so that it doesn’t fail when there are deviations.”

      “I want my damn comrades back!” Boyd yelled, the first time Rachel had seen him out of control. She could very much understand his reaction.

      “That is not the purpose or function of a simulation,” the Collective countered evenly, and Boyd seemed to be about to stand up and run at the sphere.

      “What is the purpose and function of a simulation?” Julie asked, her voice quavering. “I don’t believe you. How are we supposed to know that what you say is true?”

      “You cannot know with certainty. The purpose and function of a simulation is autonomous development of events, including all factors and without being influenced, producing logical causality. There can be no influence, because otherwise it would not be a simulation. Instead it would be a preordained chain of events.”

      “Are you also a simulation?” Julie asked, still sounded suspicious. Her face remained a mask of unease, her brow cut by deep furrows.

      “Yes.”

      “But you told us about the turning point of your species. That was reality?” Patrick said.

      “The term reality cannot be defined precisely.”

      “Quantum mechanics?” Julie asked, tentatively.

      “That term always gets used when we reach the end of our understanding,” Patrick snorted, as if he was involved in a discussion after a lecture.

      “There are terms used in your physics, and from your spirituality and religion, that clearly show how a precise description of reality has not yet been achieved.”

      “Do you know the purpose and principles of the universe?”

      “No. During our spread across the Milky Way we have gathered much knowledge, but every new discovery brought more questions.”

      “Why are you simulating us?” Rachel asked, after suppressing the heavy sensation in her gut enough to allow her to speak.

      “We are simulating you in order to discover a mistake in our actions, and to avoid repeating it.”

      “What kind of mistake?”

      “Your extermination.”

      “What?” she asked, almost screaming the word.

      “Your extermination,” the face repeated patiently.

      “I don’t understand,” she admitted, and looked over at Patrick, who was pensively chewing at his lower lip. “Patrick?”

      “I have an idea,” he responded, and turned to the face. “We are a simulation, right?”

      “That is correct.”

      “But the first time we turned into a simulation wasn’t when we jumped into the sphere, was it?”

      “That is also correct,” the Collective answered, and Rachel gasped.

      “Can somebody translate this for me?” Boyd said almost demandingly. He seemed to have given up on his desire to destroy something, as he had leaned back against the column. His eyes looked unbearably tired, and they were surrounded by deep shadows.

      “That means that everything is a simulation. The Earth, the people on it, the solar system we are exploring and the entire cosmos that we are observing, and philosophy, art, thoughts, feelings... absolutely everything. That’s right, isn’t it?” Patrick asked the face.

      “That is correct.”

      “That means my entire life wasn’t real?” Julie whispered, barely at the edge of hearing, and dropped to the floor, her legs giving out from beneath her. She unsealed her helmet, took it off, and simply tossed it casually aside. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “Define ‘real.’”

      “None of it was real?”

      “It is real within the simulation. The causality is the same and follows no type of determinism.”

      “But...” Julie started to speak, closed and opened her mouth a few times, and then fell silent.

      “There is no difference between the observable universe of the Collective that initiated the simulation and the observable universe of our simulation?” Patrick said.

      “No. The simulation is comprehensive. Your life is real. It follows the same principles.”

      “And if we die?” Rachel asked. “Is your knowledge advanced enough to know what happens after death? Or does our simulation simply end then?”

      “We do not know,” the Collective added. “Death remains a mystery, and at the same time the easiest constant to define in the universe.”

      “If the principles are identical, death in the simulation must be the same as in reality,” Patrick explained with a nod. His gaze seemed fixed on some distant object.

      “So the computer running the simulation would have to have data that indicates what happens after death,” Rachel countered.

      “No. Without the ability to interpret the data, viewing the data is pointless, about as useful as translating whale song into a human speech system,” Julie explained as she felt her face with her hands, looking as if she was afraid it might dissolve at any moment.

      “That is correct,” said the Collective.

      “Can we go back to that part about our extermination?” Rachel interrupted.

      “If that is your wish.”

      “What kind of extinction are we talking about?”

      “By your time system, our species sent the Elixir out into the Milky Way forty million years before this point in the simulation. It was the crowning achievement of our technology. Extremely durable biological machines with sophisticated algorithms that carry out and adjust all their programmed tasks via the quantum realm. They were able to harvest energy from the cosmic background radiation and subspace and reproduce any material.

      “We gave the Elixir the task of adjusting every planet we sent them to for our environmental needs and creating transport spheres. These were to connect the new colonies to our transport network, by use of which we could transfer our consciousness into cloned bodies or machines at the other end.”

      “That means you didn’t build spaceships?” Patrick said.

      “That is correct. After we explored our home system, it became clear to us that interstellar travel with our bodies was not practical. We developed micro-wormholes that we initially used in our system. After we developed the Elixir, we sent it out in our place and waited until the first transport sphere was created at its destination, which we would then use to travel to our colonies.”

      “What has that got to do with our extermination?” Rachel asked insistently, earning a critical look from Patrick.

      “Maybe you find all this super exciting and interesting,” she growled in his direction, “but I am still trying to deal with finding out my whole reality, my childhood, my parents, my fears, pain, was all just simulated by an alien computer.”

      “But it doesn’t make any difference. Reality is what you can see and what does not happen in what appears to you to be a deterministic framework,” Patrick countered, but fell silent when Rachel stopped trying to hide her building fury from him.

      “What has this got to do with our extermination?” she repeated to the face, which was waiting patiently.

      “For millennia, we had never discovered any sign of alien life, and that is why we were not worried about the Elixir causing damage to another civilization. To be sure, and to protect any possibly unintelligent, simple lifeforms, we gave them destinations that were not within the habitable zones of the target systems. There, they were to collect raw materials and create colonists to scan the system before sending the Elixir to the next nearest exoplanets.”

      “Colonists? You mean the robots?” Rachel asked.

      “That is correct. The Elixir reached the asteroids outside the Kuiper Belt and began production of colonists. We discovered that the Earth was already home to a well-developed flora and fauna, and therefore the colonists prevented the Elixir from undertaking the task of transforming the Earth according to the terraforming protocols. Instead a probe was sent to Mars, which still looked very promising at that point. After a ring had formed, the colonist sent geological data here to Planet Nine and reported that the habitable period on Mars had passed. It closed down and the Elixir ceased its work.”

      “The Elixir and the robots were then discovered by our astronauts from the Musk One in 2032. They brought back samples and removed the control module from the robot,” Patrick said.

      “Project Starshot,” Rachel sighed.

      “That is correct. The Elixir was artificially reproduced, and without the control mechanism, the robot simply followed its basic programming, which was to reproduce and adjust atmospheric conditions so that our species would be able to live there. The proportion of nitrogen to oxygen did not alter to a level toxic to your species, but it would have had a considerable impact on the economy and society. However, before the effects could become dangerous, war broke out over control of the Elixir, and this escalated to the point that nuclear weapons were used.”

      “Are you telling me that the actual Earth was destroyed in the 2030s?” Rachel asked, in disbelief.

      “That is correct. In 2039, the last life form on Earth died.”

      I’m living in a future that never happened. I’m breathing oxygen that never existed. Everything from my twentieth birthday never happened.

      “Wait a minute, when did the simulation begin?” she asked.

      “At the point in time that the Elixir arrived at Planet Nine. This was thirty-eight million years ago.”

      So in reality, nothing I have experienced has ever existed—maybe I never existed?

      “In reality, was there such a thing as us? Did everything happen the same way until the catastrophe?”

      “No. That reality was as different from this reality as any other parallel simulation is different from any other. There is no fixed template that reality follows. Too many variables have too many outcomes.”

      “How many simulations are there?”

      “Many.”

      “Many?” Rachel shook her head in shock. Every answer was precise, yet so vague. “Why?”

      “We cannot give any information about other simulations. That would disturb the progress of this simulation.”

      “Is that even possible according to the logic of a free simulation?” Patrick asked, as he folded his arms across his chest like a police officer interviewing a suspect.

      “We aren’t sure. That is why the protocol does not allow us to provide detailed information.”

      “Do we become extinct in every simulation?”

      “In eighty-eight percent of simulations run so far.”

      “What are you trying to discover?”

      “What we could have done to prevent your extinction.”

      “Why are you so interested in that?” Rachel growled.

      “You are the only other intelligent and conscious species we have encountered in the Milky Way. We wanted to learn from you, discover your secrets, and reach conclusions about the meaning of life, and how it was created. But we have to assume that contact with our technology doomed your society before we had that opportunity.”

      “And with the simulations you can learn from us and about us, after all,” Rachel sighed. She felt exhausted, like a run-down battery.

      “Not only that. The fact that we were responsible for your extinction weighs heavily on our collective consciousness, at least on the part of us that unified to become the Collective and refused transcendence. We see the simulation as a way to improve our safety measures in the exploration of other galaxies, and as a way to secure your continued existence.”

      “Okay, this is now officially too much for me,” Julie interjected. “What are we supposed to do now? Are you going to pull the plug on us, or what?”

      “I don’t believe we’re in the Matrix, or anything,” Patrick snorted indignantly. “From what I have understood, this reality is just as real as any reality can be. The only difference is that we have the idea that we are not living in reality. From all we have learned about quantum mechanics, we know that it is only an observation of a situation that makes it real. If we had never been told that we were in a simulation, we wouldn’t be living in one.”

      “Sure,” Julie replied through gritted teeth. “But I don’t give a shit about that. Putain! What do we do now? Is there even anything we can do that makes any sense?”

      “We can save our damn species, if it isn’t too late,” Rachel decided.

      “But it’s just a sim...” the cryptographer was about to say, but Rachel cut her off with a firm gesture.

      “That doesn’t matter.” She knew that the survival of the people who were still on Earth and, more importantly, her own life depended on whether she could give herself a task, right now, right here. She needed a goal, something to distract her from thinking too deeply about everything that had just happened. What was she supposed to even believe? What was supposed to be true, after everything this strange being called the Collective had told them? Was this a simulation? Was it in fact reality and the Collective was a liar? Had her mind been trapped in fantasy? Was this the afterlife, perhaps? Was she in a VR environment run by Rhine Ruhr in a secret laboratory in Siberia?

      She didn’t know and would probably never find out. That just made it all the more important that she didn’t obsess about it. Instead she thought about a poster on the ceiling of her office, from back when she was training in the astronaut program. She had put up a poster of Einstein’s face and a quote of his. ‘If you want to live a happy life, tie it to a goal.’ Whenever she had looked up from her studies, when she needed a break, she had remembered what she was doing, why she was studying so hard and neglecting her social life.

      Unlike back then, she now connected her goal less with fulfilling a dream than with not losing her mind. But that was not an unimportant goal, either.

      One step at a time, Rachel reminded herself. “Is there anything we can still do?” she asked the Collective.

      “The people on Earth have already reached many critical points that in almost every case result in extinction. There is still a way out, but that depends on you and those people who are on Earth,” the face answered.

      “Can we bring them here?”

      “This station is not set up to accommodate them. There is, however, a location that has been created for this purpose.”

      “A reservation?” Boyd spat.

      “That term is appropriate. This place does not, however, have any fixed boundaries, and does not stand in the way of your unhindered development. It is under our protection.”

      “The protection of a simulation,” Boyd again snarled, and a snort of frustration escaped Rachel’s lips.

      “You can either help or drown in your own self-pity,” Julie said before Rachel could say something along the same lines.

      The soldier frowned and looked like he was going to say something, but instead he rolled his eyes and remained silent.

      “Okay, where is this other place and how do we get there?”
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      The Ark, Los Angeles, Earth, 2058

      

      They were running the gauntlet almost as soon as they entered the Ark. Automatic gun emplacements and booby traps seemed to be everywhere, preventing them from making progress. The only reason the armed masses, with whom Theodore, the lieutenant, and Jackie were being carried along, still managed to move forward was that there was now no way back.

      News of a nuclear strike taking out San Francisco was spreading, and the ever-higher number of cruise missiles hitting the city did not help calm the crowd. Everyone knew that this was the endgame, and there was no escaping it. The exit was blocked, so the masses moved forward.

      Theodore wished he could see their faces, even just a glimpse, to appreciate their courage and determination. Instead his ever-narrowing field of view was filled with patterns of darkness, flowing around the light of explosions and fire-spitting weapons.

      He had lost all perception of time, struggling from instant to instant, standing against unconsciousness with all the willpower he had left. The worst of the pain was no longer coming from his wounded face—it had spread through his entire body. He was now made of nothing but pain, extreme physical torture that was starting to gnaw at his sanity.

      At one point he leaned against something cold—a wall, perhaps? Then a familiar face appeared in front of him.

      “Muffin?” he gasped.

      “Yes, Teddy, it’s me,” his friend replied. “I’m here.”

      “How...” Theodore felt tears rolling down his face again. He was so happy that Muffin, who was secretly like a son to him, could be with him in these last moments. For the blink of an eye the intensity of his pain even faded. If he could just protect him, even here.

      “Center Sec brought me with them. They are here, Teddy, all of them.”

      “Did we do it?”

      “Not yet.” It was Jackie’s voice that answered him. “In front of us is a door. According to the Geiger counters of Baker’s men, when we’re through that we will have reached the white ring.”

      “What are we waiting for?” he croaked, and paid for the words with another wave of tortured pain.

      “For you,” Muffin said, and Theodore immediately recognized the wide grin on his friend’s face. “Do you hear it?”

      Hear what? Theodore tried to listen past the thumping of his pulse in his ears. Any perceptions had to make it through this merciless barrier of pain to reach his awareness. It took a lot of his remaining energy, but then he realized that silence had descended. He couldn’t hear gunfire or explosions, or screams of pain.

      “There is nothing in the way. Everyone wants you to be the one who takes us through,” Muffin explained. Again the affectionate smile.

      “Me? But... w... why?”

      “They all know that we have only made it this far because of you.”

      “I...” I just ran straight ahead, he thought, because he had no energy left to battle the extra pain that every spoken word was bringing.

      He was again lifted up and taken through the mass of people who parted in front of him, like the Red Sea parting for Moses. He tried to smile, to somehow express gratitude, but he didn’t know if his face was capable of something like expression anymore. Based on what he could feel, it was no longer a thing of muscles, sinews, and skin. It had been replaced by hot lava and needles.

      Theodore thought he could hear his name, not very loud, but clearly. Maybe he was imagining it. At last they stopped in front of a door that looked like it was the door to Hell, its edges smoking, cracked, and uneven.

      The lieutenant and Jackie were continuing to support him at his shoulders. Muffin was hurrying beside them. They entered a vast, bright room, more like a hall, and he got the impression everything here was enormous. Even the ceiling looked to be infinitely far away. In the middle of all this stood the giant white ring that he had seen before. He would never forget this ring, even if his senses were dulled by pain. This was the artifact they had found on the Tomahawk, and it had fallen onto the Ark from there. There were cranes everywhere, along with strange mechanical devices that were all directed at the alien object, like needles pulled toward a magnet at their center. But that wasn’t all. They were not alone.

      A dense rank of dark shadows—guards?—were lined up behind the ring, and Theodore, even in his state of fading concentration, saw the many weapon muzzles aimed at them.

      To his surprise, however, nobody opened fire. It was deathly silent as they went down a short flight of steps. Every footfall reverberated through his body like a shockwave.

      Theodore continued to be borne forward. He swiftly glanced to the right, as far as his neck would allow before his entire field of view went black, and saw that they were followed by the mass of the disadvantaged and forgotten of Los Angeles. They too had their weapons, all pointed at their opponents.

      Soon two ranks were standing facing each other, separated only by the ring. He thought there seemed to be a spherical object at its center. Theodore could make out some contours, but he wasn’t sure if it was just a glitch in his vision, which was happening more and more often.

      Then the light went out and darkness descended. Voices could suddenly be heard, then flashlights were switched on and innumerable beams of light punched through the darkness.

      No shots, he thought, in relief. Nobody killed.

      “Hands up!” came a stern voice from in front of them. Two figures—no, three?—emerged from the ranks of the corporate soldiers, taking two steps forward. One of them held something in his hand that was red and blinking. “One more step and I’ll send us all to kingdom come.”

      There was silence. Then again came voices, all whispering together. Unease was spreading like a virus that instantly infected and multiplied.

      “What’s happening?” Theodore whispered.

      “There is something in the white ring. A kind of metal sphere. It has just started to move, and it is illuminated in red,” Muffin explained, in awe, and a deathly silence again descended on the room.

      Somewhere far behind the speaker and his pack of soldiers, there was movement.

      “Here come the guys in suits,” Jackie growled.

      “I don’t understand,” croaked Theodore. He gritted his teeth, trying to force his eyelids open. They were constantly threatening to droop.

      “I think that if that thing really is a transport system, it just activated,” Jackie said. “The damn executives just turned up, and I believe they will be the first to go marching through as soon as they get here.”

      A single shot sliced through the silence like a scalpel. Loud screams suddenly erupted, and Theodore could hear chaos starting to unfold.

      “One of the soldiers just jumped in and got shot,” Jackie said, voice tense. “His body just disappeared into that sphere. I’ll be damned if it doesn’t look like everyone is going to start shooting at each other any second.”

      The screams and shrieks increased.

      Theodore gathered all his remaining strength and whispered, “Let’s go.”

      “What?” somebody asked.

      “Let’s just do what he said.” This voice belonged to Jackie.

      He started moving, feeling a soft pressure under his feet like an earthquake. “Nobody shoot, no matter what happens,” he said, and he knew these words were going to be his last. His throat was contracting, like somebody was strangling him.

      Muffin yelled something—maybe he was repeating what he said before. It was too loud to be understood, every word stabbing at his ears.

      The man with the red blinking device took a step forward and was suddenly standing beside them. Muffin, who was going in front of him in the direction of the ring, froze, and Theodore stopped moving, too. Then he saw why.

      The soldier, obviously an officer, held a glinting metal object right up against Muffin’s temple.

      A pistol!

      “Not another step!” the man yelled. There was movement among the soldiers behind him. It had to be the executives, trying to get to safety.

      Theodore growled, felt to his left, and with his broken fingers found, at the leg of the lieutenant, the grip of a pistol, which he drew and held to the head of the officer. He hardly noticed the pain in his hand because it barely registered over the rest of the pain throughout his body.

      “We aren’t taking any more orders,” Muffin replied, taking a step forward.

      A shot rang out, echoing a thousand times through Theodore’s head. Something liquid spattered his face and he collapsed when he realized what it was. Somebody caught him before he could fall.

      Muffin! Oh, Muffin!

      The echo of the shot had not yet faded when all movement in the room stopped. Nobody moved, and Theodore had his finger on the trigger of the pistol that was aimed at the head of Muffin’s murderer.

      His hand wasn’t shaking. His broken index finger, which he could hardly move because it was so swollen, contracted under the force of all his willpower. He groaned and opened his eyes. The officer was around Theodore’s age and had a hard, angular face that was rapidly transitioning from disbelief, to shock, to fear.

      He looked Theodore in the eye and seemed to realize that this was the end for him. This was the defining moment—they both instantly understood that. Up to this point, everything had followed a natural progression of cause and effect, a spiral of violence.

      Theodore wanted to scream, but he didn’t have the strength anymore. He wanted to cry, his heart broken by what had happened to Muffin. He wanted to kill those responsible, to do to them what they had just done to his friend, but he felt that he had to follow a different path. A soft background sound could then be heard. It was muttered words and the collective whispers of the surrounding people.

      Theodore lowered the pistol, then he let it fall from his fingers. The metallic clang of the falling weapon brought a sudden silence. He could feel the eyes of everyone there on him.

      The officer brought his pistol around, and now Theodore was staring down the barrel from which the bullet had come that had killed Muffin.

      He took a deep breath and raised his hand, extending it toward the murderer of his friend. It was shaking, and it wasn’t because of the pain. He had never done something so difficult in his entire life, something that every fiber of his being was straining against. But he saw the last year of his life flash before him, the loss he had experienced, the people and situations responsible for his pain and sorrow, and the people he had killed who he had thought responsible. Nothing had broken the chain of pain, guilt, and atonement. He had only stumbled from pain to revenge, over and over again.

      Then the miracle happened. The soldier lowered his gun and Theodore felt a hand close around his. He heard somebody gulp, then another shot rang out and the man’s form sank to the ground.

      After what seemed like an eternity, a clattering broke the silence. It took him a moment to grasp that it was guns being dropped.

      As the last weapon fell, Theodore also collapsed.

      A face appeared above him. Jackie.

      She was saying something, but he could no longer understand her words. They were just the splashing of a waterfall over the horizon. It was a beautiful, restful sound, which didn’t need him to understand the words to bring him calm.

      “It’s okay,” he said, surprised at how powerful his voice sounded. Perhaps it was because the words were so true. His last breath was a taste of peace that contained the sound of deep yearning finding an end.
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      Jackie watched the long column of people moving past her and Rachel from the area under the sphere and off to the south. The lush, green grasslands stretched over innumerable hills to the blue river in the east, snow-capped mountains in the far north and dense woodland to the west. A warm golden sun stood at the zenith of the blue sky, and an endless stream of fluffy clouds scudded by. A second sun, a little redder and dimmer, was rising above the woodland.

      “Everything in this place is so perfect, so pleasant,” she said, in awe.

      “It’s a beautiful place,” Jackie said to Rachel, and beside her were Patrick and Julie, shielding their eyes from the sun, so they could look at the column of people walking past them in the direction of the houses that could be seen at the foot of a hill to the south. “But they look even more pleasant.”

      Rachel nodded in the direction of the men and women who were approaching in two columns, holding hands, like school kids. Nobody was carrying a weapon. Guards, executives, former slum dwellers, Yakuza, Vory, Triads, and Mafia—they all seemed to have left their guns on the other side, along with all the attitudes that had persuaded them to pick them up in the first place. Tired and shocked faces looked at this world that had appeared as if by magic. There was relief, gratitude, and exhaustion in their gazes.

      “I don’t know how you managed to bring us here,” Jackie said. “But it’s wonderful.”

      “It is nothing compared to the miracle Theodore made happen,” Patrick said, with a sigh, deeply moved.

      “Yes,” Jackie breathed. A single tear rolled down her cheek. It was a healthy tear, caused by sorrow and driven by gratitude. Theodore had found something that everyone was striving for.

      Peace.

      “It won’t stay this way forever, will it?” Julie asked. She pointed vaguely in the direction of their companions who were already dividing up among the buildings with red shingle roofs.

      “Probably not. We’re still people, after all,” Rachel sighed. “But it is a second chance and a new start—which is more than we could have hoped for.”

      “Did the aliens tell you anything about this place?” Jackie asked, as she tried to catch Rachel’s gaze.

      The astronaut exchanged a brief glance with Patrick and Julie and then smiled. “They assured us that this place is safe and is located on the other side of the Milky Way. The planet doesn’t have a name. It was one of the first colonies.”

      “Why was it abandoned?” Jackie asked, as she gazed at the idyllic vision around them.

      “They left their bodies behind.”

      “And the Collective you spoke to, did they at least tell you some secret or other? Did they give you any technology?”

      Rachel smiled a meaningful smile that to Jackie somehow seemed content and absolutely at peace. “Nothing that would be of any importance in this place,” she said with a wink.

      “Okay, I guess,” Jackie sighed. She had the feeling that Rachel was keeping something from her, and she also knew that Rachel knew of her feeling, and yet Jackie knew that the astronaut had told the truth when she said that there was nothing of any importance. If she had learned one thing, it was that she had left the past behind as she went through the sphere. Maybe Rachel felt the same way. Because, what was the past anymore, anyway, apart from a collection of thoughts? Merely a collection of thoughts that had very little to do with reality.

      “I suggest we head into the city before the living space starts to run out,” Rachel said with a grin.

      “We should also make sure that nobody plants an apple tree,” Patrick joked.

      “Here, not even God’s wrath can reach us,” Rachel said confidently as she took the hand of the engineer in hers. Jackie gazed at her and felt a brief stab of loneliness that went deep to her heart, as she imagined what it might have been like to hold Theodore’s hand here, on the other side of the galaxy.

      Oh, if you could only see what you have made possible, she thought. It is almost too beautiful to be true.

      “C’mon, Jackie,” Julie said, and extended her hand. Jackie took it and enjoyed the feeling of human warmth that flooded from her palm all through her body. “We have a new world to explore.”
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        How many bards gild the lapses of time!

        A few of them have ever been the food

        Of my delighted fancy,—I could brood

        Over their beauties, earthly, or sublime:

      

        

      
        And often, when I sit me down to rhyme,

        These will in throngs before my mind intrude:

        But no confusion, no disturbance rude

        Do they occasion; ’tis a pleasing chime.

      

        

      
        So the unnumber’d sounds that evening store;

        The songs of birds – the whisp’ring of the leaves – The voice of waters – the great bell that heaves

        With solemn sound, – and thousand others more,

      

        

      
        That distance of recognizance bereaves,

        Make pleasing music, and not wild uproar.
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      This concludes Teddy’s and Rachel’s adventure and with it the Ganymede-Trilogy – what a journey it was!

      Visit www.joshuatcalvert.com to subscribe to my newsletter, to be informed of all upcoming releases and receive exclusive reading samples and advance information about my projects. Subscribers can also take part in anonymous surveys about my books and even vote on what story I will write next!

      If you liked this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. This is the best way to support me as an independent author.

      Did you notice any errors or plot holes? Would you like to contact me with criticism or feedback—positive or negative? I am happy to answer every single e-mail! Please write to me at joshua@joshuatcalvert.com

      

      Sincerely, Joshua T. Calvert

      
        
        August 2021, Paphos
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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 blocker: Device that blocks all augments using low frequency electric pulses along the spinal canal.

        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.

        Burn: combat drug used by the Rhine Ruhr military. Applied where there are internal injuries to allow physical activity to continue for a limited time.

        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 Jackie (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.’

        EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse.

        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.

        H&K G44: German assault rifle.

        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.

        P55: Heavy pistol, 9mm.

        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.

        Plasglas: Glass constructed of polymer mesh that is very robust and shatter proof. It is used both in vehicles and exterior windows in skyscrapers.

        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.

        RRISS Harbinger: A Rhine Ruhr Industries spaceship.

        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.

        Space Hawk C-2: Long-range missile used by many countries and corporations in an anti-satellite role.

        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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