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The first thing Tomas Katoa saw when he opened one blurry eye was a front tooth. It was scorched and blackened, a corner chipped off, and he knew right away, in some distant corner of his brain, that it was his own.
His eyesight gradually cleared, and he focused his open eye in on the lone tooth, sitting on a dirty leaf. Another corner of his brain identified the leaf as being from a pricklefruit tree. Surrounding the leaf were dozens of tiny moorants chewing on bits and pieces of figmoss. Their moist yellow segmented bodies glistened in the sun.
Morning, Katoa thought. It’s morning, judging by the angle of Eden’s sun. But the sky was…sideways. And the tooth on the leaf, surrounded by figmoss and moorants, strangely hung on the wall.
He attempted to open his other eye, to no avail. I’m lying on the ground. His left eye refused to obey, stuck shut with some sticky substance. His mouth tasted of blood mixed with Eden’s loamy soil and some kind of burned meat. His head reeled, and dizziness prevented his inner ear from determining which way was up. He felt a tickle in his mouth and spat. A bloody gob of saliva-covered moorant hit the leaf, and more spittle dribbled from his torn lips. There was no sound, he thought to himself. Nothing made any sound, which was puzzling until he realized there was a low buzz in his head, drowning out any outside sounds. Oh my God, I’m deaf, he thought with a panic.
The smells came next. Jungle smells, fresh neopines and pricklefruit trees intertwined with a dead and decaying odor given off by the jungle floor, all overlaid on top of the distinct smell of burning metal.
He willed his body to roll onto his stomach and was rewarded with a face full of hungry moorants. His right arm scrabbled at the ground, trying to ward off the inch-long insects; his left arm didn’t move. He pushed back away from the figmoss, from the biting pests, and used his functioning arm to pull himself several feet towards the sun. His legs responded slowly and he crawled a few more feet, and he found himself on the edge of a small hillock overlooking several burning buildings.
He wiped at his sticky eye, pain coursing through his system at every move. His hand came away smeared with black blood. A low thrum pulled his attention away from his injuries, and he felt a small relief at the slow return of his hearing. He tugged at his right ear with his bloody hand, then yawned, attempting to pop open what he assumed were clogged ears. Without any success, it dawned on him that the hearing damage was concussive: an explosion.
The thrum grew louder, and Katoa looked down the scorched slope towards the burning buildings. A shuttle sat a few dozen yards north of the largest building. Its quad pulsejet engines were spooling up as it prepared to take off, and the grass smoldered beneath the hot exhaust. From the side of the building came two combat-suited troopers with a stretcher carried between them. They hustled out, not looking back at the carnage, and quickly trotted to the open hatch of the shuttle with their cargo.
On the stretcher was another trooper, without a helmet, and with heavily damaged armor. Katoa’s brain was missing pieces. He couldn’t quite place the trooper, the face was familiar…but he had a difficult time even remembering what the building was. School maybe? he thought. He shook his head to clear it, more pain shooting through his body, and he squeezed his eyes shut against it.
When he opened them again, the hatch was closing on the shuttle. Some primal part of his brain realized he was being left behind, and he tried to yell out, but his voice only croaked out a few low syllables. Wait! his mind shouted silently as he raised his one good hand towards the shuttle. Don’t go, you forgot me!
The pulsejet engines came to full power. The shuttle lifted off the charred ground and backed slowly away from the buildings. Katoa watched helplessly as the craft rose into the sky, knowing he was stranded on a far-off world, with no clue what to do next.
He lowered his hand as the shuttle shrank to a dot against the bright sun. His hand brushed against a nearby vine, and to Katoa’s fuzzy-minded surprise, it responded by encircling his wrist. As he watched with his one eye widening, the vine extended small thorns along its length and began to constrict, wrapping itself around his arm. The thorns pierced his skin, and he grunted in pain.
As the razorvine tightened further, the thorns released a neurotoxin, numbing Katoa’s arm and shutting out the pain. For a brief moment, he felt relieved and tried to pull his arm away from the strange plant. The plant pulled harder, and Katoa finally found his voice, even as his mind began to fog into unconsciousness. A blood-curdling scream escaped his lips as he was dragged further into the jungle, leaving the moorants alone in the clearing.
<<<<<>>>>>
Katoa lurched up from his prone position, right arm stretching out, and gasped for breath. He was blind, just a dark gray haze in front of his face. It was quiet, but he wasn’t sure if it was because he was still deafened. He remembered being pulled into the jungle. It didn’t feel like moss and leaves under him now; more cool and crisp on the backs of his legs.
He leaned forward into more of a sitting position, and waved his right arm around in front of him. Nothing there. No sound, no sight, and maybe most alarmingly, no smells. He was no longer in the jungle.
“Hello?” he called out, his voice cracking from dryness. No response. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Hey!” he yelled as loudly as his pathetic voice would allow.
His senses slowly returned. A beep. Small, hollow, and repeating itself every few seconds. A shuffle, perhaps feet on a tile floor. Breathing. A faint whiff of body odor. Someone was there now. Waiting, watching him. Katoa tensed his body, preparing for his next move.
“Who are you?” he said, his voice returning with each syllable. “I know you’re there. Answer me, or so help me God…”
“So help you God, what, Petty Officer?” came a reply with a slight Spanish accent.
Katoa was caught off guard; he hadn’t expected an answer, or at least one so…friendly.
“Who are you?” he repeated, his voice now firm and commanding, as he had been taught in OCS.
With the thought of his OCS instructors, a whirlwind of disjointed memories flooded back. Images, sounds, feelings. Departing Luna. Wormhole transit. Punching Renaldo in the arm for cutting in the chow line. Kasey’s blonde hair, her smile. Suiting up in combat armor, checking ammo loads. Assault shuttle landing, being bashed into the shuttle’s wall during reentry. Crashing through a door into a building. Terrorists. Children. Hostages. Fire. Blackness.
“Easy there, Tomas,” said the male voice. His crisp English diction with the Spanish lilt sounded soothing and reassuring. “You’re liable to tear some sutures.”
Katoa realized he had been struggling, the memories causing him to thrash about in his hospital bed. Yes, hospital bed, he thought. Explains the feel of sheets, the beeping. He tried to reach up with his left arm to remove whatever was covering his face, but his hand didn’t reach.
“Please, wait,” the voice said quietly. “We have a lot to discuss. You’ve sustained a great deal of injuries, and I’m afraid…” The voice trailed off.
Katoa’s skin went cold. “What are you talking about?”
A hand touched his cheek and began to remove the bandages that had apparently been covering his eyes. Light streamed in and he squinted, turning his head away from what must have been a window. As the last of the bandages were removed, he opened his eyes, or eye as he felt, remembering the blood he wiped away from his other eye in the jungle.
“You were caught in an explosion, son. You nearly died,” the voice replied. “One of my people found you buried in razorvine near the school. Your military neuretics were the only thing that kept you alive from the toxin, and controlled the blood loss from your face.” The voice got quieter. “And from your arm.”
Katoa shook his head to clear it. A fuzzy outline of a man standing near him started to take shape. He reached over to grab his left arm, and felt a wrapped stump, the arm ending just below the shoulder.
“Oh my God,” he said, and a tear formed in his eye. Memories flooded back. Children sobbing. Firing his pulse rifle. Men running, ceiling collapsing. Three prone figures, a man in street clothes standing over them. Fire. Blackness.
“Listen, Tomas,” the voice continued. The man’s outline leaned in closer. “Yes, you’ve lost your arm, and your eye, and have some significant internal injuries. But we are equipped to help here. We don’t quite have North American Federation level facilities, but we have excellent people, and you will be just fine.”
“Fine?” Katoa snapped. He looked up at the man; a tanned, goateed face peered back down on him. “With one eye and one arm?”
The man patted his good arm. “Yes, fine. You are alive, is that not what is important?”
Katoa slumped back into the bed, sheets ruffling. He stared at the ceiling. Now what? he thought. I’m half a soldier, stuck on…
“Wait,” he said as he reached out and grabbed the man’s arm. “Am I still on Eden?”
“Yes, of course, where did you think you were?”
Katoa gripped the arm tighter. “They left me,” he said in a low voice.
“Who left you?” the man asked, prying his arm from Katoa’s grip. “Tell me what happened. What do you remember?”
He closed his eye, letting the memories rush back, and tried to make sense of them.
“We, we…we came here because of a riot, there were hostages, children mostly. My squad got ambushed…dammit, they knew we were coming.” A tear ran down his face, and another formed in its wake.
“Everyone was down. I thought I was the last, the shuttle was pulling the kids out — I, I went back in to the…gym, I think it was. Everything was burning…”
“Take your time, Tomas,” the man said. “You’re safe here.”
Katoa blew out a noisy breath. “Safe, yeah. Now. But…” he reached for the man’s hand and grabbed it, holding tight. “I went back in, and saw a man standing over a few members of my squad. They were down, dead. He…he was armed, and was about to shoot them.” He squeezed the man’s hand, lifting his head from the bed. “Why? They were already dead! What was he doing?”
A rapid beeping sounded, and the man used his other hand to ease Katoa’s head gently back down onto the bed. “Please, Tomas, you must relax.”
“My rifle was empty, I had lost my sidearm earlier,” Katoa continued, trying to control his breathing. “But I couldn’t let this, this terrorist desecrate their bodies, could I?” He took a long, deep breath. “I rushed him, slammed into him, knocked him down, out I think. I got up, and grabbed one of my squadmate’s…bodies. I dragged his body to the door, and…” his voice trailed off. “That’s it, that’s all I remember.”
“When my people found you, you were almost seventy yards away, up a small slope. It appears there was a massive explosion in the school, which threw you clear across the jungle. It’s just…incredible that you even survived.”
“Incredible,” Katoa repeated in a low tone. “Sure. Lucky, right?” he asked. He waved his left stump, and a flash of pain shot through him. “They left me. They got one out, and left me.” He sat bolt upright. “Someone survived,” he said, staring at the goateed man. “They grabbed someone out of the building. It…it was the body I pulled out. He was alive…someone else survived!”
“Do you remember who it was?” the man asked.
Katoa closed his eye, searching his memory, trying to mentally zoom in on the stretcher. “It’s…fuzzy,” he said, scrunching his face up.
“Try, Tomas,” the man replied. “It may help your recovery process if you know someone else made it.”
He concentrated on the last vision from the hilltop: the pulsejets’ blue exhaust rings blasting the blackened grass, the flames licking through the windows of the school, the troopers carrying the stretcher, the man on the stretcher, no helmet, head facing him. Close-cropped blond hair. The face became clear.
“Gabriel,” he spat. His mind clouded over to black. “The one who led us into the ambush. That sonofabitch survived. And left me here.”
The man leaned back and released Katoa’s hand. “Okay. Gabriel. Let’s work with that. That will be the start of your recovery, it will give you something to focus on while we rehabilitate your body.” He walked over to the door, and Katoa saw him motion to someone outside the room.
“Right now, we’re going to start rehabilitating your mind. There are some people I’d like you to meet, and I think we’re all going to be great friends. I know we can help you, and I believe you can help us as well.”
As a slim shadowy figure entered the room, Katoa eased back into the cool comfort of the sheets. The images of fire and blackness already felt less painful. Gabriel, he thought. Gabriel.
“That was an excellent piece of steak, boss. Appreciate the generosity,” Galen Sowers said as he set his fork down on his folded napkin.
Evan Gabriel raised his iced tea. “My pleasure, Mister Sowers. I’m glad to see the gesture didn’t go to waste.” He motioned the glass towards the empty plate in front of Sowers. A sprig of broccoli was the only evidence left of a meal having been present.
Sowers smiled, raising his own glass in return. “No sir, not at all. Only so much vat grown meat a man can take, and Bussa’s is one of what, five restaurants on Mars that import actual beef?” He looked at the large man sitting next to him for confirmation.
Harris Brevik polished off the last of his baked potato and wiped his lips with his napkin. “Six,” he said.
Sowers laughed. “Right, six. But that’s counting that shithole up north in Chryse Planitia, what was it called? Torrici, Tortorici, something like that? Real beef, sure. Just not sure what kind of cow they got it from.”
Gabriel sipped from his glass and raised a finger from it, pointing at Sowers. “That was your mistake, if I remember correctly. What was it, a suspected prostitution ring, a couple thousand miles from any decent-sized city?”
“Whoa, sir, you got me all wrong,” Sowers said. He held his hands up in mock surrender. “Those girls needed my help. How was I to know it was a ballet troupe that got lost?”
Brevik downed his water in a long gulp and set the glass down with an audible thunk. “Sir, you ready?”
Gabriel nodded. “Yes, Lieutenant, sure am. Sowers?”
“No dessert?” Sowers asked innocently.
“No, no dessert. Or coffee,” Gabriel replied as he waved the waitress over. “You get jumpy with too much sugar and caffeine.”
The waitress came over with the check and handed it to Gabriel with a smile. “Everything okay, gentlemen?”
“Yes, excellent,” Gabriel replied, his eyes indicating the empty plates. “Compliments to the chef.”
She smiled wider and turned to leave, but Gabriel touched her hand and set the bill folio down on the table. “We need to see Vasili, if you don’t mind.”
Her smile faded. “Who?”
“Vasili,” he repeated. “The man in the back room surrounded by computers, probably in there with one or two other men, the door most likely guarded by a very large man. Vasili.”
Her eyes gave her away. “I’m not sure who you mean,” she said, starting to back away.
Gabriel withdrew a card from his inner jacket pocket. “If you find anyone who knows Vasili, can you please have them give this to him?”
Her eyes darted from Gabriel to Brevik to Sowers, then back to Gabriel and the card he was holding. She extended her hand and took it.
“Thank you,” he said. He picked up the folio she had left and passed it across the table to Sowers. “My dinner companion will be taking care of this.”
Sowers paused in mid-drink and set his glass back down. “Ah hell, sir. Again?”
“Rank hath its privileges, Petty Officer,” Gabriel replied as he watched the nervous waitress head into the kitchen.
<<<<<>>>>>
After a few minutes, the waitress returned and approached Gabriel. She leaned over and whispered, “Vasili has agreed to see you.”
Gabriel stood up, Sowers and Brevik doing the same, and followed the waitress towards the back of the restaurant. Gabriel noticed the patrons watched them carefully as they wound their way through the dining room’s tables. Part of him wondered if any of them were armed. He absently tapped the waistband of his cargo pants, feeling the reassuring bulge of his Heckart, and regretted he’d be losing it soon.
The four reached a curtained area just out of sight of the main bar. As Gabriel had expected, a very large man stood with hands clasped in front of the curtain, blocking the entrance to the room beyond.
Brevik walked up to the man and stared into his face at a slight upward angle. The guard didn’t flinch, but simply smiled. “Weapons,” he said, holding out a massive hand.
Sowers pulled his sidearm from his jacket pocket slowly, holding the handle with two fingers, and placed it in the outstretched hand. Gabriel did the same with his Heckart, while Brevik stood motionless. The guard tucked both handguns into his pants pocket and stared back at Brevik. “No weapons?”
“Don’t need any, Tiny,” he replied, earning a growl in return.
The guard inclined his chin towards the other two. “Arms out.”
Both Sowers and Gabriel raised their arms, and the guard patted them down. He checked Gabriel first, and finding nothing, moved to Sowers. He patted him down roughly and stopped when he reached a bump in Sowers jacket pocket.
“Out,” he said. He moved one hand to his own waist where Gabriel assumed he was carrying a weapon of his own.
“Just a comm.” Sowers slowly reached into his pocket and withdrew the tiny device. He handed it to the guard, who looked at him quizzically. Sowers shrugged. “Old fashioned, I know. I’m not big on neuretic conversations.”
The guard looked at the comm closely, turning it end over end and tapping a few keys. Apparently satisfied, he handed it back to Sowers, who replaced it in his pocket. The guard then turned to Brevik. “Arms.”
Brevik raised his arms and allowed the guard to pat him down, never taking his eyes from the other man’s. After a few seconds, the guard nodded. “Okay, you guys are clean. This way.”
He turned and opened the curtain, revealing a small anteroom with another curtain on the other side. He led the three men through the room and parted the far curtain, then stepped back to allow them to enter.
Gabriel walked in first, followed by Sowers and Brevik. He was greeted by the sight of a tiny man, lips clamped around the stub of a cigarro, seated at a table, with four flatscreen monitors spread out before him. On the table in front of the monitors were multiple flexscreen tubes, most with the screens extended and various numbers and letters scrolling across them. Gabriel couldn’t see what was on the flatscreens, but knowing what Vasili did for a living, he assumed they’d show the same scrolling numbers and letters.
At the table with Vasili sat a man with thick glasses. Very anachronistic item in today’s day and age, Gabriel thought idly. Fish-like eyes stared and blinked at the newcomers.
A bay window was on one side of the room. The view of Orange Blossom Park was partially blocked by a man seated there, one foot up on the sill, one leg dangling above the floor. Gabriel immediately noted the open jacket and the bulge at his waist. Neither leg showed a backup weapon, only god-awful ugly argyle socks.
Gabriel and Sowers approached the table while Brevik hung back near the guard, who had stepped just inside the curtain to watch the proceedings.
Vasili smiled around his cigarro. “Well, hello at last, Lieutenant Commander Gabriel,” he said in a nasally voice. “A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.” He pulled the cigarro from his mouth and stubbed it out in an ashtray in front of one of the monitors. He rose from his seat and extended his hand. “I trust your dinner was to your satisfaction?”
Gabriel stared expressionless at him, waiting.
Vasili dropped his hand after a few seconds, then cocked his head to one side. “Tsk, tsk. Tell me you did not try the steak?”
Sowers cleared his throat next to Gabriel. Vasili smiled again. “Yes, at least someone did.” He stepped around to the front of the table. The man in the window stood up and walked closer, while Fish Eyes remained seated.
Gabriel had already performed a low-level shielded neuretics scan before even walking through the first curtain, and had picked up four separate energy weapons indications. He sent another scan, this one slightly more powerful, and pinned down that each man in the room was carrying a handgun. One additional energy source under the table told him that Vasili had a backup system, most likely a scatterray weapon triggered by neuretics if he needed it. The guard near Brevik carried a small kinetic assault rifle, a Heimark P-22 with a forty-round magazine of caseless 7mm projectiles, if the active scan was accurate. Kinetic, he thought. Didn’t expect that. He sent a quick secure burst to Brevik with that information.
Vasili laughed. “Yes, Mister Gabriel, scan away. We have nothing to hide.”
Gabriel was surprised that the numbers runner had access, or willingness, to have such high-grade neuretics implanted that he could pick up his shielded scans, but it wasn’t entirely unexpected. Vasili was a major player in the cartel they had been systematically taking apart over the past month, and this cartel was far and away the best financed one on Mars.
“You know why we’re here?” Gabriel asked, Vasili now standing within a few feet of him.
“Of course,” the small man replied. “My friends have given me a heads-up that we may be seeing you. You’ve been busy,” he said with a snort. He looked over his shoulder at Fish Eyes, who just stared back, blinking.
“Just doing a little housecleaning, or city cleaning in this case,” Sowers said as he edged closer to the man who had risen from his window seat.
“But what do you expect us to do, Mister Gabriel? Come with you? Close the restaurant? Leave Mars?” Vasili said, smiling again. “Like an old American western, this planet isn’t big enough for the both of us?” He gave a short laugh at his bad joke.
He turned to the man from the window and nodded. The other man pulled out a wicked looking gun from his waist and held it casually pointed at the floor. Gabriel’s threat assessment window popped up in his Mindseye, flashing a warning and scrolling the details: Kunzman mag pistol, thirty pellet clip, heavy duty dual power cell. Expected for organized crime, he thought.
“Actually, Vasili, yes,” he replied. “You’ll be coming with us, and I’ll be sending another team over to collect your equipment and data. I’m sure there is some…interesting information on your systems that Mars Central’s AG will be very happy to see.”
Vasili laughed out loud. Fish Eyes chuckled softly and reached into his own jacket pocket.
“You’re unarmed. Surely you don’t think we’ll just hop in your car, do you?” Vasili looked over at the guard, who was now standing next to Brevik. “Gilberto, please escort the Lieutenant Commander and his friends out. They are no longer welcome in Bussa’s.”
The man from the window began to raise his weapon, and Gabriel sent the prearranged burst to Sowers and Brevik. Sowers immediately sent a signal to the device he carried in his jacket pocket, which was nothing like the old-fashioned comm he had made it out to be. It was a highly miniaturized and incredibly powerful homemade jammer Sowers had been working on in his spare time, one that Gabriel doubted would ever work, until he saw an impressive test Sowers accidentally conducted in an appliance shop. It sounded a small beep and activated.
Four loud, distinct click-hiss sounds were heard in the room, one from the window man’s Kunzman, one from Fish Eyes’s similar Kunzman he had just taken out, one from Vasili’s jacket pocket where his handgun was residing, and one from under the table. The three men all knew exactly what a power cell overload sounded like, and panicked.
Both Kunzmans clattered to the floor, dropped immediately by the two men holding them. Vasili frantically grabbed into his jacket to withdraw his overloading weapon before the power cell could melt down, or worse explode against his chest. A pop was heard from under the table as the built-in scatterray gun overloaded and the power cell cracked.
As all of that was happening, Brevik turned and elbowed the guard under his chin as he was trying to pull the Heimark from a leg holster. The guard gasped and grabbed at his throat, sucking air in noisily through his damaged larynx. He dropped to his knees, and Brevik chopped him in the back of the neck. He collapsed on the floor, unconscious. Brevik reached down and pulled the assault rifle the rest of the way out of the holster and held it at port arms, staring back at the others in the room.
“Yes,” said Gabriel to Vasili, who was staring down at his handgun, which was now in the process of melting into the floor. “As a matter of fact, I do think you’ll just hop into our car.”
“Jesus, Manny, I friggin’ hate guard duty.”
Manny looked up from his flexscreen, once again silently cursing the kid he’d been assigned to work with today. He squinted into the rising sun which was peeking through the pricklefruit and yellowbole trees surrounding the building the two guards leaned against. He gave a resigned sigh and closed the flexscreen, then slipped the tube into his shirt pocket and adjusted the strap of his rifle.
The day had started off well enough. Early morning breakfast of real chicken eggs and vat-grown ham, decent coffee, and a new graphic novel loaned to him by a friend. An hour into his watch at the Bioresearch Center, his new partner had already driven him to the brink of insanity. If only Tori hadn’t just up and left without telling anyone. At least she had the sense to keep quiet this early.
“Listen, kid,” Manny said. He spit out a wad of used kobo and reached into his other shirt pocket for a refill. “Guard duty is just that. Guarding. Not talking, not whistling, not shooting hoops. And certainly not bugging the hell out of me.”
Manny watched as a moorant crawled towards the clump of wet kobo he had just added to the grass. A part of his brain wondered if the fat yellow insects got the same stim rush humans did from the native plant. He spit a stream of greenish juice towards the moorant, hitting it squarely on its hind segment. It skittered away in search of a less messy meal.
“Hey man, I know,” said the skinny kid. “I mean, it’s cool and all, getting to carry guns,” he said as he waved his slung assault rifle around theatrically, “but it’s boring as shit, you know? What’s the point?”
Manny shifted the kobo from one cheek to the other, feeling the tingle the shredded leaves produced in his nerve endings. After a few seconds, he replied, “Terrorists, dumb ass.” He spat again and pushed away from the wall he was leaning against. “Can’t have Prophet and his boys waltzing into the labs.”
“Ha!” said the kid, unslinging the rifle and aiming down the sights at a nearby yellowbole. “Terrorists. Bunch of hillbillies, from what I hear. Living in the jungle, eating bugs, stealing supplies. Seriously, how’ve they ever hurt us?”
“Have you seen Tori lately, huh?” Manny asked. “Ever wonder what happened to Baker, or that last shipment of medical supplies from Eden City?”
“C’mon,” the kid replied, shifting his aim to a mottled green treemonkey high up in the yellowbole. “Rumors, nothing else. It ain’t terrorists, man.” He clicked the safety off and tucked the rifle closer into his shoulder.
Manny reached over and flicked the kid’s safety back on and lightly smacked him in the back of the head. “So you think. Listen, before I shoot you myself for disturbing my reading, do a walk-around of the main building. I’ll stay here.”
“Fine, fine.” He adjusted his cap that had fallen askew after the smack. “But after that…”
“Shh,” said Manny. “Did you hear that?” He unslung his rifle and flicked the safety off, looking off into the jungle east of their position. Something’s not right, he thought. The sound was like…a faint electronic whine. He narrowed his focus to the small rise about a hundred yards away. The sun caused a glare overhead, making it difficult to see.
The kid took a step in that same direction. “Where, the hill? I don’t see…” His voice cut off as his face locked in a grimace, eyes rolling up in his head, and a strangled gurgle came from his throat. The rifle fell to the jungle floor, and he dropped to his knees, then keeled over face-forward into the grass. The gurgle ended abruptly.
“What the…” Manny began. He snapped his rifle up level and scanned his surroundings. Before he could call the watch desk, he felt a sharp pain in his stomach, then a white-hot needle stabbing into his heart. Maser! he thought with a detached panic. His hand moved to activate the emergency comm strapped to his belt. As his hand pressed the button, excruciating heat lanced his brain and he collapsed, brain-dead before his body even hit the ground.
A sticky moorant crawled up onto Manny’s face, nibbling at the fresh kobo leaking from the dead man’s mouth, as the treemonkey hooted laughter from above.
<<<<<>>>>>
Idiot! the man thought, gritting his teeth at the stupidity of the team he had been chosen to lead. He reached over and smacked the sniper in the back of the head, knocking the man’s hat off. He leaned over and placed his face next to the sniper’s.
“What the hell was that?” he demanded. “I ordered simultaneous head shots, and you shoot late, and low?”
The sniper held up a hand, the other hand brushing the leaves off the heavy maser rifle in front of him. “Sorry, Captain Chaud, I’m not used to this Chinese model. Won’t happen again.”
Chaud ground his teeth again, reaching for his earbug. “Of course it won’t, Maybeck. We only needed this shot. Think you’ll do any better with a mag rifle?”
He tapped the earbug and opened a channel to the rest of his team. “Change of plans,” he said. “Most likely the alarm has sounded and Eden Guard has been alerted. Everyone move in immediately, same assault positions, same points of entry. We’ve lost surprise, so assume the shelters will now be in play. Go now.”
Chaud turned back to Maybeck. “Take rear guard, last man in. I don’t need bad shooters on this op.”
“Captain, how about me?” The other sniper had just finished packing up the maser into her duffel bag.
“Werth, take Maybeck’s flanking position,” Chaud replied. “Nice shot, by the way.”
Werth gave a fierce grin and elbowed Maybeck, who was muttering under his breath as he packed up his maser.
“Let’s go,” said Chaud, powering up his mag rifle. “Prophet’s expecting results, let’s not let the man down.”
<<<<<>>>>>
The young man looked up from the test plate he had been studying at the sound of the buzzer. Damn, what now? He tossed the microtweezers onto the lab table with a clatter. Every time I get somewhere with this experiment, something else interrupts.
“What’s going on?” he asked the girl sitting across from him. She was staring off into space, a look he recognized as intense Mindseye reading. The buzzing continued and was joined by a flashing red light at the far end of the lab space.
“Hey, Magali,” he said, reaching over and grabbing her arm. She started, blinked her eyes a few times, and looked at him.
“What?”
“What’s going on?” he repeated, pointing at the flashing light.
Magali turned from side to side, her eyes growing wide as she looked around the room. “Oh no, Jeromy, that’s the perimeter alarm!” she said, standing up from the table. She grabbed several folders and a flexscreen tube. “We’ve got to get downstairs to the shelter!”
“No no no,” he replied, shaking his head vigorously. “I’m right in the middle of this, I’m on the brink of getting this artificial skin to self-propagate. I can’t leave now, seriously. The whole thing will fall apart.”
She grabbed his shirt sleeve and tugged. “Then you’d better take it with you, ‘cuz this is no joke. Remember the briefings? We need to get downstairs.”
He banged his fist on the table in frustration, and several test tubes in a rack clinked in response. If this was a test, he was going to be livid. And if his culture died? He’d be going straight to the dean.
As he started for the door, it flew open and four Eden Guard troopers burst in, all wearing full riot gear. Jeromy opened his mouth to protest but was cut short by the stern look of the lead trooper.
“Out!” the trooper shouted. He waved one arm behind him where another trooper was holding open the door to the basement shelter. “Everyone out, now!”
The other fourteen students in the lab group, along with the two instructors, scrambled to comply. A mad dash of men and women snatched at e-notebooks and flexscreen tubes. Hardcopy pages spilled onto the floor from several tables. No one spoke; drills had instilled the need for complete silence and attention from the students when ordered to leave by the Guard.
Jeromy watched as one student, Hasid he remembered his name as, stopped to collect supplies from his algae experiment. One of the troopers grabbed his arm and physically shoved him to the shelter door. Hasid stumbled, dropping his flexscreen, and Jeromy thought for a moment he would put up a fight. Hasid looked back at the trooper, who stared him down, and the younger (and smaller) man thought better of it. He followed the last student to the door, grumbling under his breath.
“You two, what’s the holdup?” asked the lead trooper, who was taking up a defensive position behind a large counter near the main door. He powered up his mag rifle; a soft whine sounded as he slapped the battery cell into place. “Get your asses downstairs, this is no drill!”
Magali tugged at Jeromy’s shirt more insistently. “C’mon, let’s go!” she said in a stern whisper. She let go of his sleeve and headed for the door, looking over her shoulder as she went.
Jeromy took a few steps after her, but stopped at the lead trooper, who was shouting instructions to his team. “What’s going on, Corporal?”
The trooper looked down at him, being a solid six inches taller, and frowned. “What’s going on is a perimeter breach, can’t you hear the alarm? Go on, to the shelter.” He took a hand off his rifle and pushed at Jeromy’s shoulder.
Jeromy shrugged off his hand and stood fast. “Is it the terrorists? Or animals? I mean, we’ve got some major experiments going on here right now, and we can’t afford time lost due to false alarms. Corporal, my mother is…”
The corporal cut him off. “We know who your mother is. Which is all the more reason you need to be in that shelter most quick.” He paused and tipped his combat helmet back a fraction with his free hand. “We’ve lost contact with the two Guard personnel outside the complex, and we can only assume they’re dead. Or taken. One raised an alarm, then nothing.”
He glanced back at the main door, then around the room, seemingly to reassure himself that his men were in place. “You know we’ve lost people to the terrorists over the past month. They’re getting more and more aggressive.” He reached out and touched Jeromy’s shoulder again, this time with less force. “We need all of you downstairs. In a few minutes this will all be over, and we’ll come down and get you.” He pushed a bit harder. “We’re out of time. Downstairs, now, and we’ll secure the door behind you.”
Jeromy looked up at the trooper, seeing the fierce determination behind his eyes. He looked over to his lab table, where his precious experiment sat unguarded, alone, surrounded by hardcopy notes he had worked so hard on over the past semester. The trooper must have sensed his reluctance.
“Our first priority is the safety of the personnel,” he said, “but you have my word we’ll do our best to take care of the facility as well. Now with all due respect, get the hell out of here.”
Jeromy nodded and headed to the door. “Going, Corporal. And thanks,” he said over his shoulder. He stepped across the threshold and down the stairs. He heard the door slam behind him and the power locks engage. He continued down the stairs to where his other university classmates awaited the all-clear. He only hoped they’d get an all-clear, he thought with a twinge of worry, thinking back to the trooper’s statement about the outside guards.
<<<<<>>>>>
Jeromy sat down next to Magali and two other female students when he heard several loud crashes upstairs, followed by the unmistakable crack-sizzle of mag rifles being fired. Magali grabbed him and tucked her head into the crook of his arm, then covered her face with her other arm. He patted Magali’s head reassuringly, watching the other students in the cramped shelter doing the same with their friends. No one shouted, or cried, or really made a sound at all.
The room shook with the concussion of an explosion upstairs, and an overhead lightstrip flickered, dust falling from the ceiling. One student on the other side of the room sobbed softly and was comforted by her companion with small shushes.
More rifle fire, a muffled crump of a grenade, Jeromy assumed, and now the sound of kinetic pistols. Oh shit, the terrorists were inside, he thought. The ceiling shook again, this time from heavy impacts, not explosions. Now came shouting, men’s voices, more pistol fire. One more grenade thump, then quiet.
He looked up at the door at the top of the stairs, still sealed. Hoping the worst was over, he leaned down to whisper to Magali. Just as he started to speak, he heard a soft beep from above. He looked towards the door and watched as it began to slide aside. His spirits rose a bit; only the Guard would have code access to the door, and it would be retina scan only in times of lockdown. The terrorists would have had to blow it open.
The door opened fully, and he saw the hazy outline of the corporal at the top of the stairs, framed by smoke. Jeromy started to rise, feeling a huge sense of relief wash over him, when the corporal tumbled down the stairs, crashing to the bottom in a tangled mess of riot gear and limbs. His lifeless face was turned towards Jeromy. It only had one eye; where the other eye should have been was a bloody socket. Realization dawned on him instantly and he pressed Magali’s head back down into the crook of his arm.
Another silhouette appeared at the top of the stairs, and a voice boomed out. “Hello, Eden University students and faculty. I am Captain Chaud, your tour guide for the day. Please join me on a little field trip. A special guest has requested your presence.”
Magali began sobbing in Jeromy’s arm, and he tried to soothe her by wrapping his arms around her.
“Oh God, Jeromy, what do we do?” she asked in a low voice, choked with tears.
He shook his head, gritting his teeth. This had all happened so quickly. Just this morning he was doing water tests at Moon Lake, and he remembered the smell of the newlilies that floated on top. Now, he sat in a dimly-lit shelter, surrounded by frightened classmates and friends. His nostrils were filled with the acrid scent of cordite, burned plastic, and flesh.
He squeezed Magali tighter. “Don’t worry. Just do as they say, and we’ll get through this.”
She looked up at him, tears streaking her face, and gave a weak half-smile. “You promise?”
He returned her small smile. He hadn’t realized until now that Magali thought of him as more than just a fellow student. Nor had he realized he felt the same. “Yes, I promise. We’re too important to forget.”
She buried her head into him once again and squeezed back. He looked up at the silhouette with a mix of apprehension and fury. We’ll get through this, he thought. My mother won’t forget us.
The outdoor café was a simple one, a two-wheeled cart equipped with a four-headed espresso machine, two self-service coffee carafes, cream and sugar dispensers, assorted sweets and cookies, and a sole proprietor, Luciolo Genrizzi. Lou, as his customers called him, was setting up the last of his six pop-up table & chair assemblies in the dome-filtered morning sun when Gabriel and Renay Gesselli arrived.
“This seat taken, Lou?” asked Gabriel, his hand on the back of one of the chairs at the table nearest the main street.
Lou looked up from his task with a smile. “Ah, buongiorno, Mister Evan and Miss Renay!” he said in a heavy Italian accent.
“Stop with the show, Lou,” Gesselli said with a laugh. “We’re the only ones here, the only ones dumb enough to be up at this hour on their day off.”
“Sí, sí,” Lou replied. He twirled the end of his oversized handlebar mustache and adjusted his replica gondolier hat. “I know, just trying to stay in character,” he said with no trace of accent. “The usual, even on the day off?”
“The usual, without the flair,” Gabriel replied. He pulled out the chair for Renay and sat across from her. “But double for me. And make sure…”
“Decaf, of course!” Lou interrupted. “And Miss Renay, I have some excellent lemon scones today,” he said with a flourish of his hand towards the cart.
“Hell no, never again,” she replied, holding up both hands. “This desk job is going right to my hips. Espresso black, as always, grazi.”
Lou set to work with a casual tip of his hat. The espresso machine hissed with the day’s first order.
Evan Gabriel and Renay Gesselli made an unusual pair: the tall muscular Naval officer and the slight, almost demure Naval Intelligence agent, seated quietly at a roadside table. Gesselli already had her flexscreen out and was reading, while Gabriel sat with his arms crossed, gazing across the street to the buildings and shops along its far side.
Nuovo Portofino, or Porto to the locals, was one of the first settlements built in the Mars land rush of the mid-twenty-first century. New Hope, the first permanent colony, was built in 2056, soon after the official government charter had been put into effect. Porto followed in 2059, with the first Italian immigrants, construction workers, architects, laborers, and business owners arriving to a dusty parcel of land under the first dome. Porto shared the massive Arsia Mons dome with eight other townships, falling under the governance of the Arsia Dome Council. As Porto was one of the first townships to be established, it had prime choice of location within the dome. However the city planners chose not to build into one of the spacious natural caves the dome was built over, but rather on the shore of a long-dead sea, under the open sky — or at least as open as the transparent fabric dome could be considered.
Long before arriving, Nuovo Portofino’s leaders had decided that they would bring the beauty of Italy to their new home on Mars. Porto was a near-perfect, albeit smaller, re-creation of the Italian Riviera village of Portofino. It boasted pastel-colored buildings and cobblestone streets running along the harbor, which had been carved out further to match the bay of the original village, right down to mockups of rowboats and sailboats that dotted the dry bed. The planners had hoped with the planned terraforming projects that in a few generations water would flow on Mars, and Porto would be a true harbor village. But with Mars’s decay and the general loss of interest in overblown and overbudget projects that took money and resources away from exploring and colonizing other worlds, that turned out to be a sad pipe dream.
In the weak morning sun, if one could ignore the slight rainbow haze the dome created in the sky, the .6G under their feet, and the fact that there wasn’t a drop of actual water in sight, a tourist could be forgiven for mistaking Porto for the original.
Gabriel could almost lose himself in Porto sometimes. For the past six months, this, along with a temporary initial assignment in Bradbury, had been his home. The locals, descendants of the original settlers from Italy, were cautious when the SpecFor team moved in after their reassignment from the NAF. The team was there ostensibly to help with security, but was feared by some residents as a new wave of enforcement and extortion. However, with the personalities and friendliness of the team, coupled with the dramatic drop in crime throughout the dome and beyond, they quickly became part of the community.
Gabriel watched one of the shops to the east end of the plaza open its front doors. An older woman came out and placed fresh hydroponic flowers in a small planter just outside the door. Standing up, she caught sight of Gabriel and Gesselli and waved. Gabriel waved back, leaning over to nudge Gesselli, who was still buried in her flexscreen.
“Mrs. LoDuca,” he said to her, inclining his chin in the shop’s direction.
Gesselli looked up, turned and spotted the woman, then returned the wave. “This her first day?” she asked as she turned back to Gabriel.
“Mmm hmm,” he replied as Lou arrived with their drinks. “Her mother’s shop. She worked long and hard to get that reopened.”
Gesselli blew the steam off her espresso. “Thanks to you,” she said with a wink over the edge of the cup.
Gabriel gave a small smile in return. He picked up his double-decaf skim-milk latte and took a small sip, cursing inwardly as the hot beverage burned his tongue. “We just cleared out some… undesirables. She did the hard part, getting that shop back up and running.”
Gesselli kicked his leg under the table. Lou laughed in the background as Gabriel leaned over to rub his shin. “I don’t think the Bruning brothers would agree that she did the hard work. Isn’t Jurjen still in rehab?” she asked.
“He’ll be fine. Just some nerve and ligament damage. He’ll be up and running in no time,” Gabriel replied, sipping his latte. “Running right to the prison transport to Ganymede, I believe that’s his next stop.”
A small girl rode by on her bike, a carbon wire frame model with wheels nearly as tall as she was standing. Her hair flapped behind her as she sped down the street. “Hi Miss Renay!” she yelled, her voice stuttering as the thin tires bounced over the Mars brick cobblestones. The bike hopped several inches on each bounce in the light gravity.
Gesselli waved to her, yelling back, “Bye Marissa!”
The girl pedaled faster, the active gearing on the bike tripling her leg energy and propelling her quickly out of sight around the end of the street. Gabriel leaned back in the chair and looked over at Gesselli. He felt the same thing come over him he did every few days, an odd feeling of detachment, one he found hitting him more and more often in recent weeks.
“Listen, Renay, I don’t know…” he started.
“I do,” she said, cutting him off. She took a sip of the cooling espresso and set the cup down on the table, and to Gabriel’s surprise, closed her flexscreen tube and set it down next to the cup.
“You were about to say that this isn’t you,” she continued. “Right? That this work, this police work, security work, whatever you want to call it… the forms to fill out, the council to report to, the… job. It isn’t you.”
Gabriel’s jaw dropped a millimeter and he stared at Gesselli for a long few seconds before starting to reply. “How did…”
“It’s written all over your face, it’s in your body language, it’s in the way you talk, walk, eat, drink.”
He sat forward, holding his cup with both hands. “But no one else…”
“No one else is with you twenty-four hours thirty-seven minutes a day, seven days a week, and no one else,” she said, fixing him with her gaze, “is sharing your bed.”
“But how can…”
“I can because I know you, Evan. I know…”
“Cripes, will you stop cutting me off?” he said, exasperation evident in his tone.
Gesselli smiled. “I’m a woman, it’s my job. And one of the jobs here I rather enjoy.” She picked up the espresso and finished it, then called Lou over with a slight upward tip of her head.
“I don’t know, Renay. It’s just…it’s not what I was made for. Does that make any sense?”
“Yes…and no,” she replied. “It’s not what you’ve done before, no. But look at what you guys have done here, in just six months. Look at Mrs. LoDuca and her shop reopening. Look at Marissa, able to ride her bike down the street by herself. Look at Lou.” She pointed behind Gabriel as the proprietor walked over. “Do you think any of that, any of this,” she said, waving around her, “could have happened without you and your team?”
Gabriel frowned. “I think you’re making too much out of that, what we’ve done. It’s helped, but anyone could have helped with the right support.”
“But that’s you and your team, again,” she said, pointing at his chest. “You’re not just police, you’re part of this township, this community. You’ve made friends, and you’ve gotten rid of the trash. And people like you, and respect you. Not just fear you, like before.”
“Grazi, Mister Evan and Miss Renay, always a pleasure,” Lou said as he left a bill folio on the table. “See you soon?” he asked with a broad smile.
“Every morning, Lou,” Gesselli replied, pushing the folio towards Gabriel. He picked it up and opened it, but it was empty.
“Lou,” Gabriel growled. “When are we actually allowed to pay for coffee?”
Lou laughed as he walked away. “Next time the sun doesn’t come up, you come find me. I’ll take your money then. But until then, I owe you more than free coffee can repay.”
Gabriel shook his head in resignation. Good people here, and great potential for the future. A beautiful city, getting more beautiful by the day. Sometimes hard to believe it was on a cold lifeless planet millions of miles from…home. He watched Mrs. LoDuca bringing more brightly colored flowers out of the shop to display outside as the township’s inhabitants rose from their beds and walked out to the street to walk to work, shop, or relax in the small park. Next to the flower shop, the butcher turned his Closed sign to Open, making Gabriel’s mouth water with thoughts of ribs, even vat-grown, for dinner this evening. Next to the butcher was a boarded up shop, and another next to it. Still more work to be done. But is this really what I was made for? he thought.
As he was about to rise from the table, the neuretics comm buzzed in his head. The ID showed as coming from the governor’s office, so he took it immediately in Mindseye. The governor’s avatar appeared and Gabriel held up his hand to Renay, who had also risen. She sat back down, recognizing the far off stare of an incoming call.
“Lieutenant Commander, this is Governor Tarif,” the avatar said, a perfect replica of the Saudi Arabian woman who ran Arsia Mons. The computer-generated image was perfectly detailed, right down to the threads on the traditional gray half-burqa she wore in public. “I know this is an off day for you, but a drone just came through the Ryokou wormhole carrying a very unusual message, and it’s meant for you. Can you please join us at the governor’s residence as soon as possible?”
Gabriel pursed his lips and took a deep breath through his nose, glad the gesture and sound wouldn’t be transmitted over the comm. He looked at Gesselli and mouthed, “Governor.” She rolled her eyes in response, and he nodded in agreement. The governor was a huge supporter of the SpecFor team and their activities throughout the dome, and had given them nearly carte blanche to clean up the criminal elements, well in excess of standard charter law. But Gabriel always thought of her as high-maintenance, sometimes impossible to please.
He checked his internal clock, and went through his calendar for the day just to stall for time. Unfortunately, he found nothing pressing enough to get out of a visit to the governor’s house.
“Yes,” he said, broadcasting his voice through the comm to the avatar. “I can be there in an hour or so. I just need to get a car and…”
“No need,” the avatar said. “I’ve sent one for you. I’ll see you and Lieutenant Gesselli in twenty.”
The transmission cut off, and Gabriel grimaced. As he was about to relay the abrupt conversation to Gesselli, a black government-issue electric stretch transport pulled up at the curb and the rear door swung open. Gabriel’s neuretics acknowledged the receipt of the proper passcode from the governor’s office, confirming the car’s identity and purpose.
“Guess this is our ride?” Gesselli asked. She wore a wry smile on her face, reminding Gabriel of the smirk she wore when he first met her in Toronto. Back then, it struck him as condescending. Now, after six months together on Mars, it meant something entirely different.
“Our chariot awaits, I suppose,” he said. Standing up, he turned back to Lou, who was waiting on two new customers. “See you tomorrow, my friend,” he called.
“Hope so, Mister Gabriel!” the barista replied as he tipped his hat, momentarily forgetting his accent.
Yeah, hope so, Gabriel thought. But something about this call gave him an itch between his shoulder blades. Something that made him think a double-decaf latte with skim milk wasn’t going to be on the menu for a while.
The room was dimly lit, the only illumination coming from a weak overhead glow. Pale light, broken apart into individual beams by the thick diamondglass of the skylight, cast stark shadows on the faces of the four men seated around a small table. The table was cluttered with wine glasses, ashtrays filled with cigarette butts, and small plates with remnants of buttered bread and oil. A low haze of smoke hung in the air, further shading the light from the men’s faces.
“Six months,” one man said. He reached to an overflowing ashtray in front of him and stubbed out another cigarette. Ashes spilled onto the fabric tablecloth. “Six months staying behind the scenes, while the dust cleared, so you say.”
He brought another cigarette to his lips and lit it. The flare of the lighter was like a miniature star in the dark room, lighting up the shadowed faces. He took a deep puff, and the end of his cigarette glowed orange. He flipped the lighter closed and leaned back in his chair, blowing several smoke rings into the gathering clouds above.
“Hiding. Let’s not pull any punches, Rafael. We have been hiding,” he said, drawing on the cigarette again.
The man he addressed took a sip of wine and set his nearly empty glass back on the table. The younger man to his right took the cue and poured more red into the glass from a large crystal carafe.
“Gracias, Chimo,” Rafael said. He tapped the filled glass with a long fingernail, making a soft, low chime. “One can never have too much tempranillo, eh?”
Chimo smiled and returned the carafe to the center of the table. “Claro, señor,” he said, lowering his head in acknowledgement.
“Yes, six months, Isidoro,” Rafael said. “Six careful months, wouldn’t you say? We could not afford to have the North American Federation crashing down our doors, interrupting our operations, could we?”
Isidoro snorted. “Operations? Rafa, by hiding for six months, our operations are grinding to a halt.” He picked up his own wine glass and downed it in one gulp. “All of our operations, not just here on Luna.”
The fourth man at the table dipped a piece of bread in what remained of the oil on the plate in front of him and swirled it around in the spices. “Would you rather we be in prison, or perhaps dead?” he asked. He carefully put the bread into his mouth and wiped his lips with a napkin.
“No, of course not,” Isidoro replied. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying it’s time we resume control of our interests. The firestorm over Tevez’s idiotic plan has died down.” He picked up the carafe and filled his own glass, then splashed a few drops into the fourth man’s nearly-full glass as a token gesture.
Rafael chuckled. “Tevez’s idiotic plan? If I recall correctly, that was your plan to begin with, wasn’t it?”
Isidoro crushed his cigarette into the ashtray, then picked up the pack from the table and shook it. Finding it empty, he rummaged through his jacket pocket and pulled out a fresh pack and tore open the vacuum seal with a quiet hiss. “Not quite, my friend,” he said as he lit up. “Tevez pushed the envelope and got careless, brought in the wrong people. My plan,” he emphasized my by rapping the table with his lighter, “would have worked just fine. With the full support of La Republica de Sudamérica.”
“In any case,” Rafael replied, “we, not the RDS, are here now because of that fat bastard. But while we are out of sight, we are also out of mind, and I think you’ll agree we are not exactly scrounging up there, in the Buenos Aires gutter, for food, are we?” He pointed upwards, where Earth was just starting to appear in a corner of the skylight.
“And it wasn’t just Tevez’s bumbling, I think you’ll agree,” Isidoro said. “The NAF special forces team turned out to be unexpectedly…resourceful.”
“Yes, there was that,” Rafael agreed, sipping from his glass. “Commander Evan Gabriel.”
“Lieutenant Commander, señor,” Chimo chimed in.
Rafa smiled and handed Chimo his glass for a refill. “I stand corrected. Court martialed, demoted, and banished to Mars. Our standing could be worse, no?”
“Again, caballeros, all I am saying is…” Isidoro began.
“Enough,” said the fourth man, gravel in his voice. He leaned forward and pushed his wine glass away from him, scattering butts and ashes from one of the ashtrays in the process. “I agree with both of you. Rafa, we are safe and secure, and for the most part, comfortable. Isi, Tevez was a fool, his ambitions too large for even his obese size. We did not gain control of a valuable world, and its discoveries, and that is extremely disappointing. I believe the root of all the problems was Gabriel.” He picked up the last piece of onion bread from his plate and idly pushed it around the oil and spice mixture. “With all of that being said, the question is, what is our next move?”
“Señor, if I may?” asked Chimo, his voice cracking slightly.
As one, the three men turned to the subordinate at the table with curious looks.
Chimo cleared his throat and continued. “I have been doing a lot of research. That is why I am here, no?” He waited for a response, and receiving nothing but stern stares, went on. “There is a very valuable world, with priceless resources and technology, that is much closer to home, and I believe much more ripe for the picking, as the North Americans would say.”
“Go on,” said the fourth man as he set the bread back down on his plate.
Chimo leaned forward and pulled a flexscreen tube from his shirt pocket, extending the screen. He quickly tapped at the surface and brought up a rotating image of a dusty orange ball.
“Mars?” said Isidoro with a smirk. “It’s a dead-end, a failed experiment. Who the hell would want any part of that? Doesn’t even have a functioning government.”
“That’s just the point,” Chimo replied. He pulled up a scrolling list of figures on the flexscreen. “There is no central government to speak of, only local and regional governance, no central army, and certainly no space naval forces. Tevez’s thug Santander was running a very successful dew operation there, which was financing part of the, ah, previous plan.” He glanced at Isidoro before continuing. “That operation was shut down, but all the infrastructure is still in place.”
“Shut down by Gabriel and his team, isn’t that correct? The same Gabriel who is, as we were just discussing, still on Mars?” asked Rafael, a dubious look on his face.
“I will get to that in a minute,” he replied as he continued to tap on the flexscreen. Rafael’s eyes widened a bit, but he said nothing.
Chimo continued. “Mars has functioning skyhooks, multiple domed cities, mining operations, living areas, established transportation systems, water at the poles, and a population used to complete anarchy. Why not step in and provide stability? Our companies have more than enough experience in management, and more than enough personnel to maintain an active presence across the planet. It’s a small enough population to control, even with minimal military forces. My projections have shown that if we can persuade just two of the most powerful regional governors to accept our, ah, assistance in setting up a central government, the other seven will follow, and the agreement will trickle down to the local mayor level. And then we gain access to all of Mars’s resources and technology, as well as a major foothold for pushing further out into the solar system and beyond. It’s really a win-win for us, and for Mars. Plus, no one else wants it.”
“Of course no one wants it,” Isidoro snapped. He stubbed out another cigarette. “Like I said, a failed…”
“Tell me about Gabriel,” said the fourth man, cutting off Isidoro.
Chimo smiled. “I have something in mind for Lieutenant Commander Gabriel and his team. Something that will not only get him out of the way, but also allow us to exact a little…retribution for his interference in our previous plan.”
The fourth man nodded in admiration. “Chimo, I like this new assertive side of you. Please, tell us more.”
Isidoro and Rafael leaned back in their seats and sipped their wine, listening to Chimo’s plan being spelled out, and glanced across the table at each other. Isidoro raised an eyebrow, and Rafael shook his head almost imperceptibly. Later, he sent in a secure neuretics burst to the other man. Our time will come.
Isidoro nodded and continued sipping his wine as Earth grew larger in the skylight overhead.
The ride to the governor’s residence was uneventful, short, and quiet. Gabriel looked across the back of the stretch at Gesselli, who was, as always, buried in her flexscreen. He wondered if she was reading a novel or solving a genetic equation; he could never tell by her stoic expression. She had always projected a tough exterior, but perhaps that’s what had initially attracted him. He looked back out of the tinted window, watching the townships end and the government sector begin.
The dome was built in a natural valley near the 12-mile high extinct Arsia Mons volcano, the southernmost volcano of the three on the massive Tharsis bulge, near Mars’s equator. The valley itself was ringed by small hills pockmarked with dozens of caves and ancient lava tubes. Most of the dome was over the open area of the valley, where much of the real estate was located. However the original colonists, who called themselves Arsians (a name the large UK contingent in Pavonis Mons got a huge kick out of), built the first structures right into the cave and tube system provided by the valley walls.
The government offices, called Cavus Central, had originally been designed as living quarters for the hundreds of technicians and laborers who had arrived in the mid-twenty-first century to build the dome and its townships. As the population grew and spread out throughout the valley, the original structures were converted into a central government location for the dome.
The governor’s residence the transport pulled up in front of was officially called Cavus House, but was known to local Arsians as the Can. From the outside it was quite unassuming: a round concrete-faced wall built into the rock of the hill, fitted inside a long-extinct lava tube. It stood close to forty feet tall and sixty feet wide, a squashed oval, and bore a handful of ground floor windows and several smaller upper floor windows in addition to its double main doors. It sat level with the floor of the valley, so it lacked the grand steps one would expect from a typical government building. The doors were flanked by flagstands: one for the Mars Republic, a deep purple background with a red orb surrounded by two white moons, and the other for the Arsia Mons Dome city, a multi-colored woven quilt representing the various backgrounds, colors, and ethnicities of one of Mars’s first cities.
The reason locals called it the Can was that inside, the same squashed cylinder continued for over two hundred yards; if it were all open without walls separating rooms, it would have looked just like an oversized empty can of vegetables lying on its side.
The transport crunched to a stop in front of the Can and a doorman-slash-guard greeted them as the door swung open. “Right this way, Lieutenant, Lieutenant Commander,” he said as he held out one hand to help Gesselli from the car.
Gabriel climbed out behind her and threw a look at the doorman, who quickly averted his eyes from Gesselli. The doorman led them to the entrance and opened one side of the double doors, allowing them to enter. “Ma’am,” he said as he tipped his cap to Gesselli, earning a throat-clearing from Gabriel.
The open entry foyer was impressive, having been converted over eighty years ago from a housing complex cafeteria and check-in desk into a grand lobby, with polished stone floor, hanging wall tapestries representing individual townships in Arsia Mons, and holographic projections from the ceiling showing rotating images of Mars’s history. It seemed to Gabriel that he saw a different one every time he set foot here; today he saw Radimirov’s first steps on the surface of Mars, the tiny Russian lander in the background. Familiar ones, such as the first space elevator car’s ascent, the ribbon cutting at the Phobos mining facility, the landing of the first Arsia Mons colonists, and the erecting of the dome fabric for the first time, appeared and disappeared as they walked across the lobby.
Arriving at the far end, ninety feet from the entrance, Gabriel and Gesselli stood at the main desk and waited while the receptionist finished his call.
“Lieutenant Renay Gesselli, Lieutenant Commander Evan Gabriel, here to see Governor Tarif as requested,” Gesselli said as the man tapped his ear to end the conversation.
The receptionist, a new hire Gabriel thought, stood up quickly, straightening his jacket. “Ah, yes, of course. Please,” he said, extending his arm towards the glass doors to his right. “This way, I’ll take you to the security area.”
“No need,” replied Gabriel. “Not our first time.” He and Gesselli walked around the desk to the doors and stepped through, leaving the receptionist standing open-mouthed.
As they stepped through the doors, they were greeted by a guard, who smiled. “Miss Gesselli, Mister Gabriel, a pleasure to see you again,” he said. He stepped back out of the way to allow them by.
“Hello, Jasper, how’s the wife?” Gabriel asked as he deposited his sidearm, wallet, and flexscreen tube in the plastic bin. Gesselli did the same with her items.
“Oh, she’s great sir, thank you for asking,” Jasper replied. He ushered them through the detector arch, which blanketed them with sniffer puffs and electronic waves, then signaled green as they passed through. “She’s in her third trimester, we’re looking forward to the big day. And,” he said with a laugh as Gabriel retrieved the plastic bin from the other side of the detector, “she swore we’d never be on Mars long enough to have kids.”
“Never say never, right?” Gesselli said as she tucked her flexscreen tube into her skirt pocket.
“And you two?” Jasper asked as they continued down the hall.
“Don’t push it, buddy,” Gabriel called over his shoulder. “Hard enough being her boss.” Gesselli’s stare ended any further discussion on that topic.
<<<<<>>>>>
The governor’s office was located at the far end of the long building; whether by design or by accident, Gabriel couldn’t be sure, but he suspected it had something to do with impressing visitors with the architecture of the cylindrical building. The outer walls were smooth and polished, but not covered, leaving the natural rock exposed, yet sealed in a transparent silica/plastic shell to prevent erosion and to shore up the stability of the lava tube. The walls themselves were spectacular, bearing colorful ripples and ridges hinting at the massive lava flow hundreds of millions of years before humans ever set foot on the planet. With the dull shine from the sealant giving the walls an eerie, almost living glow, it had always reminded Gabriel of what it would be like to walk through the trunk of a massive redwood tree. Only this one had dozens of people working in it, day and night.
Stepping through a door into an anteroom, Gabriel and Gesselli acknowledged the armed aide waiting for them, who scanned their neuretics to confirm identity. Satisfied, the aide opened the door to the governor’s office.
Governor Mubina Tarif sat behind a synthoak desk, phone bug in her left ear, tapping away at a flexscreen keyboard. As the pair entered, she held up her hand without taking her gaze away from the monitor in front of her. In the room were two other people: a tall man wearing the uniform of the Mars Defense Force, and a plump woman dressed in an ill-fitting business suit. Both were standing at the head of Tarif’s desk, apparently waiting for the governor to end her conversation.
Gabriel noted the phone bug and wondered again why the governor had never decided to have neuretic implants. Religious reasons, physical reasons, she never explained it, and he never pursued it, just went along with the slow and laborious methods of avatar-to-neuretics calls she made to him from time to time.
“No, no, no!” Tarif said, shaking her head and banging more energetically at the keyboard. “We will not allow them a work stoppage. Explain to them again, if they walk out, we will find others to take their place. No questions asked.” With that, she tapped her ear and cut off the call.
“Sorry about that, Lieutenant Commander, Lieutenant,” she said. She took the phone bug out of her ear and leaned back in the chair. “Thank you for accommodating my request on such short notice.”
“Didn’t think we had much of a choice, Governor,” Gabriel said with a small shrug.
Tarif smiled, breaking the tense atmosphere. “No, probably not. Please, pull up those chairs,” she said to the two others. “I’ll get some coffee.”
Gesselli held up a hand. “None for us, thank you ma’am, just came from the café.”
“Well, I’m sure you won’t mind if I indulge,” she replied as the tall man dragged chairs over to her desk. She pressed a button on the comm unit on her desk. “Radja, can you have coffee brought in?” A voice acknowledged the request and she clicked the unit off.
“Now,” Tarif said. She walked around from behind her desk to join the other four, all of whom had seated themselves in a loose circle around a low table. “Down to business. Evan, my call earlier referenced a message we received. A message that specifically asked for you.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yes ma’am, but I’m still very much in the dark. No one contacted me directly.”
“I’ll let my guests fill you in on the details,” Tarif replied. “This is Major Andon from MDF Intelligence, and this is Lila Vasuda from our Communications office.”
Andon leaned forward. “Lieutenant Commander, the message was sent outside of normal channels. It piggybacked on a standard frequency used by diplomats and was only routed to the governor’s office because of the header tag. The message was sent to you, although because it addressed you as ‘Commander’ Gabriel, our assessment is that it’s from someone who has been out of the loop for a while.”
Gabriel frowned, looking at Gesselli, who remained impassive. “Go on,” he said.
Vasuda spoke up. “Sir, it took us a while to decode the message itself. Apparently it used a one-time key used by only a handful of departments, one of which was your former command.”
Gabriel cocked his head at her. “What does that mean?”
Vasuda swallowed. “Sir, the message came from Eden, and it’s from one of your former squad.”
Gabriel felt shock, then denial, then disbelief, his emotions running the full gamut in seconds. He looked from Vasuda to Andon, who nodded his head in agreement, then to Tarif, and finally to Gesselli, whose eyes showed concern as Gabriel digested the news. He sat back in his chair heavily, rubbing his temple.
“That doesn’t make any sense, Miss Vasuda. There was no one left from my squad, no one who could have possibly had that key,” he said slowly. “Could this have been faked?”
“We thought of that right away,” Andon said. “My analysts concur with Miss Vasuda, the message is genuine, and the voice analysis confirms the identity of the sender. Do you know a Tomas Katoa?”
A lump formed in Gabriel’s throat, and Gesselli reached over and put her hand on his arm. The emotions, the raw memories, flooded over him, overloaded him, and his head swayed. Flashes of Eden rushed back, images of fire, burning buildings, children. The sound of Tamander’s screams as the Geltex burned through his armor. Petty Officer Tomas Katoa’s terrified look as the burning ceiling collapsed on him. Santander standing over Gabriel with a gun.
He shook his head, squeezing his eyes closed to push away the memories, the nightmares. After a few seconds he looked up at the others. “That’s not possible. He’s dead. Everyone was dead. I was the only one to get out. I know that.” He shook his head again. “Not possible,” he repeated in a lower tone.
“It’s confirmed, as far as we are concerned,” Andon repeated. “Why don’t we just play the message for the Lieutenant Commander,” he said to Vasuda.
She nodded and set down the small device she had been holding, a portable comm unit, and activated the speaker. A scratchy voice filled the room.
“Commander Gabriel, this is Petty Officer Tomas Katoa. I don’t know if you’ll get this message, or where you are, but you’re the only person I could think to send this to. Sir, I’m being held on Eden. It’s been…five years, I think, I don’t... There’s…there’s a group of rebels, they’re still fighting the Eden government, and they took me. Right after the firefight. Five years…”
A burst of static came from the comm unit, then the voice continued.
“Sir, these rebels, they’re planning something. I was able to bribe one of them to get me to the transmitter, but they killed him, and they’re coming for me now. Something big’s going down here, you gotta tell someone. It’s big, they’ve got bio…”
Another burst of static, and Vasuda picked up the comm unit, switching it off. “It ends there,” she said. “No other transmissions, no other message tags or indications of any other data encoded in the stream.”
The governor held up her hands. “Evan, before you do or say anything, I need to clear some things up,” she said. “We are apparently the only ones to receive this message. I talked to some of my contacts back on Earth in the NAF, and they are not aware of any distress call from Eden, or any type of organized uprising. There is no official authorization for anyone to go out there under the pretense of military action. Do you understand?”
Gabriel’s head continued to spin, more images of Katoa and his other squadmates, flames, burning metal and plastic. He stared at the coffee table, dazed, wondering how someone could have survived for five years, captive, all alone. And how he had even lived through the carnage of the operation, the failed attempt to capture the terrorists, the explosions, the treachery. The massacre.
“Evan?” Tarif said.
Gabriel looked up, blinking his eyes rapidly. “What?”
“Did you hear me?”
He ran back through her words, words he had heard but didn’t listen to, catching on her last statement.
“Official authorization, ma’am?” he asked.
“Correct,” the governor replied. “There is no sanctioned operation being planned. My contacts say the NAF does not believe this transmission constitutes an actual, on-paper threat, and are unwilling to send troops in. They are simply unwilling to risk a diplomatic incident over speculation.” Gabriel saw her jaw clench.
“However,” Andon cut in, “we’re concerned with the last word Katoa said, and my analysts believe he is referring to possible bioweapons. But we aren’t concerned about a diplomatic incident, and are prepared to act on speculation. There are Mars natives on Eden in various positions, some with families here, that we are…worried about.” Gabriel caught a glance Andon gave the governor.
Andon pulled a flexscreen tube from his jacket pocket and extended it. “You have extensive knowledge of the facilities there, more so than anyone else on Mars. You also have a friend there, someone who’s asking for your help.”
He tapped at the flexscreen, and Gabriel’s neuretics confirmed receipt of a data packet. His security system scanned it and allowed it to open. Schematics of a ship and scrolling data popped up in the corner of his Mindseye as Andon continued.
“We have a ship scheduled to depart tomorrow morning for Hodgson, one gate away from Eden. We can have it add the extra leg, ostensibly for delivering Mars minerals to Eden, as we do have regularly scheduled cargo runs there.”
Andon turned to the governor, who nodded in return. “Lieutenant Commander, unofficially, we’d like you and your team to be on board that ship to investigate. And find your man.”
Gabriel leaned back in the chair, resting his head on the high back, and stared at the far wall. Eden, the mission that had caused his life to spin out of control. The death, the destruction, the massacre. It all seemed to be coming back full circle. Almost like it was meant to be, he thought, remembering back to the conversation with Renay at the café. Maybe it really is what I’m made for, he thought to himself.
He looked over at the governor, who sat quietly with her eyes cast on the coffee table. There was something there, he thought, something beneath the surface. Something they weren’t telling him.
“Governor,” he said. Her head came up and she looked him in the eye. He saw the steely stare he was accustomed to, but also a weakness, a sad far-off look buried inside. “Is there anything else?”
Tarif gave a sad smile. “Leave it to you.” She crossed her hands in her lap, and Gabriel noticed she tugged at a bracelet she wore. He hadn’t noticed that she rarely wore jewelry; this piece appeared to be special to her.
“This?” she said, noticing his look. “My son sent this to me a few months ago. It came in on a ship from Eden.”
Gabriel cocked his head, wondering where she was going with this.
“My son…is a university student on Eden. He’s doing a medical research internship for his doctorate, and has been on Eden for the past four months.” She looked down at the bracelet, twisting it around her wrist. “Just before we received the transmission from Katoa, I took a call from Prime Minister Howarth. It seems that these terrorists, as he calls them, attacked the lab facilities where Jeromy was studying. Several Eden Guard were killed, and Jeromy and seventeen others are listed as missing, and presumed kidnapped by the terrorists.”
Gesselli leaned forward and took Tarif’s hand in hers. “Oh, Mubina, I’m so sorry,” she said.
Tarif squeezed her hand in return. “Thank you. I’m sure he’s alive, I truly am. But that is part of the reason I called you.” She looked at Gabriel with pleading eyes. “I trust you, and I’m one hundred percent behind you. The Prime Minister knows I wield a great deal of political power and is more than willing to accept my unofficial help. And I must send my best people in. I’m sure you understand that?”
Gabriel tilted his head forward. A memory of the meeting in Toronto over six months ago with his former commanding officer Llewelyn “Dredge” MacFarland, where he was called back to active duty. It felt like that all over again. But this time…this was different. The governor, someone who believed in him and his team, someone who supported them through tough times when they arrived on Mars, was in trouble. And Katoa. Jesus Christ, Katoa. How the hell?
“I do understand,” he said after a moment. “And I will help.” He fixed her with a stare. “If I go, my entire team goes, and I want full equipment and personnel support. As much as an ‘unofficial’ visit can have.”
“Done,” she said without hesitation. “Some of Andon’s people will be on the ship with you and will accompany you to Eden. You’ll have the best we can offer. Unofficially, of course. The NAF won’t get involved, but has authorized a provisional promotion back to full Commander for you.”
Gabriel’s eyes widened just a bit. He hadn’t expected that to happen so quickly… or smoothly.
“And your jobs here,” the governor continued with a small smile, “will be safe.”
Gesselli tightened her grip on his arm, and he looked over at her.
“I want to go with you,” she said. “I know this is a hard thing to do. I want to be there for you.”
He shook his head emphatically. “Absolutely not, out of the question,” he said. He covered her hand with his. “The last thing I need is for you to be in any danger at all. I don’t think that’s going to make it any easier for me.” He looked her in the eyes and lowered his voice. “Knowing you’re here safe and sound… trust me.”
She frowned, but eased her grip on his arm. She stared into his eyes for several long moments before replying. “I understand, I do. But you’d better take care of yourself, mister.”
“Yes ma’am,” he replied. “You know me.”
“Exactly,” she said, her frown deepening.
Gabriel gave her hand a squeeze, then turned back to the other three. “Governor, I think I’d like that coffee now. And might as well make it regular. Decaf isn’t going to cut it this time.”
“Alphabetical, gentlemen, so first round’s on Brevik.”
The team had gathered in their usual meeting place, the Canali Brewpub in Porto, origin of the Mars-famous Deimos Ale, one of the planet’s few successful exports to Earth. The five men, plus Gesselli, were seated around one of the pub’s many kidney-shaped extruded plastic tables.
Brevik shifted his bulk in an undersized chair. “Not quite, Petty Officer Third Class Jimenez. I believe A for Arturo precedes H for Harris.”
Keven Takahashi snorted from the end of the table. “You walked into that one, Arturo.”
“Round’s on me, guys,” a voice said. Everyone’s heads turned at once.
Galen Sowers, normally the team’s least-likely-to-pick-up-a-round member, sat with his arms folded at the end of the kidney opposite Takahashi, a Cheshire cat grin from ear to ear.
After a few seconds, it was Gabriel who broke the silence. “Well? Spill it, Sowers, why the sudden generosity?”
Sowers spread his hands wide. “Let’s just say an investment paid off handsomely the other day.”
“What invest…you know what,” said Gabriel, shaking his head. “Belay that. I don’t really want to know. Anyway, this is a one-round evening. We’ve got business to discuss.”
The conversation ceased as the waiter brought five bottles of Deimos Ale and a glass of Long Range Vineyards pinot noir to the table. He passed out the drinks and left the check with Sowers.
“Lost friends,” said Takahashi, raising his bottle. The others chimed in with the same toast and the group clinked glass, each taking a sip and pausing for a quick moment of remembrance. Gabriel took a second sip, the memories of Eden still bouncing around in his head, now with the added weight of this new mission.
“Well boss?” said Jimenez. He set his bottle down on the table, glass striking plastic with a hollow thunk. “You say we have a trip tomorrow?”
Gabriel took a long pull of his beer and looked over at Gesselli, who returned his look with a sad smile over her wine glass. The smirk he remembered from months ago. Only this time he knew what it truly meant. Separating.
“Yes we do, but this is on a strictly volunteer basis,” he replied. “I spoke to the governor this morning, and there’s some trouble a few systems away. Possible rebel activity, possible bioweapons, possible hostage or hostages, including the governor’s son.”
Sowers clapped his hands together. “Hot damn,” he said. “I’m in, possible or no. How about it, Arturo? Getting a little cabin fever down here like me, old buddy?”
Gabriel held up a palm. “Not so fast, Mister Sowers. This one is unsanctioned. Off the books, so to speak.”
“And?” Sowers motioned with the mouth of his bottle for Gabriel to continue.
“And,” Gabriel said, “it’s not under NAF, or Mars, regulations, so I can’t order anyone to go.” He paused before continuing. “Listen, the mission…is to Eden.”
The silence around the table was palpable. It was Brevik that finally broke it.
“Sir, I believe I speak for everyone around this table,” he said, looking at the others. “It doesn’t matter where or when, we’re with you.”
“And Eden especially, sir,” said Takahashi.
“Thank you guys,” said Gesselli. She sipped her red wine, holding the glass with both hands. “I’m staying here.” She glanced at Gabriel with a stern look. “I trust you’ll all keep an eye out for each other.”
Sowers laughed. “Yes ma’am, we certainly don’t want to face your wrath for leaving him behind.”
The rest of the men joined in the laugh, but stopped at seeing the look on Gabriel’s face.
“Sir?” asked Jimenez, cocking his head.
Gabriel paused, trying unsuccessfully to tamp down the memories and emotions welling up inside. He looked around the table at the men, his men, and took a deep breath.
“Someone was left behind. One of my men from the original mission, five years ago, survived, and he’s being held against his will. That’s part of the reason we’re going in.”
“Holy shit, sir,” said Sowers in a low voice. “A survivor? After all this time? My God…”
“He knows,” Gesselli cut in. “No need to remind him.”
“Ah, right, ma’am,” Sowers said. He lowered his eyes and swigged his beer.
“Don’t worry about it,” Gabriel said with a flick of his hand. “Strange situation all around. Especially with the addition of possible bioweapons. Which brings me to this.” He pulled out a piece of hardcopy from his shirt pocket.
“We’re gaining three new team members for this to bring us up to full eight-man squad strength. That is, assuming the lieutenant was correct in his assessment that everyone is in for this?”
A chorus of “hell yeahs” greeted his statement.
“Excellent. I appreciate your support, seriously,” he said, glancing down at the hardcopy. “They are MDF…”
“Oh no, sir, you can’t be serious?” asked Sowers. “Mars Defense? Like, regular conscript Army pukes?”
“Maybe we should order a second round,” muttered Jimenez under his breath.
“Hold on,” said Gabriel. “Let’s give them the benefit of the doubt, shall we? At the very least, meeting them? I believe just a few months ago, I was the newbie, right?”
Brevik cleared his throat. “Absolutely, sir. What’s the plan?”
Brevik’s change of subject quieted the other three men immediately. Gabriel looked around at each man one by one, getting nods from each, and continued.
“They’re headed to the Lady Cydonia as we speak, so they’ll already be on board when we arrive at the orbital transfer station tomorrow. We can go over the personnel folios during the elevator ride. I have been assured by the governor,” he glanced at Gesselli, who had been confirming logistics with the governor’s office all afternoon, “that we’ll have all the equipment we need already in place. We’ll brief the details of the mission during the flight, so for now we can just kick back and relax for the evening. Tomorrow morning, I need you all at the skyhook terminal no later than oh-seven hundred hours with your standard kits. And Mister Sowers,” he said, looking at the man at the end of the table. “No basketball this time.”
“Amen,” said Takahashi, and toasted Jimenez.
Sowers started to protest, but Gabriel cut him off with a gesture. “No basketball, but go ahead and pick up another round for the table.”
Sowers rolled his eyes dramatically, but seemed more than happy to flag down the waiter.
<<<<<>>>>>
The man looked up from his flexscreen and put his wine glass down on the side table. Closing the flexscreen tube, he answered, “Sí, Chimo.”
The door to the office slid open at Chimo’s touch, admitting him to the small alcove. He stepped inside and palmed the door closed behind him. He waited patiently as the man finished his wine and stood up.
“Chimo, good to see you again. May I offer you some wine?” the man asked. He indicated the carafe on the table next to his empty glass.
“No, uncle, gracias, but you know that I do not drink,” the younger man replied.
The man nodded in approval. Excellent, he thought. His parents raised him well, no need for the distractions of stimulants. The man’s brother, killed by an NAF sniper during the Brazilian water crisis several years ago, would have been proud of his son, he thought with a twinge of sadness.
“Please,” he said as he waved Chimo over to the couch against one wall of the office. “Have a seat. You have brought information for me?”
“Sí, I have,” Chimo replied. He walked carefully in the low gravity and sat on the couch, then accepted a glass of water from his uncle. “My contacts have reported that Gabriel and his team are scheduled to depart Mars tomorrow morning on a civilian cargo freighter, bound for Eden. As we expected, and planned.”
The man smiled as he refilled his wine glass from the carafe. He turned back to his nephew. “And Gabriel does not suspect anything out of the ordinary?”
“Not as far as my contacts can see, señor,” Chimo replied, sipping at the water. He cocked his head and looked at the glass as if it surprised him.
The man chuckled at Chimo’s reaction to the taste of the water. “Yes, my nephew, real water, pure iceberg water, imported from our Antarctic operation, not reconstituted lunar moisture.” He sipped his wine and continued. “I still have access to many luxuries, even marooned here on the moon. I don’t think Isidoro and Rafael appreciate the… opportunities that present themselves when no one is looking for you.”
“Not many icebergs left, though,” the younger man replied. “How did you…”
“Being in the right place at the right time and knowing the right people. Remember this, Chimo. There is no such thing as luck. It is only being prepared when an opportunity presents itself. I have lived by those words, and very comfortably I might add, my entire life.”
Chimo nodded, sipping more of the water. “Our people are in place on Eden, and on Mars, should the situation work out the way we need it to. The timing and nature of the very personal distress call could not have worked out better for us. We were very lucky… no, lo siento, we were prepared when this opportunity came up at the right time, and it’s going to work to our advantage.”
“Sí, I believe it will. Please keep me informed of any changes, I will make preparations for the second part of your plan,” the man said. He tapped Chimo’s glass with his own. “I’m proud of you, you’ve really become quite the young man. Your father would be proud as well.”
Chimo beamed. “Gracias, uncle, I don’t know what to say.”
The man took another sip of wine and smiled. “Thank me when this is all over. I believe there is a prominent position awaiting you on Mars.”
Gabriel looked up from his reading towards the voice, finding a small boy, maybe five or six years old, standing in front of him, wearing a Mars Mariners minor league baseball t-shirt and cap.
“Hmmm, what?” he said as he stretched his arms out. Both shoulders popped at the strain.
“Are you a soldier?” the boy repeated, taking a small step closer. “You look like a soldier.”
Gesselli laughed softly next to Gabriel. She elbowed him in the ribs. “Well, are you going to answer the young man?”
Gabriel rolled his eyes and closed the flexscreen with a snap. Moravec Station was starting to fill up, he noticed. Families with children headed off-planet, probably vacationing on Phobos in one of the low-grav parks, one of the more affordable, nearby destinations for cash-poor Mars inhabitants. School had just let out for the season, so the crowd was filled with parents dragging tired teens, who were in turn dragging even more tired younger siblings, who were then in turn dragging small carry-on bags. He wondered how many of them had to travel over three hours from Arsia Dome, and again a distant part of his mind puzzled as to why Mars’s largest dome didn’t have a skyhook, and the less-populated Pavonis Mons dome did. People still afraid the cable might fall, he guessed.
They had arrived quite a bit early for the eight o’clock elevator departure, Gesselli insisting on it so they’d not be the last ones in. Upon finding that Customs & Immigration personnel didn’t show up until an hour after they arrived, Gabriel grumbled his way to a cup of coffee and borrowed her flexscreen to read a novel. The coffee didn’t agree with his stomach this early, and now the reading wasn’t working out either.
“Hey there, little man,” he said to the boy, holding out his hand for a high-five.
“I said are you a soldier,” the boy repeated. He left Gabriel’s hand hanging in mid-air.
“Hush, Ty, be polite,” a woman seated near Gesselli said, a sleeping baby on her lap. The boy’s mother, Gabriel assumed.
“Yes, I am a soldier,” Gabriel replied. “How did you guess? I’m not wearing a uniform.”
The boy bit his lip and took a step backwards. “Are you a good soldier?”
Gabriel cocked his head, a puzzled look on his face. “Well, yes, of course. What do you mean?”
“Ty,” his mother warned.
“You’re big like a soldier, and your hair looks like a soldier, but you’re not mean like other soldiers. So I think you must be a good soldier.” The boy’s eyes took on a distant look. “My daddy got shot by a bad soldier.” He looked at the floor. “My daddy’s gone now.”
Sadness punched Gabriel in the chest, and he felt a lump form in his throat. He looked over at Gesselli, whose face reflected his own feelings. Years of anarchy and lawlessness on Mars had created such an ingrained feeling of dread and despair among the population, now even the children expected the worst. He looked around the terminal, seeing dozens of families wandering to their gates, or to breakfast, or to the rest room, towing tired or crying children. He shook his head sadly. Only six months here, not enough time to make enough of a change for everyone to benefit. But the programs, the policies, were in place. Mars could, and would, provide a brighter future for these kids.
He swallowed, fighting down a growing lump in his throat. “Yes, Ty, I’m a good soldier,” he said. He leaned over and offered his palm again.
“A very good one,” Gesselli chimed in next to him, smiling.
The boy looked at his mother, who nodded, then back to Gabriel. “Promise?” he asked with a hopeful look.
Gabriel smiled broadly. “Promise.”
The boy stepped forward hesitantly, then reached out his hand and slapped a loud high-five, laughing at the sound.
Gabriel laughed in return and shook his hand dramatically. “You like soldiers?”
“Well, good ones, I guess,” the boy replied as he rubbed his own hand.
“Here,” said Gabriel. He reached into a thigh pocket and pulled out a small patch. “I’m supposed to wear this, but I’ve got nowhere to put it. It’s for really, really good soldiers. Will you take it and wear it?”
The boy reached out his hand and Gabriel placed the square piece of cloth in it. “This is the special patch worn by good soldiers of the North American Federation Navy. See the blue background? That’s for the oceans on Earth, where my navy used to be most of the time. Now almost all of us are in space, which is the black circle in the center. And the white tee symbol in the very middle? That’s for the very best soldiers. It’s called the Navy Cross. My boss gave it to me many years ago.”
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