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PART 1

ANIMAL INSTINCTS


Chapter 1

THE RED PLANET circa 2171

“GET BACK HERE, MALACHAI!” the security guard, and sometimes babysitter, shouted at the running boy. “Wait for us.” His call was muffled by his respirator that all the Earthborn still had to wear. Mars born, eleven-year-old Malachai Fontaine suffered no such hindrance and, thanks to a massive terraforming effort on the part of many Earth corporations, breathed the thin Martian air just fine, thank you very much.

“What?” the chestnut-haired boy shouted back over his shoulder as he jumped onto his sand crawler, a dual-tracked vehicle painted bright green to stand out against the red Martian sand. “I can’t hear what you’re saying!” he called, although he had heard perfectly well.

“Goddamned little spoiled brat…” the first guard muttered to the second, puffing as he ran.

Malachai opened his mouth to say that he’d heard the guard, then thought better of it; he was feigning deafness, after all. He thumbed the crawler’s On switch as he tossed his canteen and flashlight on the seat beside him. The vehicle hummed as he steered it away from the Fontaine Estate, along the meandering dirt road that ran back to Lowell, the biggest city and capital of Mars, and finally out into the open red desert. Malachai loved the unfettered deserts of the Red Planet, despite their bleak and sometimes hostile countenance. He shivered as he opened the throttle on the crawler to the vehicle’s maximum speed of fifty-five kilometers per hour. At fifteen degrees Celsius, the air held a sharp chill, and he wished he’d brought a heavier jacket. Glancing over his shoulder, he noted the other crawler carrying the two babysitters a half kilometer behind him. It was too late to turn back for the jacket, Malachai thought with some resignation, bending a little lower behind the windscreen. The crawler was designed to convey two occupants across the sandy plains of Mars for twelve hours on a single charge of electricity, and it was only an hour to the cave. Grinning to himself, Malachai knew the other sled would never catch him. The red cliffs in the distance grew larger, and he steered the crawler expertly around jagged columns of red wind-sculpted rock. The thin air smelled of sagebrush, creosote bush, and old memories. The families Asteraceae and Larrea Tridentata, with only slight genetic modification, did well on Mars, and patches of the prickly weeds dotted the landscape, adding their oxygen to the air. In another hundred years, or so the scientists claimed, even Earthborn visitors would be able to breath the Martian atmosphere. Malachai breathed deeply and grinned. Until then, he had it all for himself.

The kilometers flowed by, and Malachai’s mind wandered. He’d been this way many times before, since discovering the cave the previous year.

“The year is 2171,” his tutor had droned at him that very morning, “and Mars has been colonized for the past seventy years, with the biggest city, Lowell, named for the crater in which it sits, recently breaking twenty thousand residents, with fifty thousand people total worldwide. An hour’s journey from the northern edge of the city, the residence of Giuseppe Fontaine, the richest man on Mars and reputedly the richest man in the solar system, sits in its own small crater. It was due to his efforts and financial backing that the colonization of Mars was possible at all, to say nothing at all about the many Fontaine terraforming plants. The Fontaine residence is a massive structure built along the lines of the Maranjab Caravanserai in Iran and is composed of one main three-story building, with an airtight domed top, and five smaller outbuildings, garages, and workshops. The air on Mars is breathable, barely, to people born on Mars, but visitors from Earth will have to wear respirators for many more years. Thanks to terraforming efforts, rainstorms are consistent, although infrequent, and plant life is slowly spreading across the world, gradually encroaching into the vast Martian deserts.”

Malachai recalled that the rest of the lecture had turned boring when it devolved into a discussion of the political chaos that was the government of Mars. He never could figure out which of the four parties—the Greens, the Reds, the Blues, or the Browns—stood for what, except that the Reds stood for a free Mars while the Greens, and the current military governor, supported Earth control.

“You will recall,” the tutor droned on, “that the Fontaine household consists of Giuseppe and his second wife, Lucinda. His first wife, Julia, died giving birth to Giuseppe’s sixth child, Corban. You are Giuseppe’s first child by Julia and the heir apparent. Lucinda is pregnant with Giuseppe’s first child with her, and it is rumored that the Fontaine couple plan to name the child Novalie. In addition to the nuclear family are several brothers and sisters of Giuseppe, Julia, and Lucinda, together with their families. There are fifty security, maintenance, and administrative personnel living in a smaller building set a short way from the main structure. Total people residing on the estate are approximately one hundred.”

Malachai wondered sometimes how Giuseppe managed to have the time to sire so many children. To the boy’s untutored eye, his father was always working—either in his plush office on the estate or flitting about the planet to solve one crisis or another. Malachai blinked, backing off on the throttle until the crawler was traveling at a slow walk down a long boulder-strewn red canyon where impossibly tall wind-tortured cliffs of the ruddy stone rose on both sides. He pulled the crawler up in front of a narrow rectangular opening and switched off the power. A shadow flickered in the corner of his eye, and he turned quickly to see… rocks. Nothing moved. Shadows seemed to have a life of their own near the cave entrance, and farther in, too. He swallowed his unfounded fear and took a long drink of water before slinging the canteen around his neck and picking up his flashlight. The pockets of his tan cargo pants bulged with an assortment of small tools and food bars. The crawler’s locator chip would tell the babysitters where he was at the moment, and he figured that he had perhaps an hour alone before they arrived. Flipping on the light, he wiggled into the dark opening.

Cold musty air suddenly assaulted his nose as he entered, making Malachai sneeze violently as he reached out to touch the stony walls for support. The constricted entrance sloped down sharply, and if it hadn’t been for the worn formations that looked surprisingly like steps, the boy would have had to crawl on his hands and knees. Fifty meters farther in, the entry widened into a large rubble-strewn chamber with a floor constructed of rectangular paving blocks. A small chamber off the main room drew Malachai, and his breath was tense and rapid with excitement. He pulled out his small but expensive camera then snapped a quick series of holographic shots, the flash making his eyes water. The strobing after-images revealed shadows skittering across the floor. In his flashlight beam he studied the even redbrick wall before him. He’d tried to decipher the faded glyphs that ran from floor to ceiling but to no avail. Malachai supposed he would have to show the pictures of his small secret treasure room to his father and his tutor. The radiant fantasy of the glory and honor he would receive from his discovery faded in the harsh light of reality. Once he showed the room to someone else, he would never be allowed back. Up to then, he’d managed to convince his babysitters to remain outside, but he supposed that little freedom was too good to last.

Using a fine brush, he cleaned the ruddy dust from between an odd square of bricks set into and low on the wall. His imagination told him that the square looked like a false front on a cabinet drawer. What might have been a stone drawer pull lay in the dust at the base of the wall. With his fingertip, he traced the place where the pull might have been attached thousands of years in the past.

Malachai set the flashlight to wide dispersal and placed it in the middle of the room so that he could use both of his hands. He worked the thin blade of his small utility knife around the edges of the drawer, clearing away the grit of millennia. Then he began to pry gently, first on one side, then on the other. With a tiny crunch, the drawer moved out a single centimeter, and the boy could feel his heart pounding with excitement. Holding his breath, Malachai wiggled the knife and pried again. The knife blade bent, then the drawer slid out a few scant millimeters.

“Malachai!” a voice shouted, nearly in his ear. The babysitters had arrived.

He flinched, and the blade of his knife snapped with a soft ting. Malachai let out a startled “Eep!” as the razor-sharp shard of blade sliced his face on its way to the other side of the room. The boy gasped in pain, reaching for his injured cheek.

“Look what you did!” the boy shrieked in anger, holding up his ruined knife. “You…”

A single drop of his blood fell to the dusty floor, and hundreds of slithering shadows burst out from beneath every stone, out of the partially opened drawer, and from between the very bricks in the wall and floor… to converge on the fallen drop—then to the wound on the boy’s face. Stunned, Malachai screamed, holding up his hands to protect his injured cheek. He could almost feel the shadows squeeze between his fingers.

Burning pain exploded in Malachai’s cheek, a hundred times worse than the original injury, and quickly spread to his head, neck, and body. He let out one bubbling shriek as his limbs spasmed uncontrollably.

“What the fuck?” one of the guards shouted as Malachai felt their hands grab at him to pull him to safety. His own senses began to turn off, one by one, while at the same time his body was moving, fighting, and lashing out in the darkness—but he was not in control. He tried to scream again, and failed.


Chapter 2

EARTH circa 2199

Through the wide kitchen window, Solomon Draxx could see the distant, mist-shrouded Boston Harbor, and he sighed at the persistently ugly weather. “Coffee!” He grumbled to the auto-chef as he padded barefoot into the kitchen of his small apartment, scratching at his short brown hair. He picked up the steaming cup on his way to the kitchen table.

“Good morning, Mr. Draxx,” the soft contralto of the household AI murmured from the air as he sat. “It is 6:47, November 18, 2199. You have eleven messages waiting: three are urgent, five are social, and three are spam. The weather for the Boston metropolitan area is for showers this morning, followed by freezing rain and sleet this afternoon. The current temperature is 3.5 degrees Celsius.”

He rubbed his bristled chin, thinking that it was time for his weekly depilatory cream. “Play the urgent messages and delete the spam. I’ll take the social calls later. What is on the agenda for today?”

“At 22:30, you have an engagement with the local police. I have no other information on that operation.”

“Thank you.” He sipped his coffee. “Play the urgent messages now.”

There was a click in the air. “Mr. Draxx.” Solomon recognized the voice as belonging to Zufar Koroma, a man of Arabic extraction who ran a worldwide placement agency out of his office in Cairo. His heavily accented voice reminded Solomon of the lisping voice of the ancient actor Peter Lorre. “I have a bodyguard job for you to consider, Solomon,” the voice on the message lisped. “Length of contract is six months, with an option to renew. I realize that our last business arrangement was… suboptimal, and you told me you would accept only exceptionally good paying jobs—or, as you said, I could risk my own fucking neck. For the amount that is being offered, north of a million dollars US, you will be able to retire after this venture.”

There was a long pause.

“The job is on Mars, Solomon, and they asked for you by name. Give me a call.”

Solomon stared at the ceiling in surprise as there was another click. “Solomon, this is Addy.” He knew the voice of his significant other, as well as his own. “Don’t you forget about tonight, Sol… and come prepared.” She always liked to remind him to wear his monofilament body armor. “See ya.”

The last click came. “Mr. Draxx.” A clear mezzo-soprano. “My name is Petja Švajger, and I recently contacted Zufar Koroma regarding a position we need filled. I just wanted to reassure you that the job is legitimate and requires your services as a bodyguard only. You were recommended to us as the best in the business and a man of high moral standards.” She blurted out a long complex number. “You can reach me at this number, or you can make arrangements through Zufar Koroma if you choose. Although we didn’t mention specifics to Zufar, the pay for this job is eight digits.” The call terminated.

Solomon smiled. If something seemed to be too good to be true, it usually was, but this one job could solve all his problems with Addy. After years of putting it off, they could get married and think about having a child. Hell, with an eight-digit paycheck, they might consider paying the penalty tax to have more than one child. All he had to do was to survive the job.

~~~

The darkness in the long dingy hallway was oppressive, and it seemed to press against Solomon’s eyeballs with a physical presence. Somewhere in the distance, water dripped, and the air smelled of mold and decay. Tiny feet made thin scratching sounds as a rat crawled within the walls. Wearing old dark clothes, Solomon stood motionless at the end of the unlit hallway as the two members of the Boston Police Department moved silently up the stairs at the other end of the corridor.

“Ya think he’s here yet?” a brusque male voice rasped. Solomon guessed it was Edward Kerry, Addy’s partner.

“If I know Solomon,” the lighter voice of Addilyn Simms replied in a tense whisper, “he’s been here for half an hour and is probably watching us right now.” She paused. “Right, Solomon?”

From the other end of the hallway Solomon let out a dry laugh. “You two make so much noise, a deaf man could have heard you coming.”

Two dark shapes moved down the passage toward him.

“How come I didn’t pick you up on infrared?” Kerry’s gruff voice sounded aggrieved.

“I have an IR blocking blanket I draped over myself,” Solomon said. “You’d have to trip over me to know I’m there.”

“Then how do you see us?” the detective growled.

“Oh, I can see you.” Solomon chuckled his reply.

“You and the rats. Is your witness tucked away safe?” Kerry grumbled.

Solomon could see the detective squinting into the dark, still trying to see him. It was too bad he was looking on the wrong side of the hallway. “I moved him to the other side of the hall, right behind my back.” Solomon had taken the job of guarding an important witness to the grand jury meeting the next day. Since he’d worked with the police many times before, the details were left up to him. The idea of bagging possible hit men had been a bonus.

“You don’t even trust us, do you?” Kerry asked.

“Not if I can help it. Now find a patch of shadow, behind me and out of my field of fire, and pipe down. Our company should be along shortly. Don’t be offended if I put you in the same room as the witness for a short time. Our visitors might have night-vision gear.”

Addy gave his arm a squeeze as she passed, but said nothing.

Fifteen minutes passed. Then thirty. Just after midnight, Solomon heard the stairs creak faintly under the weight of a step while the sleet tapped insistently against the window. He pushed the two police officers gently but firmly into the room with the witness and shut the door behind them. There was no sense in risking the operation so soon.

Three man-sized shapes appeared at the head of the stairs, weapons drawn. In the dark, their night-vision glasses gave them a bug-eyed alien look. Their gaze swept by Solomon and moved on, no doubt seeing only darkness filled with cold, lumpy, unmoving shapes. The leader flicked on a light for a moment, checked door numbers, and pointed to the door of the room the witness should have been in. The weapons the three held were high-power military-grade energy guns. As they were activated, their small power lights gave each of the men an evil green cast. Despite the door to the witness’s room being locked, it swung open with a low groan of rusty hinges, indicating the assassins were well informed and had access to the passkey. Solomon shed his IR blanket as soon as the killers were within the other room, then he reached behind himself and silently opened the door to the police officers, gesturing to the room across the hall.

So lifelike that it had fooled the assassins, the mannequin, built for EMT training, actually appeared to breathe under the bedcovers, and if the assailants checked, they would find it had warm skin and produced a pulse. The styled wig was the same color as the witness’s. Moving on silent feet until he stood behind them, Solomon watched as the three assassins stood over the bed for a moment, observing the steady rise and fall of the breathing. At a nod from one, the men raised their weapons and fired as one. The crash of the weapons discharge was deafening in the room.

Ears ringing, Solomon didn’t tell the men to drop their guns or give them a chance to surrender nicely. Lawyers would have had them out on bail in six hours, and they would have been safely out of the country in seven. His pistol cracked as he shot the first man in the back, spraying the still-smoking bed with his blood and organs. The second assassin staggered as the police rounds struck him, but then seemed to shake off the effects of the heavy lead slugs as he raised his energy weapon to point it at Addy. His head disappeared as the bolt from Solomon’s own military-grade weapon struck him at the same instant that the last assassin shot Solomon in the chest. Addy screamed as he was blasted through the thin wall and into the next room in a cloud of smoke and plaster dust. In the haze-filled room, the assassin turned slowly to face the two police officers and raised his weapon, confident that nothing the police had could penetrate his body armor. The gun crashed to the floor, and the cauterized stump of the man’s right arm, severed cleanly just above the elbow, hit the floor with a sodden thud. Solomon stepped back into the room through the hole his passage had just made, his gun leveled at the assassin. His heavy leather jacket, shirt, and undershirt hung in tatters on his shoulders, threads of smoke rising into the air. The blast of the energy weapon had scrubbed his monofilament body armor to a burnished shine, and for a second in the light of the police flashlights, it looked as though he were wearing a mail shirt. The assassin looked down at his smoking arm, and his eyes rolled back into his head as he slowly crumbled to the floor.

Kerry was on the com link, calling backup, as Addy moved to Solomon’s side, her fingers reaching involuntarily for his body. She jerked her hand back. “That armor is still hot. How can you wear it?”

Solomon shrugged, his weapon never leaving the living killer on the floor. “This is a prototype. There’s a thin layer of polymer insulation on the inside so I don’t get cooked in the event of an energy strike.”

She looked at the ribbon of blood that ran from his nose to drip on the hot armor with an audible hiss. “Whatever you say.”

“Backup should be here in three minutes.” Kerry stopped beside Addilyn to stare at the assassins. “If we had tried to pull this off ourselves…” His face twisted in a grimace. “You have better toys than we do, Draxx.”

Solomon thumbed off the energy weapon as their backup crowded into the room. “Your department owes me some new clothes.” He fingered the ruined jacket and snuffed a still smoldering seam between his fingers.

Addy touched his cheek. “Are you all right?” she asked in a low voice.

He holstered his weapon, noting that the custom leather shoulder holster was spattered with gore. “I’ll survive.” He reached out and touched her shoulder. “We need to talk tonight, over dinner.” He grinned at her look of surprise. “Something has come up that could be a game-changer for us, and I will finally be able to keep a promise I made to you a long time ago.”

Her eyes seemed to grow even wider. “Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?” she whispered.

“Probably.” He laughed. “We’ll go to the Chaufourier, and I’ll pick you up at 19:00.”

Kerry went to slap Solomon on the back, stopping when he noted the man’s battered appearance. “Good job, Solomon,” he rumbled. “The department could use a man of your caliber.”

Solomon laughed as he turned to the door. “Nah, it’s too dangerous.”

Behind his back, the Boston detective snorted a laugh. Outside, the sleet had finally turned to light snow.

 

The Chaufourier was located in what had once been the observation floor of the historic John Hancock Tower in downtown Boston. Totally rebuilt and sheathed with tough transparent steel one hundred years earlier, during the height of the terrorist years, the Tower was still the queen of the Boston skyline, and the Chaufourier was reputed to have the best food on the east coast of the North American continent. Solomon leaned back in his comfortable chair, sipping his Remy Martin Louis XIII Cognac as the waiter cleared the last of the dessert dishes. Addy sipped her coffee, regarding him over the top of the steaming cup.

“This is going to be a doozy,” she murmured in her husky voice, shooting Solomon a wry smile. “You’re usually tighter with your money than the bark on a tree.” She sipped again. “Let me ask you one question.”

He nodded for her to continue.

“How much is this new job paying?”

His eyes never left her face. “Eight digits,” he said quietly.

Her face paled. “Is this a bodyguard job or something a little… wetter?” she asked, still whispering. She, like Solomon, had come to her current position from military and Special Forces ranks, and knew that there was often more to a bodyguard position than being a simple guard.

“I’ve been assured that it’s strictly bodyguard.” His smile never wavered. He and Addy played the same version of twenty questions whenever he had a major announcement. She usually guessed what he was going to say in three questions.

She frowned. “It has to be a job in Luna City,” she commented, mostly to herself. “For that kind of money.”

Solomon set down his empty glass. “A bit farther north, my dear.” He watched her figure it out.

“Farther north? All the miners on Ceres, and in the asteroid belt put together couldn’t come up with that sort of money, and that leaves…” Her eyes widened as they locked on his face. “Mars.”

He could barely hear her voice.

Her eyes widened even more as she figured out the last pieces. “You’re going to be working for the Beast, Giuseppe Fontaine himself. Do you remember the stories about the Beast when we were kids?” Addy was only a year younger than Solomon. “All those supposed grisly murders on Mars? This could easily turn into a very high-risk job, you know—and I don’t want to lose you.”

His smile turned slightly sour. “You realize that I can’t remember anything earlier than my sixteenth birthday, Addy.”

She flushed. “Oh, I forgot. Sorry.” She gave him a long look. “You woke up at sixteen in a hospital with amnesia after a train wreck,” she said, recalling the story of Solomon’s life. “You were in foster homes for a year before you went into the marines. You were medically discharged after ten years for wounds received in battle, and you received the Purple Heart and Silver Star. Your legs were shattered, and you were never expected to walk again, let alone work.” She gave him an impish grin. “As usual, you proved them all wrong. At twenty-nine, you went to work for Luciano Vento Detective Agency, and at thirty-five, you had made enough money to buy him out and let Luciano step gracefully into retirement. In the past four years, you’ve built a solid reputation as an honest operator in the protection business, with high moral standards. While not wealthy, you can be considered comfortably well off.” She folded her slim hands in her lap.

“You’ve done your homework.” He gave her a little bow, and his face turned serious. “My plan is to marry you the day I step off the ship returning from Mars.” His eyes sparkled. “You also went into the marines at seventeen for four years, and then to work for the Boston PD at twenty-one while attending night school at Boston College. When I get back, you’ll be within the retirement window. We can both run the protection company until we want to sell out and buy a small Caribbean island to raise mangoes and children.” He casually slid a diamond ring across the table to her. “If you’re willing, of course.”

“I was wondering when you would finally get around to this.” Her voice was level, but her hazel eyes filled with tears as she touched the ring with a finger. “And for the longest time, I wondered what I would say.” She made a quick motion, and the ring was suddenly on the ring finger of her left hand. “I accept, but I’m not crazy about this trip to Mars of yours because I won’t be there to watch out for you.”

Without saying another word, Solomon leaned across the table and kissed her.

~~~

Solomon leaned back in the wide first-class seat and studied the dossier on the screen of the data pad before him. Outside the hull of the sleek white delta-winged ship, Mars loomed ever nearer. The moon Phobos, just off their port wing, was so close Solomon could have seen the silver forest of communications antennae covering the rocky surface had he looked, but his eyes were on the pad.

“The Beast, Giuseppe Fontaine,” the voice of the pad newsbot was saying, “is the infamous but unproven drug lord and murderer who is reputed to run the Mars underworld, slaughtering those who cross him like cattle.” Solomon recalled reading the stories of the many cruel and horrid deaths laid at Fontaine’s feet. According to the numbers bandied about by the news agencies, Giuseppe Fontaine should have totally depopulated Mars four years earlier. “With over a dozen children calling Giuseppe Fontaine father, it now appears that someone is killing the offspring one by one, leaving the grizzly bodies where the others can find them.”

The implication is obvious, Solomon thought glumly. Giuseppe will be the last to go after he sees all his children and finally his wife killed. When Solomon had called the number to accept the job, he’d discovered that Giuseppe’s eighteen-year-old daughter, Elora Fontaine, had hired him as her private bodyguard. Fontaine had insisted that each of the children hire their own personal protection.

Solomon thumbed the pad off and leaned back in his seat. The month-long trip from Earth had been excruciating. Still, it was far quicker than the trip the original travelers had taken to the red planet, spending months cramped in a small spacecraft just to get to Mars. He stood and stretched, floating aft toward the small gym and the microgravity treadmill.

He had been more than a little surprised when, once he’d formally accepted the job, his new employer had asked him to report to a private launch facility in Colorado, where a commercial heavy-lift vehicle carried him into orbit and deposited him in the new Space Station Galileo. Fontaine Industries owned an entire wing of the station, where he’d boarded his current transport, the GFS Daedalus, GFS standing for Giuseppe Fontaine Ship. To Solomon’s surprise, the ship, a combination passenger and freight hauler, carried only six passengers. The others were tight-lipped Fontaine employees, three of whom were probably paid bodyguards like himself.

Showered, such as it was on the spacecraft, and wearing clean clothes, Solomon sat back down to watch the sleek delta-winged craft slide into the thin Martian atmosphere. He was surprised to note patches of green on the red surface, a testament to man’s ingenuity in conquering the impossible. Forty minutes later, the craft’s tires squawked once, and he was on Mars.

Solomon hadn’t known what to expect on his arrival, but the small ramp slid out of the side of the Daedalus as the door opened, and people began to exit with no other fanfare. Since customs and immigration seemed nonexistent, Solomon assumed the craft had landed on a private Fontaine airfield. Making his way down the ramp, Solomon guessed the time at about noon, judging from the position of the sun. Other than a slight scent of scorched asphalt, the chill air smelled fresh and… familiar.

A slim flight attendant in a navy Fontaine uniform was standing at the bottom of the ramp, handing out small respirators to the new arrivals. When Solomon smiled and declined, the girl gave him a strange look. Behind him, a slab of beef that outweighed him by three or four stone and stood a hand taller glared at Solomon and also declined the mask. Solomon just smiled. He knew, thanks to tests in the military, that his own tolerance to hypoxia was phenomenal.

Ten meters from the ramp, Solomon caught the other bodyguard as he stumbled and fell. Lowering the unconscious man’s head to the tarmac, Solomon frowned just as the young flight attendant rushed over, a mask in her hand and concern on her face. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the unconscious man just didn’t smell right. It wasn’t an odor so much as a feeling of suppressed malevolence that raised Solomon’s hackles.

Looking incongruous in the bleak Martian landscape, two black limousines waited by a small terminal. Behind Solomon, cargo was already being unloaded from wide cargo doors in the Daedalus’s hull. On the other side of the craft, a refueling truck topped off the spacecraft’s fuel tanks for the turbojet and scramjet engines. Once in orbit, the Daedalus would be refueled again for the long trip back to Earth. Solomon watched the ground vehicles for a moment before getting into the limo with a thin man wearing an out-of-date suit. He guessed that his limo companion was probably an attorney or an accountant. This man smelled just fine, and Solomon attributed his earlier concern to prejob jitters. The fifty-kilometer drive was long and bumpy, but Solomon leaned back in the seat and relaxed. The wait was over and the new job was beginning. The sooner it started, the sooner it would be over, and the sooner he would be on his way back to Earth… and Addy. Leaving her had been difficult. Thinking of her, he winced. By now, she had probably gotten the letter assigning her as the co-owner of Draxx Protection Services in the event of his death. She wouldn’t be happy about that, but it was a done deal. She could shout at him when he got home. Being a bodyguard was a nervous business, and he had to take certain… precautions. He smiled. It was kind of like wearing his body armor—uncomfortable but necessary.

At first, Solomon thought that they were approaching a small settlement on the edge of the Martian desert. As they drew closer, however, he realized that the fifteen buildings he could count were all part of the Fontaine Estate. The main house with no exterior windows reminded him of an Arabic caravanserai. Square and one hundred meters on a side, the structure stood a full fifteen meters tall, with eight heavy crenelated turrets standing at the corners and midway on each wall, rising another ten meters above the main house. A clear airtight dome sealed the top of the building without covering the turrets, while the front gates would have given even a main battle tank pause. Every turret was manned, and when the vehicle he was traveling in rolled to a stop, a squad of guards just happened by, all armed with the latest heavy-infantry weapons.

As Solomon stepped out of the limousine, a low rumble shook the air, and he turned just in time to see the white shuttle leap into the air, engines shrieking as it clawed for altitude. He sighed. It was too late to take Addy’s suggestion. The sound of a step made him turn back.

Two and a quarter meters tall, the man who met them was a mountain of muscle and sinew. Dressed in snug black leather, he wore a military-grade energy pistol in a custom shoulder holster like others might wear a badge of office. As he looked over each of them critically, his face seemed chiseled from stone, and his eyes were dark and without warmth. His minimalist respirator was no more than a tube coming up from beneath his collar that fed oxygen to small twin nose inserts Solomon had last seen in a hospital back on Earth.

“My name is Rolf, and I am the chief of security for the Fontaine Estate.” The voice was sepulchral and sounded like a small earthquake. “New guards will come with me,” he said bluntly, turning away.

Solomon picked up his one duffel bag, slung it over his shoulder, and followed, leaving the rest to flounder for their belongings.

Rolf didn’t slow or even look back until they’d reached a small personnel door set beside the main gate. The big man’s eyes flicked over Solomon, pausing only briefly on the faded USMC letters stenciled on the side of Solomon’s duffel bag. “Another jarhead,” he rumbled. “It figures.” He swung open the door and motioned Solomon inside.

Solomon raised an eyebrow as he stepped through the door. “You’re not waiting for the others?”

“They were late. They can wait.”

To that, Solomon said nothing, but thought to himself that it could be a very long job.

“Follow me.” Rolf strode down the long hallway, stopped in a modest office, and pointed to a blocky metal machine sitting on a desk. There was a dark fifteen-centimeter round hole in the side, with several controls on a panel on the top. “Put your hand in the hole and grip the bar with the top of your hand turned up. Push the bar forward until it stops and then don’t move. The machine will implant a small microchip under your skin, while tattooing the back of your hand with a unique barcode. This will give you unescorted access to the majority of the estate and grounds. It works better than a badge, is keyed to your DNA, and cannot be stolen.”

Solomon gave him a dry look as he followed the grim directions. He felt a sharp sting and a burning in the back of his hand, but it was gone quickly.

Rolf nodded. “Good. You can take your hand out now.”

Solomon withdrew his hand and started at the small barcode set in a rectangular lump under his skin. “Peachy,” he growled.

Rolf snorted a laugh. “Grab your bag. Your employer would like to meet you, Mr. Draxx. After that, I will show you to your room, and then I will go after the others.”

Solomon smiled without warmth. “You might be careful with the others.”

Rolf snorted again. “The others are pussycats, Mr. Draxx. I’ve gone over their files. You were the one that kept me up at night, however.”

“Oh?” Solomon raised an eyebrow.

“Winners of the Silver Star aren’t pussycats, Mr. Draxx,” Rolf said evenly.

“Call me Solomon, or Sol, and remember, the sabre-tooth tiger was also a pussycat, kind of.”

“I’ll remember that, Solomon.” His face almost broke into a smile as he passed under a wide archway and out into a fifty-square-meter courtyard, where a baroque Victorian fountain gurgled happily.

Iridescent flowers spilled from elaborate wooden boxes, filling the air with their sweet scent, and for a moment, he thought he heard the call of a songbird. Ornate stone staircases flowed up from the courtyard to overlooking balconies on the second and third floors. Rolf stopped at a wide stone bench and nodded to a young woman. “Miss Fontaine, this is Solomon Draxx. Mr. Draxx, I’d like to introduce you to your new employer, Elora Fontaine.”

When the pretty young woman stood, Solomon noted with a little surprise that her height was almost equal to his own one hundred eighty-five centimeters, and she had wide shoulders for a woman and a small waist. Auburn hair cascaded over her shoulders to hang halfway down her back, held away from her face by a simple golden clasp. Her eyes were a clear emerald green, and her skin held a slight olive tint slightly lighter than Solomon’s own, thanks to Giuseppe’s Italian heritage Solomon supposed.

On an impulse, Solomon gave her a deep bow. “You have to be Dejah Torris, my lady.”

Her laughter was clear and surprisingly deep in the lower contralto range. “And you must be Captain John Carter of Virginia.”

He bowed again. “At your service, ma’am,” he replied, drawing out the last word in true Southern style.

Rolf looked confused, and Elora laughed again.

“I’m sorry, Rolf. Unless you’ve read Edgar Rice Burroughs, you might not get the joke.”

Rolf nodded slowly. “Ahhh, the Barsoom series. Reading it is on my to-do list, Miss Elora.” Solomon’s estimation of the head of security went up a notch that he recognized Edgar Rice Burroughs at all.

Elora held out a slim hand. “It is very good to meet you, Solomon.” Her handshake was as strong as a man’s. She looked slightly embarrassed. “I wasn’t going to select you, but it seems my father has sources that I am unaware of, and recommended you to me. I’m glad I listened to him.”

“Then I’m glad, too.” Solomon smiled, reaching into his pocket. From the corner of his eye, he saw Rolf tense. “If I am going to ensure your safety, I’d like you to begin carrying this.” He held out a black stiletto knife.

Elora eyed it dubiously. “That little knife isn’t going—”

He pressed the small silver button, and the six-inch Solingen steel blade appeared as if by magic.

“Ohhhh.” Elora’s eyes widened.

“With this knife, at close quarters, you could easily take down Rolf, if you had to.”

A few meters away, the big man nodded slowly.

“This doesn’t run on power and can even work under water. I can’t be with you all the time, you know.”

“I don’t know if I should—”

“This is a good idea, Elora,” a deeper male voice interrupted her. “Carry the knife.” An older smiling man descended the stairway from an upper balcony, and suddenly Solomon knew that he was face-to-face with the Beast, Giuseppe Fontaine, in the flesh.

Solomon frowned to himself. With brown hair shot with streaks of silver, eyes as gray as Solomon’s own, and dressed in a conservative sport coat with an open-neck shirt, Fontaine looked the concerned father, or maybe grandfather, not a potential mass killer. Solomon’s instincts told him something was wrong.

Elora beamed. “Papa!” She hugged the older man. “Meet Solomon Draxx, Papa. He’s the man you recommended.”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Draxx,” Giuseppe said softly, giving Solomon a long studying look as they shook hands. “You wouldn’t have another of those knives for me, would you?”

Solomon smiled, closed the knife, then handed it to Elora before fishing in his pocket to pull out the knife’s twin. “It would be an honor if you would take my own knife, sir.” He handed the knife to Giuseppe. “While not as new as Elora’s knife, I guarantee it is every bit as good. It has saved my life on a couple of occasions.”

Giuseppe’s face was sober as he took the proffered weapon. “Thank you, Solomon.” He continued more formally: “Welcome to Mars, and be welcomed to the Fontaine Home. Guard my daughter well.”

“I will, sir.”

The man smiled. “Please, Solomon, call me Giuseppe.” He turned to a stunned-looking Rolf. “Please ensure that Mr. Draxx has full access to the entire estate, Rolf.”

“Full estate access, sir?” Rolf sounded dubious. Giuseppe’s eyes hardened, and Rolf swallowed nervously. “The full estate. Yes, sir.”

In that glance, Solomon had seen the steel in Giuseppe Fontaine that had allowed the man to build a vast solar-system-spanning fortune. Rolf made a motion, and Solomon followed him up the stairs to the second-level balcony.

“I take it that being given access to the entire estate is… irregular,” Solomon murmured once they were out of earshot.

Rolf gave him a long look. “Only the family members have access to the entire estate.” They walked in silence for what seemed to be the better part of a kilometer before Rolf stopped. “This is your room. You will find clean clothes in the closet, and dinner is at 18:00 in the main dining room. Dress this evening is informal.” He nodded to a computer screen sitting on the wide desk. “Your terminal will show you the map to the house, or simply ask the house itself how to get somewhere. The AI is quite bright. Ask it anything. As Mr. Fontaine requested, you will have full unrestricted access to the estate, and that includes our data banks.” Rolf’s eyes turned to stone. “Don’t even think of betraying that confidence and looking up bank account numbers. Mr. Fontaine is old school and doesn’t take well to betrayal.”

Solomon returned the glare. “All I want to do is my job and get paid what Mr. Fontaine owes me… nothing more. I would, however, like to know more about the other bodyguards who came with me from Earth.”

Rolf frowned; a deep V creased his unibrow. “You have suspicions?” he asked, suddenly all business.

“Yes, but nothing I can put my finger on. I’ll see what’s on the database.”

Rolf let out a low humphhh. “I will see you get the list of passengers.”

“Just the guards, if you please. My suspicions don’t include the attorney or the accountant.”

The big man blinked. “How did you know what they were?”

“They looked the type. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a real shower and see to my things.” He nodded to his bag and turned back to Rolf. “I see that you go armed.” He indicated the man’s shoulder holster.

Rolf snorted. “Go armed if you wish. We will only be at dinner, and the cooks are quite safe,” he said in a condescending voice.

“It’s not the cooks who worry me.”

Rolf turned and left the room without another word, closing the door behind him.

“Welcome to Mars,” Solomon muttered to himself, pulling his gun case from his duffel bag.


Chapter 3

THE RED PLANET reprised

Twenty minutes early for dinner, Solomon sat in a soft chair on the far side of the main dining room, sipping tea and getting a feel for the household. Everything seemed to be running like clockwork. Fifteen minutes later, people began to drift in slowly in ones and twos, finding their own spots at the table. Some were dressed in suits, while others wore shorts and polo shirts in a wide range of colors. Like Rolf, Solomon wore black pants, but his were a rip-stop fabric with cargo pockets instead of leather, and rather than a black T-shirt and leather jacket, Solomon wore a black silk shirt under his brown tweed coat. Like other fashions, tweed jackets for men had come and gone and come back again a dozen times over the centuries. With only slight changes, they were currently back in fashion, and Solomon found that a tweed jacket also covered his heavy pistol in its shoulder holster.

Elora entered the room with a younger man and woman whom Solomon recognized from their pictures as Jax and Mila Fontaine. All three bore a strong familial resemblance and had green eyes of one shade or another. When she noticed him, Elora threw Solomon a smile and indicated that he should sit by her toward the head of the table.

Solomon nodded and smiled as he rose. “Good evening, Miss Fontaine,” he said politely.

Elora grimaced as her father entered through another doorway, making his way to the head of the table. “Please call me Elora, Solomon.” She sighed. “These are two of my siblings, Jax and Mila.”

Solomon nodded politely. “The pictures on the database don’t do either of you justice.” He grinned as he held Elora’s chair then waited until Giuseppe, still wearing the casual sport coat from earlier, had seated himself before he sat.

From his seat, Giuseppe gave Solomon a brief nod and the faintest of smiles. Old school indeed.

Elora leaned closer and whispered, “Papa likes you. I can tell.”

“He does?” Solomon replied sotto voce, not glancing up.

“Sure, he almost smiled at you.”

“I’ll bear that in mind, Elora. Thank you.” He grinned at his plate.

A tall woman clothed in a soft floral-patterned knee-length dress that complimented Giuseppe’s attire, entered the dining room. The lighting reflected warmly from her shoulder-length auburn hair. With a warm smile for her alone, Giuseppe rose and held her chair as she sat. Dark circles were smudges under her clear sea-green eyes. Still standing, Guiseppe rapped on his water glass with his spoon, calling for attention, and the low buzz of conversation died away. “We have several new faces among us, tonight.” He looked to his left at the muscular guard who had collapsed on the tarmac earlier that day. “Zhutov Mitrofan Leonidovich will be working with my daughter Novalie.” His eyes shifted to a slim, dapper, and deadly looking man. “Jacob Eales will be working with Hepzibah, and Tobin Horovitz”—his eyes flicked to the man sitting beside Eales—”will be working with my eldest son, Xane.”

For a moment, Giuseppe’s eyes touched Solomon, and he wondered what that was all about.

“Solomon Draxx, to my right, will be working with my daughter Elora.” He sighed, his shoulders sagging. “I would like to introduce you all to my remaining family.” His eyes shifted from person to person. “My wife, Lucinda Fontaine.” He nodded to the woman before his eyes moved on. “Xane, Hepzibah, Novalie, Tristan, Jax, Mila, and Elora.” His eyes sparkled for a second. “You have all met our head of security, Rolf.” He paused for a breath. “I would like to welcome you all to Mars. With your help, I hope that we can bring the current series of disturbing events to a halt.” His eyes focused on Solomon. “Solomon, if you don’t mind, I would like to speak to you after dinner.”

Solomon gave the man a short seated bow. “As you wish, Giuseppe. I am at your disposal.”

Giuseppe returned a gracious nod as a buzz of conversation went around the room. The use of first names by both Giuseppe and Solomon had been duly noted.

“While you were all on your journey here from Earth,” the elder Fontaine went on in a conversational tone, “my daughter Brea and my son Corban were killed by an unknown assailant.”

There was an astonished break in the conversation.

“Services will be held tomorrow in the estate chapel, followed by internment in the family cemetery.” He looked around the room one last time then sat.

Wait staff immediately appeared and began pouring wine and serving dinner. When the wine carafe came his way, Solomon held his hand over his goblet.

Elora gave him a strange look. “Your file didn’t say that you were a teetotaler,” she murmured.

He smiled and sipped his water. “I’m not, but I don’t drink on duty… ever.”

The young woman frowned with a slight drawing down of her arched eyebrows.

Solomon chuckled. “I believe that it has been referred to as implacable resolve, and I won’t let something as trivial as too much wine slow my reflexes and endanger your life.”

Elora studied him for several long moments, her expression unreadable. “Father was right about you.”

“Perhaps,” he replied, as a steaming slab of juicy red meat was placed on his plate. Real steak was usually well out of his own budget, and Solomon normally stuck to synthasoy beef, pork, chicken, or fish. His eyes widened.

Elora smiled at his reaction. “That steak is from a Mars-raised cow. They say that is the equivalent of eating Kobe beef on Earth. Father makes a killing exporting Martian-grown steaks back to Earth for the rich to eat.”

Solomon chewed and swallowed, sighing in appreciation. “He’s a very smart man, Elora.”

“I like to think so.” She gave him a grin as she dug into her own meal. None of the Fontaines appeared to be vegan.

 

After dinner, Giuseppe rose, slid back Lucinda’s chair for her, then glanced at Solomon before he turned to leave the room. Solomon performed the same service for Elora, then followed closely by Mila and Jax, they departed through the same door Guiseppe had.

Giuseppe and Lucinda were relaxing in a comfortable sitting room, sipping coffee, when Solomon and the three children arrived.

Giuseppe waved them to a chair. “Have a seat, Solomon. I just have a few questions for you.”

Solomon sat on the edge of his seat. “Whatever you wish, Giuseppe.”

The older man smiled, but his eyes were shrewd. “Tell me about yourself, Solomon. What was your childhood like?”

Solomon stared into space as a serving girl set a cup of coffee beside him. “When I was sixteen years old, I woke up in a hospital. I was told that there had been a train crash, but I don’t remember either the crash or my earlier life. Without a mother or a father, I was put into a foster home, where I lived for a year before enlisting in the marines. The rest of my life is pretty much public record.” He shrugged.

Giuseppe leaned forward. “Do you have… someone special?”

Although it was private, Solomon’s relationship with Addilyn Simms wasn’t something he kept a secret. “I’ve been going with a woman named Addilyn Simms, a detective for the Boston Police Department. I gave her an engagement ring just before I left, and we plan to marry the day I return from Mars.” From the corner of his eye, he saw a flicker of emotion cross Elora’s face.

Giuseppe glanced at Lucinda then back at Solomon. “In the light of current events, I would like to ask you to look after my son Jax, and my daughter Mila, as well as Elora.” He steepled his fingers. “Tobin Horovitz, a former member of the Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations, Mossad, in Israel will have to do double duty to guard Tristan, whose bodyguard will be outbound from Terra on the next shuttle.”

Solomon blinked in surprise.

“Jax and Mila”—Giuseppe glared at the two cringing young people—”have been tardy in hiring their own security services.”

“Why me?” he asked. “That’s a job for other guards.”

“Because you are here, young man,” Giuseppe said in a hard voice. “Because you are the best to be had on Mars or on Earth. I looked very carefully, and there are other reasons which we will not go into at this time. Your pay will be—”

“I really don’t care about the extra pay, Mr. Fontaine,” Solomon growled. “I do, however, care about doing the best job I can. Guarding three people is significantly harder than guarding one.”

It was Giuseppe’s turn to blink. “You’re really not interested in the money, are you?” the older man said, mostly to himself. “What will you need to do your job to your satisfaction?” His voice was all business.

“I would prefer to get all three off of Mars, if you want to know.” He gave Giuseppe a crooked grin. “In lieu of that, put all three in one suite of rooms, with my own bedroom by the only door. I can’t guard your children if they are spread out all over hell… sir.” His cheeks warmed. Solomon was angry at the last-minute change of plans, especially when he had counted and planned on guarding only one.

Giuseppe leaned back. “Anything else?” The older man was smiling slightly, and Lucinda looked… relieved.

Solomon knew that he had been played by a pro. “You have contacts here on Mars,” he said in a flat voice. “Have them pick up a few more stilettos, like the ones I gave you and Elora. It might be a last line of defense for your children, and look into lightweight body armor for these three”—he nodded to Elora, Jax, and Mila—”as well as the two of you. I use advanced 5.11 Tactical Armor class 15 XP. Experimental monofilament with polymer insulation. It will stop the blast of one of these.” He slowly withdrew his weapon from its holster, removed the charge pack, and set both on the table before Giuseppe. “As well as the standard projectile weapons.”

The older man’s eyes went wide.

“The armor is, however, insanely expensive. It cost me the better part of a year’s profits to buy mine.”

Giuseppe looked at Solomon for a long moment, saying nothing. Then he spoke to the air. “Adele, will you please have Rolf see to purchasing advanced 5.11 Tactical Armor class 15 XP body armor for the family? Bend all our resources into finding said armor on Mars. When that has been completed, look into buying the parent company on Earth.”

The voice of the AI was a soft feminine mezzo-soprano. “As you wish, Giuseppe. Initial database review reveals that there are enough suits available on Mars to protect those in this room. Personally, I agree with Solomon, sir. Body armor is a good idea.”

Giuseppe glanced at Solomon’s dark angry face. “Is there something wrong, Solomon?”

Solomon swallowed. “Rolf should have suggested this, Giuseppe. I don’t wish to overstep my bounds.”

Giuseppe reached across the table to take Solomon by the arm. “We are talking about the lives of my family, Solomon. Make whatever suggestions you want. I will deal with Rolf, and he will see things my way, or he will be on the next ship back to Earth. Have I made myself clear?”

A chill touched Solomon’s spine. “As crystal, sir.”

“Excellent.” Giuseppe beamed. “Adele, please implement Solomon’s security recommendations immediately and put the four of them into the new suite up on the third floor of the east wing.” He smiled to Solomon. “Is there anything else?”

Solomon bit his lip and thought furiously. “I could really use a couple of those small, low-tech IR-beam units. I know that they’re ancient history, but if I put those in the hallway leading to the suite, they won’t be seen and will give me a little advanced warning of intruders. The tech is so old, nobody will be looking for them. The alarm can go in my bedroom.”

“I’ll have those installed in the morning, Mr. Draxx,” Adele purred.

“Just deliver the units to me, please. I’ll install them myself—and call me Solomon.”

“As you wish, Solomon,” the AI replied as the door to the sitting room opened and a small automatic cart appeared. “Your sensors, Solomon.”

He blinked in surprise. “That was fast. Thanks.” Solomon looked up at Giuseppe and winked. “If you’ll excuse me, Giuseppe, I have a bit of work to do tonight before I get to sleep.”

 

The small sensors were the size of a dime and matched the hallway walls in color. When he finally had them installed and working to his satisfaction, Solomon himself couldn’t see them. In his small bedroom beside the door to the suite, the alarm chirped like a drunken cricket. He sat on his bed, rubbing his eyes and wondering what more he could do on short notice to ensure the safety of the three Fontaine children, who had all long since retired to their beds. An old trick that he had learned in the marines that dated back to antiquity came to him.

“Adele,” he said to the air. “Would you happen to have two or three empty tin cans, liter sized or smaller?”

Fifteen minutes later and just after midnight, he stretched out on his bed, his weapon close to hand, and turned off his light. The suite was silent; Elora, Jax, and Mila were fast asleep, he hoped. He would have put even money on his guess that whatever was going to happen would happen that night. He shut his eyes.

The clatter of falling cans woke him from a light sleep, and he was already moving, weapon in hand, when the discharge of an energy weapon cracked in the small room. It seared his face as it passed the place his head had been an instant earlier and blew a smoking hole in the bed. Solomon fired at the muzzle flash and was rewarded with a deep grunt of pain. He squeezed the trigger twice more, following the falling body in the muzzle flash of the previous shot. Charred and still smoking, Rolf had a look of surprise etched on his face. His breath came in bubbling rasps. Like Solomon, he had been wearing body armor, but as good as it was, it couldn’t withstand three point-blank shots from a military-grade weapon.

Solomon squatted next to the dying man. “Why?”

Rolf, his face waxy and gray, almost managed to smile despite his obvious pain. “I’ll give you ten million reasons,” he wheezed, “but it’s nothing personal.” He chuckled, and the laugh rapidly turned to a ragged wet cough as Rolf’s eyes closed in pain.

“Who paid you?” Solomon hissed.

“Screw you,” Rolf replied in the same tone.

Solomon sighed, pressing the scorching barrel of his pistol against the side of the man’s head.

Rolf’s scream was a thin whimpering sound.

“Who?” Solomon demanded. He could smell burning skin.

The man’s voice was a bare whisper. “The UN Special Operations Unit funded this. They’re afraid of the Beast and…” Rolf’s breathing shuddered to a halt, and his eyes glazed over.

Solomon was just telling himself how screwed he was when a small scream made him whirl to see the three Fontaine children clutching at each other as they stared at the body of the Fontaine security chief. Solomon picked up Rolf’s energy weapon, checked the charge, and handed it to Elora.

“Take this and guard your brother and sister. Don’t let anyone other than your family—and me—back in. Understand?”

She just stared at him, her green eyes wide.

“Understand?” he barked.

The girl flinched and nodded quickly.

“Good.” He flipped the power switch on and was pleased to see the steady green light. “Just point and squeeze the trigger.” He looked at the air. “Adele, where are the rooms of the rest of the family?”

Silence.

“Adele?” He looked at Elora. “Where are your family’s rooms?”

She blinked. “We’re currently at the far end of the east wing. The rest of the family is at the far end of the west wing.”

“Fuck!” Solomon growled. “Stay here and lock the door, not that having locked doors seems to help.” He bolted down the hallway, his bare feet propelling him soundlessly.

He was just entering the shadowy west wing when he heard the gunfire, both the heavy thud of slug throwers and the sizzling crack of energy weapons. A terrified shriek coming from a small bedroom was suddenly cut off by the harsh crack of an energy weapon. Zhutov Mitrofan Leonidovich stepped out of the room with a gun identical to Solomon’s hanging loosely in his hand. Solomon shot him in the abdomen, and the man fell, howling in pain, trying futilely to bring his own weapon to bear on his attacker, but Solomon was ready and took the man’s arm off neatly at the elbow. Picking up the fallen energy weapon, Solomon stepped over the sprawling form of the assassin and into the bedroom. The energy blast had caught Novalie in the chest, blasting open her rib cage. The room was covered with red gore.

One man farther down the corridor was holding off two attackers, and seeing red, Solomon drew both his weapon and Zhutov’s and lay down a deadly curtain of fire. The two attackers were down in seconds, and Solomon took a deep breath, his hands shaking.

“Giuseppe!” he called out into the smoke-filled room. “The three attackers here are dead, and Elora, Jax, and Mila are safe.” He sat on the floor, the room suddenly swirling. “You can come out. You’re safe, I think.”

A cultured English voice called out, “Who are we speaking to?”

“Solomon Draxx. Is that you, Jacob? Are you all right?”

“I’ll survive.” The owner of the voice groaned. “I don’t shoot with that hand anyway.”

“How about Tobin Horowitz?” Solomon called, struggling back to his feet.

“Dead,” Jacob said bluntly. “And we can’t even turn on the bloody lights.”

Solomon sighed as other figures moved into the hallway. “Someone got to the AI. It was probably Rolf. He’s the one who tried to kill me.” He touched the side of his face that was flash-burned by the near miss of the energy weapon. He looked up as Giuseppe stopped before him. “I’m sorry, Giuseppe. Zhutov killed Novalie before I had the chance to stop him. As far as I can tell, the rest of your family are safe.”

The elder Fontaine looked as though he’d been punched in the gut, while Lucinda clung to his arm as if she might fall. “Did I hear you say that you killed Rolf?” Giuseppe asked slowly.

“I did, Giuseppe. It was probably Rolf that discovered the new sensors I placed, because the alarms never went off. I used the oldest trick in the book, and it saved our lives.” Solomon chuckled dryly. “I piled tin cans inside the door. When he opened the door, the cans fell over and woke me up. The green glow in his eyes told me that he was wearing the latest night-vision contacts. Whoever wants you dead has some pretty heavy backing. With a little persuasion, Rolf admitted that he was funded by the UN.”

“I suspected that much, Solomon.” Giuseppe put his hand on the younger man’s shoulder.

The sound of footsteps made Solomon whirl, bringing both guns to bear on the three figures walking slowly down the dim smoky hallway. The lead figure held a gun, but Solomon was already holstering his weapon.

“Who is it?” Lucinda asked from behind Giuseppe’s back.

“Elora, Jax, and Mila,” Solomon replied sourly. “Despite the fact that I told them to stay where they were safe.”

“How can you tell, old man?” Jacob mumbled. “I can barely see them at all.”

“All of Giuseppe’s children have a distinctive… odor,” Solomon replied. “I could smell them coming. What the hell are you doing here?” he called out angrily. “I said for you to stay in your room until someone came for you.”

“Did you really think that I would obey?” Elora answered in an exasperatingly even voice. “I can take care of myself, you know.”

Solomon growled low in his throat. “Is that so?” he said menacingly, taking a step forward and plucking the weapon from Elora’s hand. “Why don’t you go tell that very thing to Novalie?” He nodded to the open bedroom door.

The girl frowned and slowly turned to the doorway.

Solomon touched Giuseppe’s arm and whispered, “I’m sorry, Giuseppe, but she has to learn that this isn’t a game or a tri-dee adventure.”

Giuseppe Fontaine shut his eyes as his daughter Elora screamed over and over.

 

Services for the Fontaine children were put off for a day so that the number of caskets and burial plots could be increased by one.

Jacob Eales’s left arm was in a white sling, while the side of Solomon’s face reflected the angry red of a flash burn. Xane and Hepzibah, the two eldest surviving children were both armed with heavy slug throwers. Jacob wore one of the remaining energy weapons, while Solomon wore two. Every person was dressed in deepest black, and every face was grim. Solomon and Jacob watched the crowd of Fontaine personnel for signs of trouble, but the service went without a hitch as the lesser guards doubled up estate patrols. Solomon stood stone-faced as the last body, that of Novalie, was lowered into her grave while red sand swirled around the gravestones and the attendees’ feet. He had seen too many friends lowered into graves in his lifetime, and his mind drifted as he tuned out the minister’s saccharine words of consolation.

Adele, the estate AI, had been reactivated just that morning and, at Solomon’s insistence, was thoroughly swept by computer experts from Lowell under Solomon’s watchful eye. After they were done, Solomon hired the top hacker on Mars to check the system again. When he was done removing the last of the viruses, back doors, and hidden key codes, the AI was declared operational. Much to his embarrassment, access to the AI was limited to the Fontaine family only and Solomon.

After the long and tear-filled service, Giuseppe drew Solomon aside to ask him if he would please consider taking over the duties of security chief until a new candidate could be hired from Earth. Solomon accepted reluctantly, knowing full well that once he had the job, no candidate would ever be found, on Mars or Earth… or even looked for. Strangely, Giuseppe never once mentioned pay or financial remuneration. He didn’t even blink when Solomon requested that Jacob Eales be offered the position of deputy security chief. With Adele’s assistance, Solomon was confident he would be able to find and hire five former marines living on Mars, who would be more than willing to jump at a good-paying security position, no matter who they were guarding.

Elora touched his arm, and he started. “Sorry,” he murmured. “I was daydreaming.”

She snorted a laugh. “The family is leaving now, and you are expected to travel with us.”

Solomon frowned. “But…”

She smiled, pulling him along. “No buts, Solomon.” As they walked, she looked at him curiously. “How come you don’t need a mask to breathe?” Like the other Fontaine children born on the red planet, Elora needed no mask to breath.

He shrugged. “I really have no idea.”

“Were you born on Mars?”

Solomon laughed. “According to my papers, I was born in Bennington, Kansas, just north of Salina, population 1,185, the only son of Emelia and Joseph Draxx. It’s about as far from Mars as you can get, and people there have very little imagination.”

She bit her lip. “Papers can be faked,” she pointed out in a flat voice.

Solomon opened the door of the limousine for her. “The papers were good enough for the marines.”

Her laugh sparkled as he sat across from her. “The marines are only interested in you if you can see lightning and hear thunder.”

He let a totally counterfeit look of pain cross his face. “It’s not that bad. You have to be able to sign your name or, at worst, make your mark.”

She chuckled lightly as the heavy car rolled down the dirt road toward the main estate compound.

 

Dinner that night was a quiet somber affair, with a main course of mild fish rather than the usual red meat. Beside him, Elora stared across the table at the empty seat where Novalie normally sat, her lip quivering and her eyes filling with tears.

“Of all the Fontaine children, I loved Novalie best,” she whispered, not looking away from the vacant chair.

Solomon moved his seat a little closer to the girl—and found Giuseppe’s eyes on him. To his surprise, Giuseppe gave him an imperceptible nod.

“She was the second child of Lucinda and Giuseppe. I was the first, and we were only a year apart in age. She was my best friend, and we shared all our secrets with each other. I’m going to miss…” Her shoulders began to shake, and she buried her face in her hands.

Solomon slid to his feet, touching the distraught young woman lightly on the shoulder. Suddenly, she was in his arms, weeping wildly, her tears soaking his shirt. Slightly embarrassed by the display of affection, Solomon looked up to see Lucinda regarding him with the faintest look of satisfaction on her face. Glancing across the table, she caught the eye of Hepzibah, who immediately rose to her feet and came to Solomon’s assistance. She gave him a wide smile and mouthed the words thank you as she led the still-weeping young woman away.

When the interminable dinner finally ended, each family member seemed to head off in separate directions. Giuseppe turned directly to Solomon. “I would like to thank you again for what you did to save my family, Solomon… and what you just did for Elora.” When Solomon gave the man a flat look, Giuseppe continued, “You actually care for Elora.” It was a statement of fact, not a question.

Solomon sighed. “Giuseppe, despite all I’ve read about the Fontaine family and all the negative press, I find myself coming to care for you all.” He frowned. “Isn’t that odd?” He looked up into matching gray eyes. “I’m also coming to like and respect you—and your wife—very much, Giuseppe.” He grinned. “I suspect that the entire story of the Beast was a simple fabrication used to damage your reputation.”

Giuseppe looked as though he wanted to agree, but what came out was, “The Beast is quite real, my boy.” A strong hand squeezed Solomon’s arm. “Quite real.” The elder Fontaine turned away, leaving Solomon standing alone in the empty dining room, a hundred unanswered questions running through his mind.


Chapter 4

SUSPICIONS

“Ugh!” Elora grunted as she pulled at the lower edge of her advanced 5.11 Tactical Body Armor. “How can you wear this stuff? It’s horrible. It’s uncomfortable, and it smells.”

Solomon checked the fit of the body armor, trying to ignore the fact that Elora Fontaine was a damned attractive young woman standing before him in a skintight suit that made a racing maillot look thick and bulky. For some strange reason, Giuseppe trusted him around Elora. It was too bad that he didn’t trust himself, especially since Addy was two hundred twenty-five million kilometers and the better part of a year away. Luckily for Elora, the armor wasn’t a one-size-fits-all variety. It even came designed to be worn by either male or female and so was shaped and curved appropriately. “You will wear this because both your father and I say so. This uncomfortable and smelly stuff can save your life.”

Elora dutifully pulled and tugged, wiggled and scowled. “I hated you after what you did to me, making me see Novalie butchered like that. You had no right—”

“I had every right. I wouldn’t see you hurt or killed, and you had to learn that this is a deadly serious business we’re dealing with.” Solomon took a step back and looked at Elora critically. “Good. Bend over and touch your toes.”

“What!”

Solomon winced at the tone of her voice.

“Are you insane?”

“I have to see if the suit fits you, and my armorer in the marines told me that this is the quickest way. I did it, and for men, it’s a little more… difficult.” He blushed.

She gave him a long look then bent over and touched her toes. “There.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “Satisfied?”

He smiled. “Yes, I’m satisfied. You can take it off now.” His shoulders slumped. “Now I have to fit your mother, father, brother, and sister. Joy. You can help me with the ladies.”

Elora scowled at him a moment longer before she turned and left the room without another word.

Solomon sat back in a soft chair, drinking deeply from his water bottle as he reflected on the gunfight in the west wing. The gnawing worry returned almost immediately that he actually enjoyed killing the attackers, seeing their bodies blown to smoking shards by his ravening energy weapons. He shuddered as he realized it had happened before, during his last tour to the Middle East. His legs had been shattered in the end, but he’d killed the six men threatening his squad with his bare hands. His squad-mates had later told him in confidence that when he fought, his eyes seemed to glow a sullen deadly red, lighter than the color of blood. The color of Mars.

After the battle, doctors had assured him that he would spend the rest of his life confined to a wheelchair. Solomon smiled to himself when he recalled walking out of the hospital unassisted six weeks later. The doctors wanted to keep him for further studies, but he politely and firmly refused. He looked at his lean form in Elora’s mirror. Despite his chosen occupation and multiple operations on his legs and other places, he bore not a single scar on his body. Oh, he’d been injured, and had even received numerous stiches, staples, and patches to several gunshot wounds. One by one, the stiches had fallen out as he healed, and eventually, the scars themselves had faded from existence. Elora interrupted his musing, giving him a sidelong look and crooked smile.

“Papa said that you wouldn’t even talk about money for babysitting the lot of us. Why are you doing this, then?”

Solomon opened his mouth then shut it. “I suppose that I’ve come to realize I shouldn’t believe everything I’ve read about the Fontaine family.” He met her eyes. “I like you all, and I don’t like bad things to happen to people I like.” His grin was thin. “If your father pays me what we agreed on to take care of you, I’ll be happy. Although…” He stopped, unable to prevent the frown from creasing his face.

“What?”

“I’ve got a feeling that this whole business will get much more complicated before we can sit back and sigh with relief.”

Elora looked at him with wide eyes for a moment.

“I don’t think I’ll ever see Earth again,” he whispered, mostly to himself.

~~~

The two-hundred-kilometer-wide Lowell Crater looked somewhat like a crater within a crater bull’s-eye. Covering a sprawling area of seventy square kilometers in the innermost crater, the city of Lowell was a working-class city composed of both old and new structures. Several hundred airtight domes of different dimensions and colors dotted the frosty floor of the central crater while larger domes in the center were obviously government and administrative buildings. From a distance, Solomon thought he saw a mall, complete with several dozen scattered stores of various sizes all set in one large festively decorated dome. An enormous central dome, which Solomon guessed was easily a kilometer in diameter, shielded a lush green park. All of the domes were connected by clear winding transit tubes in widths from ten to twenty meters, surrounding the central hub of the park. Mountainous crater walls protected the city from the worst of the howling Martian winds and also generated a healthy income from the many Fontaine-owned mines that dotted their steep slopes. Sheltered between the inner ring of mountains and the outer ring squatted the small public spaceport, complete with its own eight-kilometer runway built to handle oversized shuttles. From the window of the Fontaine shuttle, Solomon could see the scorch marks burned into the smooth Martian soil, marking the arrival and departure of numerous spacecraft. Perhaps ten kilometers distant from the spaceport, scores of blocky automated warehouses rose dozens of meters into the Martian air. As the shuttle banked for a landing, Solomon saw driverless vehicles ferrying cargo to and from the spaceport. He turned to Giuseppe. “Are those all yours, Giuseppe?”

The older man laughed. “Most, but not all. I encourage competition and a free market society. I’ve even been known to float the occasional loan to my own competitors.”

Solomon gave the man who had such a lurid reputation a long considering look. “Are you trying to run for king of Mars?” he asked in a serious voice.

Giuseppe chuckled and flashed a predatory smile. “There is no such thing as king of Mars.”

Solomon noted that Giuseppe had not answered his question.

The shuttle banked once more onto its final approach, and in the distance, the sun glinted off the solar collectors and wind turbines that provided power to the city and the automated refineries that sat well away from the residential domes.

The streets in Lowell were crowded with foot traffic and the occasional electric delivery vehicle. The air was on the cool side, but filled with the smells of pies and breads, meats cooking on open braziers, and the sweet scents of flowers and perfume. Street musicians with a variety of instruments strolled by singly or in small groups, and somewhere, a woman was singing. A flock of children running and laughing shot down the corridor, out a transparent airlock, and into the unfiltered, unprocessed Martian atmosphere. Red sand kicked up as they ran, and someone produced a soccer ball, which they immediately began to kick, sending it arching off in the low Martian gravity. The children bounded after it.

Solomon was again struck by the riot of colors he saw, in the baskets of flowering plants that seemed to hang from every window to clothes to the very domes themselves.

When questioned, Giuseppe gave him an understanding smile. “Mars is a bleak and unlovely landscape,” he said to Solomon. “And it will take centuries to cover the countryside with a softening vegetation. The colors give the residents of Lowell and the other smaller towns and villages on Mars something pleasant to look at. The unrelenting rust color can get depressing.”

An aging shopkeeper stepped out of the front door of his small business, bowing deeply to Giuseppe and Lucinda. ”Buona giornata, Zio e la Zia.”

Giuseppe smiled and touched the man on the shoulder. “Hello, Fazio. How are your sales doing?” The older Fontaine glanced into the small greengrocer shop, which was piled high with fresh Martian-grown produce.

Solomon was startled to see tomatoes the size of cantaloupes and the color of the red Martian sand. Behind the store’s dome sat another slightly smaller dome that housed rows of well-tended crops.

The man grinned openly. “Very well, Zio. Soon, I will have enough money saved to bring all my family here from Earth, and we will open the city’s first Italian restaurant.” The man colored slightly. “With your permission, we will call it Il Patrono, Zio.”

“I would be honored, Fazio. Let me know if you have any problems getting things set up.”

The man bowed deeply. “It will be as you say, Zio. Shall I send your regular shipment of fresh vegetables? The eggplants are doing particularly well, as is the zucchini.” His old face creased in worry. “The green beans have taken a strange Martian blight, however, and I do not recommend them.”

Giuseppe just smiled. “Send what you think looks good, my friend, and bill me at fair market value, as usual. We will deal with the problems Mars sends us.”

The shopkeeper nodded in relief and faded back into his store.

“Zio and Zia?” Solomon asked as the group continued down the tubular street.

“It is a term of affection some of the people of Lowell use for Lucinda and me. It means uncle and aunt in the old language.”

Solomon nodded, adding another piece to the puzzle.

From the park, the party split up into two groups. Solomon accompanied Giuseppe, Lucinda, and Elora, while Jacob Eales reluctantly shepherded the rest of the Fontaine family towards the Mall.

Solomon’s group stopped in several more businesses with results more or less identical with the first. The last, however, was less pleasant. A shopkeeper, Duguay Lecasse, was behind on his rent for the third month in a row.

When he entered the shop with Solomon at his side, Giuseppe was not smiling. “Good day, Duguay,” he said in a flat voice. “You can guess why I’m here.”

The shopkeeper’s face paled, and Solomon could suddenly smell the sour stench of the man’s fear. “M-m-mister Fontaine,” the man stammered, “b-business has been bad recently, and I just need a little more time to get your—”

“You forget that I own the casino, Duguay,” Giuseppe growled, cutting the man off in midsentence. “The manager of the casino has told me about your losses… and your little problem. You knew what the consequences would be, didn’t you?”

The man began to shake and fell to his knees. “Please, Mr. Fontaine, don’t take my daughter. She’s only sixteen, and she’s all I have. Please no.” He began to weep. “I’ll change.”

“I’m sure you will,” Giuseppe murmured in a hard voice. His gray eyes were glacial as he turned to Solomon. “You will find the girl in the bedroom in the back. Give her one minute to pack her things and bring her along.” Solomon nodded as he turned for the girl’s bedroom, even as he kept one ear on the conversation going on in the front room “You have six months to turn things around and pay off your debts.” Giuseppe’s voice was harsh as he addressed the cowering shopkeeper. “Should you fail, I will dispose of your daughter as I see fit, and you won’t like what happens to you.”

The pale frightened girl that Solomon found was sitting on the edge of her bed, her eyes wide in fear. “Pack your bags or come as you are,” Solomon said, crossing his arms as he watched her throw things in a small overnight bag.

Solomon came out of the back of the shop, exactly one minute later with a young frightened dark-haired girl in tow, a single small bag in her hand. Her eyes widened more when she saw her father on the floor.

“Please don’t take my Mélane, Mr. Fontaine.”

Giuseppe nodded Solomon to the door, where he followed the struggling girl out into the street.

He looked back over his shoulder once. “Remember, Duguay, you have six months, and not a microsecond more.” His back ramrod straight, Giuseppe turned and guided the small party down the street.

Putting his head close to his stalking employer, Solomon whispered, “Will you sell the girl as a white slave?”

Startled, Giuseppe blinked, turning his head to look at Solomon. “Sell her as a slave? Good heavens, no!” He chuckled. “Lucinda and my daughters would kill me. I will put her into an intensive six-month business course right there at the estate, during which time my accountant will have a bright young assistant to help him, and then I’ll turn the shop over to her. Her father, I will deport to Earth. I guarantee that within a year, the bills will be paid and the clothing store will be turning a tidy profit. A smart pretty young woman with her own store won’t lack suitors.” He looked thoughtful for a moment before he continued. “Perhaps Jax would be interested.”

Solomon stumbled and stared after the older man. Giuseppe Fontaine was a ruthless businessman, but he wasn’t the Beast; of that, Solomon was one hundred percent sure.

The Terran, as the Earth was now being referred to in most circles, appointed the military governor of Mars, a corpulent man with florid cheeks and a red nose shaped like a potato. The lavender suit he wore clashed with his skin tone, and just looking at it gave Solomon a headache. He seemed shocked when Giuseppe, Lucinda, Elora, and Solomon walked into his office, or perhaps frightened was a better word. To Solomon, he looked like a man who had just seen all of his plans fall apart before his eyes. Giuseppe, on the other hand, was at his casual best and walked into the palatial office confidently, his hand outstretched.

“My dear Governor Pippo Vergas, it is so good to see you again.” He shook the governor’s limp hand warmly.

Solomon glanced at Giuseppe sharply, but couldn’t detect the slightest false note, although he knew in his heart that Giuseppe was lying through his teeth.

“Giuseppe, Lucinda.” The governor nodded to the two standing before him, then his eyes flickered to Solomon.

“Ahhh.” Giuseppe seemed to sigh. “Military Governor Vergas, I’d like to introduce our new head of security, Solomon Draxx. You may have heard of him. Solomon received a Purple Heart and a Silver Star while in the marines. We are lucky to have him with us, just when our former security chief, Rolf, was unexpectedly called away.” Three shots in the chest will do that, Solomon thought to himself in grim humor.

The governor had gone the color of chalk, and a bead of sweat dripped down his left temple. “It is very nice to meet you, Mr. Draxx,” the governor said in a flat emotionless voice.

Playing on Giuseppe’s performance, Solomon bowed briefly, letting his coat fall open to reveal the handle of his military energy pistol.

The governor’s bloodshot eyes widened, and he swallowed. “And is your family well, Mr. Fontaine?” The governor was rapidly regaining his aplomb, and his voice dripped with insincere slickness.

Lucinda sagged dramatically against Giuseppe’s arm as her husband said, “I’m afraid that our daughter Novalie passed away. She was a frail soul, and the deaths of her brother and sister were more than her heart could take.”

Lucinda wiped away a tear from her cheek, and Solomon quickly handed her his handkerchief.

Giuseppe continued, “The doctors suspect a foreign influence may have been the cause of her heart failure, and I won’t rest until…” He raised his head to look the governor full in the eyes. “I find the cause and obliterate it.”

The governor opened his mouth, probably to make a scathing remark, but Giuseppe interrupted.

“It has been a very great pleasure to see you again, Pippo, but we have to go now.” His eyes hardened momentarily. “The rest of the family is waiting downstairs with Solomon’s assistant, and I wouldn’t want him to worry, would I?” With Lucinda on his arm, and Solomon pulling up the rear, he turned for the door and exited the office.

The family said not one word until they were once more on the street, when Solomon stopped and bowed deeply to Giuseppe and Lucinda. “That was one of the most incredible performances I’ve ever had the pleasure to see.”

Giuseppe smiled in genuine pleasure. “Thank you, Solomon, but the performance was mainly for your benefit.”

It took Solomon only a moment. “Ahhh, you wanted to show me who the real villain in this whole sick scheme is. Am I right in assuming that it is Pippo Vergas, and whoever his handler is back on Earth? Only Earth could have supplied the firepower we’re looking at.”

“Earth indeed. They have been trying to drive me off Mars for years.” Giuseppe’s shoulders sagged. “And now they’ve upped the ante by killing off my children. We need more security bodies that we can trust. Do you have any ideas?”

Solomon grinned. “I’ve given it some thought. We need former marines. I’ll make a couple of phone calls…” He looked around but failed to see a public communication kiosk. Without a word, Giuseppe handed him his own phone. Communication technology on Mars was running a full two centuries behind Earth’s, and the old tech cell towers were few and far between on the surface of the red planet, but they provided rugged and reliable communication.

“Make your calls, and then meet us in the Barsoom for lunch.” He nodded to a large restaurant that filled one entire modest dome. Life-sized statues of Dejah Torris and John Carter flanked the wide front door. Solomon chuckled.

 

Thirty minutes later, a grinning Solomon entered the restaurant and was directed to a small private wing where a number of waiters were bustling about nervously, serving wine and appetizers. As he had before, when the wine carafe came his way, Solomon held his hand over his goblet.

Giuseppe gave him an askance look, and Elora answered his unspoken question.

“Solomon told me that he never drinks on duty,” she reported to her father with a small smile. “I think that it’s an overactive sense of responsibility or something religious and possibly perverted.”

Both Giuseppe and Lucinda laughed, and after a moment, Solomon joined in. Giuseppe sipped his own wine, an expensive Martian vintage bottled from tenth-generation old-vine Martian grapes, and looked at his daughter.

“But doesn’t it make you feel a little better to have someone like Solomon covering your back? I know that Lucinda and I certainly feel that way.” He looked up into Solomon’s eyes. “Family couldn’t have done any better.”

Solomon knew that he’d just received a high compliment from Giuseppe.

“So,” Giuseppe continued, “did you find us any likely candidates?”

Solomon sipped his water. “Actually, I found a half dozen former marines who were employed in gainful, if meaningless, jobs. They were all anxious to be a part of your team, especially if it might involve more action than the regular Saturday night drunk.” He chuckled. “Once a marine always a marine.”

“What did you offer them for wages?” Lucinda asked quietly. It had quickly become obvious that both husband and wife took an equal part in running the family business.

“I didn’t,” Solomon replied. “All I offered was fair wages, and all six were interested.”

Lucinda glanced at Giuseppe and nodded slowly. Giuseppe’s eyes sparkled with mischief as he named a figure that made Solomon’s eyebrows crawl up into his hairline.

He took a long drink of his water and coughed. “Ahhh, that might be a little much, sir. Start them out at half that amount, which is still almost double what they are making now, with the understanding that in six months, their pay will be raised to the indicated sum if there have been no problems. That will give you time to look them over and decide whether or not to keep them on. Call it a probationary period, if you will.” Solomon’s smile was thin. “One of them is an electronics whiz, who more than knows his way around computers. You might think about putting him in charge of Adele, if he works out.” He grinned. “Another one of the six is a former career NCO and retired as a Master Gunnery Officer. Put him in charge of the others and hiring new recruits, and call him a lieutenant.”

“You’ve given this some thought, haven’t you?” Elora asked.

Solomon laughed as his meal was served. “I sat on that slow boat from Earth for a full month with nothing better to do than hit the treadmill or plot possible scenarios. One scenario required me to provide a security force that could”—he glanced up at Giuseppe—”double as a small army, if needed. I was able to find six good men in ten minutes. Give them a week, and you’ll have your security force, and then some. Let them make a few calls back to Terra, and you will have an army.”

Giuseppe leaned back in his chair, his meal untouched, and stared at Solomon. “Young man, sometimes you frighten me with your implacable resolve.”

Solomon shrugged as he tore into his veal. “I’m nothing special, Giuseppe.”

“You don’t know what you are, Solomon. Not yet anyway.”


Chapter 5

FLIGHT AND FIGHT

“Solomon.” Giuseppe’s voice had an edge to it that Solomon didn’t like. “You should come up to the flight deck.” He didn’t say “immediately,” but it was implied.

Through the armored windshield of the surplus military drop shuttle, Solomon could see a finger of smoke rising into the Martian air in the distance. “That could be why Governor Vergas was so startled to see us show up in his office,” Solomon said in little more than a whisper. “How many security forces did you have left at the estate… that you could trust?”

Giuseppe, who was looking over the pilot’s shoulder, winced. “No more than a half dozen I could truly rely on, I’m afraid. I did make sure that my trusted people were secure in the main house before we left, with all the rest ordered to patrol the premises.”

Solomon nodded. It’s a small break, but it might allow them all to survive today, if I’m lucky, he thought, looking at the young short-haired pilot. “This is an old Lynx-class marine drop shuttle, isn’t it?” he asked in a nonchalant tone.

“Yes, sir.” The pilot never took his eyes off the windshield, but his knuckles whitened on the control yoke.

“Is this ship armed?” he asked, after discarding the other roundabout questions he’d been about to ask. He didn’t have the time.

The young pilot gave Giuseppe a nervous glance, and the elder Fontaine just nodded. “We have a pair of AGM 182 Spectre missiles and an ALQ 262 ECM Pod, as well as one thirty-millimeter GAU-8/A seven-barrel Gatling gun in the nose.” He gave Solomon a crooked grin. “I know that the Gatling is ancient history, but it works in the Martian sand and dust, and we can still get rounds and, more importantly… spare parts.”

Solomon nodded, turning to the copilot. “You ever use these weapons?”

Wide-eyed, the young woman shook her head.

Solomon grinned. “Slide on out of there. You’re about to have a practical lesson in close air support.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Giuseppe, you might want to sit down. Things are apt to get a little bumpy.”

The older man snorted. “Are you insane? I’m not going anywhere.”

“It’s your bumps and bruises then,” he rumbled, sitting down and buckling his seat belt.

As they approached the Fontaine Estate, Solomon could see that two of the eight turrets on the main house, as well as several smaller buildings, were burning. Four wrecked assault-style vehicles were burning in front of the building, and although battered and smoking, the front gate was still closed.

“My God!” the young pilot whispered.

“I don’t think God had much to do with this mess, unless you happen to pray to Mars,” Solomon said before turning to Giuseppe. “Mr. Fontaine, would you be so good as to call your forces in the house and tell them that the cavalry has arrived? I don’t fancy being shot by the potential survivors.”

Giuseppe pulled his phone from an inside pocket and began speaking rapidly in a low voice.

“There!” Solomon pointed. “Those idiots parked the balance of their vehicles close together behind that large sand dune. They must believe that they are safe there.” He let out a diabolical laugh. “Let’s disabuse that notion, shall we?”

The pilot chuckled.

“Pilot, activate the ECM Pod and make sure they don’t send any messages home or get a radar lock on.” Sol armed one of the Spectre missiles and moved the red targeting caret over the cluster of a dozen vehicles and scores of people.

On the ground, two or three attackers exited the vehicles and began to wave at the incoming shuttle, mistakenly assuming that it was reinforcements for them. They were still staring and waving when he launched the munition.

“Pilot, you might want to get us out of here quickly. The AGM 182 has a rather big bang.”

Giuseppe stumbled when the shuttle banked hard to starboard and began to climb like all the demons of hell were on their tail.

Solomon glanced at a small screen, selecting view astern. One vehicle had actually started to move when the missile struck. The occupants might as well have been outside waving, for all the good it did them—the fireball consumed the vehicles, people, and half of the sheltering dune. The blast wave shook the retreating shuttle, rattling Solomon’s teeth.

“Did we get them?” the copilot asked, picking herself up off the deck with a hand from Giuseppe.

Solomon studied the targeting screen then glanced out the windshield as the pilot turned back to the estate. “Most of them. I think… I don’t believe it,” he murmured as he watched the three surviving vehicles barrel down the road, away from the estate. “It must be the Martian atmosphere that makes people stupid. Their force was attacked by an aircraft, so what do they do? Run away down a straight road, nose to tail, with barely a vehicle length between them.” He shook his head as he activated the Gatling gun. “Follow those idiots,” Solomon growled to the pilot.

It had been many years since Solomon used a weapon as ancient as the old Gatling gun, so he carefully sighted on the last vehicle in the line, fired, and let the speed of the shuttle walk the deadly anti-tank rounds up the three vehicles. There was a deep, almost subsonic braaap, and the entire shuttle shook when the gun fired. It was a satisfying, visceral experience. When he took his finger off the trigger, nothing was left of the fleeing APCs but shards of smoking wreckage no bigger than a piece of carry-on luggage.

When the shuttle landed before the gate, they found the five surviving attackers had all piled their weapons neatly and were sitting several meters away in the rust-colored sand, their hands on their heads and worried expressions on their faces. Perhaps it was because the still-smoking barrels of the Gatling gun were pointed, more or less, in their direction. Solomon and Jacob exited the shuttle first, weapons drawn, just as the battered front gate of the Fontaine fortress, for that is what it had been designed to be, creaked open and four equally battered and limping men walked out. As the Fontaine family went to the assistance of the men they’d known for many years, Giuseppe stopped and turned to Solomon.

“Call your marine friends,” he said in a no-nonsense voice. “Tell them to pack their bags, and a shuttle will pick them up this evening.” Giuseppe’s face was grim. “We’ll talk more about this tomorrow, but think about how we will ensure the safety of my family, Solomon.” He rested a hand on Solomon’s shoulder. “You seem to be saving our lives more than I anticipated.” Giuseppe’s smile was wry. “I don’t know what we would have done without you.” He glanced at the five prisoners. “What shall we do with these?”

Solomon was surprised that Giuseppe had asked him, and he bit his lip as he thought rapidly. “Do you happen to have a research facility out in the deep Martian desert? One that might just need a few extra hands for… six months or so?” Solomon grinned. “Ship these men out into the middle of nowhere for six months and let them work for a living. With no way to survive if they run away, you won’t even have to lock them up. At the end of six months, offer them jobs in one of your more distant companies. I would guess that in six months, things will be settled, one way or another.”

“We do have such a facility roughly four hundred kilometers north of here, in the foothills of the Nereidum Montas Mountains. Their single communication tower can be seen for a hundred kilometers,” Giuseppe admitted dryly. “With only two men, they always need help.” He rubbed his jaw, his eyes becoming distant. “We also have another facility on the slopes of Olympus Mons.” Giuseppe bit his lip in thought then grinned. “We’ll send them there. That was a very good idea.” He looked to the limping security officer who was approaching. “Right now, I have more pressing things to attend to.” He sighed, turning away from Solomon and toward the other man.

Elora touched his arm. “Thank you for saving us, Solomon.” Her voice quavered as she looked at the wreckage and body-strewn landscape.

He thought of a dozen flip remarks to lighten the mood, but finally said simply, “You’re welcome, Elora.” Her eyes held his for a long moment, then he blinked when he noticed that all of the Fontaine children—from Xane, who was but a year younger than Solomon himself, to a wide-eyed Mila at a vulnerable thirteen years old—were all standing in a semicircle, facing him, their faces grave. Behind them all stood the regal Lucinda, her arms folded, a speculative look on her face. She always seemed to have that look, Solomon realized, when she regarded him.

 

Except for the slight scent of char in the air and a faintly wild look in the eyes of the staff, things were nearly back to normal the next morning. The family ate in silence, however, each dealing with the consequences of the previous day. The second loyal Fontaine guard had died overnight from his wounds, but the last four were well on the mend. Reinforced by a half dozen grim-faced marines, with another dozen more expected within twenty-four hours, Solomon was reassured, and the family was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief.

Giuseppe made a curt motion, and his half-eaten breakfast was whisked away as he looked at those gathered at the table. “Lucinda and I have been giving this problem a lot of thought. We’ve decided that we should send all the children off-world for a time.” He turned to face Solomon. “Have you ever heard of the Europa Hilton, Solomon?”

Solomon frowned then nodded. “Isn’t that the name of the new hotel on the largest moon of Jupiter? They claim it has the most beautiful view in the entire solar system.”

Giuseppe gave him a thin smile. “It is, and it does. I own that hotel, and I’ve made three or four fortunes off it already. Researchers stay there, as well as rich vacationing tourists and dignitaries. Asteroid miners come in to have a taste of civilization.” He laughed. “We have mineralogists on staff who can appraise ore on the spot and credit the miner’s account. Then we do our level best to clean out said account in our casino. One wing of the hotel is private, and I intend to send the children there for safety until this disturbance is all over.” He rubbed his chin. “Lucinda opts to send them all back to Earth to our home in Ecuador. The only other option is the Lost Horizon.”

Solomon frowned. “I’ve never heard of Lost Horizon. Is that a place or a ship or what?”

Giuseppe laughed. “Or what, young man. Lost Horizon, named for the famous book by James Hilton, is the colony ship being prepared for the journey to our outpost on the world of Shangri-La. Right now, there are only fifty souls on that planet, and two hundred more colonists could make the difference between surviving and failing.”

“I thought that FTL drives were still in the realm of science fiction.” Solomon tried to remember everything he could about the Shangri-La colony founded forty years in the past.

Giuseppe sighed. “They are. The Lost Horizon is a ‘cold sleep’ ship, and the colonists and crew are put into suspended animation for the duration of the five-year trip. During those five years, thanks to time dilation, thirty will have passed on Terra. When they arrive at Proxima Centauri b, approximately three astronomical units from their target, the AI will awake the crew and maneuver the ship into orbit. Then the colonists will be awakened and transported to the surface.”

“The AI does all the flying?” Solomon asked, frowning.

“Of course, except for landing the shuttle on the planet, although I’m sure the AI could do that too, if they wished.”

Solomon was silent for a long while as he mulled over the options. “I think it’s a mistake—for a number of reasons, the first being that you will never see your children again. You also have a defensible position here on Mars, and by the end of the week, you will have sufficient forces, I understand that they’re now calling themselves the Mars Marines, to repel any sort of attack, save an orbital bombardment. You have weakened the opposition forces, and here on Mars, you know who and where the enemy is. Your family would be safer here.”

Giuseppe looked grim. “I’m sorry, Solomon. My mind is made up. Xane is old enough that I will keep him here to assist me, along with your right-hand man, Jacob Eales, and, of course, the marines.” He nailed Solomon with his stony gray eyes. “I would like you and one of the marines to accompany the children to Jupiter and to watch over them. Since this significantly alters your original contract with the family, I’m prepared to offer…”

“Please don’t insult me, Giuseppe,” Solomon snarled in a harsher voice than he had intended. “If you wish me to go to Jupiter to watch the family, I will go to Jupiter.”

Lucinda turned and gave Giuseppe a hard ‘I told you so’ look. Solomon had gotten the same look from Addy on a number of occasions. Her husband, the Beast Fontaine, flushed in embarrassment.

“I’m sorry if I insulted you, Solomon,” Giuseppe said in a softer voice. “Your presence with the children will reassure Lucinda and me.”

Solomon took a deep breath. “When will we depart?” he asked, fearing the answer.

“Tomorrow,” Giuseppe whispered. “An intersystem shuttle will be waiting for you at Lowell field.” He looked embarrassed. “The trip to Jupiter will be somewhat longer than the trip out from Earth.”

Solomon snorted. “If I have the math right, the trip to the Europa Hilton will take three months.”

Giuseppe had a pained look on his face.

“If you have nothing more, Giuseppe, I have a very long day ahead of me before we leave tomorrow.”

The elder Fontaine shook his head, and Solomon looked at the young faces around the table.

“Those of you who are going, pack light. Those of you who are in school, see your teachers to get a curriculum for the next year or so and make damned sure that you download all of your books.” Solomon’s smile wasn’t at all friendly this time. “I will be checking on your progress periodically.”

A chorus of groans rose from around the table, and from the corner of his eye, Solomon saw Lucinda struggling to conceal her grin. “Bring exercise clothes. The shuttle has a small microgravity gym, and you will all use it every day—”

Another chorus of groans interrupted him.

“As will I.” He gave Lucinda a wink and Giuseppe a quick nod before he turned to leave the dining room.

 

The heavily armed marines exited the combat shuttle and spread out in a thoroughly professional manner, providing the Fontaine family a well-guarded corridor to the white orbital shuttle. Brigit Uí Dubháin, a red-headed former marine corporal who had been born in Dublin, was his backup on this particular junket. She led the row of Fontaines to the waiting shuttle, her blue eyes never stopping as they tracked from one side to the other, seeking targets or threats. She carried her Colt-Heckler M822 assault rifle in a professional manner, but Solomon wondered if it was really a good idea to bring the heavy weapon aboard a spacecraft, not that his own Sig Sauer P624 energy weapon was any less deadly. He shrugged, deciding that time would tell.

Giuseppe, Lucinda, and Xane had all looked stricken as the Fontaine family boarded the combat shuttle for the short ride to the private airport, and Solomon wondered for the hundredth time exactly where the Beast was really lurking. It certainly wasn’t in Giuseppe Fontaine; on that, he was willing to bet. His last sight of Giuseppe showed him a worried and heartsick father watching as his family left on a perilous trip.

Just in front of him, Elora had stopped and was staring out at the bleak Martian landscape. He touched her shoulder, and she turned slightly to look at him. Her smile was disconsolate, and her normally olive-toned skin, much the same color as Solomon’s own, was pale. “I get the feeling that I’ll never see Mars again, Solomon.”

He looked up at the horizon and let the feel of Mars wash into him. Very faintly, he could smell sagebrush, and it seemed… familiar. As sure as he was standing there, he knew how to answer her unspoken question. “You’ll be back, and sooner than you think.”

She turned to face him as a frown creased her young face. “What are you, Solomon Draxx?”

He laughed, turning her back toward the waiting orbital shuttle. “I’m just an aging detective looking to make a little nest egg before I retire.”

“Old?” she scoffed over her shoulder. “You look slightly older than Corban was before he died, and he was in his twenties. I would guess that you are about thirty.”

“I’m almost forty, Elora.” He touched her elbow to steady her as she took her first step up the boarding ramp. “But thank you for the compliment.”

A snort echoed back from the young woman. “I’ll have to see a birth certificate before I believe that. Almost forty,” she mused, “would make you about the same age as…” She turned her head to stare at Solomon.

“What?” he asked as the flight attendant closed the door behind him.

“Some other time,” Elora whispered, never taking her eyes off him.

 

Solomon took a seat in the front of the intersystem shuttle for takeoff. Every seat, regardless of the row, was identical in leg room and width. Half again as large as the Daedalus, the shuttle that had transported him from Terra, the Icarus actually carried less cargo and much more fuel for the extended journey. The howl of the turbojet engines shook the sleek craft then faded out a few minutes later. A throaty rumble replaced it as the ramjet engines took over, propelling the shuttle up through the supersonic ranges to where the scramjet engine would engage, lifting them into orbit. The g-forces pressed him back into his seat when a streak of a contrail caught his eye and a heavy crash shook the shuttle. A flight attendant was suddenly screaming as she pounded on the locked flight deck door, and beneath him Solomon could feel the shuttle nose down to begin its long fall back to Mars. With little effort, he picked up the distraught woman and set her in the aisle behind him.

“See to the others,” he hissed as oxygen masks popped out of overhead compartments. Blood sang in his ears, and his vision was beginning to turn red. The flight deck door was a heavy carbon-fiber composite designed to stop weapons fire, so Solomon drove his fist into the thinner wall beside it and managed to grab the edge of the door. A small part of his mind noted idly that the hand he’d used to grab the door was the color of Martian sand, but since the information didn’t affect his immediate survival, he ignored it. With a squeal of tearing metal, the door came loose, and for a moment, he gazed into the heart of bedlam. Wind screamed like an insane beast through the shattered windshield, and there was no sign of the copilot, save a gaping hole on the right side of the flight deck where the surface-to-air missile had struck. The pilot and navigator were already turning gray from asphyxiation. He pushed the flight deck door shut behind him as he gingerly removed the pilot’s body to sit in the still-warm seat. He’d flown a number of craft in the marines, but nothing even vaguely resembling an orbital shuttle. The control yoke bucked under his hands but slowly came back as the nose of the shuttle tipped up. His right hand seemed to reach out on its own and slowly, gently reduced the thrust. The howl of the wind reduced slightly, and he could hear the alarms screaming.

“Missile coming up on your three o’clock low,” the voice of Brigit Uí Dubháin shouted almost in his ear. She’d obviously entered unseen behind him in the midst of all the confusion.

“Fuck! Hang on.” Banking to port, he shoved the control yoke all the way forward, and the shuttle plummeted toward the planet, still many kilometers below them. It shuddered violently as the SAM exploded where they should have been, and several more alarms began to wail. Blinking in the windy flight deck, he watched the altimeter unwind then turned to his impromptu copilot. “Go back and have everyone prepare for a crash landing… yourself included. This ain’t going to be pretty.”

She hesitated a moment.

“Go!” he shouted.

She went, pulling the door closed behind her. It wasn’t until she had gone that he realized she had been wearing an oxygen mask the entire time—and he hadn’t. He pulled the control yoke back again, ignoring the small nagging question of why he was still alive.

Through the cracked windscreen and far below, all Solomon could see was endless dunes of red sand. From their altitude, he could just make out a dark smudge of mountains on the far eastern horizon. The shuttle shuddered and bucked under his hands as he fought to bring the craft back to the original heading. From the maps he’d seen, there was nothing before them to the north but sand, and a shuttle could slide for a long way on sand and decelerate slowly—theoretically, at least. With rocks, it wasn’t as easy. The shuttle was still several dozen meters in the air and traveling at four hundred fifty kilometers per hour when he cut the thrust to zero. Save for the hiss of the wind through the shattered windshield and side window where the copilot had been, the shuttle was as quiet as death. He had long since silenced the alarms. Solomon eased the nose up gently, watching the speed ratchet down. He would have gotten on the PA to announce their imminent arrival, but he didn’t know where that switch was located. He was just bringing the nose back down to prevent a stall when the tail of the shuttle slapped down on a particularly high dune—and suddenly the craft was down in a tooth-loosening bang. It slid for several kilometers before a huge dune loomed up before them and—

 

Someone was sitting on his chest. He opened his eyes and gasped in a lungful of air that smelled of burnt plastic and electronics. Solomon realized Elora had been performing CPR on him. When she moved to give him another chest compression, he caught her wrist in his hand. “Enough!” he wheezed. “I’m breathing, and my heart is beating just fine.”

The young woman stood, blushing and brushing herself off. “You were buried for thirty minutes, Solomon.” Her face was carefully neutral. “You should be dead.”

Shaking his head groggily, he pushed himself up and into the nearest seat. “Did we all survive?”

Brigit gave him a sour look. “The passengers made it. One of the flight attendants broke her fool neck. I warned her, the leathcheann.”

One of the two surviving flight attendants handed him a bottle of water, and he took a long drink then looked up into her battered face. She’s going to have a hell of a black eye. “Do you know where the emergency locator beacon is stored on this tub?”

She looked at him blankly for a long moment before she replied. “Only qualified personnel are allowed to access the—”

“We have crashed,” Solomon said slowly and clearly. “We need to see if the emergency locator has been damaged and is operational. Where is it located?”

She looked back at him with only slightly glazed brown eyes. “Under the floor in the galley.”

Solomon pulled a small multi-tool from the pocket of his cargo pants, walked the ten meters to the small galley and dining area, knelt, and began unscrewing floor panels. Five minutes later, he lifted the panel free and stared into the empty spot where the emergency locator should have been. He, and everyone who was looking over his shoulder, could see where the wires to the locator had been crudely hacked off. He felt Elora grip his shoulder tightly.

“What does this mean?” the flight attendant asked in a shrill, girlish voice. “What does this mean?”

Solomon shut his eyes, but it was Brigit who answered the question. “It means that someone is trying very hard to kill us all and to make sure we stay killed.” She looked at Solomon as he closed the floor panel. “What do we do now? We’re marooned on Mars in a crashed shuttle, and nobody, including us, knows where the hell we are.”

Elora smiled at Solomon. “How many times does this make, Solomon? How many times have you saved all of our lives?”

Solomon sat back in one of the empty seats and shut his eyes. “I’ve lost count, Elora.”

From the back of the group, Mila chimed in. “I think it’s five times, Solomon. Maybe.”

“So,” Elora continued in an even tone, “are you planning on stopping anytime soon?”

Solomon opened one eye. “Nope,” he replied, in a bored-sounding voice as if he did this sort of thing every day. “This isn’t even particularly hard.” He smiled up at his shocked audience. All but Elora, who was still smiling at him. “All I need is a map.”

Finding a map was easier said than done. After two hours of fruitless searching, they discovered that there was not a single map of Mars in the entire shuttle. Jax finally found a survey map of Mars in the small leather pilot’s case brought in by the shuttle pilot just prior to liftoff.

In the dining area, Solomon spread out the map on the table, and they began to work. “We are here.” Solomon stabbed the map with his finger.

“How do you know?” Brigit asked. “I saw you check the backup GPS. It had been smashed, so how do you know?”

Solomon put Giuseppe’s phone on the table beside him. “This was given to me by Giuseppe. Although we are out of range of the Martian cell towers, the GPS feature works just fine. Our adversary doesn’t have the pull to start shooting down the GPS satellite constellation.” He smiled grimly. “Giuseppe mentioned to me that there is a small research installation in the foothills of Nereidum Montas.” He pointed. “Here. All I have to do is to get there, call Giuseppe, and have the shuttle pick us up. Simple.”

Elora’s face was flushed and angry. “How far is it from here to there?”

Solomon shrugged. “Two hundred kilometers, or four or five days’ quick march.”

Brigit snorted. “You couldn’t make it two hundred kilometers if you were in a sand crawler without a recharge, and you’re talking about doing it on foot, through soft sand. Are you insane?”

Solomon held up his hand, thumb and forefinger about an inch apart.

The woman glared at Elora. “I told you he was crazy,” she growled in a husky voice.

Elora gave Solomon a long considering look, reminding him of Lucinda. “Solomon isn’t crazy,” she said slowly. “Just like my father, he isn’t telling us everything.” She smiled. “Based on his track record, I’m inclined to cut him some slack.” She gave Brigit a wink. “Seeing as how he just saved your life, too, you might consider trusting him.”

“Do I have a choice?” Brigit snarled.

Solomon gave the young woman a little bow. “I just need a couple of hours of sleep and a few bottles of water, and I’ll be off.”

“You don’t even have a compass,” Brigit said.

Solomon grinned and pointed. “That way is north.” His arm continued to track right and stopped. “That way is the research station.”

“How the hell do you know that?” she asked.

Solomon shrugged.

“Now, are you beginning to understand why we trust Solomon?” Elora murmured.

Brigit opened her mouth to say something, closed it, and just nodded.

 

The hatch to the crashed shuttle grated closed, and darkness enveloped Solomon like a cool blanket. Dawn was still six hours away, and time was wasting. In his mind, the stars sang to him and the desert sand whispered his name. His heart pounded, and for some reason, he felt the three-degree Celsius air refreshing, not just above freezing. Pulling off his shirt, he tied it about his waist and luxuriated in the sensation of the wind against his skin. With great effort, he suppressed the inclination to howl at the silver sliver of Deimos. Checking the stars one last time for his direction, he put his head down and began to run, totally unaware of the stunned faces in the windows of the crashed shuttle watching him.

The darkness wasn’t a particular inconvenience, he discovered within the first kilometer. The very starlight seemed to give the world around him a dim red glow. He stopped for water at first light then kept running, the kilometers of red Martian sand seeming to flow beneath him. When the sun was well overhead, he noted his skin was beginning to tan—or burn, as the case might be—turning a rusty red… nearly the same color as the land around him. Ignoring that, he kept running. Midday on the second day, he stopped from sheer exhaustion and sat with his back against one of the few and far between rocks. His eyes slid shut.

Something brushed his arm, and Solomon opened his eyes. Every muscle in his body seemed to ache from the endless running. The hairs on his left arm stirred briefly as a finger of shadow moving out from beneath the rock crossed his hand, sending a tingle up his arm. The strangeness of the shadow creature froze him, but he also felt a sense of familiarity. It was like standing at the very edge of a conversation and not quite hearing what was being said. A second shadow appeared, crawling over his legs, and a third came up over his shoulder and down his bare chest, appearing to vanish into his pectoralis major without a trace of feeling or pain. The conversations waxed then waned to silence as the remaining shadows slid off his body, disappearing back into the red sands. He blinked. Every ache and pain seemed to have disappeared, and he suddenly felt as though he’d slept in a good bed for eight hours. Standing, he took a long drink of water, dropped the empty bottle, and began to run again.

Solomon knew, without knowing how he knew, that he was approaching his goal as he scrambled to the crest of the tall dune. Red sand slithered under his feet as he stared down onto the small cluster of four white domes where an older man wearing a small respirator was working on a crawler. Looking down at his dark-red arms and torso, Sol considered his options just as the man looked up and took away all Solomon’s choices.

The man moved slowly away from the crawler, backing away from the approaching figure. Solomon caught the wafting odor of fear. “Emil!!” the terrified man shouted back over his shoulder, toward the nearer of the four small white domes of the research station. “You had better come out here… right now.” He raised both of his hands over his head as Solomon approached, and glancing down at the heavy energy gun on his hip, Solomon sighed and then blinked in surprise. Already, his skin tone was fading to a healthy olive, and his black ten-centimeter nails had returned to Terran normal. Pulling a shirt from around his waist, he slipped it on just as Emil emerged from the nearest dome.

“Good morning,” Solomon called out in a conversational voice as he finished buttoning his shirt. It was the morning of the fourth day since he’d left the crash site. “I had a little problem with my shuttle.” He grinned at the two stunned-looking men. “May I use your phone, and perhaps a bathroom? I’d really like to clean up a bit.” The first man to see Solomon was now staring at him, openmouthed.

In the mirror of the bathroom, Solomon saw that he’d grown leaner in the last four days, and harder. He started when a faint but noticeable shadow flickered across the cornea of his left eye. If he hadn’t seen it in his reflection, he would never have known that it was there, and he shuddered at the implications.

“Hola,” Giuseppe said into the phone when Solomon called.

“I have some bad news for you, Giuseppe.” Solomon decided to get right on with it, and not to beat around the bush. “We never made it to orbit. Someone took out the shuttle with a surface-to-air missile. Your family are all safe. I made it to the research installation in the foothills of Nereidum Montas and am calling from there. Pick me up, and I’ll show you where the crash site is. I’d rather not put out the location on an unsecured line.”

There was silence for a long moment. “My children are all right?” Giuseppe said in a stricken voice.

“Yes, Giuseppe. The flight crew and a flight attendant were killed, but your family is fine.”

“But… if the flight crew were dead, who flew the shuttle?”

Solomon hesitated. “Ahhh… I did, sir.”

Giuseppe sighed then said in a businesslike voice, “I will be there in thirty minutes. I eagerly await your story.”

“Yeah,” Solomon replied grimly. “You might not be so eager once you hear it.” He cut the connection before Giuseppe could respond. The story of what really happened would probably cost him his job. If he was lucky, he might have earned enough to pay for a ticket back to Earth. If not… there was always American Express, and he hadn’t left home without it.

 

By the time the shuttle engines were winding down, Solomon exited the dome, his face washed and hair beaten back into some semblance of order. Giuseppe, who was waiting by the open cargo ramp, nodded briefly to a gaping Taulant Halil.

Giuseppe studied Solomon. “You look leaner.”

“That tends to happen when you do a two-hundred-kilometer hike in four days,” Solomon replied dryly as he made his way to the flight deck. He nodded to the pilot, the same one he’d flown with the previous week, and pointed through the windshield. “Thataway.”

The shuttle lifted and headed off in the indicated direction.

“A little more to port,” Solomon said. “There. Follow that heading.”

The pilot noted the heading then glanced over his shoulder at Solomon. “How do you know the heading, without a compass?”

Solomon snorted. “You really don’t want to know.”

The sound of the approaching shuttle must have alerted them, because all of the survivors of the crash were standing outside, watching the shuttle’s arrival. After a quick hug for her father, Elora walked directly over to Solomon, studying him carefully with her emerald-green eyes.

“There’s something different about you. Something happened to you out there in the desert.”

To himself, Solomon cursed the particularly bright and overly observant young woman, to say nothing about the fact that she made him jumpy for a variety of different reasons. “You are absolutely right, Elora, but it’s not such an interesting story that I want to tell it twice. You can sit in when I tell your father exactly what happened.”

She gave him a sweet smile. “Thank you for admitting it, and I will sit in. This should be… interesting.”

For some reason the rest of the Fontaine family, along with Brigit, were keeping their distance from him. He thought perhaps it was because he hadn’t had time to shower. When he asked her about it, Elora gave him a level look. “We were all looking out of the windows when you left. We saw you… change.”

Solomon shut his eyes. It’s all down the toilet now.

“Solomon,” Giuseppe called from the half-buried nose of the shuttle, “if you have a moment, I’d like to take a look around the shuttle.” With the toe of his boot, he scraped away the sand to reveal the hole the SAM had blown in the side of the shuttle. He glanced in at the sand that had impacted the flight deck when they crashed. “You were in there?” His tone was incredulous.

“Yeah, I was. Ask Elora about that. She and the others dragged me out and resuscitated me.”

“I see.” Giuseppe stared at the gray hand of one of the dead flight crew sticking up out of the red sand. “Let’s go inside.” His jaws tightened when Solomon showed him the empty compartment that should have housed the emergency locator, and his gray eyes became thoughtful as he studied the ruined door Solomon had wrenched open.

“It’s amazing what hysterical strength can do,” Solomon explained lamely.

“Of course,” Giuseppe said in a flat tone. He looked once more around the empty shuttle. “We should go now. This has been an ordeal for everyone involved, and I’ll have a team come back to tidy up the area. Mars will take care of what remains.”

 

The small office barely had room for Giuseppe, Lucinda, Solomon, and Elora. Sitting in a stiff straight-backed chair, Solomon felt as though he were being interrogated.

“So, why don’t you begin by telling us your story, Solomon?” Giuseppe smiled, leaning back in his chair. “After that, we’ll probably ask you a few questions, and then I will tell you a little story.”

Elora looked sharply at her father, but both Giuseppe and Lucinda were watching Solomon.

He shut his eyes. “The flight started out routinely enough, right up to the point where I saw the contrail from the SAM an instant before it hit us, blowing a hole in the side of the flight deck and killing the flight crew. We must have been up at fifteen kilometers by then. I managed to get the flight deck door opened, sat down in the pilot’s seat, and pulled the yoke back. The nose came up, and although one of the engines was out, I managed to set us down.” He bit back a laugh. “I was pretty lucky.”

“I suspect that luck had little to do with it, Solomon.” Giuseppe raised a single thick eyebrow. “The controls for an orbital shuttle are amazingly complex. How did you, with no orbital shuttle experience, ever manage to set the craft down in one piece?”

Solomon frowned, knowing that his story had painted him into a corner. The only card he had left to play was the truth. “I really have no idea, Giuseppe. My hands seemed to move to the controls with their own volition.”

Giuseppe gave his wife a long look then turned back to Solomon. “Please continue, Solomon.”

Solomon proceeded with his rather abbreviated version of the story, right up to the point where Giuseppe arrived on the scene. Taking a long drink of water, he leaned back in his seat as Elora leaned forward.

“That sounds like a CliffsNotes abbreviated study guide to our little adventure.” Her voice was as flat as her father’s had been. “He failed to mention that he went through the reinforced door to the flight deck like it was made of tissue paper. He also failed to mention that while both the pilot and navigator died of asphyxiation, Solomon suffered no ill effects, although he was there for the better part of fifteen minutes. Even Corporal Uí Dubháin had to wear an oxygen mask when she went forward to assist Solomon. Until he kicked her out.” Her green eyes swung back to Solomon. “After the crash, Solomon was buried under the sand for a full thirty minutes before we could dig him out and resuscitate him, and to top the entire story off, when he left to go to the research station, we were all watching from the window. We saw him change into…” Her brow furrowed. “Something else.” She swallowed hard. “Like a chameleon, his skin darkened to the color of the sand at night, and when he looked around to check the stars, his eyes glowed red.” She finished in a whisper, “I’m sorry, Solomon. I had to tell them.”

He gave her a sad smile. “It’s all right, Elora.”

Giuseppe sat calmly, his hands folded in his lap, while beside him, Lucinda had turned a deathly shade of pale. Then the elder Fontaine did the last thing Solomon had expected… he smiled. “Now, perhaps, it is time for my little story.”

He turned slightly to Lucinda. “Feel free to fill in the blanks if I forget something, my dear. It has been a long time.” He turned back to Solomon. “My story begins twenty-eight years ago, right here on Mars. The estate wasn’t nearly as large as it is today, nor was my family as big. At that time, my eldest child, Maribel, had been gone for two years, dead from a wasting disease she contracted on Earth when her mother and I were married the previous year. That left me with my eldest son, Malachai, a precocious eleven-year-old who I spoiled rotten, and his brothers and sisters—Xane, Brea, and Hepzibah. His mother, Julia, was pregnant at the time with Corban. She died giving birth to him.” He stopped to drink a single swallow of water. “Malachai was a great adventurer and explorer, and he used to venture far out into the desert on his sand crawler.” He quickly continued at Solomon’s indrawn breath of surprise. “He was always accompanied by guards on another crawler, wherever he went,” he explained gently. “One day, several months after his eleventh birthday, Malachai found something out in the deep desert.”

Giuseppe looked up, and his voice dropped dramatically to a whisper. “He found a cave. Not a natural hole in the ground, however, but something shaped by thinking hands tens of thousands, or perhaps hundreds of thousands, of years in the past.” He laughed gently. “Malachai was a smart lad and took voice notes and photographic records of everything he found.”

Giuseppe’s face went as pale as Lucinda’s. “Then he found something else—or to be more accurate, it found him. What he found was alive, but not as we define life. It was a… living shadow. Videos Malachai had taken revealed that there were dozens of these creatures—or possibly hundreds—living in the cave and in the area. They looked and moved like black smoke.”

Chills went up Solomon’s spine as he recalled his own experience with the shadows of the desert, and he wondered if they were one and the same.

Giuseppe laughed dryly. “It was at about that time that the guards caught up with Malachai. They must have startled him, because his small pocketknife broke, the blade spinning off to cut his cheek.” He paused, his eyes going to the floor. “The creatures must have been attracted by his blood because Rolf saw at least two vanish into the boy’s wound. What happened next is still unclear. The boy changed into… something that had the strength to toss two large guards around like rag dolls.” Giuseppe gave Solomon a long level look. “Something with impossibly dense red skin and eyes that glowed the color of Martian sand. Rolf never lived down the fact that an eleven-year-old boy bested him and broke his arm.

“Later, after the effects had faded, the doctors found nothing unusual in Malachai but a strangely altered mitochondrial DNA. Malachai fought the effects of the shadows bravely, but suffered from fits of violence none could explain. Sometimes, his skin would change color, and sometimes not. Three people in the city of Lowell were killed and several were injured. Rumors began to spread about the Beast of Mars.”

Elora was staring openly at her father. “You mean that you aren’t the Beast, like everyone says?” Her pallor matched her parents’, and her voice was barely a rumor of its former strength.

Giuseppe smiled. “I am not the Beast of legend, my dear. Years passed, and still, Malachai had bouts of the madness, especially when he was angry or in danger. Finally, in desperation, it was decided to return him to Earth. Although it was obvious that he was slowly getting better, the public outcry about the Beast was getting to be more than I could handle. It was hoped that being on Earth would heal Malachai’s madness.” Giuseppe gave a resigned shrug.

“Then I made a grave mistake. I allowed the doctors to use an experimental technique to erase Malachai’s memory of Mars. They told me the effect would only be temporary, but it turned out that it was not. My teams on Earth edited the records and changed Malachai’s name. They also arranged for him to be found in the midst of a gruesome train wreck in central Europe.” Giuseppe almost smiled. “My agents had stumbled onto a terrorist plot to destroy a high-speed train, and we inserted a sedated Malachai onto the train along with two corpses conveniently edited to become his parents. After that, we let nature take its course, and through my agents, I watched. With the help of my cousin, Luciano Vento, we set him up in business for himself, and now, surprisingly, our son has come home to use those very forces of evil… or good, to save us all.” Giuseppe’s eyes held tears as he looked up at Solomon. “Welcome home, Malachai.”


Chapter 6

THE BEAST

Solomon glared at Giuseppe. “I’m really the Beast… and your son?” he asked in disbelief, his anger rising. “My whole fucking life has been a lie? A fucking sham?” His fists were clenched as his newly found father looked at the floor. “You claimed to be the Beast, just to protect me?”

“You’re my… brother?” Elora said in a disconsolate voice, like a bucket of ice water thrown in his face.

His rage evaporated, and he realized in a flash of insight that the screwed-up situation wasn’t completely about him.

“You are Malachai?” she asked in a strained voice.

Solomon shut his eyes. It was all getting to be too much to accept in one swallow. “According to your father, I’m your brother, but my name is Solomon Draxx.”

“But you’re my brother!” A note of anger slipped into Elora’s voice, as if she held him personally responsible for what she felt for him, which was obviously far more than a sister should normally feel for her brother.

Giuseppe looked from one younger person to the other. “At least the problem with the shadows has been resolved. One month after the incident in the cave, we sent in a team of scientists in clean suits to get records, and we sealed the cave. The shadows won’t bother anyone ever again.”

Solomon gave his father a sad look. “I’m sorry to pop your bubble, Giuseppe. I came across those shadows again, on my trek through the open desert.” He let out a short bitter laugh. “I woke from a brief nap to find them crawling all over me.”

Lucinda shuddered, crossing her arms tightly under her breasts.

“I’m afraid that man isn’t the only species on Mars anymore, if he ever was.” He frowned. “Perhaps they were always here, and I just came across a few hiding in the cave.”

They sat in silence for several minutes before Lucinda spoke. “Have you then learned to… control what is within you?”

Solomon looked up at her, expecting to see fear and loathing in her eyes, but found only love. He was surprised, considering that she wasn’t even his biological mother. Holding out his right hand before his face, he watched the skin slowly darken to a deep red, nearly black, with a hard leathery texture. Elora reached out a tentative finger to caress the palm of his hand. He twitched at the light tickle, amazed that the new “skin,” despite the tough appearance, was even more sensitive than the old.

“It’s hard, and a little like that body armor you had me wear,” she murmured, studying his hand. There was no fear in her voice.

Solomon turned his hand over, and his black fingernails began to lengthen into claws. Extending the clawed index finger, he stared at it, and the claw slowly straightened and flattened into a…

“It’s a standard screwdriver!” Elora gasped.

As Solomon held up his middle finger to join the index finger, the nail on the second finger morphed into a perfect Phillips-head screwdriver. The tools returned to claws, then the claws vanished. His skin began to run the gamut of colors before settling back to its normal olive tone.

“I think that this is like a mechanic’s tool belt, but able to do much more,” Solomon said at last. “If you give a child a car, he’s going to go out and get someone killed. It’s not the car’s fault, certainly, and not really the child’s fault. The same is true with this. I think that this tool belt, for want of a better word, has… self-defense safeguards to protect the user. When the guards grabbed me in the cave, they triggered a survival response. I never learned control until I stopped struggling with it back on Earth.” He looked up at Giuseppe and gave him a crooked grin. “Call me stubborn. I really am sorry for the pain that I might have caused you, and more so for those poor innocents I killed in Lowell.”

Giuseppe snorted. “In two of those instances, we were set on by robbers. In the last instance, a toady of the governor insulted your mother and you backhanded him, breaking his neck. That might have been a bit… excessive. His family still lives in a better part of the city on an endowment I’ve set up for them.”

Solomon nodded. “Thank you.” He took a breath. “Now what, Giuseppe?”

The older man looked at him calmly. “Do you wish to make your new status public?”

Solomon snorted. “Not likely. Let’s just go on with the ruse that I’m your employee.”

“As you wish, son.” Giuseppe helped Lucinda to her feet. “Now, I believe that you should get some food and rest. It has been a very busy day for you.”

Solomon grinned, offering Elora his arm. “Going my way, sis?” he asked impishly.

Elora just rolled her eyes but took his proffered arm. “This is going to make things difficult,” she muttered to herself.

No shit! The picture of Addy back on Earth flashed through his mind. How the hell can I ever tell her about this?

 

Life was busy for the next few days, with massive repairs to be made inside and out on the main building and on the smaller buildings scattered around the grounds. New personnel had to be hired to replace those who had been killed or were suddenly too gun-shy to stay. Despite their best intentions, it was quickly evident to the hired help and the rest of the Fontaine family that a major shift had occurred in the household hierarchy. Giuseppe and Lucinda both came to Solomon more often to discuss issues. Elora, who had found Solomon interesting at first was usually at his side. To anyone watching, it was evident that, although the two never touched or had any form of intimate contact, they were never far apart. The younger girls would look at the two and sigh.

At dinner a week after the shuttle crash, Solomon got his first whiff of trouble—literally. He sat glaring so intently at his plate of Martian free-range chicken that Elora finally had to give him a sharp elbow to the ribs and a deep frown. “Your face is positively dyspeptic, Solomon. What’s the problem?”

He gave her a long look and finally decided that the truth wouldn’t put her off her feed too badly. “That waiter who served me my dinner smelled wrong,” he said sotto voce, still looking at his plate.

“What? Like he didn’t bathe?” Elora wrinkled her nose, sniffing the air.

“Not quite. It’s more like he bore us ill will. Novalie’s bodyguard smelled the same way when I first met him, but I didn’t know what it meant.”

Elora made a small sound of distress and looked up as the same waiter set dinner down in front of Giuseppe. Without a conscious thought, he was up and on his feet. “Don’t eat that, Giuseppe!” With a glance at the marine standing guard near the dining room door, he pointed at the waiter. “Guard, seize that man!”

The waiter bolted for the door, reaching beneath his white jacket just as the butt of the guard’s rifle struck him in the temple. The waiter went down as though he’d been poleaxed, and the guard reached into the waiter’s jacket to gingerly pull out a small but deadly energy pistol.

The sour reek of fear was thick in the air as Solomon looked around the table. “Don’t eat your dinners. They may be poisoned. I’m sure Giuseppe’s dinner was poisoned, and I suspect that mine was also. If you are still hungry, go for an unopened can of something.” He looked to Giuseppe, who gave him a quick shaky nod and turned to the guard.

“Call your officer in charge and tell him to set Condition Two. An attack is definitely imminent.” Solomon’s voice was hard as he looked at the man on the floor. “And you might want to have someone question this person very thoroughly,” he growled, drawing his own weapon.

Standing at his side, Elora was holding her own heavy Colt .45, an updated model of the classic 1911, with modern bullets and materials. He stared for a second more then raised an eyebrow. “Where the hell did you ever have that cannon hidden?”

Elora just smiled. “A girl has to have some secrets, Mr. Draxx,” she purred.

Thinking that the leadership had been neatly removed from the Fontaine family, the attackers were scheduled to begin the onslaught at three o’clock—and in force. Unfortunately for them, the former waiter hadn’t been all that firmly bought, and when faced with having his limbs slowly removed by several very large, very angry marines, the waiter sang like a canary, telling the marines exactly how many attackers would be calling and from approximately what direction.

Nobody but Corporal Brigit Uí Dubháin and the rest of the marines liked Solomon’s plan. It was simple: he would bring the fight to the enemy, arriving in stealth to take out their top leadership, wreak havoc, and then fade back into the night, leaving only enough traces for the hostile forces to track him exactly where he led—right to an eight-man squad of heavily armed marines. Solomon doubted there would be very many of the chase party left after that encounter. With the attacking forces in disarray, all that was left to finish off was the bulk of the mercenaries that had been thrown against the Fontaine forces.

Elora, Brigit, and Giuseppe joined Solomon shortly after midnight in the darkness just beyond the lights of the compound. Solomon studied each face then slowly took off his shirt and shoes, handing them to Elora. On his recent trek in the desert, he’d found that he could move faster and more quietly in bare feet. The temperature, at the freezing level, wasn’t a problem. He looked at each in turn, then faded to the color of the dark Martian sand right before their eyes.

”Dúil mo bod!” Corporal Brigit Uí Dubháin cursed, with more passion than logic.

Elora just watched, wide-eyed. Even under the dim light of Phobos, Giuseppe paled visibly.

“Be careful, son,” Giuseppe whispered, touching Solomon’s arm.

Brigit’s eyes widened, moving from one man to the other, then narrowed as she nodded, obviously putting the pieces together. Elora kissed him on the cheek, and for a moment as she touched him, he could feel the dampness of her tears. He turned and, without another word, slipped into the night.

 

Field Marshall Helmuth Karl Bernhard Graf von Moltke, back in the prespace and even preflight era, had coined a phrase that was still used by the modern military: no military operation survives contact with the enemy.

To his dismay, Solomon found that to be more than true in his particular case. Homing in on the dim lights and sounds, he slid over a sand dune to discover that the force preparing to storm the Fontaine compound was far more than the two hundred men the stoolpigeon had reported, but rather a battalion of nearly eight hundred. How Governor Vergas had arranged to get a battalion of mercenaries to Mars, Solomon didn’t have a clue. A score of surplus armored personnel carriers sat lined up in a staging area, their engines idling. On the far side of the encampment was a heavily guarded area that Solomon guessed was a munitions dump. Exactly opposite the dump on the other side of the camp was a large, well-lit tent. A man dressed in white carried a covered tray into the tent, and Solomon smiled grimly. That was his first target.

Whoever had planned the camp had the strategic sense of a stump. Tactically, keeping the command tent away from the munitions dump was a good idea, but locating it at the outer edge of the encampment was sheer idiocy. Solomon considered killing the three guards posted in the dunes just above the command tent but slid by silently in the darkness. His KA-BAR combat knife sliced through the tent wall without a sound, and Solomon found himself standing by the general’s bed in a small sleeping chamber in the back corner of the tent. Separated from the rest of the room by a low canvas privacy curtain, he made a small hole in the screen of the sleeping area and peered out. Four men were bent over a large table, studying a detailed map. All four wore uniforms of different countries, none from the United States. Beside them on a smaller folding table sat a large silver pot of steaming coffee. In the mostly open sleeping area Solomon could smell the rich brew. Solomon raised the small deadly energy weapon he’d confiscated from the masquerading waiter and silently shot all four in the back through the canvas wall. War was about surviving, not necessarily being nice. Four bodies slumped onto the table, trickles of blood dripping on the sandy floor. Solomon looked at the weapon he’d used in appreciation. He’d expected more noise than the muted hiss it had made. Sticking the assassin’s gun in his pocket, he walked quickly out into the night and toward the idling APCs. Limpet mines would have been his weapon of choice to take out the personnel carriers, but he smiled to himself as he opened the fuel cap on each APC and dumped in several handfuls of dusty Martian sand. As the APCs traveled the five or six bumpy kilometers to the estate, the sand would mix with the fuel, and each vehicle would just… stop.

Checking his watch, Solomon turned toward the munitions dump. He was running late, but it couldn’t be helped. His bare feet padding in the soft sand sounded vaguely like a Martian breeze.

The five guards at the ammo dump went down without a sound, but the pistol’s battery indicator was blinking red. One shot left. For a second, he considered throwing it away, but stuck it back in his pocket. He smiled as he pulled the KA-BAR back out.

He found a heavy canvas bag in the small supply tent located at the very center of the munitions dump and began stuffing it. From the quantities of explosives, Solomon suspected the powers that be had discovered the first attack’s inability to breach the Fontaine compound. Puffing with the exertion, Solomon carried all of the explosives to the center of the ring of fuel drums, where he made a neat pile and set a grenade on top. He rigged the grenade to go off at the smallest vibration, then he picked up the canvas sack of grenades and began to run. He was halfway up the dune to safety when a shout of alarm came from the command tent and a siren began to wail. Panting, Solomon sat on the top of the hill and dumped the grenades on the ground before him. Picking up the first, he pulled the pin and looked around for a target.

In the center of the encampment, a large man was shouting orders, and the troops were running in all directions as they followed his commands. Solomon’s grenade landed in the sand at the big man’s feet, giving him time for one startled glance and a curse before it blew him to perdition. Solomon rained grenades down at random, until he reached the last, which he planted beside his booby-trapped explosives. The concussion from the blast tripped the trigger—

Feeling as though he’d been punched in the gut by a huge fist, he picked himself up from the far side of the dune, trying to shake the ringing out of his ears. Standing took a distinct effort, as did the long climb back to the top of the dune. Below him, where there had once been a neat orderly camp, pandemonium reigned. A smoking crater sat where the munitions dump had once been, and an ill-placed communication van lay on its side, burning brightly. Two of the APCs were piled on top of each other, while drivers were running for the rest. Bodies lay everywhere, and he guessed that perhaps as few as five hundred leaderless men were left. It was still too many.

He stood for a while longer, wondering how long it would to take them to finally see him. Flames from the burning munition dump lit the area like daylight, and still, he waited. Finally, he raised his heavy military energy pistol and sighted in on a corporal who was giving orders. Solomon squeezed the trigger. In a boom of sound, the corporal’s head evaporated. Solomon had to shoot three more men before they finally saw him. He’d worried for a moment that he was going to have to dance and sing to get their attention.

A shot screamed over his head and off into the night, and Solomon Draxx decided that he’d had about enough fun for one evening. Leaving a clear, easily seen trail for the mercenaries to follow, he turned toward his waiting marines and set off at an easy lope.

He touched the sentry’s shoulder, and Corporal Brigit Uí Dubháin jumped.

“Cac!” she spat. “You scared the hell out of me, Solomon.” She glanced at the light on the horizon. “What did you do? It sounded like World War III.”

“Blew up the ammo dump for the brigade they had waiting for us, after I killed the leadership, of course.”

“They have a brigade set to come against us?” Her eyes widened, and she bit her lip in fear.

“Had,” Solomon replied gravely. “I’d guess that they’re down to about five hundred leaderless men right now, who are probably considering their own mortality and the chances of ever seeing Earth again.”

Brigit snorted. “Something like you?”

He laughed without humor. “I already know that I’ll never see Earth again.”

Brigit touched his arm. “You’re a pessimist.”

He smiled. “I’m pragmatic, and thanks to Mars, I’m not even really human any longer.”

“Ahhhh, but you’re lucky, and that makes up for a lot, ye know,” she murmured, her Irish accent quite pronounced.

“You’re irrepressible, Brigit.” He grinned. “I have to get down and tell the others what happened. Keep your eyes open. I think they’re finally coming after me.”

 

Twenty scared mercenaries clustered around a sputtering APC that trailed a cloud of smoke as it slowly crested the sand dune. Their megawatt flashlights strobed the darkness—and also blinded them to what was moving in the night. The APC reached the bottom of the dune, began to struggle up the next, coughed once, and died. The men bunched a little closer to the limited protection of the APC as the vehicle’s spotlight fell on Solomon. The starter on the APC ground one last time and lapsed into silence. Solomon waited on the dune, unmoving.

“You might consider surrendering,” Solomon said conversationally as a shot rang out from the darkness and the spotlight sputtered and died. “We have you surrounded.”

“The rest of the battalion will get you,” one of the encircled mercenaries called out.

“What’s left of your battalion couldn’t find its ass with both hands. If you surrender, you may even see Earth again. If not, then I guarantee you’ll be buried here on Mars.”

The mercenaries stopped moving as the hatch to the APC creaked open. Holding a small handheld flashlight, the driver exited. The mercenaries huddled for a moment before the original speaker called out, “We surrender,” and tossed his rifle well away from him.

Solomon made no move. “Corporal,” he called out, “do you have them in your sights?”

“Yes, sir,” Brigit answered from the darkness.

The surrendering mercenary seemed to sag. “Fucking marines,” he said in disgust. “They never told us that we’d be fighting fucking marines.” He reached behind his back and drew out the heavy pistol that had been tucked into the back waistband of his pants, tossing it to join the rifle in the sand. “Do as he says, and we may live to see home,” he growled to the other mercenaries. “Try anything funny, and I’ll kill you myself.”

“There’s a certain amount of rough-and-tumble politics in mercenary units, isn’t there?” Brigit said, still cloaked in darkness.

“There certainly is, especially when said mercenaries find out they’ve been sold a faulty bill of goods. They were probably told that the compound only had a half dozen rent-a-cops that couldn’t fight their way out of a paper bag.”

Brigit snorted a dry laugh. “They were probably not told about the first disastrous attack to take the estate either.”

“There was another attempt to take the estate?” The mercenary suddenly sounded angrier with his employer than with the people who had been about to kill him.

“Yup,” Solomon called back. “They lost ten APCs and nearly three dozen men, although to be fair, our side had an armed Lynx-class drop shuttle.”

The mercenary sat down in the sand, dropping his head in both hands. “We are so screwed.”

Solomon smiled slightly and called into the darkness. “Lieutenant, they’re all yours. Disarm them, then assign one marine to stand guard until relief arrives. We should be able to handle the remainder with seven marines.” In the night someone laughed.

The merc just groaned.

 

The mercenary camp was still in disarray. From his position on the top of the tallest dune overlooking the camp, Solomon could see mechanics working feverishly on the remaining APCs. A heated debate seemed to be going on in the middle of the camp, with several members pointing back toward Lowell. One man, an officer with glinting metal on his collar, was literally jumping up and down in his anger. Solomon grinned to Brigit as he removed a grenade from the box of ten they had found in the APC, and pulled the pin. The first grenade landed among the debaters, who didn’t realize a thing until the explosion went off, cutting down half their number. Then the other grenades Solomon had thrown began to go off, throwing the camp once again into chaos.

When the screaming had died down somewhat, Solomon rose to his feet. “Hello in the camp,” he called out in a loud voice. A bullet whined off the sand at his feet, and he flinched. A replying shot came from the darkness, and the first shooter fell back and didn’t move.

“Now,” Solomon called, “with that unpleasantness out of the way, I call on you to surrender.”

There was silence from the camp.

“I can keep throwing grenades down on you all night if you like, and then my marines can pick you off one at a time as you try to crawl back to Lowell.”

The silence deepened.

“Oh dear, you didn’t know that you’d be fighting marines? How rude of your employers.”

Somewhere, one of the marines laughed.

“I call on you to surrender.”

Solomon dropped to the sand as from the camp a Gatling gun whined to life before spraying the dunes with a leaden hose of death. He picked up three of the half dozen remaining grenades and threw them. The tent where the heavy gun had been hidden had been marked with a red cross. Tent, gun, and crew exploded into the night. The marines replied with everything they had. The torrent lasted for fifteen minutes before a shout came from the camp. A bleeding man stood, a bloody white rag tied to the barrel of his rifle.

“We surrender,” he cried to the Martian night. “We surrender.”

The toll for the one-sided battle shocked even the marines. Of the 822 attacking mercenaries, 287 survived. Sixteen of the score of captured APCs were still serviceable. Three of Solomon’s seven marines had been killed by the hidden Gatling gun, and three of the four remaining marines were wounded. Solomon himself had been struck in the left biceps and grazed on the left ribs by Gatling rounds, though he hadn’t known it until the battle was over. As far as Military Governor Vergas was concerned, Mars had opened up and swallowed his entire army.

Working tirelessly, Fontaine employees removed the bodies and wreckage before burying all that remained quickly and neatly with excavators brought out from the estate. The evening shuttle that left from the Lowell spaceport and flew directly above the battle site saw exactly nothing out of the ordinary. The surviving mercenaries who were fit were transported to the mining town of Reinhold, some one thousand kilometers from the estate, and put to work in the Fontaine Bauxite mine. While it was long and hard work, the former mercenaries were well paid. According to Lucinda’s plan, their payment was put directly into a fund to pay for their tickets to Earth.

Solomon was out of his sling in two days, and after four, the amazed doctor pronounced him fit. The marines, now up to two dozen in the Fontaine household, with one or two coming in each day, took a little longer to heal.

 

Giuseppe looked up from his imported mahogany desk and smiled. “I’m glad to see you feeling better, Solomon.” His smile wavered and vanished. “I thought that we might discuss our plans for the future.”

Solomon sat and crossed his legs. “I’ve given that some thought, Giuseppe. With the governor’s army disposed of, I think that you should initiate a coup d’état and take over the government of Mars.”

Giuseppe snorted. “That wasn’t my intention, Solomon.”

Solomon gave him a sour look. “I’m serious. If you do nothing, then the military governor will keep trying to kill you or your family until he eventually succeeds. The next time, he will probably have air support and pound this estate from a distance. Put an end to it once and for all.”

“I believe that you’re serious.” Giuseppe stared at his son.

“As death. We could go in tonight, about one o’clock in the morning. By morning rush hour, we could tell the news services that there is a new sheriff in town. Inform the Terran governments that you have seized power, and any attempt to retake control will result in the total cessation of trade. Mars is nearly self-sustaining for food, thanks to those huge farms in the Galle and Kepler craters, while Earth relies on Martian-grown exotic foodstuffs, like your steaks, pharmaceuticals, and processed ores. More important still are the rare earth elements found on Mars like scandium and yttrium, which Terra has little of, but which they desperately need for the computer industry.”

“And then what, Solomon? Suppose we do mount a successful coup d’état—then what?”

Solomon leaned back. “You’re the businessman. You tell me.”

Giuseppe steepled his fingers and gave Solomon a long look. “I’m getting a little long in the tooth, as they say. I’m thinking about passing the reins of power to my son.”

Solomon never missed a beat. “Xane would make a good governor, and don’t look at me like that, Giuseppe. I’m not gubernatorial material.” He smiled gently. “And I have a definite lack of patience for idiots. I can lead a unit into battle, but I can’t manage a world.” His smile turned to a grin. “Anyway, would you really want the Beast running Mars?”

Giuseppe sighed. “Probably not, Solomon, but I would see you rewarded for what you’ve given to this family.”

“Being able to call this my family is reward enough.” Almost to his own surprise, he found that he meant it. “What did you think of my idea, Giuseppe?”

The older man gave him a knowing smile, as if to say that he was well aware of Solomon’s attempt to weasel his way out of discussing an uncomfortable subject. “Let me sleep on it. I’ll let you know tomorrow. Pippo Vergas isn’t going anywhere.”

 

Midmorning the next day Solomon was breakfasting on waffles with thick slabs of the local Martian sausage when Giuseppe tossed a newsfax on the table beside him. “It seems that I should have listened to your advice again, Solomon.” His voice was tired and apologetic.

Sitting at his side, Elora glanced at the newsfax and gasped. “Oh no!”

Solomon looked down at the headline, which read: “Martian Beast Ravages Home Guard Unit while on Training Exercise!”

Below the lurid title was a slightly fuzzy, obviously hastily shot picture of Solomon as the Beast, standing atop a tall dune, his dark-red skin glistening in the light of the burning ammo dump, his eyes glowing crimson. The photo had been edited to show him with long gleaming fangs and claws, while at his feet lay several out-of-focus bodies that had been cut and pasted from pictures of mercenaries killed during the subsequent fighting. He shut his eyes for a moment. Well, it had to come out of the closet sooner or later. Opening his eyes, he snorted a laugh and glanced at Elora. “Great! Now I’ll never get a date.”

The young woman gave him a startled wide-eyed look then began to laugh. “You won’t have to worry about that as long as I’m around. You don’t scare me.”

“You seem to have forgotten that you’re my sister,” Solomon replied flatly. “And that I have a fiancée back on Earth.”

“Hush!” she said in a level voice. “I’m working on it.”

He shook his head. “Which one are you talking about?”

She just smiled, and Solomon looked up at Giuseppe. “It would probably go a long way if you were to say a few words to the family. After that, I’ll introduce myself and put on a little demonstration. I think that’s the best we can do on short notice.”

Giuseppe touched Solomon’s shoulder. “I agree,” he said softly as he stepped up on a chair then onto the heavy table.

Elora looked up at her father and groaned as Giuseppe took a deep breath.

“I’d like a few moments of your time, please.” He nodded for Solomon to stand. “I would like to introduce you all to Solomon Draxx.”

Brows furrowed around the table. Everyone knew Solomon.

“You probably don’t realize that Solomon is, in reality, Malachai Fontaine, my eldest son.” He looked down on Solomon and smiled proudly. His face hardened as he looked up. “You also may not realize that Solomon is, in reality, the creature they call the Beast.”

A fork clanked loudly on a plate, and Solomon doubted that anyone was so much as breathing. With the exception of Elora, Giuseppe, and Lucinda, the Fontaine family looked shocked and more than a little scared, as did a number of family retainers and hired help. Every single one of the marines sitting at the table gave him a calm unruffled stare. Solomon turned a glare on Brigit, who just happened to be staring intently at the ceiling.

Giuseppe continued. “When he was eleven years old, Malachai was infected with something while exploring a cave well to the north of here. This infection caused certain changes in his appearance and behavior, and we were finally forced to send Malachai to Earth to grow up, in the hope that the removal of the Martian influence would aid his healing. I succumbed to recommendations to have the boy’s memory erased, so Solomon has no memory of his childhood. Although he was on Earth and I was on Mars, I followed his development with great interest, and when the latest round of unpleasantness began, I recommended that Solomon be recruited to ensure the safety of my family.” He chuckled dryly at the rich irony of the situation. “To my best count, he has saved the family no less than four times since he has been here.” He looked down on Solomon. “Your turn, son,” he said loud enough for all to hear.

Solomon stepped up on the table beside his father and slowly began to unbutton his shirt. “Back on Earth, I was not a stripper.” He grimaced. “I’d like to clarify that point.”

A woman laughed gently.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is the Beast,” he said quietly, looking down and willing his body to change. His skin reddened, darkening past the color of spilled blood to a deep red-black. He knew that his eyes were glowing red when he raised his head and looked around the table. One of the younger women let out a little shriek. As he had done once before, he conjured a claw on his index finger, which turned into a screwdriver. “I believe that whatever infected me is, in some way, like a tool belt. My eyes can act as magnifying glasses and night-vision goggles, and my fingertips can turn into tools.” He held up his arm. “My skin in this form is impervious to punctures, along with heat and cold, and I can go several minutes without breathing.” He looked at each person in turn. “Although while in this mode, I am several times stronger than a normal man, the Beast did not kill the men sent to attack us. I simply used their own weapons, grenades, and explosives against them. And I used their fear.” He smiled, and one or two people moved back, slightly. “The news media did the rest.” The colors on his skin faded back to normal, and he began to slip on his shirt.

Giuseppe gave Solomon a long look then said, “After breakfast, I would like to meet with all the marines in the large conference room.” He turned to Solomon. “You, too, son. You will be giving the briefing, after all.”

Elora looked from her father to Solomon. “Mind if I tag along, or is this a macho all-male sort of thing?”

Solomon snorted. “Feminist! If you didn’t notice, young lady, half of our marines are female.”

Giuseppe’s face darkened. “No, Elora,” he said in a hard voice.

Solomon sighed. “It would be better if she knew, Giuseppe. Elora is a bright girl, and I value her input.”

Elora stared at Solomon with surprise at first, then with something else.

“I’m not saying that I’ll put her in harm’s way, but she should know the details.”

The elder Fontaine’s jaws clenched for a moment then relaxed. “I don’t agree, but she can come,” Giuseppe finally said.

Solomon sat down and continued eating his now-cold breakfast, which suddenly tasted of ashes. The thought crossed his mind that in all likelihood he’d already lost the option of returning to Earth when the coup was over, and if things continued the way they were headed, Mars wouldn’t want him either. Chewing his cold sausage, he wondered if he could find a job opening on the Moon or asteroid mining.

 

That afternoon, twenty-eight marines walked or hobbled their way into the conference room. Ever since Giuseppe had opened the doors to hiring former military, preferably marines, a steady trickle of people had arrived, looking for a job or a home. The burly Lieutenant Cesare Makris was still in charge of the military end of the household and would continue in that position until he chose to retire if Solomon had any say in the matter. Former military officers were simply hired as senior NCOs or junior warrant officers, and that was that. If they didn’t like it, then the shuttle from Earth ran both ways.

Corporal Brigit Uí Dubháin sat at the table with her crutch at her side, a disgusted look on her pale face. The other injured marines sat in surly silence across from Elora, Solomon, Giuseppe, Lucinda, and Xane.

Giuseppe cleared his throat and stood, waiting as silence filled the room and a marine PFC closed the door. “I have a single word to say. After that, if you choose, you may leave before we begin the briefing.” He looked at the curious eyes. “The word is coup d’état.”

A whisper of sound flew around the room, and Xane started in his seat, his eyes wide. Lucinda simply gave him a look that might have said, “Finally.” Not a single person made any move to leave, and although it might have been his imagination, Solomon thought he saw a faint smile flicker across the lieutenant’s worn face.

The smile that touched Giuseppe’s face was not imaginary. “Thank you all,” he said in a sincere voice. “I’ll turn the rest of the briefing over to Solomon.”

As the other man sat, Solomon stood and looked over the room full of people he’d fought and worked with for the past few weeks. He looked at Elora’s serious face and green thoughtful eyes for several moments before he began. “I said this before to Giuseppe, and I will tell you all the same thing: the only way we can ever stop the violence against the Fontaine family and hope to survive for any extended time is to take control of the Martian government.” He waited for the surprisingly low buzz to disappear. “I would suggest hitting the governor’s palace within the next few days, and not give our opposition the time to recoup their losses from the failed attack.”

The lieutenant looked at the table and rumbled out a reply, “We’re all with you, sir, but there’s one thing you ought to know: a troop ship with another two hundred mercenaries is due to arrive the day after tomorrow, as well as a small freighter with food and weapons. Our newest private who came aboard yesterday told us that the Martian government has barely as many men as we do, but was expecting company-sized reinforcements.” He gave Solomon a crooked grin. “He also mentioned that the Martian Army, as it were, is critically low on ammunition and is counting on the approaching ship for resupply in that department, too.” His eyes became hard. “They’re expecting a rehabilitated 2S25 Sprut-SD light tank to arrive. Although the technology is ancient history, like the Gatling in the nose of our shuttle, it is still quite serviceable and good for operation on Mars.”

Solomon nodded to the officer, his mind working furiously, and turned to Giuseppe. “It looks like we go tonight or not at all. That tank sort of settles the issue.”

“I never wanted it to come to this, Solomon.” Giuseppe looked at his son with a kind of weary resignation. “We go tonight.”

“Good,” Solomon answered. “Lieutenant Makris, you know what forces we have available, and you’re probably much better at planning an operation like this than me. Ideas?”

“Leave four marines here, in addition to the wounded to attend to household defense,” the lieutenant said in a gravelly voice. “We take the rest in by shuttle and drop in right beside the governmental dome. There is an exterior entrance that gives direct access to the palace lawn. Afterward, the shuttle will lift off and jam their communication traffic. We should, if at all possible, try for a bloodless coup.” He rubbed his square chin. “That will go a long way with public opinion and Terran acceptance.”

Solomon nodded, and the officer looked up.

“You will have to come with us, Mr. Fontaine, to make the public acceptance of power.” He glanced at Solomon. “You should come, too, Solomon, in case things get… out of hand.”

Elora gave her father a level look. “I’ll be going, too,” she said in an even voice.

Giuseppe opened his mouth to forbid it, but Solomon interrupted. “Don’t bother, Giuseppe. I’ve seen that look before, and your daughter is exceptionally stubborn.”

The older man sagged. “Tell me about it.” He turned to Xane. “Will you be going?”

Only one year younger than Solomon, the dark-haired Xane nodded. “Yes, Father, I will.”

The lieutenant nodded to himself. “Getting enough body armor may be a problem.” The man frowned. “I think that there are a few sets of body armor in the estate’s old armory, and we can utilize them, especially for the civilians.” His dark eyes shifted slightly, and he gave Solomon a slow wink. The man had the best sense of situational awareness Solomon had ever seen.

“All righty then.” Solomon stood. “Lieutenant Makris, you handle the weapons and armor while I notify our pilot of the mission. We’ll all meet at midnight at the shuttle.” A hurricane of butterflies swept his stomach. “Elora, I’d like to see you after the meeting, and all the civilians need to be fitted for body armor and wearing it by this evening.”

People slowly drifted out of the conference room, and eventually, Solomon found himself alone with Elora. Her face was pale as she realized just what her mouth had gotten her in to. “You wanted to see me?” she asked.

Solomon reached into his pocket, pulled out the recharged assassin’s gun, along with two unused power charges that they had found in the room of the fake waiter. Elora looked at the weapon, her eyes going wide.

“This is for you,” Solomon said. “You may have missed it, but we are going into a battle tonight, and people are going to be trying to kill you. I can’t protect you every second, and this is the best I can do. Remember to aim for the center of body mass, so that if you should be a little off in the heat of the moment, you will still hit your target and probably knock him or her down. You can take more time with the second shot.”

“Second shot?” she whispered, her face even paler as she picked up the gun. Solomon could see her weighing its light weight in her hand.

“Never leave a live enemy at your back, Elora.”

“That’s cruel.”

For a moment, he thought that she would set the gun down. She surprised him when she put it and the two charges in her pocket.

“It’s not cruelty, Elora. If you shoot an enemy in the shoulder and he goes down, if you don’t finish him off as you walk by, he will shoot you in the back. If you can’t accept that fact of life, you shouldn’t come with us. This has the potential to become very ugly, very fast.”

“I thought that the marine lieutenant wanted a bloodless coup?” she said, frowning.

Solomon sighed. “The marines have a few stunners, which I’m sure the lieutenant will issue out, and my own energy weapon has a low power setting, which I will use. That pistol of yours, as well as the assault rifles of the marines, have no such finesse. If you shoot someone with the forty-five-caliber Colt, they will probably lose an arm or leg and bleed to death before help arrives. You do the math.”

Elora swallowed. “I’ll do as you say, Solomon,” she said in a very small voice.

He smiled. “Good girl. Now you can leave that Colt cannon of yours here.”

 

Phobos had already set, and Deimos was low on the horizon when the group started to gather at the rear ramp of the assault shuttle. The night was darker than the pit of doom, and Solomon already felt the old rush of adrenaline at the beginning of a mission. Lieutenant Makris arranged them according to who would be exiting first; thus Solomon found himself close to the debarking ramp. Looking around the dimly lit compartment, he noted that it was an odd mix of pale-faced civilians and flushed, excited marines, their faces mottled like strange demons with dark camouflage greasepaint. As the darkened shuttle banked for its final approach to Lowell and the gubernatorial compound, Solomon removed his shirt and caused his skin to darken and harden. The marine beside him stretched out her forefinger and touched his arm.

“Oh, wow! Can I get skin like that, too?” The young woman in question had natural blue-black skin almost as dark as Solomon’s unnatural color.

He almost said no, then a thought came to him that maybe it was, indeed, possible. “Maybe. Let me give it some thought.”

“Thank you, sir,” the very young-sounding voice said.

“Thirty seconds to touchdown,” the pilot said calmly over the shuttle PA.

With a series of sharp snaps, the marines turned off their safeties. Solomon took a deep breath, and the shuttle bumped down at the exact moment the ramp thumped open. A wave of people swept out of the shuttle, some running right and some running left. Solomon heard the soft bzzzcrack of the stunners as guards in the outside security checkpoint were taken out. From the right and left, soldiers waved and gave a thumbs-up as the doorway to the governmental dome opened. The rest of the team slid through the opening and into the dome, and the night was still silent as the last of the assault team exited the craft. Both ramp and shuttle began to rise at almost the same moment. The palace courtyard was as hushed as a graveyard.

Solomon hissed, “the governor’s residence is this way.” He pointed, willing his body to change to its beast form as ten marines fell in to flank the party of civilians. They were halfway up their third set of wide sweeping stairs when Solomon, who was taking point, heard a low growl out of the darkness. A marine raised his assault rifle, but Solomon touched his arm then placed his fingers to his lips as he stepped forward. Suddenly, seventy kilograms of snarling canine fury was on him, fangs closing on his throat. He never had time to draw his weapon, and he had only a second to save his trachea from being crushed to a pulp by the viselike jaws. Putting both hands against the creature’s chest, he willed his own claws to extend. The great dog shuddered once in his grip then went limp. Solomon pushed the dog aside and touched his own throat, finding it wet with his blood. The thing had bitten through his armored skin! Hands helped him to his feet, and he looked at the nearest marine.

“What the hell was that thing?”

The marine snorted and spoke softly. “We call them hellhounds, sir. They are genetically engineered killers bred specifically for taking down large prey like humans, and they make ancient direwolves look like pussycats. Having them born and bred on Earth and then shipped to Mars with its lighter gravity makes them twice as deadly. You’re lucky to be alive, sir. They tell us if we see one to empty our magazine into it, and maybe we will live to fight another day… maybe.”

Solomon had to shoot the next hound three times at a stun level that would drop an elephant before it went down, then he used his claws to tear out its throat just to make sure. The last hellhound came out of nowhere, clamping its massive jaws around Solomon’s leg. Both man and beast went to the floor, and Solomon winced in pain as he reached for the canine head. The claw from his index finger slid through the right eye and into the thing’s brain with a crunch. The dog whined once and was still. Solomon, ignoring the blood running freely down his leg, pried apart the beast’s jaws and slowly got to his feet.

He pointed to a last set of ornate stairs. “That way. The governor’s bedroom is at the top on the left.” He sat down on the stairs and began to wrap a dark cloth around his bleeding leg. “I think that I’ll just sit this dance out,” he rasped, looking up as Elora sat beside him.

“You’re a mess,” she said, a sparkle of mirth in her green eyes. “But at least you were quiet about it.”

There was a muffled shout from the top of the stairs, then angry voices. Solomon blinked at the sharp note of a fist hitting flesh, and the volume of the conversation subsided markedly. He and Elora looked up at the sound of voices and footsteps. A pair of marines, their weapons pointed at the middle of the governor’s back, were marching him down the stairs. Solomon rose to his feet, and Military Governor Pippo Vergas, sporting a fresh black eye, stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes widening.

“The Beast!” he gasped hoarsely.

Solomon took a step closer to the man, growling low in his throat. “Your hellhounds were frolicsome, governor.” He held up a hand and studied his claws. “It is too bad I had to kill them. They might have made excellent pets.” A drop of blood fell from an extended claw to land on the marble step with an audible plop.

The governor’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he fainted into a quivering heap.

Elora looked at the bloody claw. “The dog’s blood?”

Solomon winced. “Sorry, it’s mine.” The claws disappeared, and his skin changed back to his battered bloody normal. He wiped his bloody hands on his tattered pants and gazed down the stairs, where the marines were dragging the governor into the courtyard. “At least it’s all going downhill.”

As they passed the bodies of the three dead hellhounds, Solomon looked up into the red eyes of security cameras mounted in the corner and swore.

“What’s the problem?” Elora asked, her arm around his waist, supporting him. She looked up in every corner of the room. “Oh no…”

Solomon continued his limping walk. “By tomorrow morning, pictures will be all over the news services of the Beast of Mars running amok, attacking innocent pets. The coup d’état will probably be relegated to a minor page-two story, which is just as well for our father. Those that know what they are looking at will see a single man fight and defeat three vaunted hellhounds, two of those with bare hands, and they will be very frightened.”

They reached the courtyard, where the news services, sensing something monumental was happening, had set up lights and satellite uplinks. Giuseppe, Vergas, and a squad of marines on the far side of the courtyard were almost surrounded by lights and reporters. In the shadows of the first level, Solomon could see the other marines standing quietly, waiting and watching.

The reporter from the Mars Sun Journal made a beeline for Solomon and Elora. The red light gleamed on the small holocamera she wore looped over her right ear, and her tone was breathless.

“Who are you, and were you involved in the fighting in the mansion?”

Solomon stopped, frowning. “My name is Smith, and I’m sorry, I don’t believe that there was any fighting involved here. This was, I believe they call it, a bloodless coup d’état.”

She looked at Solomon disbelievingly. “But you…”

“Ahhh, me.” Solomon gave her a patronizing smile. “I have a Siamese cat who was feeling frisky. We had a small disagreement, and he won.” Solomon turned away to leave the reporter openmouthed. “Those type of people make my teeth itch,” he said to Elora under his breath. “They feed on misery and disaster.”

The gates from the outer courtyard to the street swung open, and twenty-five heavily armed mercenaries walked into the compound, weapons drawn. They stopped, and the leader advanced with a perplexed look as he noted all the reporters clustered around Pippo Vergas. Then he noticed for the first time that his squad of mercenaries was surrounded by grim-faced marines. Solomon spoke quickly into his small com unit, and in moments, the Lynx-class shuttle was hovering just outside the clear dome, the seven barrels of its Gatling gun facing the mercenaries. Being pragmatic people by nature, the mercenaries slowly set their weapons down in a neat pile, backed away, and sat down.

Solomon waved the lieutenant over. “There must be a jail of some sort in this city,” he said, looking pointedly at the mercenaries.

The marine smiled thinly. “Yes, sir, there is.” He gestured in the air, and four marines arrived to “escort” the mercenaries to a holding area while others picked up the discarded weapons. Lieutenant Makris was grinning openly. “That went better than I expected.”

“It did,” Solomon agreed. “I want you to set things up with the pilot of the drop shuttle to greet the resupply shuttle when it arrives, in the air preferably. Let the equipment land, but tell the other ship with the mercenaries to just turn around and go home or they will be shot down.”

“If the troop ship refuses to obey?” the officer asked in a flat voice.

Solomon offered an unblinking stare in response.

Makris nodded. “Understood, sir. No mercenaries will ever reach the ground alive.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Makris. I knew I could count on you. Please don’t tell Giuseppe of our little… plan.”

“As you wish, sir.” He gave the blood dripping down Solomon’s chest a long look. “If you hadn’t taken out those hound things, the results of our little outing might have been different. You should see the medic, sir.” He made a motion with his hand, and a tall lanky marine ran up. “See to this officer, Lance Corporal. If he hadn’t taken out the three hellhounds, single-handed, your business would have been a lot brisker.”

“Yes, sir, Lieutenant.” The young man snapped up a salute. He wiped at Solomon’s neck wounds and stared. “What did you put on this, sir? The wound is healing before my eyes.”

“Just wipe off the blood then, young man. You’ve heard of the Beast?”

“Yes, sir, I have.” The Corporal stopped wiping to stare into Solomon’s face.

Solomon gave him a tired grin. “Yup, that’s me. I heal a little faster than normal.”

“A little? That’s not even…”

“Human?” Solomon filled in. “They say that my DNA is different now. Yeah, I’m not human.”

“That’s so cool.” The medic’s awe wasn’t the reply Solomon had expected.

“Thanks for the help, Corporal.” Shrugging on his shirt, he made his way over to the ring of people surrounding the new governor of Mars just as two marines escorted the previous administration to the “holding area.”

Giuseppe studied Solomon carefully and noted the limp. “You look like hell, son,” he said, putting his hand on Solomon’s shoulder.

The cameras and reporters swung to focus on Solomon. Elora, who had been standing supportively at his side, pulled a Houdini-like vanishing act as soon as the cameras began to turn her way.

Solomon made a curt motion to the marines, who formed a barrier between Giuseppe and the reporters, and gently led the older man a short distance away, where they wouldn’t be overheard. “You need to tell the marine lieutenant to assign a few troops to secure this building, Giuseppe. There has to be a communication center and a finance office in here, at the very minimum.” He gave Giuseppe an askance look. “Are you going to keep running the government from here?” He glanced over his shoulder at the looming structure behind him.

The older man bit his lip. “I think not. I will fortify the estate and run the government from there. Hell, it’s only fifty kilometers to the city from the estate, ten minutes by air or an hour by crawler. I’ll move the com center there, as well as the finance office and whatever other important functions that are needed. My technical adviser has been after me for several months to increase the bandwidth of my com gear, and this is a good opportunity.” He glanced into the shadows where Elora was standing. “Elora can be a pest at times when she wants you to do something.”

Solomon chuckled. “I noticed that almost immediately.”

Giuseppe’s voice had begun to take on a musing air. “I believe I’ll take some of the previous administration’s hidden finances and turn the current gubernatorial monstrosity”—he glanced to the palace and shuddered—”into a hospital. I guarantee that my popularity will go up one hundred percent. At the Fontaine Estate, I’ll expand the number of outbuildings to contain a barracks and house my troops there.” He smiled. “I can deploy the marines quickly enough.”

Solomon frowned. “Speaking of marines, Giuseppe, I think that you may be able to ‘infect’ your marines with the same thing that infects me. It would give you an unbeatable army that even Earth couldn’t match. All it would take, I think, is for them to go out into the desert on ‘maneuvers,’ and have their medic open a small incision on each person’s arm. The creatures would be attracted by the blood. That’s what your two guards reported when I was first infected. Just in case things go sideways, I’d recommend the marines infect single individuals at first and then move it up to small groups. This particular group of marines seem particularly level-headed, so you shouldn’t have many problems.”

Giuseppe looked at Solomon gravely. “You speak as if you won’t be around while all this is going on.”

Solomon gave him a flat look. “That depends on what tomorrow holds. This has been a really long day, and I hurt in places I didn’t think it was possible to hurt. I plan to sleep in tomorrow. It seems that whenever I sleep in, everything goes to hell, so I’m just being prepared.”

Giuseppe’s thin smile was as dry as dust. “How droll.”

Beyond the line of marines, the reporters were pointing in his direction and waving their arms in agitation. Tomorrow, Solomon suspected, will be a very long day.

 

Breakfast for Solomon was quiet and strangely lonely. Midmorning, he found the dining room empty, as well as the kitchen. The vast majority of the marines were occupied in Lowell for the foreseeable future, and the Fontaine family was just as busy. With a self-deprecating grin, he headed for the refrigerator. He knew his way around a kitchen as well as anyone, better than most unmarried men, but he kept it simple: steak and eggs, home fries, and toast. The half-carafe of coffee he found was still warm, and it reheated nicely.

He was leaning back from his half-eaten meal when he heard soft footsteps, then Elora slid in a chair beside him.

“That looks good,” she said with a little laugh.

Solomon pushed his plate toward her. “I always have a tendency to make too much. Dive in.” He grinned, handing her his knife and fork. “Coffee?”

“Mfff!” She nodded, her mouth full of steak.

Solomon sat quietly as she ate, and when she was done, Elora wiped her mouth daintily, set her fork down, and gave him a long look. “The reporters have figured it out, and so, it seems, have the Earth authorities. There are a whole herd of reporters camped outside our front gate, and warrants are already coming in for the arrest of Malachai Fontaine, blaming you for every grisly murder and assault in the last fifty years, on Mars as well as Earth.”

“That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Solomon said, frowning.

“Common sense doesn’t seem to be their forte, Solomon, but you have one thing in your favor at the moment: they don’t seem to have figured out that Solomon Draxx is Malachai Fontaine. I give them two to three weeks before they manage to add two and two to come up with you.”

Solomon sighed.

“What will you do now?” Her green eyes were intent on his face.

“I call it the GOTH plan. I came up with it last week. GOTH is the plan to be implemented when everything else has Gone To Hell.” He picked up their dishes and headed back to the kitchen.

“You’re going to wash the dishes?” There was surprise in her voice.

Solomon smiled. “Just because everything has fallen apart doesn’t mean I’m a slob. Do you know where your father is at the moment?” He turned on the hot water.

“He’s been in his office since four thirty this morning,” she said sourly, picking up a dish towel.

“Fine. We’ll go see him just as soon as we’re finished here.”

Giuseppe looked up as an unsmiling Solomon entered the plush office, followed immediately by Elora. The elder Fontaine set down his pen. “What can I do for you, Solomon? You look… intent.”

Solomon took a deep breath. “Giuseppe, you implied at one time that you had enough pull to put people on the Lost Horizon heading out in two months to Proxima Centauri b.” He swallowed. “I want a seat on that starship. You need to get me out of your hair, and well away from both Earth and Mars. When I’m gone, you can tell them where I’ve gone, and they can try to extradite me from four and a half light years away. I won’t have my father jailed for harboring a fugitive. The Terran government hates you, Giuseppe, and will use any excuse to attack you.”

A look of almost physical pain crossed Giuseppe’s face. “This isn’t what I intended when we asked you to come home to Mars, son. We wanted you to rejoin the family and live out your life here on Mars.”

Solomon let out a small wistful chuckle at all the might-have-beens. He found that he was including Addy in that long list. “Sometimes fate throws you a curveball, and you have to do the best you can. You might hit it out of the park, or you might bunt, but you always keep swinging.”

Giuseppe nodded slowly, turning to his daughter. “What do you think, Elora?” he asked in a tired voice.

Her face was placid, her features composed, and Solomon knew her well enough that he held his breath.

“I think, Father, that you had better get two seats on that ship, because Solomon isn’t going anywhere without me.”

“No!” Solomon said immediately. “No way in hell is Elora running from one problem to another, one danger to another.”

Giuseppe leaned back in his chair and smiled. “I think that I have to override you on this one, Solomon. Elora will go with you.”

Elora gave her father a look of pure, unadulterated shock.

“I think that she will, in fact, be safer with you on the Lost Horizon than she will here on Mars, for at least the next several years.” His smile widened. “I actually envy the two of you the adventure.”

Solomon stared at his father, at a total loss for words.

~~~

The Lost Horizon was a massive ship, nearly eight hundred meters in length and beautiful as it sat quietly at the L2 Lagrangian point, hosting a swarm of smaller craft that were preparing their larger cousin for departure. Bright lights from the temporary space dock made the white hull gleam like an artificial star. Already, the running lights were on, and the warm glow from various ports came out of the central mess and forward crew habitation area. A large thick ring four hundred meters in diameter encircled the slim fuselage of the ship on three massive arms. Unlike other ships, this ring did not turn to give the illusion of artificial gravity, but sat perfectly still in relation to the hull, providing microgravity accommodations for the two hundred colonists who slept in tiny coffin-like chambers in the ring. While asleep, they had no need for the luxury of gravity.

The small thin purser, who had been traveling with them on the cramped transport from the space dock to the ship had been an encyclopedia of information, and spoke incessantly. Solomon guessed that it was simply a case of nerves.

“Our crew of twenty are readying the last of the cold-sleep chambers for the members of your family.” The purser’s voice was high and wheedling. Solomon suppressed a grimace. The purser shrugged. “Giuseppe Fontaine owns enough of this starship to assign seats to whoever he wishes.” Glancing through the small port, Solomon watched the squat transport carrying the last arrivals dock with the starship. Looking at his watch, he noted that they should have the passengers settled and be underway in three hours. His eyes turned involuntarily to the thick well-illuminated rings, where his own sleep chamber and the chambers for the rest of the family were located. There, they would sleep away the five-year journey while the AI, the purser had told him was named Gibbs by the British programmers from BAE, performed the hard tasks such as determining just how much to accelerate and for how long, and when to flip the ship to begin the long deceleration. At the end of the journey and based on preprogrammed navigational data, Gibbs would wake the crew and flip the ship again to accelerate into the Proxima Centauri b system. Once the ship was in orbit about the planet of Shangri-La, the colonists would be awakened and transported to the surface by the Lost Horizon’s single shuttle. If everything went very well, a refueling ship would be waiting for them in orbit to refuel the Lost Horizon for the return trip to Terra.

He glanced to the small man as the purser snorted a thin laugh. “In this job, I’m no more than a fare collector in an automated bus. A very well-paid fare collector.” The small man smiled, almost humming with avarice.

The small shuttle shuddered to a stop, and Solomon waited as they had been instructed by the pilot of the pint-sized transport, until a crewmember collected them. Solomon was more than familiar with the hurry-up-and-wait attitude, but he could see the others growing impatient. Giuseppe had been more than a little surprised when, as soon as they discovered that Solomon was leaving, the majority of the Fontaine siblings trooped into their father’s office, demanding to go to Shangri-La also. One look told Solomon that Giuseppe wasn’t totally displeased with the decision.

“Fine. You can go—on one condition,” Giuseppe had said. “Solomon is in charge… period. You do what he tells you, when he tells you, or he will put you back aboard the Lost Horizon and ship you back to me here, and you may live to regret your arrival.”

Solomon leaned back in his seat and shut his eyes. He’d just wanted to get away then found himself saddled with six others, although when she finally healed, Corporal Brigit Uí Dubháin would probably be a significant help. Looking at the six, he realized that it could be worse. Each was, in some special way, brilliant. Elora was the born organizer and manager. Hepzibah was an accomplished doctor, Tristan and Jax were mechanical and programming geniuses respectively, and little Mila was a brilliant biological empath. She could touch a plant or animal and understand what it needed, if not what it was thinking. Brigit was good enough that he often wondered why she had never been tapped for Officer Candidate School. The six would fit in quite well in a colony. He was a little more concerned about where he himself might fit in.

With a heavy clunk, the boarding hatch swung open, and a young man’s head popped into the small crowded compartment. “Welcome to the Lost Horizon, ladies and gentlemen.” His attempt to bow in microgravity gave Mila a case of the giggles. “If you will all follow me, I’ll bring you to your sleep modules and get you settled in.”

Hepzibah touched the young man’s arm. “Will we dream?” she asked in her melodious voice.

The crewman blinked. “There have been reports of people dreaming in cold sleep, but usually not.” He glanced at Solomon. “Mr. Draxx?”

Solomon nodded.

“I have instructions that in the event of an emergency aboard the Lost Horizon, you are to be awakened, although I don’t know what good you can do.”

“Fine.” Solomon sighed. “It was just Giuseppe Fontaine being overprotective of his family.”

Elora touched his arm. “Daddy trusts you, Solomon.”

“It would make my life a whole lot easier of he would trust someone else.” He followed the young man through the hatch and into the waiting starship.

Like the exterior, the interior was gleaming white and smelled new. All except Solomon had taken pills so that the microgravity wouldn’t bother them, and they were floating along in relative comfort, the younger crowd oohing and ahhing at every corner and every port they passed. One by one, they were sealed into their small caskets. Elora looked so pale and frightened that Solomon finally leaned over and gave her a light kiss. A ghost of a smile crossed her face as the lid hissed shut.

“Last one,” the young crewman murmured. “We’ll be underway in two hours.”

Solomon set his microgravity slippers in a small net pouch under the casket and climbed in. His mouth was dry and tasted like something from the south end of a northbound camel. Leaning over him, the crewman connected all the sensors wired into his skintight jumpsuit that would monitor his health while he slept. As the lid hissed closed, Solomon’s thoughts were on Addy and the life he was leaving very far behind. He thought about the letter he had written her, which Giuseppe had promised to deliver. He’d tried to explain what had happened and why she would never see him again. He had told her to find someone else, and he wondered if she would ever forgive him… or if he would ever forgive himself.




 

PART 2

THE LOST HORIZON


Chapter 7

PROXIMA CENTAURI b or thereabouts

Solomon didn’t know how long he had been lying there, listening to the strident alarms before they finally registered, but the volume and the multiple screams were beginning to make his teeth ache. The small cubicle was still dark when he opened his eyes, and he was more than a little surprised to find that he was alone with the lid to his coffin standing open. His enhanced eyesight and the dim status lights on the coffin helped him find his microgravity slippers. A chill ran across his skin as he realized that the air temperature was several degrees below freezing. Something was terribly wrong.

The steady green light encircling the hatch told him there was breathable air on the other side, and he wasted no time spinning the manual lock open. A puff of only slightly warmer air struck his face, along with the smell of burned electronics and plastic. He dropped down the ladder through the access tunnel to the main ship, fifty meters below his feet. The light on this side of the hatch was also green, and it swung open on soundless hinges.

“Hello, the ship!” Solomon shouted.

Other than the distant alarms, only silence greeted him. Floating forward through nearly total darkness, he headed for the crew quarters and command module at the bow of the vessel. He stopped at the last door before the crew area and stared in dismay at the red lights ringing the door, warning of death pressure on the other side. Peering through the tiny twelve-millimeter window set into the door, he forgot to breathe. All that he saw on the other side of the door were stars wheeling slowly as the Lost Horizon with her bevy of cold-sleep modules drifted and spun. Everything else was gone—the crew quarters and control module, as well as the landing shuttle and the crew.

Solomon sat down on the floor, bouncing slightly in the microgravity. Vaguely he recalled the rushed briefing about ship operation, in which the assistant engineer had mentioned that the front half of the ship, from the crew’s mess forward, could, in an emergency, be used as an interplanetary escape vehicle to take the crew to safety. He, and the rest of the colonists had been abandoned. His head in his hands, he considered opening the hatch to space. One blast of pain, then nothing. Elora’s young face floated to his mind, followed by Hepzibah, Tristan, Jax, and finally, little Mila. He sighed and stood, determined that he wouldn’t go down without a fight, if only for his brothers and sisters. Turning his back on the small window, he floated back to the central part of the ship, where a small rectangular panel glowed faintly. It was an active computer terminal!

“Computer!” he almost shouted as he approached.

Silence.

“Computer?”

He studied the small dark rectangle mounted just below the monitor then touched a little flush button with a single finger. A tiny keyboard tilted out of the wall, and for a moment, he just stared. A keyboard? He almost added, How quaint.

He touched the Enter key and blinked as the screen lit. He’d used old keyboards once or twice while in the marines, so he wasn’t quite lost. He quickly typed in “Emergency Logic Tree” and pressed Enter. A long list filled the screen. However, only the top three were flashing for immediate attention. The top item flashing in red was “LIFE SUPPORT CRITICAL.” He pulled up a ship schematic, only to find out that the central hub for life support was located on the other side of an evacuated compartment. Using remotes from the security cams, Solomon located a single fist-sized hole punched through the tough hull of the Lost Horizon.

Hull repair kits came in small, medium, and large sizes, and Solomon very carefully read the directions for the medium. Once he’d activated the thick polymer pad, he simply placed it over the breach in the hull, from the inside. The vacuum would rupture cells in the patch, extruding a quick-hardening epoxy sealant, which would expand and fill the hole with a hard plug. Pressure could then be restored to said area, if there were no other holes. The whole problem was that Solomon didn’t have an EVA suit. A human being could remain conscious for ten to fifteen seconds in vacuum and survive for up to a minute and a half. He bit his lip, deciding in that moment that he would have to risk it and hope to hell that the shadowy companion dwelling in his blood would keep him alive.

At that point, he realized in order to get into the evacuated compartment, he would have to evacuate the compartment he was in then hope air could be restored before he suffocated. He took several deep breaths, flooding his blood with oxygen, let out his breath to prevent his lungs from exploding, and hit the Override Open button. The hatch slammed open, and Solomon shot like a cork out of a bottle into the evacuated room. His head struck the far wall in a burst of stars, then he floated for a second or two, stunned, before heading for the hull breach. The patch went on as advertised, and Solomon exited the room hastily, sealing the door behind him. He floated there, listening to the hiss of air pressure returning and waiting to pass out. He was still waiting forty-five seconds later when the red vacuum warning light went out. Taking a deep breath, he was surprised he didn’t feel particularly winded from the ordeal as he turned toward engineering.

Life support required that the breakers be reset, but it came on without a complaint when that was done. Solomon reveled in the blast of warm fresh air and the shipboard lights. The ship’s AI, housed in the center of the ship for safety, was another matter and required several hours of running new power lines from engineering before it finally reactivated. As the sensor stations activated, Solomon decided that a little help was in order and went to find Elora.

“Excuse me, sir.”

Solomon started violently, banging his head sharply on the metal hatch he was attempting to float through. “Fuck! Owww, my damned head.” He rubbed his forehead and swore again.

“My apologies, sir,” the voice, a calm slightly English-accented baritone continued. “My name is Gibbs, and I am the artificial intelligence for the Lost Horizon. Can you, perhaps, tell me who you are and what is going on? I cannot seem to establish contact with either crew or command module.”

Solomon drifted, still rubbing the knot on his head. “My name is Solomon Draxx, and as far as I can tell, the Lost Horizon hit something. As you can tell, the crew abandoned me and the rest of the colonists. When I awoke, life support was out, so I had to repair the hull breach and restore life support… and you.” He continued to drift upward. “Now I’m going to revive some human help.”

He drifted in silence for a moment. “Where did you get the EVA suit to perform the repairs in the evacuated compartment, if I may ask?”

Solomon snorted a laugh. “You may ask, and I didn’t have an EVA suit.”

“Ohhh.” Gibbs sounded taken aback. “If you have no objection, Mr. Draxx, I will begin to stabilize the roll of the ship, and determine just where we are and what our current condition is.”

“Be my guest,” Solomon replied dryly. “Could you please tell me where Elora Fontaine is located?”

“Yes, sir. Take a left at the second intersection, and then your next right. Her module is number one twenty-two. Shall I provide you some light?”

“Thanks, Gibbs, but I can see just fine.” Solomon hesitated. “On second thought, turn on the lights. Elora can’t see in the dark, and I don’t want to frighten her.”

“As you wish.”

The lights slowly came on.

“I see on the addendum sheet that you have been added to the bottom of the official chain of command for the starship Lost Horizon. I will enter your name as captain, Mr. Draxx.”

Solomon sighed. “Please, call me Solomon.”

“Solomon then.” Gibbs paused. “Tell me, Solomon, are you human?”

Solomon blinked. “My DNA is not entirely human, or so I’ve been told. Does that bother you?”

“No, sir, but then again, I’m not human, either. I would like to scan you, however, when you have a moment.”

“Feel free to scan anyone you wish to, Gibbs, especially if it will help us to survive.”

“Thank you, sir. You are coming up on module one twenty-two on your left. I should tell you that preliminary sensor readings indicate that we have power and air to last thirty days. The water will run out somewhat sooner, as will the food. I could cut back on power usage and extend our power life, but the point would be moot. What is left of this ship was not designed to handle an ambulatory crew over an extended period.”

Solomon grunted at the depressing thought that he only had thirty days to live. He spun the manual lock, pulling open the hatch. Unlike Solomon’s chamber, Elora’s was lit with a soft blue glow. He pushed a covered red button labeled “Emergency Awaken.” The small control screen below the lid showed the single word: AWAKENING. Next to it, a string of numbers counted down. When it reached zero, three minutes later, the lid opened with a hiss. A second, much shorter, string of counting numbers appeared. According to all the data Solomon could read, Elora was alive and well. When the new digital counter hit zero, Elora opened her green eyes and smiled up at Solomon.

“Are we there yet?” Her grin was impish.

Solomon tried for a confident, reassuring smile… and failed. “Not quite, my dear.” He helped her out of her coffin. “It seems that the ship was damaged and the crew saw fit to set us adrift and abandon us.”

She smiled and held on to his arm. “I have every confidence that you will get us all out of this current situation.”

He shot her a curious look then looked at his watch. “You’re in an odd mood this morning.”

She shrugged, causing her feet to drift off the deck. “It’s starting out to be a moderately odd day.”

He motioned to the long wide tube connecting the cold-sleep caskets with the rest of the ship, and she followed him gingerly down into the crippled Lost Horizon.

“Gibbs,” Solomon said as he pushed the last hatch closed behind Elora. “I would like you to meet my sister, Elora Fontaine.” He waved a hand to the air around him. “Elora, this is Gibbs, the AI of the Lost Horizon. Located in the heart of the ship, Gibbs was also abandoned by the crew.”

“Hello, Gibbs.” Elora’s voice was whimsical.

“Good morning, Miss Fontaine,” Gibbs returned politely. “I hope that you slept well.”

Elora’s whimsy turned to delight. “I did; thank you for asking.” She turned to Solomon. “That is an artificial intelligence?”

Solomon grinned. “That’s what he tells me.” Solomon was about to begin going into detail about the ship’s condition when Gibbs derailed his train of thought.

“Excuse me, sir, but you introduced Miss Fontaine as your sister. After scanning the two of you most thoroughly, I’m afraid to say that you are mistaken. Your DNA and that of Miss Fontaine are completely dissimilar, even removing the odd alien changes to yours, Solomon.”

Elora gave Solomon a long look. “Now it all makes sense,” she whispered. “All the little comments Giuseppe has made to me over the years, and especially since you arrived on the scene. You are the son of Julia and Guiseppe Fontaine, while I am the daughter of Lucinda and, I just found this out recently, Thomaso Strangini. After Thomaso died and after I was born, Lucinda married Giuseppe, who adopted me while Lucinda was pregnant with his first daughter, Novalie. That explains why Giuseppe insisted that I go with you. He knew we were brother and sister on paper only.”

Solomon looked back at Elora for a long moment, and he felt a rush a deep affection for her adopted father. Giuseppe had given Solomon his most precious gift: his daughter Elora. That, if nothing else, told him that Giuseppe thought of Solomon not as the Beast, but as his son. A longtime loner, he found the whole concept of having a mother and father, as well as brothers and sisters, unnerving.

Elora was suddenly standing nose to nose with Solomon, looking up onto his gray eyes. “That means we can get married, legally,” she said in a no-nonsense voice.

Solomon snorted. “You’re putting the cart before the horse, aren’t you? You seem to have forgotten our little predicament that we have to set to rights before we can begin to think about romance, let alone marriage, and you also seem to have forgotten the fact that I’m engaged to someone else at the moment.”

Glancing to a low couch that ran the length of the crew’s mess, she continued undeterred. “I haven’t forgotten a thing.” Her voice was slightly husky, and Solomon raised his eyes to heaven, wherever heaven was in space.

“Teenagers!” he groaned.

“Perhaps the two of you should sit down,” Gibbs said in his calm unruffled voice. “I’ve stopped the spin and have reestablished communication with the command module.”

It should have been good news, but Solomon felt a flash of dread as he and Elora drifted to the couch and “sat.” Before them hung a large viewing screen. The camera zoomed in to show the crumbled remains of the command module and landing shuttle floating at a distance of several hundred kilometers. The micrometeor shield that had been attached to the nose of the ship to protect the crew quarters and landing shuttle from micrometeorites had been reduced to twisted and torn scrap metal that hung to the side of the command module. The front half of the landing shuttle was still attached to the command module, while the stern half drifted one hundred meters away along with a significant portion of the command module. The surrounding cloud of frozen gasses, water, and other things continued to expand. He purposely refrained from asking Gibbs to zoom the camera in. It was a little early in their adventure to have Elora see the bodies of crewmen killed by decompression.

“After a data dump from the command module, I was able to determine that the captain, first officer, and two other crewmen of the Lost Horizon were killed in the initial impact. The second officer, a former fighter pilot, determined that he could fly the command module out of the debris field without navigational assistance, simply ‘by the seat of his pants,’ I believe he said. I was disabled at that point and unable to provide precise navigational references. As you can see, the second officer was wrong; the debris field was too dense for the small, lightweight command module to traverse.”

Solomon stared at the screen. “What did we strike in the first place?”

“That is an oddity, Solomon. It appears that we arrived at our destination a full three astronomical units away from out intended goal. Our programmed course took us through the very center of a debris field that was known to exist by Terran astronomers, but was poorly charted by previous unmanned expeditions. The fact that the debris field was completely artificial in nature was either conveniently ignored or unknown. We entered the debris field while we were engaged in our last turn around, allowing strikes along the entire length of the hull. We are very lucky no strikes penetrated the cold-sleep ring.”

Gibbs was silent for a moment.

“If I had some warning, I could have accomplished turnover earlier, and I would have had the opportunity to do a full sensor sweep and discover the debris. My communication log records an in-flight navigational change to our course two years into our journey. It now appears that we were meant to arrive exactly where we arrived, but not to survive.”

There was a long pause.

“Do you have enemies who are trying to kill you, Solomon?”

He thought for a second or two. “Not me, particularly, but the Fontaine family. Can you tell me what sort of debris we arrived in?”

“It appears to be spacecraft debris, Solomon. If I were to guess, I’d say that several thousand ships died here, a very very long time ago.”

“Define ‘long.’”

“I would guess sometime in the mid-Pleistocene epoch, between the Gelasian and the Calabrian ages. Approximately half a million years, Solomon.”

He stared at the screen. “Since your sensors are working again, are any of the floating wrecks under power of any sort?”

“Eight seem to be under power of some sort, Solomon. Of those eight, only two seem reasonably whole.”

He leaned forward, ignoring the fact that he was drifting off the couch.

Elora reached out casually and pulled him back.

“Show me. Gibbs. Show me the closer of those two.”

The camera swung. The first wreck, a lean barracuda-like vessel, was missing the first fifty meters of its bow, along with a significant bite taken out of the ring that encircled the aft quarter of the ship. Gibbs explained that the ring had projected a warp in space time before the ship, to allow faster-than-light travel. Great divots caused by weapon strikes dotted the deep-red-colored hull. At first glance, the damage looked too great, and Solomon shook his head. “Next.”

The next wreck, fuzzy in the screen from the distance, was massive. Strangely alien, it had neither the smooth graceful white hull of Terran ships, nor the sleek likes of the first wreck. This ship resembled a seed pod, with a half dozen heavy engines ringing the rear quarter of the vessel. One engine was damaged so badly that only a stump of alien machinery was left. Antennae and strange towers swept out of the dull gray-green hull at odd disconcerting angles. It was difficult for Solomon to tell the original finish or color because the entire hull seemed to be coated with a fine talcum-like dust. The ship carried the feeling of great age with it like a miasma.

“What a monster!” he commented to himself. “How big is that thing? I don’t have any frame of reference.”

“The vessel is 5.827 kilometers,” Gibbs answered, unconcerned.

Solomon’s eyes narrowed. “And there is power on in there, somewhere?”

“Correct.”

“And would you also be able to assume that in a craft that size there is a hangar of some sort that might even be able to accommodate the remains of the Lost Horizon?”

“Perhaps,” Gibbs said.

Elora was staring at Solomon, her eyes wide.

He grinned at the shocked woman. “Last trick question, Gibbs. Does what’s left of the Lost Horizon have the ability to move?”

“I believe I see where you are going with this Solomon. What is left of the Lost Horizon has maneuvering thrusters that would, in time, allow us to reach the wreck. I would like to point out that utilizing the thrusters in that manner would probably exhaust them, and the odds of finding a useable shuttle aboard the wreck are small.”

Solomon’s jaws tightened. “Tell me this, old friend. Do you have a better plan?”

The computer was silent for some time before it replied. “There is no better option, Solomon. I could, of course, put you both back into cold sleep in the hopes of rescue, but because someone wants you dead and is willing to sacrifice two hundred thirteen innocent people to get the job done, it is unlikely that they would mount a costly rescue mission to Proxima Centauri b. I will begin preparations to move the ship, Captain Draxx.”

Solomon rubbed his jaw in thought. I’m going to actually have to start shaving with a razor again. He shuddered slightly. “Do you have an emergency pod to be released in the event of mission failure?”

“I do, Captain. It will arrive at Terra in only three years since it has no cargo, and its message can be broadcast to ground receivers as it races by at a significant fraction of the speed of light.”

“Send it out, and tell the people of Earth everything that happened up to the time of my awakening. Let them think that their plan was successful. It will buy us some time.”

“The pod is being prepared, Captain.”

“Thanks, Gibbs.”

Elora raised a single eyebrow. “Captain Draxx?”

Solomon sighed. “It seems that your father had my name inserted into the actual chain of command on this ship. Since the rest of the crew are dead…”

“I hate to bring up unpleasantness, Solomon.” Gibbs said. “But how are you going to explore the alien vessel with no EVA suit?”

Solomon grinned. “The same way I repaired the leak in our hull, Gibbs.” He turned a very pointed look on Elora who was drifting beside him. “Since it would be better for both of us, I’d like to recommend that I share a shadow creature that’s living in me, with you. It seems that when I was in the Martian desert recently I, ah, picked up another hitchhiker.” He gave her a gentle smile. “I will do everything I can to ease your transition.”

Elora’s face went the color of chalk. “You want me to become the Beast also?” She twisted away from him, the motion causing her to float slowly across the compartment. Her voice rose a full octave. “Are you totally crazy?” Her green eyes were wild.

He sighed. “I’m saying that I want you to have every opportunity for survival that I have.”

She made swimming motions and backed away from him until her shoulders struck the nearest bulkhead.

He sighed and gave up. He couldn’t force her into it. “Have it your way then. Gibbs, how long until we reach the wreck?”

“Two days, Solomon. There are a number of large pieces of wreckage for us to dodge, and our micrometeor shield was mounted on the command module.”

“Are you absolutely sure that the landing shuttle couldn’t be salvaged from the wreck of the command module?”

“Solomon, you yourself saw that the landing shuttle is in two pieces. Even if we were to somehow retrieve the pieces and connect them back together, in less than a month, there is no fuel left on the shuttle. Sensors indicate that the fuel tanks, along with air and water, were ruptured.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“If you are up to it, Solomon, my ventral thruster was damaged and should be repaired, if possible, before we move.”

Solomon shot a quick glance to Elora, who was conveniently looking the other way.

“There is a small short-range com unit you can wear stored back in engineering.”

Solomon chuckled, aware now that even AIs could make mistakes. “Gibbs, in space, no one can make or hear a sound.”

Solomon heard a faint but profound sigh from Gibbs. “With the bone induction speaker, you will be able to hear me. To reply, you will use a simple click code. Tap the unit twice to tell me you’ve received the transmission, and three taps to have me retransmit.”

Solomon was lucky. Floating in space with no suit was bad enough, but the thruster in question mounted on the outer edge of a cold-sleep ring was a simple unbolt-and-substitute operation, and he had the unit replaced in under thirty minutes. Glancing at the cold-sleep ring from the outside, he realized just how lucky they had been. Several strikes had come heartbreakingly close to penetrating the chambers below. On entry to the ship, he found that he was shaking with the exertion and lack of air, and his head was pounding. His improved form seemed to have limits, after all.

Elora was waiting for him when he returned to the central lounge. “I’ve changed my mind,” she said in a snippy voice, as if daring him to make a comment. “Giuseppe… my so-called father would have wanted me to at least try and help.”

“Giuseppe is your father in all the important ways that matter, Elora,” Solomon said softly, touching her arm.

Her smile was wan. “What do I do now?” she asked, a little catch in her voice.

Solomon took out a small multi-tool from the tool bag and used the sharp blade to make a small cut in the pad of Elora’s right thumb. In a moment, blood had welled up to a bright-red drop. Holding his cupped palm nearby, he tried something he’d never tried before. He willed one of the shadows within him out. Nothing happened for some time, and then his hand began to fill with an oily black shadow. He moved closer to Elora, and at a few centimeters’ distance, the dark creature jumped the gap to Elora’s hand. She flinched, jerking her hand away from his.

She glared at the offended thumb and wiped the blood off on her pants. “I don’t feel anything… wait…” Her face went white. “God! It hurts!” she gasped with wide, scared eyes. “Ohhh, Solomon, the burning is going up my arm into…” She began to jerk and spasm uncontrollably.

Solomon wrapped his arm around her. In an instant, he could feel the calming influence of his own shadowy creature sooth and quiet Elora.

“It’s going to be all right, Elora,” he murmured, wrapping his other arm around her. “It may take a couple of days to get your feet on the ground with the shadow thing. It’s okay, really.” He could feel the weight of her head upon his shoulder and smell her fresh botanical shampoo when her auburn hair brushed softly against his cheek. Glancing at her, he saw that she was smiling.

Ohhh, this is very nice. She purred. For a moment, Solomon couldn’t tell whether he was hearing Elora with his ears or with something deeper.

Her emerald eyes whipped to his face. “You heard that?” she said aloud.

Solomon smiled and stood back, reluctantly unwrapping his arms from the lithe young woman. “I heard that,” he admitted. “This telepathy cropping up disturbs me, though. I’m afraid it’s new ground for the both of us.”

“What do I do now?” she asked in a small voice.

Solomon chuckled. “Get some sleep. It has been a long day for me, and I’m tired.”

That’s really too bad, came distinctly from Elora, and Solomon’s head whipped around in surprise to stare at the young woman. “You stay out of my thoughts, dammit,” she growled. “A girl has a right to her own privacy.”

“I wasn’t peeping, Elora. You were broadcasting like an old-fashioned radio station.”

The young woman’s cheeks reddened. “I think I’ll go to bed, too,” she finally said.

The following morning, Elora drifted into the central module and stopped. Floating, she sniffed the air. “Coffee?”

Solomon grinned at her from a nearby counter. “Yup. Gibbs helped me set up a microgravity coffee brewer that was located in the bottom of a storage cabinet. It actually puts out a good cup of joe.”

Elora gave the Rube Goldberg apparatus a doubtful look before she squeezed out a tube of coffee with cream and sugar already added. She took a small sip and winced. “You, Mr. Solomon Draxx, have been living by yourself for far too long if you consider this stuff good coffee. It should be used as a battery cleaner.” She took another small sip, winced, swallowed.

“Mr. Draxx, Miss Fontaine, if you would please take a seat,” Gibbs said. “We are approaching close enough to the second whole alien vessel for some visual images of our target.” Both coffee tubes floated away unnoticed as the two stared at the image in the screen.

“That sucker is bigger than I thought,” Solomon whispered.

“My instruments tell me that there is an opening on the far side of the vessel, which may be the hangar you seek. Power seems to be working in the forward areas, and there is an atmosphere of some sort, where sensors indicate at least some oxygen is available. The major damage appears to be from a central strike, probably to the control room or computer core, and one strike to engineering that destroyed one engine entirely and damaged two others. From the accumulation of dust and detritus on the hull, I would judge that this battle occurred close to a half million of your years ago. Their power systems must be incredible to have functioned for so long.” There was something akin to awe in the AI’s voice.

Closer inspection showed that the ship had a strange alien look, as though it didn’t belong in this sector of the galaxy at all. The front end tapered to a dull point, and the front half of the ship was covered with what Solomon could only describe as thick petals or leaves of some sort, but perhaps that was only a design idiosyncrasy. The appurtenant structures, which resembled the pinching mandibles of some great beetle, were probably defensive armor of some sort. Solomon stared, studying the deep pocks from weapons strikes that peppered the hull. What he had initially thought were antennae were actually towers every bit as thick as the central hull of the Lost Horizon, protruding from the central fuselage of the ship, arching forward like talons. Solomon couldn’t begin to fathom their purpose. Six thick irregularly shaped cylinders ringed the second half of the ship, extending out beyond the stern of the vessel by fifty meters. He guessed that they were a drive of some sort, although one of the six appeared to have been sheared off at the base. As they drifted nearer, Solomon noted that the two adjacent engines had suffered major damage and numerous holes had been torn through the tough material of the engine side. The entire ship, from bow to stern was a sinister olive drab color. No windows or running lights were lit, although he could see hundreds of ports strung out beneath the sheltering leaves of the main ship, with more dotting the sides of the tall inexplicable towers. Like the hull leaves, the towers were torn and ripped from the weapon strikes. He found Elora clutching his arm.

“That is the ship you were talking about?” she whispered, her eyes huge and luminous. “I’m not sure I want to go in that thing.”

“You really don’t have a choice, my dear.” He smiled to take the bite out of the words. “I will not see you die on this wreck.” He looked at the ceiling. “How are we doing, Gibbs?”

“Very well, sir. I have discovered what appears to be a hangar on the other side of the ship. Since it is within the front half, it should still have power. Shall I continue, Solomon?”

“Proceed with docking maneuver, Gibbs.”

“Proceeding, Captain Draxx.”

Elora shot him an askance look which he shrugged off. His eyes were riveted on the screen.

 

It took three hours of slow careful maneuvering to reach the open hangar door, and Solomon could do nothing but gape at the image in the monitor. The space in the side of the alien ship could have easily held a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier… sideways. Gibbs eased the bulky unwieldy craft with a delicate touch until they were fifty meters from the front of the hangar. Open to space, the front of the hangar seemed to shiver with a life of its own, like heat ripples on a hot desert. The Lost Horizon shuddered and turned its truncated nose toward the opening.

“That’s about far enough,” Solomon said, worried. “Let’s talk about how you are going to park us in that… thing.”

“I’m sorry, Solomon, but I cannot comply. This ship appears to have been snared in a magnetic web, and we are about to be drawn inside. I would advise that you sit down. The ride might be a little bumpy.”

Solomon and Elora had just planted their butts on the couch when a sudden bright light flooded into the compartment from the large port and they had gravity. Unsecured items throughout the compartments fell to the floor with a cacophonous clatter, and structural members groaned as the starship that had never been designed for gravity suddenly experienced the unexpected pull. The loudest of the crashes came from the microgravity coffee maker hitting the deck and shattering into a million pieces. Elora just smiled sweetly. They sat there for several long moments in silence, before Gibbs broke their reverie.

“If my readings are correct, the gravity is 10.00985 meters per second squared , or a little more than Terran normal, while the air in the hangar is an acceptable mix of oxygen, nitrogen, and trace gasses, if somewhat chilly at ten degrees Celsius.” Gibbs, Solomon noted, seemed flustered. “It appears that the entire Lost Horizon is being held in a suspensor field of some sort.” There was a long pause. “As you look around in the hangar, will you please keep your eyes open for a data port of some sort? I may be able to get a ship status.”

Solomon frowned. “Isn’t that a little dangerous?”

The AI actually snorted a laugh. “So the man says as he prepares to debark into an unknown starship without as much as an accredited EVA suit.”

Talk about low tech, Solomon grumbled to himself as he slid down the rope to the deck forty meters below. He was more than thankful for the high-power floodlights that Gibbs had activated to help him on his way. The single floodlight shining on the Lost Horizon from the alien ship wasn’t a big help. The engineer’s headband and mic that he wore let him have a two-way conversation with Gibbs. His boots hit the deck with a clunk.

“Touchdown,” he murmured dryly. “Beginning initial sweep.” He set out toward the nearest wall with a brisk stride. His hand light fell on a delta winged, seventeen meter long shape clamped to the far wall of the hangar, then another and another. “I’ve found what looks like small transatmospheric craft, Gibbs. Two appear to be fighters of some sort, and the third a transport the size of the Terran space shuttle. Could we use them to reach Shangri-La?”

There was silence as Gibbs studied the images Solomon was transmitting.

“I’m sorry, Solomon, but the motive power in those craft has long since expired. It’s a shame, really, because there is a small pinnace stored on the far side of the hangar that could hold you and all the members of the Fontaine family.”

Solomon sighed then stopped as his sight came to rest on a control console set in the rear of the hangar bay. He quickened his pace. “Is this what you were looking for in a data terminal?” His hand light illuminated dials, gauges, and a plethora of screens and keyboards bearing a strange language. On one side of a large screen sat a cluster of holes of varying shapes and sizes. Although he’d worked with state-of-the-art military equipment, what any of the controls in front of him actually did was a mystery.

The thump in the silent hangar made Solomon jump.

“Sorry,” Gibbs said quietly. “I asked Miss Fontaine to drop a universal interface cable for you to use to plug me in to the ship’s computer. I know that interfacing this way is low tech, but it’s fast.”

Solomon grabbed the black cable from the Lost Horizon and dragged it over to the console. Attached to the end of the cable was a universal connector that looked somewhat like an octopus with fat nubs on the ends of its tentacles, the nubs being every computer connector imaginable. The very last one was a small star-shaped plug that fit, with a little wiggling and some judicious shaving with his pocketknife, one of the waiting holes.

“There you go, Gibbs. I’ll do a complete circuit of the hangar before I return.”

“That is a sound plan, Solomon. It may take me some time to even say hello to this alien system. It is an alien language, after all.”

Somewhat later Solomon was standing at the bottom of the rope, contemplating the long climb back up and into the ship when the deck trembled under his feet. The lights suddenly came on in the hangar, washing away the shadows.

“Oh, dear!” Gibbs said. “Captain, you should get up here. We have a problem, I believe.”

Solomon began to climb, but the gravity pulling him back to the deck suddenly dropped by eighty percent. He went up the rope, hand over hand, like Tarzan.

“Was that you who diddled with the gravity, Gibbs?” Solomon asked, reeling in the rope that had given him access to the deck. He closed the outer airlock door as much as he could without severing the data cable, and only then breathed easier. “Well?”

“Yes and no, sir. I managed to establish two-way communication with the ship, only to have all of the semisentient subordinate systems turn the entire operation of the ship over to me.”

“They mutinied?” Solomon asked in horror.

“Not quite, Solomon. The secondary systems simply voted me as their central AI on the ship. Their original AI had been destroyed.”

“They were just sitting there, waiting to trap another poor sucker into fixing their problems.”

“Approximately, sir. Computer systems are very patient.”

“So, do you have any idea what you are to do?” Solomon asked gently.

“Not a clue, Captain.” There was a long pause. “It appears that they now recognize you as the Captain of this vessel and Miss Fontaine as your second-in-command.”

Solomon cursed. If it’s not one thing, it’s another.

“I believe in sharing the wealth,” Gibbs continued. “What are your orders, Captain?”

Solomon knew that the AI was laughing at him. He thought for a moment. “I’m sure that a ship of this size and complexity has a fleet of self-repair drones. Have they even attempted to fix the ship?”

“The self-repair systems were the first to fail when the central AI was destroyed. The crew had no backup to replace their central computer, so they had no choice but to abandon ship.”

Solomon winced. “That’s a hell of a way to go.” He sighed. “Have you found anything unexpected yet?”

“Yes, sir, in the medical files. The creature inhabiting you and Miss Fontaine is called a Kiniseri Construct. The creature was created at great expense for space travelers and Black Navy personnel by the predecessors of the Adaari, perhaps a million Terran years ago.”

“Black Navy?” Solomon’s mind staggered from the thought of races sailing the stars while humans still dwelled in trees. “What’s that?”

“Back on Terra, personnel assigned to military space duty were considered to be in the Black Navy, as opposed to Blue Water or wet Navies, because that is where they operated… in the black of space. To continue, the race that built and manned this vessel were called the Adaari, and they explored much of this arm of the galaxy. At the end, after millennia of more or less peaceful exploration, they met an aggressive spacefaring race expanding outward from the core worlds. The battles between the Adaari and the Bleeth were many and bloody, and what you see around us is the final remains of both fleets. The Adaari fought long and hard to keep the Bleeth from discovering that the remains of the Adaari civilization had already fled.”

Solomon’s eyes widened in understanding. “They landed on Mars,” he hissed. Beside him, Elora looked stunned.

“Mars, yes,” Gibbs continued, “but also Terra and one or two other worlds even farther outward from the galactic core. It seems that the Adaari were the origin of your species.”

Solomon frowned. “Why aren’t there any Constructs on Terra, like there are on Mars?”

“There probably were at first,” Gibbs began, “but the Constructs aren’t immortal without either a body or a dark cave in a dry climate. It seems that if the latter is present and in the right conditions, the Constructs can actually reproduce asexually. The climate, along with the flora and fauna, on Terra is rather inimical for their extended survival.”

“What was that you were saying about Constructs?” Elora muttered, clambering into the small airlock chamber with Solomon and starting to coil the rope.

“If the Kiniseri Construct finds or is installed in a suitable host, it will do it’s best to keep said adventurer alive as long as possible. The original designers found this parameter quite cost effective. A trained crewman on a spacecraft could serve in that capacity for dozens if not hundreds of years. The longest known pairing was slightly over three thousand years, and that pairing only ended when the crewman in question was shot by an irate husband.”

Even Elora laughed at that one. “It gives a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘until death do us part,’ doesn’t it?” Her eyes slid to Solomon.

He rolled his eyes dramatically but addressed Gibbs. “Okay, if you are in control now, I suggest you put all possible drones to work repairing this ship. Afterward, I should find some manuals and begin studying up on this monster, and if you can, find out about recharging the pinnace. From what I saw as we approached, I don’t believe this crate is capable of landing.”

“That is an excellent idea, sir, on both counts. According to the data network, there is no such thing as repair drones aboard this ship, but rather programmable repair nanites, so if you should see something looking like a gray fog flowing across the floor, it is probably the nanites off to fix something.”

Elora looked into the air. “What is the name of this ship, Gibbs? Did you get that much from their data banks?”

The silence stretched for several long moments. “The name of this ship is, or will be, the Lost Horizon, Miss Fontaine, and you will have to trust me when I tell you that the Adaari had a naming protocol for every situation, including this one. The name of the derelict vessel was changed to that of the rescuing vessel as soon as the mass of the smaller ship was incorporated into the larger ship. Now, I suggest that the two of you get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow will be a very busy day, I fear.”

Solomon looked around the small crew mess on the Lost Horizon. “And where do you propose that we sleep, Gibbs?” “Our microgravity hammocks won’t do us any good.”

“Why, Captain!” The AI sounded affronted. “You will sleep in the quarters I have prepared for you and Miss Fontaine aboard the new Lost Horizon. The interconnected suites are quite nice, actually. Don’t let the ship name confuse you. By tomorrow there will be only one Lost Horizon.”

Solomon chuckled at the small note of pride in the AI’s voice.

“Both rooms are directly across from the main dining hall. As you know, the Fontaine Corporation has devoted significant time and energy into food replication, and while not exotic in nature, the menu of good dishes is quite extensive. I transferred all my culinary data to the food replicator on the Lost Horizon.”

“Cool,” Solomon murmured. “Does that mean I can get a real hamburger with french fries and a cola?”

“Indeed, it does, sir, along with pizza, beer, and other gastronomic delicacies in that particular genre of food. Vitamins and minerals have been added, however, so that the nutritional value isn’t exactly zero.” There was a note of disgust in the AI’s voice.

“And where are our quarters?” Elora asked in a calm voice. The tone of her voice and the narrowing of her eyes told him that Gibbs better not play games… and she was a beast of Mars in her own right.

“Once you reach the hangar deck, you simply follow the line, miss, and it will direct you and Solomon to your rooms,” Gibbs said gently, confirming Solomon’s impression that their AI was much more familiar with the psychology of the human race then he’d let on. As if by magic, a faint blue line appeared on the hangar deck before them, leading away toward the closest door.

“Thank you.” Her voice was flat.

Solomon stopped abruptly. “Fairly soon, you should consider taking up permanent residence in this new ship, Gibbs. You were designed to control a living, moving starship, not a hulk in a hangar.”

“I…” Gibbs faltered. “Thank you, sir. I will do that thing.”

Since there was nothing more for them to do aboard the old Lost Horizon, Solomon and Elora wasted no time departing. He touched the faded pastel walls of the corridor as he and Elora walked on, marveling at the strange, almost organic feel of the material. The air in the ancient ship had a faintly musty smell, like a newly opened tomb. Solomon imagined the strange alien crewmembers bustling about their duties on the vast ship.

 

The next morning, after a good night’s sleep and a hearty breakfast, Solomon and Elora stood in the hangar, staring at what remained of the old Lost Horizon. A thin billowing fog covering the area was busily disassembling the damaged ship. Already the cold-sleep ring had been removed, with the individual caskets lined up neatly against the far wall. As they watched, a large section of white hull seemed to dissolve as it was broken down into its component parts.

“Gibbs?” Solomon said nervously. “Are you still in there?”

“Yes and no, Captain.”

Solomon watched as a large cabinet floated out of the side of the Terran ship, drifting effortlessly to the deck. “I am, as you see, in the process of being moved to the central computer location. Once installed there, I will have superior control over all ship functions.”

At his side, Elora looked… bemused.

“That’s a very good idea, Gibbs, but be careful as you connect to ship systems. Who knows what fail-safes might be installed.”

Gibbs was silent for several moments. “Thank you, Solomon. I will take care.” The cabinet, followed closely by a small keg-shaped object that Solomon assumed was a temporary power supply for the AI, headed in a stately procession for the door. “This vessel has a device the Adaari called ‘the Educator,’ that was for the use of officers and others possessing a Kiniseri Construct. In Terran society, the device was still experimental, dealing as it did with sleep learning. If you lie there, Solomon, you will learn all you need to know about ship functions.”

There was a pause.

“There are two couches ready for the captain and first officer.” Solomon glanced at Elora, who was pale and worried. “After a few hours in the Educator, we will be ready to begin reactivating the Lost Horizon.”

“Wasn’t there a big hole in the hull where the old AI was destroyed by a Bleeth cannon or missile?” Elora asked the question Solomon had been thinking.

“Energy beam, miss. Yes, there was a hole, but the repair nanites have restored the ship’s hull integrity and are busy repairing the internal structure. The central computer area has been completed and is awaiting only my arrival. You may have noticed that much of the structure of the old Lost Horizon is missing. It was used to patch the new Lost Horizon, so you could say that this vessel is really an amalgam of the two. In a few days, I should be able to restore power to the rear half of the ship and begin repairs in that quadrant.”

The console and its partner were disappearing through the door. “How are the power systems on the ship?” Solomon asked.

“To be honest, they were on the verge of failing,” Gibbs said. “In less than two hundred years, the containment on the singularity would have failed, and the ship, along with most of this wreckage, would have been consumed. I used our own power system to repair and rejuvenate the containment as best I could, but it would probably be wise to have a shipyard refit our power plant sometime in the next millennia.” He said it so calmly Solomon almost missed it, and then he blinked.

“A millennia, as in one thousand years?” he asked in a quiet stunned voice.

“Yes, Captain. If you stay aboard to get the power plant refitted, our association could be much longer. This ship, obviously, was built to last.”

Solomon glanced at Elora, to see that all expression had faded from her face, and her normally olive skin was the color of chalk. He could feel her trembling as she clutched his arm, and he had to remind himself that Elora was still a young woman who had led a very sheltered life. He sighed. “Okay, Gibbs, please lead us to the Educator.”

A blue line flickered into existence at his feet.

“After a session in the Educator, you will know and remember the location of everything in or on the ship, Captain.” Gibbs sounded smug.

“Thanks a lot.” He turned to Elora. “Coming, my dear?”

They were walking down a long corridor when Gibbs spoke. “One thing I forgot to mention, Captain. This ship has a very advanced FTL drive system.”

Solomon stumbled and stopped.

“If you wish,” Gibbs continued, “we could be at Terra in less than two weeks… real time, once the drive is operational.”

“That is a very good idea, but I think that we should complete our primary mission first: land the colonists on Shangi-La and check on things there. After that, we might pay a little visit to Mars and only then say hello to the Earth government.”

Almost reading his thought, Gibbs spoke up. “Weapons systems will be fully charged in three hundred fifty hours and capable of a shot or two by the end of the day today. Missile compliment is down to only a few dozen, out of two thousand five hundred.”

Solomon thought for a moment. “Keep your eyes open for a damaged but not destroyed munitions ship as we pull out of this cloud of debris. Mark it, and we can come back before we head for Terra.” He looked around frowning slightly. “What class ship was this, Gibbs?”

“This vessel was classified as a Ghazi-class battlecruiser, the smallest in the class. The largest ship fielded by the Adaari was the Terror-class dreadnaught, at ten kilometers in length and nearly matched by the Sword-class carrier at nine and a half kilometers. This was the last of six fleets to engage the Bleeth, and all six Adaari fleets were destroyed to the ship, but so also were the Bleeth.”

“What a waste of good men and materiel,” Solomon grumbled, following the blue line. “You would think that after millions of years of evolution, someone would have figured out that war isn’t the answer.”

Elora cocked her head to the side and shot him a questioning look. “That’s an odd thing for a soldier to say,” she said, only slightly louder than the sound of his footfalls.

Solomon chuckled. “This might sound strange coming from a marine jarhead, but I believe that most soldiers would be happy if they worked themselves out of a job. They would like to go home to their families every night and not have to worry about this enemy or that camped out on your front doorstep.”

“You’re an odd man, Solomon Draxx.” She slipped her arm through his.

He laughed. “Tell that to your father. I think he’s the one with the odd genes.”

She gave a little humph of irritation.


Chapter 8

THE KINISERI CONSTRUCT

The Educator was a small room, nine meters at a side, with several comfortable-looking couches lining the perimeter and one central console with a single chair in the middle. The walls and ceiling were a soothing green, and the floor was gray. The first two couches on the right side were illuminated by subtle overhead lights, and Solomon looked around for a headpiece of some sort, but found nothing.

“Just lie down on a couch, Solomon, and don’t worry. I’ll be monitoring you and Miss Fontaine the entire time.” Gibbs’s voice was reassuring.

Solomon shrugged and stretched out on the first couch as Elora stretched out on the second. It wasn’t long before he heard the calming contralto voice of the Educator.

“Please, shut your eyes,” the pleasing female voice said. “This only works with your full cooperation.”

He shut his eyes and immediately saw the image of the battlecruiser floating in his mind’s eye. The image was slowly spinning on a central axis as if it had been pierced by a pithing needle and stuck on an invisible display board. “This is an introduction to the battlecruiser Lost Horizon. This ship was constructed at the Detana shipyards on X'wat'e Prime for the Adaari Empire during the reign of His Imperial Majesty Kal-Balsilek XVI, and is the third ship of her class to be constructed there. She is 5.827 kilometers long, using your own measuring system, and carries a crew of one thousand. The battlecruiser has several auxiliary craft assigned to her, including one armed pinnace, four combat shuttles, and six Sabina-class fighters. Of the one thousand crewmembers, one hundred are marines, two hundred and fifty maintenance personnel, two hundred engineering, one hundred bridge personnel, two hundred scientific and medical staff, and one hundred and fifty personnel assigned to maintenance and flight crews of the auxiliary craft. The ship’s six Barine-class engines are powered by the newest singularity enhanced power system, capable of sustaining all ship functions, including energy weapons, indefinitely. Navigation is handled by…”

Solomon’s concentration drifted as sleep covered him like a warm blanket.

A light hand touched his shoulder. “You might as well get up, Solomon,” Elora said dryly. “You were snoring.”

He blinked and rubbed his eyes. “Well,” he muttered, “I guess I blew that.” He swung his feet to the floor.

“Not so,” Gibbs said. “Tell me, do you know the way to the bridge?”

Solomon snorted. “Of course I know the way to the bridge.”

“Engineering?” Gibbs continued.

“Yup.”

“Sick bay?”

Solomon’s answer came more slowly. “Yes, and I see what you are doing. I guess I didn’t miss so much, after all.”

“You missed nothing, Captain. I checked. The Educator actually works better when you are asleep.”

“Really?” Solomon chuckled. “I could have used that machine when I was younger. I hated courses.” Getting to his feet, he stuck out an elbow to Elora. “I’m headed for the bridge. Going my way, sweetheart?” He raised an eyebrow in his best Humphrey Bogart imitation.

Elora laughed lightly as she slipped her arm through his. “I’d go anywhere with you, Rick,” she said in a breathless imitation of Ingrid Bergman.

From the ceiling, Gibbs groaned.

The bridge had no windows, and Solomon knew, thanks to his recent education, that it was set back from the bow two hundred meters. When the lights came on at their entry, the first thing he noted was the one-hundred-eighty-degree wraparound viewing screen that stretched from wall to wall. A wide horseshoe of ten consoles sat before the screen, and a smaller horseshoe-shaped dais containing only two chairs sat thirty centimeters above the others and overlooked the bridge. “The left-hand chair is for the captain, the right-hand chair is for the first officer,” Gibbs informed them quietly. “Please be seated, Captain Draxx, Miss Fontaine.” The voice of the AI was more formal than his normal casual tone.

Solomon stepped up on the dais and slowly sat. The chair seemed to squirm beneath him, and he looked down sharply.

“The motion you feel is simply the chair conforming to your weight and body contour.”

“You could have told me that before I sat down.”

“Sorry.” Gibbs’s voice was totally insincere.

“You just wanted to see me get goosed by the ship—admit it.” Solomon sat with a resigned sigh. The seat squirmed, and the computer wisely remained silent.

“Captain, the seat, and by implication, the ship itself will now take a sample of your blood to add your unique DNA sequence to its memory. It will only happen once, and then I will be able to identify you anywhere on the ship, or even within a half AU.”

Solomon started at a sharp sting in his right index finger, but when he raised the digit to his eyes, the small prick had already stopped bleeding. There was a note in the air, like the chime of a deep bell, and the room came alive around him as every console lit and the view screen flickered to life to display a majestic sweep of stars. He sat back, more stunned than he wanted to admit. A cool draft of moving air—about twenty degrees Celsius, he guessed—touched his cheek. For a moment, he smelled the fresh scent of high mountain cedars. He took another deep breath and felt invigorated. His mind seemed to be operating at a hundred miles an hour, and he shook his head, frowning.

“What’s happening to me, Gibbs? I feel… strange, like my thoughts are moving at lightspeed.”

“According to the ship’s medical records,” Gibbs replied, “one of the things affected by the Kiniseri Construct is brain function. If you can think faster and clearer, your chances for survival are better.” Solomon grunted, unsure he liked the idea of a strange alien creation messing with his brain functions, not that there was anything he could do about it. He turned to Elora, who was sitting in the chair alongside his, noting that her eyes were wide and slightly unfocused.

“Are you all right?” Things had been moving so fast, and Elora was always so steady that he assumed, perhaps unwisely, that she had assimilated her own Construct with no problems.

She blinked. “I…” She shook her head and glanced down at her chair. “What just happened?” Her voice was shaky.

“The ship just took a sample of your blood. Now the ship will officially recognize your right to command, should anything happen to me.”

She gave him a cold glare.

“The ship also, in some way I don’t understand, touched our Constructs.”

“Peachy,” Elora growled sourly. “As if I don’t have enough problems at the moment.”

Solomon reached over and touched her arm gently. “It could be worse.” Sitting straight once more, he breathed deeply of the familiar fragrance in the cool breeze touching his face. “Was the cedar scent in the air your doing, Gibbs?” he asked, mentally pushing the other worry aside.

“Yes, sir,” the AI admitted evenly. “The air handlers are quite flexible in their output, and this prevents the atmosphere in the ship from smelling… stale, ‘canned’ as you would say.”

“Thank you.” He glanced at the dozen empty seats on the bridge, and an idea suddenly came to him. Smiling, he turned to Elora. “Miss Fontaine, I have a job for you. First, I would like you to wake the members of our family, considering where each might place in the hierarchy of the ship. I’m specifically looking for bridge personnel. When your family are in the process of awakening, team up with Gibbs and look over the colonist records to see if any people were marines or former military of any branch. Career soldiers would be preferable. After that, we will sit down and start plugging names into our new crew.”

She gave him a sloppy salute from where she was sitting beside him. “Moving a little fast, aren’t we?” she stated, getting to her feet.

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Gibbs, how are the repairs on the ship coming?”

“Repairs on the computer system are nearly complete, Captain. Building a new drive from scratch and repairing the other drive pods will be time consuming. Power and atmosphere should be partially available to the rear half of the ship in six days, and I estimate that we will be able to get underway with at least limited drive in four weeks.”

There was another low chime in the air.

“Ahhh,” Gibbs said with satisfaction. “Your log-in is complete, Captain Draxx. You are now officially the captain of the Battlecruiser Lost Horizon, with all pay, in Adaari credits—the most stable monetary system in the universe, and benefits commensurate to your position.”

“You sound like a salesman,” Solomon commented dryly as another chime rang out.

“Thank you, sir. My programmers attempted to give me a true human personality complete with emotional overtones. I can feel, and I can crack jokes, as you say. I felt, and still feel, the loss of my former crew, and I feel anger at those back on Terra who would sacrifice over two hundred colonists and crew to destroy you. Lastly, I feel a total loyalty to you, Solomon. You saved me, after all, and risked you own life doing so, so I suppose I owe my life to you. You also helped me to survive and leave the dying Lost Horizon. You gave me a new lease on life, so to speak. Lastly, I think that I can call you my friend, and I’ve never had a friend before.”

Solomon swallowed and wondered for a moment about what constituted life and what made a person a person. The Turing Test be damned.

Beside him, Elora laughed lightly. “I’ll bet you never expected any of this when you took the simple bodyguard job on Mars.”

Solomon sighed, amazed and saddened that the mental picture he had of Addy was fading in his own mind. Soon, she would be only an indistinct memory. To him, her memory was only a few months old, but to her, thanks to time dilation, Solomon Draxx was years in the past. He would never know if leaving her had been the right thing. The logical part of his mind pointed out that by leaving Addy, he’d saved his own biological family from certain death. He jumped when Elora touched his arm.

“Are you all right? You—went off somewhere else.”

He took a deep breath, clearing his dark thoughts. “I was just remembering all that has happened to me in the past few months subjectively, but years actually, and wondering if I made the right decisions.”

Her jaw tightened. “As far as I’m concerned, you certainly did.” Her voice was low. “I would have been dead several times over if it weren’t for you.” She grinned as she stood to leave the bridge. “Look at you now: a captain of a starship with a whole universe stretching out in front of you.”

He returned the smile as his brain reengaged. “When we get the little mess here cleared up, I think we may pay a short visit to Mother Earth and express our displeasure at their attempted murder of your family.” He laughed grimly. “After we pick up our family, of course.” He stared at the view screen. “It’s too bad we don’t have…” He frowned. “Gibbs, can we establish communication with that other mostly whole warship?” He gave Elora a quick wave as she departed the bridge. “The one with the bow shot off?”

“Yes, Solomon, but why?” came the AI’s melodious reply.

“Since they have power, I was wondering if the repair systems simply need to be turned back on and pointed in the right direction. Eventually, we would have a second ship at our disposal.”

The AI was silent for a time. “The ship in question is the Naschx'we Zhudovy, and you could classify her as a light to medium cruiser.”

Solomon stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around a bit. “We’re going to have to change that name pronto.” He rubbed his jaw, frowning and thinking of the nearly jewel-tone red of the ship in question. “I dabble in naval history, Gibbs. What do you think of the name Diadem?”

Gibbs replied immediately. “It suits the ship. Back in the day, the HMS Diadem was a Dido-class medium British cruiser, well-armed and fast. Diadem is also a jewel in a crown.”

“Show-off. So mote it be then. Once the computer on the Diadem is up and running, have it query the other power sources to see if they, too, can be repaired. No sense wasting good resources.”

“I quite agree, sir.”

“Could you show me an exterior view of the Lost Horizon? Now that I know what is what on the ship, I’d like to see it for myself.”

The view screen swung to show the great olive-green ship, from the bow and above. A corpse no longer, the great ship was slowly coming back to life. The dusty coating on the hull seemed to have been cleaned off, and as he watched, red running lights appeared on the ends of the curved towers that he knew were integral parts of the FTL drive, actually projecting a distortion in space-time before the ship so the ship could “fall” down the distortion. The view changed, and Solomon could see a gray cloud swirling about the damaged engines. The stump of the missing engine had already been attacked by the repair nanites. The blasted sections had been removed, and new metal was clearly visible. Warm yellow light streamed from ports, and vast panels set between the protective leaves, which were sensor arrays, glowed silver. The Lost Horizon looked every bit a slightly battered killer, but at the same time, the beauty of the ship grabbed at his heart. He hadn’t expected that. He watched the ship for some time.

The AI’s soft voice interrupted his reverie. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Solomon, but I believe that Miss Fontaine would like your presence on the hangar deck, where the cold-sleep capsules are located.”

Solomon stood. “If it’s not one thing, then it’s another,” he grumbled, turning for the door.

 

The Fontaine children stood in a loose knot in the spacious hangar, looking first at Elora and then at Solomon as he entered. Before he could say a word, Hepzibah, the eldest of the surviving children, stepped forward, her hands on her hips and face grim. “Elora won’t tell us a thing that makes sense, so talk… older brother.”

Solomon looked at the hard hangar deck and grimaced. “Gibbs, could you please have your nanites fabricate a few chairs for us?”

“Certainly, Captain.” The AI’s voice echoed slightly in the hangar. A gray mist that had enveloped and was quickly disassembling the recently vacated cold-sleep caskets swirled away to form seven folding chairs, all with thick blue padded seats. The family stared at him as if he had just muttered “abracadabra.”

Holding Hepzibah with his eyes, he waved to the chairs. “You all might as well sit. This could take a while.”

His sister glared at him for a moment longer before she sat, crossing her arms tightly beneath her breasts.

Solomon sat with a sigh. “It all began when I woke from cold sleep, with all the alarms in the world ringing around me.” He spoke in uninterrupted silence for another hour.

Mila squeaked once and glanced at her sister when Solomon described transferring a Kiniseri Construct to Elora. As he spoke, his brothers and sisters relaxed. He waved a hand at the surrounding hangar as he finished his tale. “And that’s how you all came to wake up here, in the hangar of the new Lost Horizon.”

Smiling, Hepzibah stood to give him a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I should have known, brother, that you were looking out for us… again.”

Tristan, Jax, and Mila were more reserved, choosing to simply shake his hand. He supposed that in their situation, he would be nervous, too. Brigit didn’t know whether to salute him or hug him, and Solomon solved her problem by giving her a hug of greeting and a warm kiss on the cheek. For some reason, he knew that Elora noted things like which women he kissed and with what level of chasteness.

Hepzibah’s smile turned sad. “It appears that Father was correct in putting you in charge once more. How many times does it make now that you’ve saved us?”

Solomon returned his sister’s smile. “I no longer count, Hepzibah. You are all my family, and I will do whatever it takes to see you all safe.” He turned slightly to include the rest in his smile. “I hope that you all had a pleasant sleep, because I am about to put you all to work, as a part of the command staff of this ship.” Every face was flustered, and he laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t drop you in cold. There is a machine on this ship called the Educator that will teach you all you need to know in a few hours. Hepzibah, you will be the chief physician and run sick bay.”

She nodded slowly. He grinned at her, thinking that they would have to sit down and have a long talk about equipping the entire Fontaine family with the Kiniseri Constructs. He feared it would be an interesting conversation.

“Tristan and Jax, you two geniuses will get engineering and maintenance. Sorry, I know that it’s a big job, but I just don’t have enough warm bodies right now to fill all the positions.”

He smiled at the youngest member of the family. “Mila, you will work in life sciences, and you will have your own position up on the bridge.” Her returning smile was tentative at best, but it was a beginning.

Then Solomon grinned at the former marine corporal. “You, my dear, will be my tactical officer. I realize that you are only a corporal, and I can’t have a lowly corporal as one of my bridge officers so… congratulations on your field promotion, Ensign Brigit Uí Dubháin.” He gave her a sharp salute then shook her hand. The young marine flushed red in embarrassment. “Of course the real brains on this ship is the AI from the Lost Horizon, because I really couldn’t captain a rowboat around a very small pond. Please introduce yourself, Gibbs.”

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Gibbs, and as Captain Draxx told you, I am the artificial intelligence who runs the ship. If you have questions, you may ask me by simply speaking into the air, or ask Captain Solomon Draxx or his second-in-command, Elora Fontaine. Speaking of our good captain, don’t let him fool you. Solomon is a natural leader, and his duty in the marines gave him piloting experience with a number of different aircraft, although none was a starship. While it will still take my repair systems several weeks to finish rebuilding and repairing the engines that were damaged, I advise you all to begin courses in the Educator immediately. We will begin the first of our operational drills in one week.”

Solomon blinked at this announcement, since it was news to him.

“In the meantime, I will show you to your quarters. Mila, if you would like, I can bunk you temporarily with Elora… until you get used to all this.”

Elora smiled at her younger half sister. “That would be very nice, Gibbs.”

Mila’s voice was little more than a whisper. “Thank you.”

“Very good,” Gibbs replied. “The dining hall is only a few steps away from your quarters, and my repair systems have just finished cleaning and refilling the Olympic-sized pool so that you all might take a relaxing dip this evening.”

Mila’s eyes got very wide. “Swim?”

Solomon laughed. “You just talked yourself into a corner, my friend. These people grew up on Mars and have probably never seen a pool big enough to swim in before.”

“Thanks,” Gibbs said dryly.

“No charge.” Solomon chuckled.

“I should probably let you know,” Gibbs continued, “that I have begun making repairs on the power system of the captain’s pinnace. The ship will be fully operational by the time we reach Shangri-La, and we can use the pinnace to transport colonists to the surface.” The AI paused as the new crewmembers slowly moved out of the hangar, chatting animatedly with Elora, who kept shooting looks in Solomon’s direction. “Speaking of transport to the surface,” Gibbs said for Solomon’s ears only as the last person left the hangar. “The Diadem has informed me that she has two thirty-man combat drop shuttles and six Sabina-class fighters available in her hangars. Like our auxiliaries, the power systems on these will need repair and recharging.”

“How did the AI on the Diadem fare?”

“Worse and better,” Gibbs replied cryptically. “The base personality matrix of the Diadem was destroyed, however much of the simple memory storage was saved. In the Lost Horizon, the ship systems were so complex that each system had its own subsidiary control structure, usually located at the site of the activity, like a system located near the navigational controls and another by the weapons systems, another by life support, et cetera. In the end, the disparate systems wound up saving the ship when the central computer was destroyed. To make a long story short, Diadem has informed me that three of the other power sources we detected could possibly be salvaged and recommissioned. Two of the sources were frigates, and a third, a fleet combat logistics ship. If this could be repaired, it would prove an invaluable source of spare parts and repair services. The other power sources are simply remains of power systems sputtering into slow failure.”

Solomon thought about it for a moment. “If the personality matrix on the Diadem was fried, what did you use to replace it?”

“Ahhh,” Gibbs murmured hesitantly, “I used a part of my own personality matrix. I twinned myself and set the operating personality to female, rather than male. While my own personality was named Gibbs and styled after a British butler, the new personality in the Diadem is named Areto and is styled after one of the Amazons in ancient Terran mythology. I felt that a more aggressive personality might be called for at this particular place and time.”

“Oh no!” Solomon groaned. “I may have to switch my command over to her when she becomes operational, just to hold her in check. I know my mythology, Gibbs. Areto was an Amazon who went with Pantariste to kill the captains and soldiers of Herakles to avenge the murder of Hippolyte, an Amazonian queen. Needless to say, the Amazons won the battle."

“Oh.” Gibbs’s voice was flat. “I may have erred, sir.”

Solomon sighed. “We all make mistakes. What else do I have for today?”

“I believe Elora wished to speak to you regarding the colonists. Several names on the list are former military.”

Solomon rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. What else?”

“There is a special cryogenic chamber on this ship that seems to contain dormant Kiniseri Constructs.”

Solomon frowned. “How many are we talking of here?”

After an uncomfortable pause, Gibbs replied, “In all likelihood, thousands, sir, if not tens of thousands. It appears that this ship was a central storage facility for the entire fleet.”

Solomon found himself sitting on the cold deck. Tens of thousands!

“Is there any way for us to tell if the Constructs are still… viable?” he asked, a sinking feeling in his stomach. “I wouldn’t want to infect anyone with something that was… dangerous to their health.”

Gibbs was silent for several seconds. “The safest way to proceed would be for a person who already has a viable Construct within them to be infected with one of the Constructs from stasis. The current Construct could be counted on to try and preserve its host’s life.”

“The operative word there is ‘try,’ Gibbs.”

“Knowing how you feel about Miss Fontaine, sir, when will you try this on yourself?”

“No sense in delaying this. Is Hepzibah alone?”

“Yes, sir. She is lying on her bed, but awake.”

Solomon pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s get this over with then.”

He touched the entry panel beside the door and heard the thin musical chime from inside.

“Open!” Hepzibah’s soft voice called out. With a soft hiss, the door obediently slid open, and she smiled warmly as he entered. “Solomon, what a pleasant surprise.”

“I need to speak with you, Hepzibah.” His voice was a little grimmer than he’d intended.

Her smile wavered and vanished before she swung her feet to the floor. “What is it, Solomon?”

He studied the lines of her face for a moment: the tiny laugh lines at the edges of her sea-green eyes, the little hints of silver in her dark luxurious hair. All the Fontaine children, both male and female, seemed to be exceptionally attractive. Of course Solomon never considered himself in that exalted category. “I need your help.” He took a deep breath then told her why.

Hands folded calmly in her lap, she listened carefully as Solomon spoke, and when he was finished, she studied him just as carefully as he had studied her. “I believe that you really love Elora more than a brother usually loves a sister.” There was an impish light in her eyes.

Solomon snorted, barely concealing his laughter. “Didn’t you know? Elora and I are brother and sister in name only, and actually not even that, since Giuseppe had my name legally changed to Solomon Draxx. Elora is the daughter of Lucinda and Thomaso Strangini. Nothing of our DNA is remotely similar, except, of course, the changes made by the Kiniseri Construct.” Her eyes widened, and he bored right on. “However, I would do the same thing even if she were my biological sister.”

She blinked. “I believe that you would, brother.” She reached out to touch his cheek. “So that is why you look so young.”

He shot her a sour look. “I would gladly have a few gray hairs in exchange for a normal life.” He studied her face. “So, will you help me?”

She laughed. “Of course. I would help you even if you weren’t trying your best to save our family.” Her face became sober. “This could be dangerous.”

His look was level. “That’s why I’m speaking with you, and not Elora.”

She nodded. “When?”

He chuckled grimly. “Are you doing anything between now and dinner?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Great!” he said with feigned enthusiasm. “I need to speak with Elora right now, and I’ll meet you in sick bay in an hour.”

Hepzibah’s face was concerned. “Are you sure about this?”

Solomon slumped. “Not really, but it’s the best I can think of to keep you all alive. Elora’s own Construct has been a great benefit. If what I’m doing is a little risky…” He chuckled. “I think that it’s worth it. In a worst-case scenario, Elora would take over, drop the colonists off on Shangri-La, and return home to Mars. After that—it would be up to her.”

“You have a death wish,” Hepzibah said flatly.

Solomon grimaced. “I suppose that depends on which side of the equation you stand on, sister dear.” He turned and left the room.

 

When Solomon entered their room, Mila was sitting on her bed, looking at the shining stars outside her port, and Elora looked up from her computer terminal.

“It took you long enough,” Elora said, her voice waspish.

Solomon groaned inwardly. “I had some things to discuss with Hepzibah. What do you have?”

She stared at him, as if trying to find fault in his words, and gave up. “Out of one hundred ninety-three colonists, twenty-two were former military. Of those, twelve were career soldiers; five marines, five air force, and two army.”

“Excellent!!” Solomon stepped forward and gave Elora a quick kiss on the cheek, grinning as she reddened in embarrassment and confusion.

“That really is super.” Mila was smirking from the bed. “Now, I need you to start plugging names into bridge slots. Take the technical types first. If there are any pilots, assign then to the auxiliaries. I’ll need at least five marines or army for landing parties.” His brain was whirling. “Gibbs, how are we doing for hand weapons?”

“This ship, of course, has a good armory, but, like other systems requiring power supplies, the weapons need some work.”

“Can you get ten weapons ready by the time we reach Shangri-La?” Solomon asked.

“Perhaps, if I get right on it. I’ll get you eight for certain.”

“Thank you, Gibbs. Make it so.”

Elora was staring at him.

“What?”

She frowned. “Who put the bee in your bonnet? I’d say that you’ve had too much expresso today.”

Solomon silently berated himself. “I guess I’m trying to do too many things all at once,” he lied. I have to get everything moving in the right direction in case…

Elora shook her head. “If you say so.” There was a note of disbelief in her voice. “I’ll do what you asked.”

Solomon gave her a long look. “Thank you,” he said slowly, before he turned and exited the small room.

 

Hepzibah was waiting for him when he entered the sterile white confines of sick bay. The front room was simply a reception area and office, while examination rooms radiated off the office like spokes on a wheel. Each white examination room had a large clear window into the office and a single heavy secure door. Solomon looked at the door sourly, thinking of the Beast. Hepzibah was obviously taking no chances.

The woman, equipped with a white medical jacket and rubber gloves, pointed to the door of an exam room. “Are you still of a mind to do this crazy thing?”

Solomon gave her a sober look. “I absorbed a Construct as a child, and then when I was in the Martian desert, I absorbed another. How, I don’t know; and why, I don’t know. I wasn’t in a safe sick bay then, and still, I survived. You know that Elora received one of my two. Now I’m going to try it again.”

Hepzibah’s look was as cold and hard as agate. “To what end, Solomon?”

“To give each of Giuseppe’s children their own Kiniseri Construct. To give them each the best chance of survival I can.” His voice was as hard as hers.

“Do you plan to do this all yourself?”

He took a breath. “If necessary. At this time I’m the only person aboard who has survived hosting two of the Constructs, and only a person with that knowledge stands a chance of… rehabilitating a new and potentially unstable Construct from the batch stored aboard the starship. Then I will use that same Construct to rehabilitate the Constructs aboard the Lost Horizon. Let’s get on with it.”

Hepzibah shook her head and followed him into the room. “Take off your shirt and lie down on the examination table.”

Solomon did as she requested, handing her his uniform shirt.

She studied his lean muscles. “Lie down, please. I’m going to have to restrain you, for your own safety, you understand.”

Solomon snorted. “I’m surprised you chose to do it inside the ship at all. Both Elora and I can breathe vacuum for up to half an hour, you know.”

Hepzibah paled. “No, I didn’t know.” She swallowed. “Can you be killed?”

He gave her a level look. “I almost died from lack of air when I repaired the Lost Horizon’s attitude jets to get us here. Yes, I can be killed. If necessary, evacuate the air in this room, and I will die… eventually.” A chill ran up his spine at the thought. “The root of the problem is that the Constructs aboard the Lost Horizon have been isolated for more time than I can imagine. The shock of suddenly having a host might make them… irrational. I’m hoping that between my own Construct and myself, we can restore sanity to the new Construct, and then use it to restore sanity to the others that are still in storage.”

Her green eyes locked on his. “I understand. Do you still wish to proceed?”

“Yes.” He lay back and put his arms at his sides.

Using a heavy nylon strap, Hepzibah secured his head, wrists, ankles, and chest to the steel examination table. She left the room and returned a moment later, holding a single clear container with a stainless-steel lid. In the container, something black moved like a thin cloud of smoke. She set the container on a table by the wall and came to Solomon. “Last chance to say no, brother. Personally, I think you’re crazy.”

“Thanks, sis. Let’s get on with this.”

She shook her head. “Okay. I’m going to make an incision in your arm and then leave the room and seal the door. Using manipulator arms, I’ll pick up the container and open the cap. Then we see what we shall see.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. “Survive this, brother. The family needs you.”

Solomon said nothing.

The small incision on his arm burned, then the door thudded closed with a terrible finality. He thought about changing his mind for a moment, then the manipulator arms unfolded from the wall and began to move. The first arm picked up the clear container from the metal table. The second arm clamped metal fingers on the lid and began to twist. Solomon heard the hiss of escaping air, and the manipulator dropped the lid to the deck with a clink. From the corner of his eye, Solomon watched a curl of dark shadow rise from the container and pause for a moment in the air, as if sniffing. It struck with the speed of a leaping cobra, and Solomon felt the burning pain radiate up his arm into his torso. His world went red…

 

He blinked his eyes open, and the room swam before him for a moment. He was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall, staring at the closed door. He turned his head, only to discover that his skull was pounding and his neck felt as if he’d been strangled. His wrists were raw and bleeding, as were his ankles and a raw band across his chest. He swung his eyes to the wreckage of what had once been an examination table welded to the steel deck. Now it was twisted and lying on its side, bloody frayed straps hanging from it like strips of flayed skin. His eyes moved on. The clear observation window was starred from several impacts, and Solomon could see where, in one place, claws had actually penetrated the impenetrable surface. The splatters of blood on the window indicated that it had been struck with flesh, rather than with metal. He shut his eyes as he remembered why he’d been put in the room in the first place.

Deep within him, he could feel the two Constructs. Their attention, it seemed, was focused for the moment on repairing his broken ribs and hands. Putting his back against the wall and using his feet for leverage, he pushed himself into a standing position. Dressed in a full decontamination suit on the other side of the observation window, Hepzibah looked back with concern, Elora at her side.

“I’ve safely absorbed the second Construct.” His voice came out as a hoarse croak. “What the hell happened?”

Hepzibah swallowed. “You came close to escaping an inescapable room. Your struggle is going to give me nightmares for a month.” Her voice was trembling, and he shut his eyes. “How are you feeling?”

Solomon snorted a laugh then groaned in pain. “Like I’ve been hit by a train. The Constructs are concentrating on repairing my internal damage at the moment, like broken ribs, a punctured lung, and broken fingers. I should be mobile in a couple of hours, set to go in a week, or so.” He opened his eyes again. “I know how we can avoid going through this again.”

“Oh?” Elora muttered in an angry voice.

He sighed. “The Construct I received from those in storage has been alone for hundreds of thousands of years. Suddenly it found itself in a strange host battling with what it perceived as a hostile Construct. It noted that I was restrained, and it fought at those restraints too. Eventually it became rational enough to realize that neither I nor my current Construct were hostile. After that things went better. All I have to do is to remove one of my Constructs and put it back in the holding tank with the others. These things are semisentient and share memories. Word will get around about what the Constructs can expect. When I’m healed, I’ll try it once more just to be sure the reprogramming has taken, and then we can start passing Constructs around to the family first, and then to the crew.” With his toe, he nudged a manipulator arm that had been torn off the wall. “Can you see anyone messing with the Fontaine family ever again once they get Constructs?”

Hepzibah came closer to the broken window. “I have a little bad news for you, Solomon.”

He rolled his eyes, expecting the worst. “Go ahead.”

“It seems that you bent the security door in its casing, Solomon. Gibbs is going to have to cut you out.”

He laughed until the tears ran down his cheeks, and the more he laughed, the more it hurt. The more it hurt, the more he laughed. He was still lying on the floor chuckling thirty minutes later when the bent security door dissolved in a cloud of gray nanites.


Chapter 9

SHANGRI-LA

Solomon looked at the bridge crew in their Adaari midnight-blue uniforms and felt a sense of pride in the way both the Fontaine family and the military colonists had pulled together to learn the idiosyncrasies of the new Lost Horizon. Unsurprisingly, the military colonists to the man had chosen to stay with the Lost Horizon as members of the crew, even before they knew of the benefits the Kiniseri Constructs would give them. Eight weeks of practice and drills while the ship repaired itself had made the bridge crew a smooth, well-polished team. The rest of the crewmembers would take a while yet, especially since the ship was still almost nine hundred fifty crewmembers short.

Solomon took a deep breath. “Gibbs, please set course for Shangri-La. Take us out of the debris field at dead slow, shields at nominal. Avoid the larger chunks wherever possible.” The stars began to swing in the forward view screen, and he felt a lump in his throat. After a delay of better than two months, an unrecognizable Lost Horizon was back underway once again.

“Now underway at dead slow, Captain.”

Several members of the bridge crew shot him glances and grins. In another two months, the cruiser Diadem would be ready to depart her temporary tomb.

“When we’ve cleared the debris field, bring us up to minimum in-system speed while we make sure that everything is working as it should.”

“I agree, Captain; however, at that speed, ETA at Shangri-La will be one hundred ninety-two hours.”

“Better safe than sorry. Thank you, Gibbs. Do we have the com frequency for the Shangri-La camp?”

“Yes, Captain. We will be in range shortly after we clear the debris field.”

Elora looked over her shoulder. “Aren’t they ever going to be surprised?”

“I certainly hope so.” Solomon gave her a wide grin, while around him, the Lost Horizon purred.

He stood in the hangar, looking at the 172 cold-sleep caskets stacked neatly, waiting to be loaded onto the single combat drop shuttle they had managed to rehabilitate from the Diadem. As it was and due to their size and weight, it would still take nearly ten trips to transfer all the caskets to the surface. The family and newer crewmembers had talked it over and decided that if the sleepers were awakened aboard the Lost Horizon, the chances were that they would want to stay on the ship, rather than hazard an uncertain life on a wilderness planet. The colonists were desperately needed on Shangri-La, and the consensus was that what they didn’t know in another week of travel wouldn’t hurt—or tempt—them. He studied the squat delta-winged combat drop shuttle, its wings folded into the storage position, and wished he’d had something like that back in his day. Reactive hull coating absorbed radar and lidar, and tended to blend with its surroundings. Muzzles of energy weapons poked from the wings, and lumpy structures beneath the body spoke of internal missile launchers. Unfortunately, the missile launchers had no missiles, and the energy weapons had only a twenty-five percent charge.

“I’m sorry to intrude, Captain, but you’re needed on the bridge,” Gibbs said politely. Gibbs would be polite, Solomon was sure, if he were announcing the end of the world.

He turned to the door. “What’s up?”

“I believe that I’m picking up the energy signature from a Bleeth ship, Captain. It appears to be orbiting Shangri-La.”

Solomon cursed and began to run.

He could feel the tension on the bridge. “Status?” he snapped, sliding into his seat.

“Several things, Captain,” Gibbs said. “The first is that I’ve detected the energy traces of a single Bleeth warship orbiting Shangri-La. Energy signature matches a Bleeth assault ship, which makes no sense. Assault ships carry up to one thousand ground assault forces, but the ships have no cold-sleep facilities. Troops could not have survived this length of time.”

Hepzibah glanced his way. “Could they be nonbiological troops?”

“Cyborgs?” Mila asked in a small scared voice.

“Probably not, miss,” Gibbs replied. “The organic part of a cybernetically enhanced organism would still fail after this period of time.”

“Robots?” Elora whispered.

Gibbs mused. “Perhaps.”

“Whatever the hell they are,” Solomon injected, “we need to take out that Bleeth assault ship. Set an intercept course, Gibbs, charge all weapon banks and ready the missiles. Set shields to maximum.” He looked around the bridge and thanked the gods for all the drills they’d done. “Sound battle stations—this is not a drill.”

Somewhere, an alarm began to shrill. It took them no more than five minutes before Elora turned to him.

“All stations report at battle stations, Captain.”

He never turned his head from the screen. “Thank you, number one. Gibbs please put me through to Shangri-La.”

“Ready, Solomon,” the AI murmured.

Solomon took a breath. “Shangri-La Station, this is the Lost Horizon. Did you miss us?” Static replied for a long while, and then…

“Lost Horizon?” The voice sounded stunned. “When you went overdue and never called, we assumed the worst. What happened?”

“It’s a long story that can wait.” Solomon could hear the despair in the man’s voice. “What’s your status?”

“Oh, God, we’ve been under attack for months now by… things. Some things are shaped like men, roughly, some like vehicles, and some like animals. They are mechanical, like robots, but much more advanced. We’re down to thirty-two men and women here now, Lost Horizon.” Solomon heard the man swallow. “Take your colonists, turn around, and go home. There is only death here.”

Solomon knew what it had cost the other man to say those words, and he grinned. “Ohhh, we’ve come a long way. I think we’ll stay and help you with your little problem.” He made a motion for Gibbs to cut the connection. “Gibbs, scan the surface for alien outposts and mark them for pest control.”

“Yes, Captain. Sensors indicate that the Bleeth ship is in a wide elliptical orbit and is just returning to Shangri-La.”

Solomon grinned. “Have they seen us yet?”

“No, Captain.”

“Good. Cut the drives and all emissions, and park us in their path. When they get close enough, raise our shields, and our tactical officer will fire.” He glanced at Brigit. “I don’t want to have to do a reattack.”

She gave him a nod and a grim little smile.

“I understand, Solomon, but it’s not very sporting,” Gibbs said.

“Goddamn it, Gibbs—this is about our survival. It’s not a game. You take every advantage you can to eliminate your opponent… permanently.”

“Yes, Captain.” The voice of the AI was… sulky, and Solomon suddenly couldn’t wait to transfer to the Diadem. “Range to target forty thousand kilometers and closing.” The ship in the screen was the color of a gray garden slug and approximately the same shape. At two kilometers long, the hull looked spotted and patched, and a large hole in the port side had been crudely plugged at one time. No ports were lit, and the ship had no running lights.

“Arming weapons,” the tactical officer said from her position, and Solomon watched targeting carets center on the approaching ship. “Raising shields… fire,” Brigit announced in a calm voice.

The shields on the assault ship flicked on instantly, the result of totally automated defense systems, and were torn to ribbons by the heavy energy weapons of the battlecruiser. Seconds later, the missiles struck, and the Bleeth assault ship vanished in a brilliant ball of expanding fire.

“Very good, ladies and gentlemen,” Solomon congratulated his staff. “Gibbs, let’s go get those surface installations.”

“Yes, Captain,” the AI replied as the big ship turned back to Shangri-La.

“Please inform our ground forces to prepare for a possible hot insertion. Prep the assault shuttle.” Solomon’s eyes were shining, and for the umpteenth time, he wished that he weren’t going into battle with only twenty-nine crewmen instead of one thousand.

Solomon looked at his calm tactical officer. “Will you be using missiles again, Brigit?”

She shook her head. “No, Captain. I didn’t think that the people on Shangri-La would appreciate the nuclear fallout from megaton-range missiles. This ship has mass drivers for planetary assaults, but unfortunately, they are still inoperative. That leaves the energy weapons.” She shrugged. “The smaller ones are still charging, but the larger ones will do, although they may burn down to the bedrock in places.”

Solomon smiled. “Do whatever it takes to clean out the vermin, Brigit.”

She grinned. “Clean out the vermin, aye, aye.”

Mila leaned over to Brigit’s position to point out locations of the Bleeth outposts to the tactical officer, while around him, the Lost Horizon hummed into battle.

“Put me through to Shangri-La, please,” Solomon said.

“You’re on, sir.”

“Shangri-La, this is Lost Horizon. The flash you probably saw in the sky was the Bleeth assault ship that has been dropping unwanted visitors on Shangri-La recently.”

“What the hell is a Bleeth?” the voice from Shangri-La muttered angrily. “And who the hell are you anyway?”

Solomon sighed. “Bleeth are the bad guys. I’m going to be landing a combat drop ship near your position with a few marines to support you until we’ve had a chance to do a little pest control on Shangri-La. When that is done, we’ll offload a bunch of colonists for you.”

“But…”

“Lost Horizon out.” Solomon cut the connection and glanced at Elora. “The conversation was getting boring anyway.”

His second-in-command turned away, trying to hide her laughter.

From the view screen, a patch of mountainside suddenly glowed sun-bright. When the brightness faded, Solomon could see a boiling cauldron of melted rock glowing in the sunlight, ringed by burning trees.

“Scratch target one,” Brigit growled. “Moving to target two.” Following her targeting coordinates, the Lost Horizon drifted over the surface of Shangri-La, pausing only once to release the combat drop shuttle before it continued on its way. Eventually, the tactical officer turned to Solomon. “All the targets Gibbs and I could see have been eliminated, Captain, but I can’t be certain that one or two concealed outposts might have escaped detection.” The young woman looked as though it physically hurt her to admit it.

“Understood, Brigit,” Solomon said evenly. “Draxx to ground team.”

A rough voice of a marine sergeant replied, “Ground team. Go ahead, Captain Draxx.”

“How are things going?”

“Surprisingly quiet, sir. I expected some resistance from the Bleeth forces.”

Solomon frowned. “So did I. I’m coming down with the pinnace and a few observers before we start downloading the colonists.”

“It’s quiet enough right now, sir. We’ll be waiting.”

“Draxx out.” Solomon turned to his staff. “I have to go to the surface. Hepzibah, Tristan, and Brigit will be in the landing team.”

Elora’s face began to redden, and Solomon sighed. He’d really intended to leave Elora safely on the ship, but he knew in his heart that it would never happen. She was just too damned stubborn. “Yes, Elora, against my better judgement, you will be coming, too.” He shook his head.

Mila, who was too young, would remain on the ship. Still sitting at her station, she wouldn’t even look at him. Jax, sitting beside her, was biting his lip, his face stricken. Solomon sighed to himself, but he knew leaving them behind was the right decision.

“Gibbs, you might think of calling in the second shift to backfill behind us, and you have the con.”

“I have the con, aye,” Gibbs replied solemnly. “And the second-shift personnel are on the way.”

Solomon stared at the planet spinning slowly in the view screen. “Gibbs, is the pinnace ready for flight?”

“Yes, Captain, but I really think that I should do the flying this time.”

Solomon sighed at Gibbs’s mother-hen attitude. “I’ve taken the pinnace out three times already, Gibbs, and I’ve landed it in the hangar without the use of automatics. That’s over and above the dozen times I’ve had it out in the simulator. It’s not so different from a marine shuttle, after all, and I’ve had hundreds of hours in one of those.”

“Fine.” Gibbs sighed. “Have it your way.”

Solomon made a quick motion to his bridge team, who were already on their feet.

“I’ll have your hand weapons waiting in the hangar,” Gibbs added.

Solomon watched in bemusement as the gleaming white pinnace appeared to slide down the hangar wall on almost-invisible rails, and out onto the deck, where it pivoted slowly until it faced the open hangar door. It was an incredibly efficient way to store small auxiliary craft and equipment, but to Solomon, it looked… odd. An ogival delta-winged craft, the pinnace was designed to look impressive, fight her way out of tough situations, and outrun enemies. In the case of the Lost Horizon, the pinnace was at least partially armed with energy weapons, but like the mother ship, it lacked functional missiles. As Solomon slid into the comfortable pilot’s seat, he hoped that it wouldn’t be an issue. A quick glance at the inside camera showed him the other half dozen crewmembers belting in. Then he raised the small ship on its antigravity field, edging it slowly out of the hangar as below him the blue-green world spread out in jewel-toned beauty.

Shangri-La was a stunning planet, slightly smaller and younger than Earth, with two shining moons. Dense forests covered its continent, and dark icy seas made up eighty percent of the world’s surface. Solomon eased the control yoke back as he remembered Gibbs’s briefing on the planetary ecology and history. Jagged mountains touched the clouds, and winters were long and bitter except on one belt of moderately sized islands that circled the equator. Settled first by Adaari colonists in the distant past, the world was fought over again and again for its resources and for its strategic position along the galactic trade routes. Since the last long-ago battle, the forests had regrown, and the deep scars of kinetic strike weapons had finally smoothed over and disappeared. Mountains rose where lush plains had once been, and not one person would remember that Shangri-La—it was known by a different name then—had once supported a population of just over a billion souls. Now the world supported a plethora of creatures well adapted to the cold, along with a few struggling human beings. The night sky was empty of everything but the stars.

Shangri-La Base Camp consisted of a large fifty-meter white dome surrounded by two dozen smaller white domes of various sizes. Sitting in the middle of a wide meadow, Solomon could see where trees had been felled to give the colonists a better field of fire, and a high three-meter chain-link fence surrounded the camp. Tall covered watchtowers built of rough wood sat at the four corners of the compound, and for a second, it looked like a medieval village under siege. Grinning to himself, Solomon could see where the ground team had moved the armored combat drop shuttle to allow the pinnace room to land between the protection of the shuttle and the security of the compound, with the nose of the drop shuttle and its weapons facing the woods a kilometer off. He caressed the controls, and the pinnace drifted down as gently as a feather, bumping softly as it settled on its landing skids. The whine of the engines descended into silence.

Solomon unbuckled, stood, and stretched. “All ashore,” he announced as he exited the flight deck to make his way through the luxurious passenger compartment. The pinnace, he noted dryly, was never intended to actually be flown by the captain of the warship.

Elora, Hepzibah, and Tristan were already up and checking their weapons, while Brigit was already armed and standing by the door. Solomon gave her a thin smile and a nod. With a hiss of chilly air, the door swung open, and the short ramp unfolded to the ground.

Jean-Philippe Lémery, the head of the international team exploring Shangri-La, was a tall lean man, with dark curly hair and intense hazel eyes. As he walked from the compound toward the grounded pinnace, he looked deathly tired. He nodded briefly as he studied the group. “I’m Jean-Philippe, the team chief,” he announced in a low, lightly accented voice.

Solomon stepped forward, holding out his hand. “I am Solomon Draxx, Captain of the Lost Horizon, and the leader of this merry band.” He glanced at the others.

The marines from the drop shuttle had unobtrusively surrounded the party as they faced the potentially hostile woods.

Jean-Philippe frowned. “I was led to believe that Bassam Shamoon was the captain of the Lost Horizon.”

Solomon sighed. He had hoped to wait until later to explain the circumstances surrounding the Lost Horizon. “There was a problem onboard the Lost Horizon, Jean-Philippe, and we had to make several adjustments very quickly.”

The Frenchman’s frown deepened. “I hope that no one was killed.”

“Actually, the entire crew was killed when the command module and the landing shuttle were destroyed.” Solomon kept his voice flat and devoid of emotion.

Jean-Philippe’s eyes swung to the pinnace and the drop shuttle. “You mean that those aren’t…”

“Movement!” a marine hissed, followed a second later by another call of “Movement!” by the marine at Solomon’s side.

Solomon turned to the marine sergeant. “Get everyone back into the compound, Sergeant, and get that drop shuttle airborne to give us support.” He touched his com link. “Gibbs, we’re under attack. Get the pinnace out of here. The ground party can take the drop shuttle back, if necessary.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The engines of the pinnace whined into life even as the ramp withdrew into the sleek hull. What had moments before been chilly pine-scented air was filled with the overpowering reek of fear.

Jean-Philippe had gone white as the marines pushed the group toward the open gate. Solomon flinched at the hiss-crack of an energy weapon discharging. Something silver that had been streaking from the woods suddenly disappeared in a ball of coruscating fire and flying parts. The team chief blinked.

“What are those weapons?” he asked, turning to Solomon. “Who are you? Your name was not on the colonist manifest.”

“My name and the names of six others were added to the list just before takeoff.” He pushed the man toward the gate. “We can discuss this later, if we survive.”

More marines were firing, picking their targets carefully to conserve energy. Solomon raised his weapon, sighted, and squeezed the trigger. Jean-Philippe flinched at the sharp hiss-crack, and fifty meters away, something that looked like a stainless-steel cat exploded in a shattering boom. The pinnace was arching into the sky as the drop shuttle lifted, the heavy energy weapons making a deeper hiss-crump. Along the tree line, meter-thick trunks exploded. The wave of robotic attackers wavered for a moment under the withering fire of both the ground and airborne forces, then turned and disappeared back into the trees.

“Follow them and wipe them out!” the sergeant barked into his com link. The shuttle swooped, belching fire and destruction, then rapidly disappeared around the curve of a low mountain. The thud of the weapons was still clearly audible, and fingers of smoke darkened the horizon as the shuttle moved farther and farther away.

A chilly breeze seemed to blow down Solomon’s neck, and he glanced at the small group of people moving through the open gate and into the compound. “Check your charges,” he said, loudly enough to be heard by all. “And stay alert. It’s not over yet.” He didn’t know why he’d added that last part, but it seemed appropriate.

Elora shot him a worried look. The heavy gate of chain-link steel and razor wire clanged shut, and Solomon saw a local technician chain the gates together and fasten the chain with a heavy padlock.

Solomon turned to Jean-Philippe, who appeared to be directing his personnel to the watchtowers. “Does that happen very often?” he asked, nodding to the woods.

The Frenchman shrugged. “Who can say? The attacks have been more frequent in the last twelve months; however, the creatures never attack in a regular pattern.”

Solomon stared at the lean man, wondering just how much the colony leader’s credulity could take. “There was a huge battle about three astronomical units from here, some time ago. The Adaari and the Bleeth forces virtually wiped each other out in the conflict. This world was a colony of the Adaari at the time, supporting a population of close to a billion souls.”

Jean-Philippe blinked, his face registering astonishment. He opened his mouth to speak, but Solomon interrupted.

“Just let me finish first, Jean-Philippe.” He took a breath. “This all happened in the neighborhood of a half million years ago. Apparently, a Bleeth warship was left in orbit around this world to guard against intruders. After a half million years, the ship survived, but not the crew, and the ship continued its assignment in the only way it could… by using robots. Of course it didn’t even start building robots until after humans set down on Shangri-La.”

Jean-Philippe had turned white and nodded. “Initial surveys indicate that this world was populated at one time,” he admitted, looking around the fertile valley. “This, we think, was the site of one of the cities.”

Solomon gave the man a sad look. “The Bleeth used kinetic energy weapons to destroy the Adaari cities. They leave no radiation, while the blast damage is similar to nuclear.”

“How do you know all this?” There was a touch of fear in Jean-Philippe’s voice.

“It’s a long story, Jean-Philippe, and—”

A flurry of gunfire erupted from the towers.

“They’re coming again!” someone shouted from the closest tower.

“Get your people back inside, Jean-Philippe,” Solomon snapped at the colony leader, but the man simply stood his ground.

“This is our world, Captain Draxx,” the Frenchman said in a level voice. “The women and children are inside, and what you see here are the local defense forces. We, too, will fight.”

Solomon shook his head. “It’s your funeral,” he growled before turning to Elora.

She simply put her hands on her hips and glared at him.

He laughed. “I wasn’t going to ask you to go and hide with the other women,” he said, in direct contradiction to what he had intended. “You, the marines, all the others have received Kiniseri Constructs before we arrived at Shangri-La. Tell your brothers and sisters that it may come down to that.”

The flat crack of chemical-powered rifles was nearly steady as the men in the towers picked off the advanced elements moving out of the woods.

“I will tell the marines—and for God’s sake,” he added in a softer voice, “be careful.”

She smiled as she reached out to touch his cheek. “You, too, Solomon,” she said, moving away. A moment later she turned back, and Solomon noted that her cheeks were red. “I just thought you should know that I love you.” She swirled away before he could say a thing.

Jean-Philippe was giving him an odd look. “I thought you said that she was your sister.” A hint of a smile touched his lips.

Solomon snorted. “Yeah, well, it started out that way. Somewhere along the way, we found out that Elora really isn’t biologically related to me at all, while I’m a true son of Giuseppe Fontaine, but under a different name… it’s complicated.” He shrugged, giving the Frenchman a rueful smile.

Jean-Philippe’s hazel eyes widened at the mention of Giuseppe’s name. “You are all children of Giuseppe Fontaine, the Beast of Mars?” the man gasped.

“Oh, fuck!” someone in a tower shouted.

Solomon glanced to the tree line to see a wall of silver robotic shapes burst out, all streaking toward the camp.

The marine staff sergeant’s eyes narrowed as he drew his two energy pistols. “Marines!” he bellowed. “Defensive positions.” He glanced down at the grim-faced Fontaine “children” and made a motion for his line of marines to make room for the civilian defenders. The marines to Elora’s right and left dwarfed her, but although her face was pale, the hand holding her gun was steady as a rock. The dozen local Shangri-La defenders, all wielding ancient chemical-propellant weapons, stood clustered in the center of the ring of defending energy weapons.

Solomon glanced at Jean-Philippe and blinked at the weapon in the man’s hands. “Is that a Colt 1911, 45 ACP?” he asked, a touch of awe in his voice. He’d had the chance to qualify with one of the ancient weapons while he was in the marines, and he’d fallen in love with the gun. Unfortunately, his own Colt 1911 was locked safely in a gun vault back on Earth. He sincerely hoped that Addy had resisted the impulse to sell the gun when he didn’t return from Mars.

Jean-Philippe grinned. “Oui. It was the only weapon I could bring with me that I could still get ammunition for.” He flushed. “I used to be a collector of ancient weapons.”

“Nice.” Solomon turned back to the fence in time to see a catlike robot bound over the three-meter fence to take out one of the armed tower sentries with a swipe to his throat. The man’s thirty-thirty rounds from his lever-action rifle had simply sparked off the thing’s metal skin. Jean-Philippe’s Colt bellowed, and Solomon watched the heavy forty-five-caliber round punch a hole in the side of the metal cat’s head. The creature fell from the tower to lay on the ground twitching, smoke trickling from its ears. Solomon’s energy weapon caught the next robotic cat in midair as it leapt to take out the tower’s other sentry. There was a flash and a crashing boom that made Solomon’s ears ring, then pieces of robot were suddenly raining down all about them. The air smelled of scorched metal and burned plastic.

“Merde!” Jean-Philippe cursed, shaking his head.

“Get your folks out of the towers, Jean-Philippe!” Solomon shouted. “Those rifles won’t stop these critters.” He paused to vaporize another steel cat that was leaping for another tower.

“Oh, mon Dieu!” Jean-Philippe gasped. “Get out of the towers—all of you!”

The men had no more than hit the ground running, when all four towers burst into flame as heavier robots shaped somewhat like great apes, but carrying explosives in crude backpacks, scrambled up and into the towers.

“Where is the drop shuttle?” Solomon shouted to the marine sergeant over the cacophony of noise and incessant fire.

The man paused to blow the head off a doglike robot that was worrying the lock on the main gate before he turned a sour look in Solomon’s direction. “I should have known the first attack was a feint. The drop shuttle went off to chase the first attacking force, and it will take the shuttle thirty minutes to get back here. In thirty minutes, our survival will have been decided. The robots are probably throwing everything they have into this last push.”

“Peachy,” Solomon replied.

“Breach in the fence!” someone behind Solomon shouted, and he turned to see five of the robotic creatures chew a hole through the tough fence and charge the embattled group of humans. Tristan, Hepzibah, and three of the marines fired almost as one, and the robots were suddenly reduced to smoking scrap. In a glance, Solomon saw that they had reduced the number of attacking forces by fifty percent, but the number still charging their position was staggering.

“Low ammo!” a marine shouted out, and the sergeant tossed him one of the few spare charge packs. Snagging the charge pack out of the air with one hand, the corporal slapped it into his waiting pistol, checked the green telltale light, and turned to destroy one of the apelike robots that had made it to the top of the fence and was struggling with the razor wire strung on the top.

“Make your shots count!” the marine sergeant yelled then turned to Solomon. “What do we do when we run out of charges?” he asked in a surprisingly reasonable voice.

Solomon looked down at the energy weapon in his own hand. The yellow low-charge lamp was blinking ominously. “You all recall how I’ve turned into the Beast on occasion?”

The sergeant nodded slowly.

“You’ve all received the Kiniseri Constructs while aboard the Lost Horizon. As beasts, we’ll be at least as fast as those things out there.” He nodded to the fence. “And our claws and enhanced strength will tear them apart. Try to keep some order in your marines after the change. It’s hard, but try,” Solomon warned. “You’d better pass the word… and keep an eye out.” He glanced pointedly at the Fontaine children. Brigit, he noticed, was in the center of the group, trying unsuccessfully to cover them all. “All of us will be in this upcoming fight, I believe.”

After shooting a quick look at the Fontaine family, the marine sergeant gave Solomon a long look before he came to attention and snapped a perfect parade-ground salute. “Beast mode. Aye, aye, sir,” he rumbled. “This should be… interesting, and it’s almost as good as ‘fix bayonets.’” Grinning, he moved to his troops as Solomon turned to the members of his family to give them all the grim news.

When Solomon was finished, he turned to Jean-Philippe. “We’re almost out of charge for our weapons, Jean-Philippe.”

The Frenchman’s skin was the color of chalk. “Then we will die together, mon ami,” he said in a resonant voice while striking a stoic pose.

Solomon shook his head, frowning. “Who said anything about dying? I was just going to warn you that things are about to get very… odd. All of us from the Lost Horizon will be transforming into… ahh…” His frown deepened. “There’s no easy way to put this, Jean-Philippe. We’ll all be turning into beasts, but you won’t be in any danger yourselves, unless you try to shoot us. We may be able to turn the tide of battle as beasts.”

The Frenchman looked confused. “Qu'est-ce que c'est ‘beast’?”

“Well—”

Three different voices shouted “Breach in the fence!!” at exactly the same time, from three different directions. Solomon raised his weapon and began squeezing off shots with the regularity of a metronome. Someone’s gun began to beep empty, then Solomon’s followed suit. One of the marines potted the last robot on the wire, but Solomon could see another wave breaking from the tree line, advancing toward the compound in leaping bounds.

“Sergeant,” he said, loudly enough to be heard over the occasional hiss-crack of the few remaining energy weapons. “It’s time.”

The marine staff sergeant gave him a long look and a short nod before turning to his troops, waving his arms and speaking with a low intensity that Solomon couldn’t hear.

Solomon turned toward the rest. “Fontaine family, to me!” he called out then waited until they had all formed a small cluster around him. Every face was pale and scared. “When I say ‘go,’ we will all change into the beast you saw me change into a few times before. Try to remember who you are and what you are about. Also, remember that although incredibly strong, you are not invulnerable or immortal. I do not want to have to bury another one of you. If you get injured, withdraw.”

Hepzibah gave him a weak little smile. “Will you follow your own advice, Solomon?”

He snorted. “That doesn’t apply to the hired help,” he said with a grin.

“You are so full of shit, Solomon. You take care of yourself, big brother.”

Solomon suddenly felt an overwhelming affection for his newly discovered family and hated himself for having to put them into harm’s way. He glanced at the sergeant, who was watching him for direction. Beyond the sergeant, the line of silver robot shapes was quickly drawing closer. He nodded.

“Now!” the staff sergeant bellowed.

The world turned red for Solomon, and his senses ratcheted up tenfold. He just restrained himself from howling, but he was sure that he heard a wolflike growl from one of the marines. The claws on his black gnarled hands were every bit of fifteen centimeters long, and his muscles hummed with strength. “Fontaines, with me!” he called over his shoulder in a snarling voice.

After taking three quick steps, he bounded over the fence in a single spring. Through his feet, he sensed the slight tremor as six other forms dropped to the ground beside him. His black brows furrowed as he turned to look at the last of the six. “Bridgit?” he growled.

The form, only vaguely recognizable as a female, smiled, and Solomon felt himself involuntarily stepping back from what looked to be a grin of pure evil.

“Fine. If you wish to come with us, I want you to look after the family, as best as you can.”

There was a growl of protest from the youngest member, Tristan, Solomon guessed, which he promptly ignored. Bridget nodded slowly. Already, he noticed that the marines were slashing and tearing their way through the incoming wave of leaping animal-shaped robots.

“Let’s go get them!” he shouted, waving his hand and pointing an extended claw at the oncoming horde of silver machines.

The hardened claws, Solomon found, slashed machined steel with little resistance, while a punch or kick served to stave in a metallic head or pelvis. One on one, or even as much as three on one, he found that he was more than a match for the robotic creatures. When the odds became five or six on one, things became a little more problematic. At one point, Solomon found himself crawling from beneath a pile of a dozen squirming machines to run for his life. With the creatures following him in a long drawn-out line, Solomon was able to disassemble the attackers one or two at a time. He sat down on the ripped carapace of a metal armadillo to catch his breath, noting with some surprise that the surviving two or three dozen robots were fleeing back into the woods, the marines and members of his own family in hot pursuit. Pushing himself to his feet with a sigh, he began to run after them. In the back of his mind, he realized that the sun had risen to slightly before noon in the planet’s twenty-seven-hour day.

 

The sun had just set behind the jagged peaks of the distant mountains, sending purple fingers of shadow probing into the valley, when Solomon finally dragged himself out of the woods to stand looking at the compound, still several hundred meters away. After hours in the darkness or near darkness, the lights of the compound were nearly blinding. “C’mon,” he said to his marine companion as he struggled to keep the man on his feet. “We’re almost there.”

The man lifted his head, peering with his one good eye, and sighed. “I never thought I’d see that place again.”

“Yeah.” Solomon thought of the last battle with the robots in their deep cave, twenty miles from the compound. Fully one hundred functional robots had been waiting for the band of fighters, but the robots never counted on the ferocity of the marines or Fontaines.

Solomon took more of the other man’s weight as they hobbled across the empty field. Despite the benefits of the Kiniseri Construct, the marine was beginning to weaken from his multiple wounds and loss of blood. At the end of the battle, every member of the little band had been wounded to a greater or lesser degree—even Elora, who had a deep gash in her shoulder. The soldier that Solomon was supporting was the most seriously wounded of the little group, and Solomon was adamant that he would see the man safely back to the compound himself, while the staff sergeant and the others saw to their injured comrades and two fallen marines. Elora and Hepzibah pulled a crude litter in which Tristan rode, with a roughly splinted broken leg and a disgusted look on his face. Brigit, her arm in a sling, walked as a guard at their side. Solomon shook his head to clear the spots of fatigue forming before his eyes. Frowning, he shook his head again, and the spots resolved into a half dozen people walking across the field from the compound to meet him. One pair appeared to have a stretcher.

He turned to his companion. “Well, my friend, it appears that we are about to have assistance,” Solomon said in a dry croaking voice.

“‘Bout bloody time,” the marine grouched, not lifting his head.

Solomon snorted a laugh as he studied the approaching people. Not beasts. The small raiding party had discovered that after a few hours of maintaining the beast form during battle, it became harder and harder to function. Toward the end of the fight, the raiders had shifted back to human form. Solomon held on until the last of the machines were destroyed and the power source that they had used to create more of their kind was set to overload. From the visible damage to the mountain and the landslides, Solomon estimated the resulting blast in the range of three kilotons.

He looked up into Hepzibah’s frowning face. “I told you I’d make it.”

She shook her head, handing him a liter bottle of water. If he’d possessed the strength, he would have kissed her, but instead, he drank the bottle in a single long pull and handed her back the empty. “Thank you.”

He watched the marines gently load the injured soldier onto the stretcher. The night sky was rapidly turning from indigo, to deep, almost black, navy blue. Breath puffed from the stretcher-bearers in white clouds, and the smells of battle and spilled blood were already fading. Somewhere, a night bird called, and Solomon was struck by the sudden thought that this would be a good world to call his home. Arms snaked around his waist, and he was amazed at how good the simple contact felt. His knees, for some strange reason, felt very wobbly.

“Do you need a stretcher?” Hepzibah asked.

“I don’t think so.” He blinked away a sudden dizziness. For the first time, he noticed the two shuttles, dark humps in the dim field. “Just get me to the pinnace, and I’ll go back to the ship.”

Hepzibah sighed. “I don’t think so, brother. I need to patch you up first and remove that steel rod protruding from your back.”

“What rod?” Solomon craned his neck, trying to look at his own back. Pain lanced through his left shoulder at the unusual motion.

“The rod that appears to be driven into your left shoulder blade,” Hepzibah said in a voice like dust. “And then there’s the gash in your thigh that will need at least twenty stitches.” She crossed her arms. “Do you want me to go on?”

“Ahhh, no,” he replied.


Chapter 10

REST & RECUPERATION

From the number of shattered remains discovered on the field around the camp and scattered through the woods, Solomon and Jean-Philippe had come up with the truly astounding number of forces they had been up against.

“Twenty-five hundred Bleeth robots?” Solomon had asked in awe. He’d initially guessed at five hundred.

Jean-Philippe had paused, looking up from his keyboard. “Oui, mon ami. And that may be low. We don’t know how many were destroyed in the destruction of the robot burrow.” Both Solomon and Jean-Philippe still hesitated to call it a camp. “Only time and vigilance will tell us if we are truly safe.” The men turned as one to stare out of the window toward the distant forest.

 

The woods were unusually quiet as Solomon and the rest of the five-man patrol stepped from beneath the shelter of the dark trees and into the brighter light of the wide valley. Thin white feathers of cloud were streaking across the Prussian-blue sky from the west, and the cool air had that dusty dry smell of snow in the not too distant future. After a week of regular patrols, the marines had yet to discover any surviving robots.

Solomon shot a quick glance at Elora, who was striding along beside him, her eyes sweeping the shady spaces beneath the trees. Since he’d left his sick bed three days earlier, she hadn’t left his side. Perhaps it was an inherent ability in the Kiniseri Construct, or perhaps it was something else, but even without looking at her, Solomon could feel Elora at his side, like a bright shadow in his mind, dispelling his shadows. He’d come to the reluctant conclusion that it felt rather… nice.

“Are you up for a little jaunt?” he asked her, trying to stifle his grin.

Her returning look was wary. “What are you up to, Solomon?” Her voice was low, meant for his ears only, and slightly husky.

“I’d like to take the Lost Horizon out on a sweep of the system, Elora, or had you forgotten about the Bleeth ship we found here on our arrival? If we don’t destroy any ships that have been left here, as soon as we’re gone, they will simply land a few more robots and start the whole cycle over again.” His brows furrowed. “I really don’t want to go through that again when we return.”

She shuddered. “Neither do I. When do we leave?” Her quick capitulation told Solomon that the thought had been on her mind, too.

“As soon as we get back and get the rest of the family together. After that, we’ll head out to the Diadem to pick up another drop shuttle. I plan to leave this shuttle here for planetary defense.”

“And… when do we leave for Mars?” She came so close that their shoulders brushed.

“It shouldn’t take too long to track down a Bleeth ship, so I would guess a week to ten days.” He gave her a knowing smile. “Miss your father?” he asked softly.

Her returning grin was crooked. “Although Giuseppe’s not my real father, yes I miss him very much,” she admitted.

“You realize that thirty years will have passed on Earth and Mars since we left. Giuseppe may not even be alive, but Xane should be.”

She looked at the ground. “I need to know, Solomon.”

“I know you do.”

The patrol stepped out of the woods, unconsciously speeding up as they headed for the compound. He wondered in a small part of his mind if Addy was still alive… and if she remembered him at all.

 

With her muted and mottled olive coloring, the Lost Horizon disappeared in the dark places between the stars, and Solomon was forced to find the huge ship by instruments alone.

“Pinnace to Lost Horizon,” he called, when they were finally close enough. “We’re ready for pickup.”

Gibbs’s voice was steady and comforting. “Lost Horizon to Pinnace. Grappling in three… two… one…” The small vessel shuddered briefly. “Welcome back, Captain,” Gibbs said as the hangar lights blazed on before them.

“Thank you, Gibbs.” It felt like a homecoming. “Warm up the systems and prepare for departure.”

“Yes, Captain. Can I ask our destination?” The AI’s voice was unperturbed.

“Do a quick sweep of this system for other Bleeth ships and then set course for the Diadem, Gibbs. We ran into a small problem on Shangri-La—a whole lot of small problems in fact—and we will have to leave our drop shuttle there for planetary defense.” He let out a weary sigh. “I’ll need to pick up another from someplace.”

There was a bump as the pinnace settled to the hangar deck, then the engines died into silence.

“A single combat drop shuttle with no missiles is a meager planetary defense,” Gibbs pointed out dryly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Solomon sagged. “Fine. I’ll be on the bridge momentarily.”

The lights were already on when the bridge staff entered, and Solomon was startled to see that the ship was already underway. Gibbs spoke before Solomon could utter a single word.

“I got us underway, Captain, based on your directions. It really doesn’t matter whether you are physically on the bridge or not. No human actually pilots the ship, after all. Fly-by-wire went out with the old twenty-first-century fighters.”

Solomon sighed. “I understand, Gibbs. What is the status of the Proxima Centauri b system?”

“Unless the Bleeth ship was aware of our presence and is purposely hiding, or is very small, the system appears clear. The first two options appear unlikely, as the original Bleeth ship was orbiting in plain sight and unaware of our approach.”

Solomon nodded in satisfaction. “What is our ETA at Diadem?”

“Three hours, Captain. Areto is aware of our impending arrival.”

A heavy silence descended on the bridge as the light cruiser Diadem finally came into view on the forward screens.

“Holy shit!” someone on the bridge whispered, and Solomon heartily agreed with the sentiment. While the Lost Horizon seemed the lumbering whale-like battlecruiser the color of a mottled green olive, Diadem was a lean and deadly looking barracuda, her repaired and needle-nosed hull the color of glistening blood. Solomon swallowed.

“Are you telling me that that ship belonged to the good guys?” he asked in awe.

“Yes, Captain,” Gibbs replied primly. “The Lost Horizon is probably the oldest of the ships involved in this last conflagration, predating most of the others by many millennia. Diadem, on the other hand, is a relatively newer ship, and incorporates many unique features, including a hull that is capable of changing color on demand. Shall I have Areto change the color?”

Solomon snorted. “Oh, hell no! I love the color, if for nothing more than the shock value. While an enemy gapes at your color scheme, you can get off a quick shot and perhaps win the battle.”

Elora stifled a small giggle.

“What’s the status of the Diadem, with a primary emphasis on her auxiliaries?”

“Areto informs me that the Diadem is fifty percent operational, Captain. Main drives and navigation have been restored, while life support in the entire vessel seems problematic, with only forty-two percent of the ship habitable. Areto reports that sixty percent of the energy weapons have been recharged, and using scrap from destroyed ships, she has even managed to fabricate and restock sixteen percent of her missile stores.”

“She can actually move?” Solomon asked, shocked. The initial estimate of the repair time had been two months, at the very minimum.

“She can both move and fight, Captain. Of her auxiliaries, the last combat shuttle and two of her fighters are now operational.” Solomon nodded his approval. “I believe that Areto would like to speak with you, Captain.”

Solomon looked at the deadly warship in the view screen with a whimsical grin. “Put her on, Gibbs.”

The screen flickered then cleared to show the hard face of an Amazonian warrior. Her skin was so pale it was nearly translucent, and the planes of her cheekbones were stiff and angular. A straight red braid as thick as his wrists hung down her back, wound with what appeared to be golden twine. Her eyes were as green as Elora’s, while a black sleeveless leather jerkin served to emphasize her wide shoulders and well-muscled arms. What she might have worn below the jerkin was hidden by the screen angle. She was a striking figure, especially when she smiled to show brilliantly white teeth.

“Hello, Captain Draxx. It is a very great pleasure to meet you at last,” she said in a surprisingly deep voice and perfect American English.

Solomon smiled. “Hello, Areto. It’s good to meet you also, and I’d like to say that you have a hell of a good-looking ship there.”

Areto beamed in pleasure. “Thank you, sir. I’d like to point out that I’d have had nothing if you and my brother Gibbs hadn’t saved me.” Her face became serious. “I owe you my life, Captain Draxx.”

Solomon sighed. “Please, Areto, if we’re going to work together, call me Solomon, unless the situation is formal.” Inwardly, he couldn’t believe that he was holding a conversation with what was basically a computer. Alan Turing would surely have turned over in his grave at the human responses and inflections generated by the AI.

Her smile was wide, and her green eyes sparkled with pleasure. The image of Areto looked so real, Solomon almost believed he could touch it. “Thank you, Solomon.” She took a deep breath, and Solomon noticed that beneath the fitted jerkin, she was what he would call stacked, and then some.

“Gibbs mentioned that you have a small problem with planetary security. I would like to recommend that I assume orbit over Shangri-La, temporarily, until I can get more of my fighters assigned to planetary defense. I can retain one shuttle on board, while I leave the remaining drop shuttle with a full charge for the energy weapons and a fifty percent load-out for missiles within two weeks.”

Solomon rubbed his chin. “That will work, Areto. How are your own stores for fuel?”

She smiled. “Good, and getting better. I should be able to get some fuel to Lost Horizon before it becomes an issue to Gibbs. Once the combat logistics ship is underway, fuel and stores will no longer be a problem.”

“How long will that take?” Solomon asked, the beginnings of an idea percolating in the back of his mind.

Areto sighed. “Two to three months. The two frigates were shot up pretty badly, and the combat logistics ship had taken a shot to her drives, which will have to be totally rebuilt. I had to send over many of my own repair nanites to begin the repairs on those ships, and that is why my own repairs are incomplete.”

Solomon grinned. “Don’t let it bother you. Set your nanites to keep making repairs and then leave them to do their jobs. You will eventually have to perform sentry duties over Shangri-La.”

Areto returned the grin. “Keep making repairs… aye, aye. Sensor sweeps indicate that of the two thousand plus ships involved in this action, and that includes both Adaari and Bleeth, five hundred can, given a little time, be rebuilt and their power plants reactivated.” Areto gave him a very deliberate wink. “Eventually, you will have to change your rank to admiral, Captain.”

“When pigs fly, Areto.” Solomon chuckled. “Can you follow us back to Shangri-La?”

“Without a problem, Solomon.”

“Good, then please do so. Lost Horizon out.”

Areto vanished to be replaced by an image of the slim shape of the Diadem. Already, her anticollision lights were flashing as she powered up her drives.

Elora gave him a long hard look. “You’re smiling, Solomon, and I know that look. What do you have planned?”

He reached over and patted her cheek. “It would spoil the surprise if I told you.” Her glare should have swatted him like a fly as he stood and turned for the bridge exit. “Gibbs,” he said softly into his com, “will you please put me through to Areto again?”

 

The pinnace, along with the fully fueled and armed drop shuttle banked toward the lush valley on Shangri-La. The two descending vessels had already passed the ascending shuttle that was heading back to the Lost Horizon, and the midmorning sun was bathing the valley in a warm golden glow. Flying the pinnace, Solomon found, was dead easy, and he eased the control yoke back as he reduced the thrust, settling the small craft gently to the ground one hundred meters from the battered main gate. A small delegation from the colony was waiting as he descended the ramp.

“It’s good to see you again, Jean-Philippe.” He extended his hand.

After a moment’s hesitation, the colony leader took it. “And you also, my friend.” Jean-Philippe looked troubled. “There has been some disquiet in the camp since the battle.” The hazel eyes studied Solomon carefully. “People have been asking me what exactly you are, and I do not have an answer.”

Solomon glanced at Elora then back at Jean-Philippe. “It’s a long story, Jean-Philippe, and I probably should tell everybody at the same time.”

Jean-Philippe held him in a long flat look for several moments. “You saved our lives, and we owe you that much.”

Solomon’s jaws tightened. “Yeah. Well, lead on.” His mouth was suddenly as dry as dust.

Most of the camp joined the crewmen of the Lost Horizon in the large dome. Some stood, and others sat on the floor. Most of the male colonists had grim looks on their faces, and Solomon sighed as he stepped to the middle of the room. He was relieved to find Elora at his side.

He looked at the wall of uncertain, distrusting faces, resisting the impulse to snarl at them. “How quickly you seem to have forgotten,” he began, “that if it wasn’t for the quick action of the men and women in my party, you all would have been literally ripped to shreds by hordes of mechanical monstrosities.”

Several faces in the audience flinched.

“We haven’t forgotten,” a sandy-haired mountain of a man growled, stepping forward. His left arm was in a sling. “We’re just not anxious to jump from the frying pan into the fire.” He glared at Solomon with dark suspicious eyes. “We saw you all turn into creatures just as deadly as those mechanical things.”

Solomon noted the marines taking up unobtrusive positions to guard the Fontaine children. Brigit, her hand not so unobtrusively on the butt of her energy pistol, stepped casually behind him and Elora, covering their back. The speaker saw the motion, too, and his face paled. Solomon could smell the strong odor of fear in the enclosed room.

Solomon glanced at Jean-Philippe. “Could I get a cup of coffee, please?”

Soon, a cup of steaming liquid was pushed roughly into his hands. Solomon took a long sip, resisted the impulse to spit the unpalatable drink on the floor, and stared at the crowd over the rim. “I’d like to tell you all a little bedtime story.” He couldn’t keep the sarcasm completely out of his voice. “I’m forty years old, but my story starts twenty-nine years earlier.” He caught and held Jean-Philippe’s eyes. “You see, I was born on Mars in the year 2160, the first son of Giuseppe and Julia Fontaine. The name given to me at my birth was Malachai Fontaine.”

There were a number of startled gasps.

Solomon smiled grimly, glancing at the cluster of young people standing at his back. “These are most of my surviving brothers and sisters.” He chuckled dryly. “And I suppose that I would have to admit that we are not totally human any longer. It began deep in the Martian desert, in a cave not built by human hands…”

Sometime during the next two hours, Elora took his hand in hers, and he was more thankful than he could say for the silent support. He paused once, and someone slipped him something to drink that was considerably stronger than the cup of bitter coffee he’d had earlier. He tossed it back in a single swallow, coughed, and continued.

Eventually, the story came to an end, and Solomon stopped, looking over the crowd of suspicious faces until a tall aristocratic-looking woman stepped forward, her eyes bright. He noted in passing that there was more than a little silver shot through her black hair, and dark worry lines etched her fine face. Her question was blunt.

“Can your Kiniseri Construct heal my son?” she asked, her eyes pleading. “A month ago, during the first of the robot raids, my son Lucien fell from one of the towers. The medic here says that the fall ruptured his spleen, and at this remote location, there is nothing he can do but to ease his pain. He has, perhaps, another two weeks to live.” She leaned forward, her eyes intent.

“Marie… no!” Jean-Philippe gasped, stepping forward and reaching for her arm. “You don’t know…”

The woman turned toward him, her eyes blazing. “I would make a deal with the devil himself, Jean-Philippe, to save our son.” The colony leader staggered back, as if struck, and she glanced at Solomon. “And I do not think that this man is the devil we all believe him to be. So, can this Construct save my son?”

“Yes,” Solomon replied without hesitation. “I would advise that you receive a Construct first, so that you may assist your son in his… transition. He has been sedated for so long that to suddenly awake to the Kiniseri Construct could be… disconcerting.” He gave her a level look. “When I first received it as a child, I managed to kill a number of people before I was moved to Earth.”

“Did you kill people after you arrived at Earth?” The woman’s voice quavered.

“Yes, ma’am,” Solomon replied in an even voice, and the tall woman flinched. “But then I was in the marines at first, and then I worked with the Boston Police Department.”

She swallowed. “Since you arrived on Earth, have you ever killed anyone by accident?”

He held her eyes. “No. And I can tell you truthfully that the Construct saved my life on many occasions.”

The woman took a deep breath, straightening. “Please prepare a Construct for myself and my son,” she said firmly.

Solomon could see that Jean-Philippe was struggling with his own emotions as he stepped up beside his wife. His face was very pale. “I will do this thing also, Solomon.”

“Thank you, Jean-Philippe,” Solomon said, nodding. “I will have the marines go back to the Lost Horizon and fetch a few Kiniseri Constructs for you. We have plenty to spare.” He didn’t bother to point out that he could have as easily transferred Lucien to the sick bay on the Lost Horizon to heal him there. This way, he figured, he would gain a world full of allies at his back. Bending closer to Jean-Philippe, he pitched his voice for the man’s ears alone. “I will send down enough Constructs for all your people and then some, along with enough for all the colonists newly arrived from Earth. I guarantee that when others see the true import of the Kiniseri Construct they will all want one.” He gave Jean-Philippe a long look. “I would recommend awarding the Constructs to young people when they turn sixteen. Any earlier might be… dangerous. Like the name implies, the thing is a construct subject to the will of the biological host. If that will is flighty or uncertain, then things could get… difficult,” he finished, shrugging. “The marines will also bring down the first load of colonists.” He grinned to the colony leader. “They’re still frozen stiff, and I’ll leave the thawing and explanations up to you.”

A look of vast relief had descended on the Frenchman’s face. “How could I have ever doubted you, mon ami?”

Solomon chuckled. “I would have mistrusted me in similar circumstances, Jean-Philippe, but I should go now. There are about a million things to do.”

Jean-Philippe was smiling as Solomon turned away.

 

With the help of the marines, the colonists managed to raise a new thirty-meter dome specifically for the new colonists. Colonial construction workers quickly discovered that the strength of the beasts made raising the plasteel supporting beams to the ceiling much easier. As the period of post-battle recuperation came to an end two weeks after his little impromptu history lesson, Solomon guessed that fully half of the original colonists had already received their own Kiniseri Constructs, with the others waiting impatiently as their names ticked down on the receiving roster. Jean-Philippe and Solomon had agreed that it would probably be better if the colony waited until the Lost Horizon was well gone before they woke the bevy of sleepers. Solomon looked up as a smiling Marie Lémery came up to stop beside Jean-Philippe, giving him a quick peck on the cheek. Beside her stood a tall, straight-backed young man with short sandy hair and a strong aquiline nose, just like his father, Jean-Philippe. He gave Solomon a long serious look.

“I understand that I owe my life to you, Captain Draxx.” The youth’s voice was gravelly, and his cheeks hollow, both the result of his near terminal injury, but the hand he held out was rock steady.

Solomon shook the youth’s proffered hand, returning the smile. “There is no debt, my young friend. Please call me Solomon.”

The young man smiled thinly and glanced down at his hand, which rippled from tan skin to woodland green, to black and back to tan. “I would like to join your crew, Captain, if you will have me. Both of my parents agree that it is my sole decision.” He glanced at the newly erected dome. “We seem to have enough colonists to keep the colony operating at the moment.”

Solomon glanced at the young man’s parents, who gave him curt nods. Jean-Philippe was smiling, but Marie wasn’t. “I accept,” he said, turning back to Lucien. “What are your specialties, if I might ask?”

Lucien grinned. “I’m above average in mechanical and electronic systems, and I’m a crack shot.”

Solomon looked over his shoulder at a group of milling marines and shouted. “Staff Sergeant Rodríguez, front and center!”

It took no more than thirty seconds before the mountainous marine was standing before him at attention, his eyes staring the regulation fifteen centimeters above Solomon’s head. “Staff Sergeant Emilio Rodríguez, reporting as ordered, sir.” He snapped a rigid salute.

Solomon returned the salute, his face impassive. “At ease, Staff Sergeant, before you break something. I have a present for you.” He glanced at Lucien. “I have a recruit for you, straight from the local militia.”

The staff sergeant’s eyes flicked to the young man.

The marine groaned, rolling his eyes to the sky. “Really, sir?”

“Really, Staff Sergeant. Take the young man away and swear him in. I’m sure you’ll file off all of his rough edges.”

“I will do that, sir. You can count on it.”

Solomon turned back to the youth, raising an eyebrow. “Are you still interested, Lucien?”

The young man swallowed. “Yes, sir, I am.”

Solomon shook his head in mock disgust. “Staff Sergeant, you may take your victim away now.”

The marine glared at the boy. “This way, boot.” He jerked his head toward the rest of the marines.

Marie Lémery stared at the retreating back of her son. “Was that such a wise idea, Solomon?”

Surprisingly, it was Jean-Philippe who answered. “Lucien is safer with the staff sergeant than he is with us, my dear.” He glanced at Solomon. “The marine recognized us immediately and knows exactly what happened to Lucien.”

Solomon smiled. “The staff sergeant also knows that I would be extremely displeased if something were to happen to Lucien while he is in the staff sergeant’s charge.” Marie flinched at the sound of steel in Solomon’s voice. “Lucien will be as safe as any of the marines can be.”

The woman took a quick step forward and kissed Solomon on the cheek. “Thank you, Captain.” She kissed him on the other cheek. “You have given our son his pride back.”

Solomon laughed. “He may curse my name in a few weeks.”

“When will you be leaving, Solomon?” Jean-Philippe asked, putting an arm around his wife’s waist.

“Tomorrow morning, early. The Diadem will be remaining in orbit, at least temporarily, until Areto can get all of her fighters functional and stationed for groundside defense. The shuttle we’re leaving for you will be fully fueled and as close to fully armed as we can make it. The shuttle itself has a rudimentary AI that cannot only fly the shuttle, but program the fighters for a wide variety of missions. Three of my marines have volunteered to stay here to form the backbone of your local militia and program the fighters until we return and train your folks in the use of the two dozen energy weapons we will be leaving for you.”

Marie smiled, the relief at being able to see her son again clear in her eyes. “You will be returning?”

“In a month or two,” Solomon said, turning to Jean-Philippe. “You might begin thinking of a location for another settlement.” Solomon bit his lip. “Something on the coast, I think, and a little closer to the temperate zone.” He grinned.

Jean-Philippe frowned, concentrating. “I seem to remember a suitable coastal site closer to the equator. I recall that there were ruins discovered there, but the initial team wanted to settle in the mountains, so here we are.”

“The coastal location sounds just fine, Jean-Philippe. If you would, please send the shuttle and set up a small storage dome containing suitable building supplies. We’ll take it from there.”

“We?” Jean-Philippe gave him an askance look.

Solomon smiled. “I’ve thought, once or twice, that this would be a nice world to call home… or at least home base.” He glanced at the dark-blue sky and deep-purple mountains that seemed to float on waves of dark-green trees. “Shangri-La, indeed. I need to shanghai an entire Buddhist monastery for this place. The Buddhists won’t mind, I don’t think, and I know the Chinese would just love to get the Tibetan Buddhists out of their hair.”

The Frenchman snorted a laugh.


Chapter 11

PROBLEMS AND RESOLUTIONS

Solomon slid into the captain’s seat with a small sigh. In the view screen, the bloodred Diadem was just sliding into view over the curve of the world, while clouds obscured the snug valley far below on Shangri-La. He knew that snow would be falling soon on the colony, as a long cold winter finally settled in. Save some unexpected disaster, the colony stood to weather the winter in good shape. Not one of the slightly battered colonists had requested a return to Earth, and that surprised him somewhat. Four residents, including Lucien Lémery, had volunteered to join the meager crew of the Lost Horizon and from all indications were fitting in quite well.

“All systems are prepared for departure, Captain,” Gibbs said in the almost-still air of the bridge. “What destination?”

Solomon had given it a lot of thought. “Bring us in above the plane of the ecliptic, a couple of astronomical units from Mars, and slow us down. I don’t want any tracking systems to pick us up. When we get in range, I’ll take the pinnace in directly to the Fontaine Estate.”

“Will you be needing the marines?” Gibbs asked in a flat voice.

He almost said no. “Have Staff Sergeant Rodríguez assemble half a dozen marines as a security detail.” He glanced over to a pale Elora sitting on the XO’s seat. “We aren’t sure what we’ll find. Things were in a state of flux when we left, you might say.”

“Very good, sir.”

“What is the ship status, Gibbs?”

“Sixty-seven percent operational overall, Captain,” the AI replied slowly. “Navigation and drives are fully operational. Life support is fifty-seven percent operational. Several decks for personnel accommodations are unserviceable, and there are still a few glitches in the food replicator program. Some crewmembers are complaining that the food gives them gas.” Gibbs continued right along as Elora fought a losing battle to a bout of giggles. “Energy weapons are fully operational, but I was only able to scrounge a few missiles from the fabricator on the Diadem. As important as this ship was in the scheme of the Adaari war effort, I’m surprised that at least one modern fabricator wasn’t installed.”

Solomon nodded. “At least a fabricator for fuel would have been good.” He paused. “What else?”

“The pinnace and the combat drop shuttle are stowed for the voyage, but fully operational, as is our single remaining fighter. I lent the other to Diadem for planetary defense. Those three are only a small fraction of our normal complement of auxiliary craft.”

“Anything else?” Solomon asked, wondering what had happened to all the assigned craft of the Lost Horizon.

“That is all, Captain.”

“Do we have shields?”

“Yes, Solomon. Energy and physical deflectors are fully functional. The Diadem utilizes a different shield technology, but it accomplishes much the same thing.”

He frowned. “Do you think that there might have been different species involved in the Adaari fleet? It would make sense, if you look at the different ship configurations and sizes.”

“Perhaps, Captain,” Gibbs responded slowly. “I haven’t had an opportunity to delve into the Adaari historical archives.”

“Whenever you have the time, Gibbs. I’m not rushing you. Is the rest of the ship and crew buttoned up and ready to go?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good. Engage the drive and take us to Mars.”

The bow of the great ship turned a few degrees to starboard and down, then the stars blurred. Solomon couldn’t hear, so much as feel in his feet, the pulsing of the engines. There was absolutely no sensation of movement. “We are now underway, Captain. Arrival in the Sol System estimated in three hundred eighty-four hours.”

Solomon grinned, suddenly anxious to see Giuseppe again. He winced when he thought of how old his father would be when he arrived back on Mars, banishing the thought of whether or not he was still alive almost before it was formed.

Elora touched him on the arm. “As the second-in command of the Lost Horizon, I’ve taken the liberty of scheduling fitness classes in the ship gym.” She gave him a predatory smile. “You and the marines are scheduled for hand-to-hand combat training for the next two hours. After that, you have your choice of swimming or the treadmill for your cardio phase for the next half hour.”

He was about to snap a hard reply when he took a long look at her. “Tell me, Elora, do you swim?”

She opened her mouth, her cheeks reddening, but no sound came out.

“Miss Fontaine has a newly fabricated Speedo swimsuit, Captain, which she has never worn,” Gibbs inserted helpfully. “Areto ran it off for her the day before yesterday.”

The young woman’s cheeks reddened as Solomon gave Elora a self-satisfied smile. “Gibbs, please ensure that Miss Fontaine joins me at the pool after my hand-to-hand training.”

“It will be my pleasure, sir.”

When Solomon joined Elora at the pool later, he was so entranced at the sight of her in her new Speedo that he actually missed his step and fell into the pool.

 

Approximately two and a half weeks later, the bridge personnel were hushed when the much-changed Lost Horizon arrived back in the Sol System. To Solomon, the stars looked all the same at first, until he picked out the three stars named Mintaka, Alnilam, and Alnitak that made up Orion’s Belt. Suddenly, Cassiopeia, Ursa Major, and Ursa Minor seemed to blaze out of the view screen at him, and his heart pounded. They were home again under a familiar sky.

“Captain,” Gibbs murmured over the excited buzz of voices from the bridge personnel. “I would like to discuss something with you in the captain’s briefing room… now would be good, Captain.”

Solomon made a motion to Elora and stepped down from his seat, Elora at his heels. He looked at Brigit. “You have the con, TACO.”

The much more mature tactical control officer gave him a brief nod in return. “I have the con, aye, aye.” Without another word Solomon and Elora departed the bridge.

He hadn’t known where the captain’s briefing room was located until Gibbs showed him the way. He didn’t even bother to sit when they arrived in the small, sparsely furnished room. “What’s the problem, Gibbs?”

“I am sure that our arrival went unnoticed in the Kuiper Belt, Solomon. I have been monitoring Terran transmissions since we entered the system, and things do not look good.”

A screen flickered to life, showing a dozen warships in high Earth orbit, clouds of smaller support ships and transports flitting about them. After the ships he’d been dealing with for the past several months, the ones on the screen looked crude and flimsy. The white headline on the screen read: EARTH FLEET PREPARES TO ATTACK MARS. In the background, announcers joked with each other that the rebels on Mars had nowhere else left to run.

“Indications are that the fleet will launch for Mars in a matter of days,” Gibbs said. “Technology must have improved, for all the news agencies seem to agree that the travel time to Mars is only three weeks, despite Mars being at its most distant from Earth. It appears, Captain, that we arrived in the nick of time to rescue the people of Mars.”

A system map replaced the news shots on the screen.

“As we discussed, we will hide in Jupiter’s shadow as we approach, at which time you will launch in the pinnace. The very size of the pinnace will prevent its detection by Terran forces as they approach Mars. You stand a very good chance of sneaking in and out as you originally planned. We may even have the chance of sending in our combat shuttle to pick up more refugees, if the situation warrants. Nothing the Terran fleet has can match the speed of the pinnace or the drop shuttle.”

Solomon smiled grimly. “That’s very good, Gibbs. Begin preparing the pinnace and the drop shuttle for deployment, and put the marines on deployment alert. After we depart, move the Lost Horizon very stealthily into the asteroid field as close to Mars as you can get.”

“Can I ask what you intend, Captain?” A wary note marked Gibbs’s voice.

Solomon shot Elora a quick wink. “I plan on setting a little trap for the Earth fleet.”

Elora rolled her eyes. “Merde!” She had picked up a number of rich French curse words while they were on Shangri-La. “I’m coming with you,” she announced, her anger making her green eyes glitter with a jade fire.

Solomon simply smiled. “I expected you to all along. The rest of the family will remain here in safety. Ensign Brigit Uí Dubháin will have the con while we are away.”

“You’re going to get us in trouble again, Solomon,” Elora said with some resignation.

~~~

Solomon sat grinning in the pilot’s seat of the pinnace, watching the mad scurry of activity on the grounds of the Fontaine Estate. He turned to Elora, who was sitting at his side in the copilot’s seat. “I think tnhat we caught them by surprise.”

She sighed. “You should have realized that this pinnace has very good stealth systems. Mars radar and lidar never even saw it.”

“I knew that. Shall we go out and see if our family is around?”

“After you.” She waved a hand, and Solomon stood.

The security detail from the Lost Horizon had already spread out to the right and left when Solomon and Elora stepped down the ramp and onto the red Martian sand. Solomon reached down, picked up a handful, and let it slowly trickle through his fingers. The smell of sagebrush and growing things was even stronger than he’d remembered. In the distance, alarms bleated, and troops wearing ruby-red uniforms were pouring out of the main gate, their weapons raised. Solomon rolled his eyes, stepping forward with his hands raised.

“Perhaps we should all cool down a little before someone makes a mistake,” he called out in a voice that was steadier than he felt. “Some of you may have heard of me. My name is Malachai Fontaine, also known as Solomon Draxx.”

“Solomon? Elora?” a voice called out from the rear of the soldiers, then Giuseppe pushed his way through the nervous men. “Lower your weapons, you fools. Didn’t you hear him? These two are my son and daughter.”

With some doubtful looks, the weapons were lowered, and Solomon breathed a sigh of relief, for a number of reasons, just as Giuseppe embraced Solomon, pinning his arms to his side with a surprisingly strong clasp. Elora was weeping as she joined the two men, wrapping her arms about both in a group hug. The older man looked up.

“What are you two doing here?” His eyes fastened on the pinnace. “And where the hell did you get that?”

Solomon grinned, suddenly guessing the truth. “You’re looking well, Father.” He gripped Giuseppe’s muscular arm. “I see you decided to accept a Construct.”

The older man frowned. “A what? Are you talking about a shadow creature?”

Solomon smiled. “The shadow creatures are called Kiniseri Constructs and were created to assist spacemen and colonists by an ancient race nearly a million years ago.”

Giuseppe nodded. “Are the rest of my children…” His voice choked with emotion.

“All the rest are fine, Giuseppe, and are safe aboard the Lost Horizon.”

“The Lost Horizon? How…”

Elora shot Solomon an angry look.

“You should know better, Solomon.” She turned to her father. “The original Lost Horizon was damaged on arrival at Proxima Centauri b, and then abandoned by the original crew. Solomon saved the family and the colonists by moving us all to an ancient warship we found drifting in the wreckage of a massive battle. That ship is the newly christened Lost Horizon.” Elora gave her father an impish grin. “She has an FTL drive.”

“But why are you here?” Giuseppe frowned then flushed. “I see.”

“There is a Terran warfleet on the way, Giuseppe. We came to take you all to Shangri-La,” Solomon inserted. “It really is a Shangri-La now.”

Giuseppe looked troubled. “There are over five hundred of us now, son. We can’t abandon those who supported us and—”

“The Lost Horizon has a crew of less than one hundred. Her normal compliment is one thousand, and we could squeeze another three hundred or four hundred into the hangar for the short three-week trip.” Solomon grinned at Giuseppe’s stunned look. “But tell me, Father, do you have any Buddhist monasteries on Mars?”

Elora gave him a sharp look.

The elder Fontaine looked troubled. “Actually, almost an entire Tibetan monastery was moved here as refugees. There was some talk that they fled Terra only to die on Mars.”

“Numbers, Giuseppe, I need numbers. How many are we talking about?”

Giuseppe looked glum. “Nearly one hundred from the monastery, with another two hundred from the nearby village.”

Solomon sighed in relief. “Good.”

His father blinked.

“I think we can make this work if we hustle.”

Elora put her hands on her hips to glare at him. “Solomon Draxx, what do you have up your sleeve? I’ve caught two or three hints up to now, but I know that the Lost Horizon can’t possibly hold that many refugees.”

Solomon pulled out his Adaari PDA and checked the time and date, then replaced the PDA to remove a sleek com unit from his pocket. He winked at Elora before he spoke. “Are you there, Areto?”

“You took your sweet time, Solomon,” the slightly tinny female voice replied from the com unit. “I’ve been watching you since you arrived.”

“Are you ready to take off some Buddhist refugees?” he asked, watching the emotions wash across Giuseppe’s face.

“I suppose that you’re referring to the Buddhists someone stuck at the base of Olympus Mons. What a screw-job that was.”

Solomon coughed. “You’ve been tuning in to Terran entertainment broadcasts, I see.”

Giuseppe laughed. “Let the lady curse all she will, Solomon. It was a screw-job, and everybody knows it.”

“Who was that, Solomon?” Areto asked.

“That was my father, Giuseppe.”

“I think I’m going to like him. Hello, Giuseppe,” she called out. “We should sit down some time, and I’ll tell you about your son’s exploits. There was talk of raising a statue to him on Shangri-La.”

“Areto,” Solomon snapped. “That’s enough of that. Socialize on your own time.”

“Yes, Captain, but you know that since I am the AI of the light cruiser Diadem, I really don’t have any free time.”

Solomon’s smile never reached his eyes. “Exactly.”

“Prude,” she scoffed. “I’ll speak with you later, Giuseppe, after Solomon has gone to bed.”

Giuseppe was staring at Solomon. “That was an AI?”

“I’m afraid so, Giuseppe. Her name is Areto, and her base personality matrix is that of an Amazon warrior.” He smiled. “I rather like her.”

“Why, thank you, Solomon,” Areto purred.

“You would,” Elora growled. “You set this whole thing up with Areto, didn’t you?” There was an angry snap to Elora’s voice.

“Let’s just say that I had a suspicion things were going to require something more than stealth,” Solomon confessed. “I also didn’t want to worry everyone if it wasn’t necessary.” He pulled out the com again. “Areto, how long will it take you to load the Buddhists from Olympus Mons? Did you bring your own shuttle, or will you need ours?”

Areto laughed. “The gravity of Mars is relatively light. I can set the cruiser down and simply open a ramp into the hangar and load everyone in. I brought the drop shuttle in case you needed it.”

Solomon blinked in surprise. “That’s very… cool. Please send the drop shuttle our way. Giuseppe, could you please call the head man at the monastery and tell him that help is on the way. Tell him that where they are going it will be as cold as Tibet, and as mountainous. Tell him that there are no Chinese there, or anyone else, save a handful of humans at the moment. Tell him the ship will land to pick them up. Have him look for a…” He paused. “Areto?”

The AI actually giggled. “Tell him to look for a three-kilometer-long bloodred barracuda. The hangar door will be midway on the starboard side. They have perhaps four days to board before the Terran forces arrive and I have to leave.”

“I…” Giuseppe swallowed. “I will tell them, Areto. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“You’re welcome, Giuseppe. Is there anything else, Captain?” she asked as Giuseppe withdrew his own com and began to speak rapidly.

“No, Areto. And thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll set down at Olympus Mons just after sundown.”

“Very good.” Solomon looked up as Lucinda and a tall, serious-faced Xane pressed through the circle of soldiers, and for a few minutes, he and Elora were busy greeting their family.

The family sat in a small intimate sitting room after dinner, sipping strong Martian brandy and filling each other in on the happenings of the other side of the family. Giuseppe’s face, although younger looking than Solomon remembered, looked worn with worry.

“After you left, things were quiet for the first few years, as the Terran powers absorbed the implications of the Fontaine family’s rise to power. Then the saber rattling began, and the attempt by Terran forces to retake control of Mars. By then we had a standing army of three hundred, all enhanced with what you tell me are Constructs. The attempt by Terra failed, and most of the attacking forces were killed. The rest were sent back to their home world, their tails between their legs. It was then that the Terran governments found out about the Constructs, and they began to build their fleet. That was ten years ago, and now they are prepared to strike. My contacts tell me that the Terran fleet has orders to sterilize Mars.” He shrugged. “I tried to send a communiqué to Terra explaining that all the shadow creatures had been assigned hosts, and the people in the cities were innocent of any wrongdoing, but they wouldn’t even listen.”

Solomon nodded. “The Constructs were probably assigned to a refugee ship from Adaari, and because of the climate actually managed to survive the deaths of their hosts. I wonder what the Terran forces would do if they knew they were all Adaari descendants.”

“Nothing, probably.” Giuseppe finished his drink and sat, looking about the ornate sitting room. “Probably nothing like this on Shangri-La, is there? I really love it here on Mars.”

Solomon touched the man’s arm. “I know you do, Father, but wait until you smell the air on Shangri-La. It’s like a fine wine. Think of the Alaskan coast or the Norwegian fiords before man came. That is Shangri-La.”

Giuseppe smiled. “Thank you, Solomon, for all you have done, and are doing.”

Solomon nodded then grinned at the man. “Elora and I found out about Elora’s background, especially when compared to mine.”

“Oh?” Giuseppe’s face reddened slightly, and at his side, Lucinda smiled.

Xane frowned in incomprehension, and Solomon took pity on his brother.

“It goes like this, Xane. I’m the son of Giuseppe and Julia Fontaine, as are you. Elora on the other hand, is the daughter of Lucinda and Thomaso Strangini. Sometime later, Thomaso died, and Lucinda married Giuseppe, who adopted Elora and treated her as his own flesh-and-blood daughter.”

Xane’s eye’s filled with mirth as he looked from Solomon to Elora. “So, brother,” he said in his deep resonant voice, “have you set a date yet?”

“No,” Solomon admitted.

Elora smiled. “Yes.”

Solomon shot her a hard look.

Xane passed Solomon a long gaze but addressed his question to Elora. “I take it you haven’t told him yet. When, if I might ask, were you planning on springing it on the poor dope?”

Elora’s smug smile widened. “When he no longer had the opportunity to run away.”

“Ahhhhh.” Xane nodded sagely.

Lucinda leveled a cool scrutiny on her daughter. “You should have waited, then. He still looks a little wild about the eyes.”

Elora gave a gay little laugh. “Oh, I know Solomon quite well by now. He’s painted himself into too many corners to run away without abandoning all those he cares about.” She cast a quick look around the table.

Giuseppe offered the brandy to Solomon, who poured two fingers into his own empty glass before handing the crystal carafe back to Giuseppe. The older man gave him a sympathetic smile.

“Lucinda caught me in a similar trap,” he admitted. “You’ll get used to it after a while.”

Xane was leaning back in his chair, not quite grinning. “How did you know that the time was ripe, Elora?” he asked, finishing his drink.

Elora locked Solomon in a green-eyed stare. “When I saw how he looked at me the other day at the pool, I knew.”

Xane frowned. “You have a pool, on a starship?”

Solomon nodded sourly. “Yeah, and wait until you see your fair sister in her Speedo. You’ll see why I fell in the pool.”

Lucinda began to laugh. “You fell in the pool?”

For Solomon, the evening went downhill from there.

 

The next day, thoughts of the approaching Terran warfleet loomed large in Solomon’s mind, as well as evacuating as many as he could from Mars before said warfleet arrived. If he was late, then the fleet would arrive, forcing him to fight his way out. Solomon didn’t relish the idea of destroying a dozen warships and their crews. It wouldn’t even be a battle—it would be a slaughter, and he wasn’t that much of a beast.

Giuseppe came up beside Solomon, slapping him on the shoulder, as they watched the sixth load of family and retainers lift off in the drop shuttles for the Lost Horizon. ”How is it going, son?”

“Very well, Giuseppe.” Solomon’s eyes didn’t leave the disappearing shuttles. “I guess that one more load will do it.”

Giuseppe grimaced. “We have a few more who won’t be here until late tomorrow.”

Solomon winced. “That’s when the Terran fleet is scheduled to arrive in Mars orbit. How many are we looking at?”

“A dozen Force Recon marines were caught in the open desert and are returning as fast as they can.”

“Damn. We won’t leave them behind. Maybe we could meet them halfway. Where are they coming in from?”

“The Hesperia region by ground skimmer.”

Solomon closed his eyes, picturing the map of Mars. “We can do it… I think… maybe.” He was having trouble sounding confident. “After we’ve sent the last load to Lost Horizon, I’ll fly the remaining shuttle to pick up the marines. Gibbs, the AI from the Lost Horizon will pilot the pinnace. When we’ve picked up the marines, I’ll turn off the stealth systems and then, along with the pinnace, head for the asteroid belt, where Lost Horizon will be hidden and waiting. The only difficulty will be going slow enough for the Terran fleet to keep up with us. I’ve already modified the engine output about as much as I can to resemble the output of a standard Terran military shuttle. They’ll think we’re going to a retreat hidden in the asteroids, which we are, kind of.”

He glanced at the knots of people waiting for the next shuttle to arrive. Some had meager bags of possessions, and all looked fearful. A small cart trundled by, loaded with the Fontaine family possessions. As it passed, Solomon recognized a meter-square cage with several familiar forms curled and apparently sleeping in the bottom. “Bringing the cats is a very good idea,” Solomon said, noting the two dozen tranquilized felines. “There are plenty of birds for them to hunt, and a number of mouselike rodents.”

Lucinda came up to stand by Giuseppe, carrying a suitcase in her left hand. At her side, Xane toted a large duffel bag. All three faces, Solomon noted, were pale and drawn, but Lucinda managed a smile as she looked at her husband. “How are the Buddhists doing with their evacuation?”

He sighed. “Quite well, actually. It seems that the Tibetans lost almost everything they had when they were relocated from Earth to Mars. Given the opportunity to relocate to somewhere like Tibet, but without the Chinese—they jumped at the chance. The abbot told me less than an hour ago that all the Buddhist refugees were nearly loaded aboard the Diadem. Apparently, the hardest time people had was convincing the Tibetan tribesmen that they didn’t have to bring wood into the ship to cook their food and that hot nutritious meals would be provided.”

Solomon studied Giuseppe. “What will you do about the estate, father?”

Giuseppe’s smile was positively feral. “The entire estate is rigged.” He handed Solomon a small device the same size as a com unit, but with a single red button on the top. The button was secured with a lid so that it couldn’t accidently be depressed. “This is the detonator. Push it when you are at least five kilometers distant, preferably ten. I’ve been told that the radiation will subside… eventually.”

Solomon’s com buzzed, and he turned slightly away from the others. “Solomon.”

“This is Areto. The Diadem is just lifting off, Captain, and the cargo is secured for the trip. My Tibetan may be a little rusty, coming as it does from Gibbs’s ancient memory chips, but I believe they are singing songs of thanksgiving to Buddha. Sensors indicate that the Terran fleet is closing more rapidly than you estimated. This is going to be close, so don’t hesitate to call for help.”

“Thanks. Any sign of the returning shuttles?”

“They’re almost there, but don’t waste time. Get in and get going.”

Solomon laughed. “Yes, Mother.”

“I’m serious. Be careful. Sensors indicate the Terrans are loaded for bear.”

“Especially when they thought that there would be nobody on this end to shoot back at them,” Solomon snarled. “I’ll let you know when to make your appearance.”

“Diadem clear.”

Solomon let out a relieved breath.

Lucinda looked at him in silence and raised a single elegant eyebrow.

“Areto just told me that the Diadem is clear and the shuttles are almost here. Get all your people into a single shuttle and tell the onboard AI to go. If things are too tight, put all the personal possessions on the shuttle with me. I’ll leave with the second shuttle to pick up the marines, and the pinnace will go with me to provide a suitable distraction. Don’t stop until you’re back on the Lost Horizon. After that, Gibbs, the AI on the Lost Horizon, will know what to do.”

Lucinda didn’t look happy, but she nodded. “It will be as you say, Solomon. I will repeat what I heard the AI from the Diadem tell you—be careful. We lost you once, and yet you returned to us. We don’t want to lose you a second time.”

Solomon gave her a kiss on the cheek as the wind from the landing shuttles ruffled her hair. “I will be very careful, Mother.”

“Liar!” Laughing, she turned to her husband.

Solomon sprinted for his shuttle and quickly belted himself into the pilot’s seat just as Elora plopped down beside him. The look she gave him, along with her single raised eyebrow, was exactly the same expression Lucinda had used on him only minutes before. The look dared him to say anything at all.

“Everything stowed away?” he asked, surprising her.

The haughty look on her face faded somewhat.

“Yes,” she said.

Through the walls of the shuttle, he heard the low roar as the first shuttle lifted with its load of passengers for the Lost Horizon.

“You had better buckle in, then,” Solomon reminded her and gave her a small smile. “This may be an interesting trip.” She buckled her belt without a word, but Solomon saw in her face that something was bothering her. “What is it?”

Elora shook her head, mouthing, “Later.”

He shook his head. “Fine. Be that way.” Reaching in his pocket, he withdrew the small detonator and handed it to Elora. “Hold on to this for me. I’ll need it quite soon.”

Both of Elora’s eyebrows crawled up.

Vectoring the thrust for a vertical takeoff, Solomon slowly pushed the thrust controller forward, and the shuttle rose into the air. In the windshield, he could see the pinnace a kilometer ahead and a thousand meters higher. In the departure angle camera, the estate looked deserted and forlorn, all alone in the wide red Martian desert.

“Shuttle Two, this is Shuttle One.” Giuseppe’s voice came out of the overhead speaker, and Solomon jumped a little.

“Shuttle Two.”

“Lucinda just wanted me to check that you had departed.”

“Roger that.” Solomon checked his ‘distance since takeoff’ on the digital display as the red landscape flashed five thousand meters below the small craft. “We’re reaching ten kilometers from the estate, so you might watch your monitor if you care to.” He turned to a wide-eyed Elora. “Please open the top and push the button, my dear.”

Her face may have been the color of chalk, but her hands were steady as she flipped open the security lid and pushed the button. The departure angle camera went white and zoomed back to display a growing mushroom cloud, all red-and-black fire. Solomon guessed the yield was somewhere in the low megaton range. A few moments later, the shuttle shook briefly as the blast front passed them.

“AI, time to rendezvous?” he asked the shuttle.

“Our speed is currently Mach 2.5,” the monotone voice said, “and inputting the location and speed given to me by Areto, rendezvous with the friendly forces should occur in forty-five minutes. Loading should take no more than five minutes if there are no delays. The first of the Terran warships will enter Mars orbit in fifty-five minutes. To prevent our destruction, we will have to go to a nearly vertical climb at maximum programmed velocity.”

“Shit, that’s close,” Solomon whispered.

“Indeed it is, sir. If it is your idea to alert the Terran fleet to your presence, your exit from the Martian atmosphere will stand out like a blazing flagpole.”

“It is my intention,” Solomon said stiffly.

The AI was silent.

Solomon watched the range-to-target indicator slowly tick down and started slightly when Elora touched his shoulder.

Her face was serious, her eyes sympathetic. “I was going through a recent data archive back on the estate when I came across this. I’m sure that Giuseppe knew and intended to tell you, but with all the confusion…” She handed him a single sheet of paper.

The headline on the article began: Boston detective killed in the line of duty!

Solomon closed his eyes at the sudden stab of pain and loss. Opening his tear-filled eyes, he read on.

“October 14, 2218 Boston Metropolitan Police Detective Addilyn Simms was killed in a firefight with drug dealers yesterday, along with her longtime partner Detective Edward Kerry. A Police spokesman reported that both detectives were wearing high-grade body armor, but that armor couldn’t stand up to the military-grade energy weapons the drug dealers were using. The investigation into the whereabouts of the drug dealers and perpetrators of this horrendous crime continues.”

 

Solomon carefully folded the paper and, without a word, handed it back to Elora. Her face was stricken. Her long association with Solomon had given her a deep understanding of how much he cared for Addy Simms and how much the news hurt him.

“Are you all right?” she asked in a low voice that barely carried over the rumble of the engines.

He took a deep breath before turning her way. “Hell no, I’m not all right. But if you mean am I going to do something stupid, then the answer is no.” He squeezed his eyes shut to hide his pain from the woman who sat beside him. “As you are so fond of pointing out, I’ve painted myself into a corner again, and the lives of a lot of people are depending on me.”

“Us!” Elora inserted firmly. “I’m sitting right here beside you, Solomon. They are counting on us.” She looked determined, and to her surprise Solomon nearly smiled in return.

“Excuse me, Captain,” the AI interrupted tactfully, “but sensors indicate the party we are to recover no more than five minutes ahead.”

Solomon blinked. “Already?” he asked the air.

“Actually, we are three minutes over our allotted time, Captain, but luckily, so are the Terrans.”

He shot Elora a sheepish look. “I guess I should concentrate on my driving, eh?”

She looked at her feet. “I shouldn’t have told you right now, but if I didn’t…”

“I’m glad you did,” he said softly as a targeting caret appeared on the red desert far below them, “for a number of reasons. Here we go.” He finished in a hard voice as he pulled back on the thrust. The drop shuttle fell like a brick. He was sure that the stubby delta wings had been added to the shuttle as an afterthought, just to break the unrelieved lines of the flying brick. Solomon rode the thrust gently, setting the shuttle down on the road directly before the speeding skimmer. The rear troop hatch banged open, sending a tremor through the entire vessel. “Get them in!” he snapped to Elora. “Quickly!”

Without a word, she was already running to the rear compartment. A few moments later Elora bounced into the copilot’s seat beside him. “Our dozen passengers are secure,” she announced, buckling up.

Solomon glanced to the timer on the tactical display. “That was quick.” He reached for the thrust control. “Only three minutes to buckle our passengers in.” He pushed the thrust controller forward, and the combat drop shuttle screamed for the sky. To his port and above, the pinnace matched his climb, trailing a long fiery tail as it burned through the thin Martian atmosphere. Muffled curses came from the passenger compartment.

“Oh, hell,” Elora muttered.

Solomon glanced up from his controls. On Elora’s tactical HUD, a dozen bright crimson dots were just coming over the wide curve of the planet.

He stared at the display. “I guess it’s time to dance, folks. Gibbs, would you please cut the stealth systems on the pinnace?” Solomon reached over and flipped a switch on his own console, disabling the shuttle’s stealth suite.

“Stealth systems inactive. Ready to initiate phase one.”

“Initiate.” Solomon watched the dozen blips on the tactical display alter their course to pursue the fleeing shuttles.

“One of the pursuing warships has launched a missile, Captain,” the shuttle’s AI said flatly.

The small dot flashed toward them as the tactical computer calculated the missile’s intended target, inserting a faint red line from the missile to the pinnace.

“Get ready to run, Gibbs,” Solomon grunted, glaring at the missile.

“It will not be necessary, Captain,” Gibbs replied in his infuriatingly calm voice, just as the missile seemed to stagger in the air and begin its long fall to the surface of Mars. “I didn’t think it had enough fuel to reach us. Now we know the range of their missiles.”

Solomon snorted. “And some crewman is probably getting his ass reamed for wasting a very expensive missile.”

“The Terran warships are accelerating,” Gibbs announced a moment later.

“Accelerate,” Solomon said, “but just a little slower than the Terran warships. Keep them interested, but just out of range. Head for the rendezvous.”

“This will probably be a long slow chase, Captain. The Terran ships are slugs.”

Solomon bit his lip as he watched, and cursed the very nature of space warfare. When he was younger and still an aviator in the marines, combat took place in minutes, or even seconds. In space warfare, the vast distances stretched combat to hours, or even days, while the lightspeed limitation made data collection less than real-time.

It was several hours later before Gibbs spoke again. “Captain, three of the Terran capital ships have turned back to Mars, probably to begin bombardment.”

Solomon frowned. “I suppose that we need to get and keep their interest then.” He stared at the approaching ships. What had started as a wave of ships had slowly turned into a long thin arrowhead, with one ship leading the pack, followed quickly by two others. “Gibbs, if we get close to you, can you launch a decoy to fool the Terrans? If you can do that I’ll reactivate the stealth systems and disable one or two of the lead ships.”

“I do have several decoys, Captain, but be very careful. The Terran ships are somewhat fragile, and a large missile will destroy the ship rather than simply disabling it. I recommend a seismic survey charge instead. The drop shuttle carries several.”

Solomon rolled his eyes as he turned the shuttle toward the pinnace. “I’m fighting a war with a bloody paintball gun.”

Elora gave him a long look. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

He thought about the question for a moment. “I suppose I am. I’m getting out some of my aggressions on the dumb unsuspecting Terrans. I really am glad you told me about Addy when you did, because I can use this Terran fleet as anger therapy.”

Elora giggled. “Poor Terrans.”

Solomon’s face turned grim. “Don’t you ever feel sorry for them, Elora. They are about to kill everyone on Mars because they are afraid of the dark, and for no other reason.” He glared at the console as the shuttle drifted closer to the pinnace.

The young woman gave Solomon a long speculative look and nodded slowly. “Spoken like a true Martian.”

“Ready to launch the decoy, Captain,” Gibbs murmured.

“Please do so,” Solomon replied, flipping on the stealth systems as a small football-sized object popped out of the pinnace’s hull, moving rapidly away on a more or less parallel course to the pinnace. “AI, please load three seismic charges into our missile tubes.”

The shuttle AI replied immediately. “Would you prefer the red, blue, or green charges?”

“What?” Solomon asked.

“The seismic charges, in addition to the chemical explosive, the charges contain a quantity of marking dye.”

Solomon started to laugh. “One of each, please. This is going to be fun, for me at least. Set a course for the three lead ships. Come up in back of them for a stern attack, perhaps fifteen degrees off directly astern. As you approach, study the configuration of the engines to determine exactly where our small charge would best disable the Terran engines.”

The shuttle swung around. “Yes, Captain.”

Solomon watched in silence as the drop shuttle crept invisibly up on the three assailants. As they drew close he stared in disbelief. “They are still painting the hulls in blazing white, and running anticollision lights too?” he muttered, starting to chuckle. “Talk about leading with your chin. AI, do you have your targets set?”

“Yes, Captain,” the voice in the ship replied. “The ships will be disabled, but should still retain enough atmosphere to allow the crews to be safely rescued.”

“Good.” Turning in his seat, Solomon smiled at Elora. “Will you please tell our guests that we are about to go into battle, and to hang on?”

Popping her belt off, the young woman slid to her feet. “I can do that, but don’t you dare start without me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, grinning.

She was back in a moment and rolled her eyes dramatically at Solomon as she belted herself in. “It seems that the marines found the reclining controls on their seats, and most are sound asleep. Apparently they fought their own battles and are quite content to let us fight ours.”

Solomon chuckled, remembering very well the propensity for ground fighters to sleep and eat whenever the situation warranted. “Fine. AI, you may fire at your discretion.”

“Firing,” the emotionless voice murmured as the shuttle bumped three times in quick succession. “Missiles away. Impact in three… two… one… now,” the voice said mildly. The lights on the three Terran ships flickered off. “The ships have been disabled, Captain.”

Elora frowned. “That was a little anticlimactic. What did we just do, exactly?”

In way of a response the outside floodlights on the shuttle came on, lighting up all three Terran vessels. The small cutter’s engine nozzles were nothing but twisted remains among a cloud of broken parts. Solomon blinked when he recognized the bent shape of the engine’s combustion chamber. In the floodlights, he saw Terran faces pressed against the small ports, staring back at them.

“Did they manage to get out a mayday?” Solomon asked in a low voice.

“Yes, Captain, and it appears that the call was received. All three Terran capital ships have turned and are proceeding in this direction at flank speed, preceded by the other surviving six ships of the Terran fleet.”

“How long before Gibbs reaches the rendezvous point with the Lost Horizon?”

“The pinnace will reach the nearer edge of the asteroid field in ten hours, and the Lost Horizon an hour later.”

Solomon drummed his fingertips on the control console. “I hate this waiting. Maybe we could head back to the capital ships and use up the rest of our seismic charges to—”

“No!” Elora interrupted his train of thought. “You came up with a good plan, and it was agreed on. You will not go off on a tangent just because you are bored.”

Solomon continued to drum his fingers, but wisely said nothing.

“Is the Lost Horizon all set to go, Gibbs?” Solomon asked as the first of the small asteroids slipped by the shuttle’s starboard bow.

“The Lost Horizon is ready, Captain, and the pinnace is on station a half kilometer from your starboard side. It appears that you’ve really succeeded in aggravating the Terran fleet. Sensors indicate that all ships are pushing their drives well past redline to catch you.”

“Humph!” Solomon grunted. “Areto, from your position behind the Terran fleet, could you tell if they stopped to pick up their stranded ships… the ones we disabled?”

“They did not, Captain. They didn’t even respond to the hail from any of the disabled ships.”

“Damn. Areto, can you snag those three ships as you pass?”

There was a light laugh from the speaker. “I’ll have the Buddhists in the hangar move over a little so I can fit the ships in. No problem.”

“I’d forgotten about the Buddhists and the Tibetan tribesmen. It will be a real eye-opener for the Terran crewmen.”

“That it will, Captain. I should be able to make up any time I lose snagging the cutters. You won’t have to wait for me.”

“Thank you, Areto.”

Time passed, and Solomon drummed his fingers.

Five minutes until party time, Areto’s voice came out of the speaker. “Shuttle, this is Diadem. On station, and weapons are armed.”

He frowned. “Any problems with the cutters?”

“The crewmen wouldn’t exit their craft at first, so I sent in my repair nanites to dissolve the ships. After that, it was simply a matter of time. The sixty crewmen stood there in EVA suits, staring at the abbot in his saffron robes until finally one brave young man cracked his seal and removed his helmet. The sight of him eating a bowl of Mongolian beef with his chopsticks was too much for the others, and they all shed their suits. They were all so busy eating real food that they never noticed the nanites dissolve their suits.”

Solomon let out a breath he’d been holding. “Very good, Areto. We’re almost up to showtime, so stand by.”

“Standing by.”

“The pinnace has reached the Lost Horizon, Solomon,” Gibbs said softly, “and is beginning her retrieval.”

“When the drop shuttle is recovered and the door closed, you can begin the show. Coordinate with Areto for your first strike and jam their coms. We definitely don’t want them calling home with word of this. Take out the command control ship first, and then the drives of all the other ships. Try to spare lives as much as possible, but don’t let that endanger you or Diadem.”

“Understood, Captain,” Gibbs replied solemnly.

Areto just snorted. “Are you kidding? I’m having a problem dialing my weapons down low enough. Those Terran ships really are very flimsy.”

Solomon sighed. “Copy, Areto. Do your best.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The hangar door closed behind the drop shuttle, and Gibbs’s voice came over the speaker. “Areto and I are now sending out the invitations to the party, Captain.”

Solomon unfastened his belt and leaned back in his seat to watch the show on the shuttle’s tactical display, which he’d slaved to the Lost Horizon. Beside him, Elora had unfastened her belt and propped her feet on the control console. Solomon turned to see the marines craning their necks to watch the upcoming fight. “Oorah, gentlemen. If you’d like to sit back down, I’ll send the tactical display to the screen in the passenger compartment.”

“Semper Fi,” one replied as they squeezed back out of the flight deck.

A ripple of flame, starting with a bright flash at the command and control ship, spread outward to sweep the small fleet. Navigation lights flickered off, and from the speakers, there was silence.

Solomon frowned. “Diadem, Lost Horizon, light them up, if you please.”

Similar to the wet navy starshells, three space starshells exploded around the fleet, lighting the drifting damaged ships like they were all in the orbit of Mercury rather than past Mars.

Solomon took a deep breath. “Put me through to those ships please, Gibbs.”

“You’re on, Captain.”

“Well, well, well, this is another fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into,” Solomon said, paraphrasing the famous line by Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy. “I think that you had better surrender before I lose my patience. I’ve already evaporated three of your ships, and you didn’t even realize it.” He glanced at a list forwarded to him by Areto. “Lieutenants Vanya Ivanova, Thea Galani, and Thomas Patterson were understandably upset.”

“The fleet is trying to call Terra for help,” Gibbs supplied in a casual voice.

“Oh, dear,” Solomon said to the Terran fleet. “I can’t have you calling home to Mommy, can I?” He smiled. “Areto, burn every antenna off the command and control ship… on second thought, burn off the high-gain antennas on every ship.”

The targeted ships glowed for a single instant, and every antenna and mast was gone, burned off down to the hull.

“Thank you. That’s much better. Now, Terran fleet, we were talking about your surrender. Please bear in mind that you can neither call for help nor run. Fighting, of course, is just plain silly if you wish to see tomorrow.”

“This is Air Marshal Florijan Cvetko,” an angry voice said from the speaker. “Who am I speaking to?”

“My name is Malachai Fontaine, Air Marshal. I’m the son of Giuseppe Fontaine, and I’ll let you mull that over for a few minutes.” He made a gesture to cut the connection. “Okay, Gibbs, what else can they do?”

“The largest of the capital ships appears to be some sort of a carrier. The Terrans will probably launch a fighter strike against us… if they can find us.”

Solomon stared at the carrier. “Is it my imagination, or does that carrier have big metal plates that slide closed over the hangar bay?”

“It does have sliding doors, Solomon. All the Terran capital ships have hangar doors like those.”

“Would it be possible to… weld those doors closed?” Solomon grinned.

Elora snorted a laugh.

“Without significant problems, Captain.”

Solomon was biting his cheek to keep from laughing. “At your and Areto’s convenience then, please weld those doors closed.”

“Working… working…” Gibbs hummed. “Working… working… the hangar doors are welded shut, Captain.”

“Thank you, my friend. Please put me through to the air marshal.”

“You’re on.”

“Ah, Air Marshal Cvetko. How are you doing, welded up in your little tin cans and unable to call for help?” His voice hardened. “Do you still feel like bombing Mars?”

“Damn you,” the air marshal growled. “We surrender.”

“Excellent. That was a very sensible decision. I’ve given this considerable thought, and I have decided to tow your ships back to Mars orbit, where I will give you all twenty-four hours to abandon ship. After that, I will drop your fleet into the Martian desert. Whether you live or die on Mars will be up to you, but I must warn you that the residents of Mars are aware of your plans and may bear you a slight bit of ill will.”

“We’ll all die in the godforsaken pest hole,” Air Marshal Cvetko growled.

“I was born on Mars, Air Marshal, and I’m sure that you will come to find the world quite attractive. Your children may even be able to breathe the air.” He chuckled without mirth. “After losing an entire fleet, I wouldn’t expect Terra to come charging to your rescue any time soon. In fact, they will probably send bombs, so I would keep my eyes open if I were you. Fontaine out.” Solomon signaled for the connection to be cut.

“Is there some particular reason that you never allowed the Terran fleet to see the Lost Horizon or the Diadem?” Gibbs asked.

Solomon smiled. “For the sheer terror of it. They will never know for sure who or what crushed their fleet. Did we have one invisible ship or a thousand? How do you defend yourself against something you can’t see or understand? All the air marshal saw when we spoke was two people sitting at the controls of a small shuttle.”

In the distance, Solomon heard the boarding ramp thud open and the sound of voices as marine Staff Sergeant Emilio Rodríguez took firm charge of his newest recruits.

“Let’s go.” He grinned, pushing himself to his feet. “I need a bath, a good meal, and about twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep.” He gave Elora a pointed look. “Perhaps tomorrow we could go swimming?”

Elora took his arm as they descended the ramp. “What about the fleet and Mars and the battle and all the corners you painted yourself into?” An impish smile flickered across her face.

He thought as he walked down the now-familiar corridor. “Gibbs and Areto are smart AIs, much smarter than I am, in fact. They know how I would like the Terran fleet disposed of and can handle it quite well, thank you very much; and if you hadn’t noticed by now, the paint in all the corners is finally dry.”

“Well now…” she murmured, holding his arm a little tighter.


Chapter 12

CODA

The sky was clear, pocked occasionally with white puffball cumulus clouds, when the two warships arrived in orbit above Shangri-La. The sleek white pinnace departed the Lost Horizon immediately, banking and descending to the lush planet below. Almost at once, two deadly looking fighters rose from the ground to fall in on either side of the descending craft. Solomon glanced at the sleek Sabina-class fighters and rolled his eyes. “Gibbs, I thought I told you no fanfare.”

“I’m sorry, Captain,” the calm, unrepentant voice of the AI replied. “Areto thought an honor guard would be a good idea, and I bowed to her greater military acumen.”

“You are so full of shit, Gibbs,” Solomon snarled, but with a grin on his face.

“Thank you, sir,” the AI said dryly.

Jean-Philippe Lémery, the head of the international team exploring Shangri-La, along with his wife and several dozen colonists, both old and new, crowded the edge of the landing area as the pinnace set down. As soon as the ramp touched the ground and Solomon began to descend, he stepped forward with his hand extended. “Bonne journée, mon ami.” With a wide smile, he shook Solomon’s hand vigorously.

Solomon had just recovered his fingers from the grinning Frenchman when his wife, Marie, stepped forward and kissed Solomon warmly on both cheeks. Her smile was as wide as Jean-Philippe’s. “Bonjour, Solomon. It is very good to have you back again.”

Solomon glanced over his shoulder to where a young man in a marine uniform was standing stiffly at the bottom of the ramp. “Fall out, Private,” he said in a compassionate voice. “Feel free to greet your parents.”

Lucien Lémery shot Solomon a quick look and smiled. “Merci, Capitaine.” He took two steps and swept his mother into a warm embrace that left her feet several centimeters off the ground. Marie looked flustered for a moment before she returned the hug.

“Did all go as you hoped?” Jean-Philippe asked as the party turned for the compound.

“About as well as we could hope,” Solomon admitted. “I managed to prevent Terran forces from sterilizing Mars, and I succeeded in rescuing my family and their… ahh, retainers, I suppose you’d call them. Areto has a Buddhist temple and a small Tibetan village tucked away in her hangar. I plan to give them an entire mountain for their home, with strict rules that they are not to be disturbed. If they want to trade, that’s fine, but the mountain is theirs.” He took a deep breath of the fresh air. “Before we left the Sol System, the Lost Horizon revisited Terra. Using their own communication satellites, we warned them never to threaten the innocents on Mars again, and then we systematically removed every single satellite from Terran orbit, and using our tractors, carefully took hold of all three space stations and set them down on the moon within walking distance of the Chinese lunar base. I’m very afraid that the space stations will only be good for scrap after this. I’m sure that the Terran-based generals realized very quickly that the person who controls the orbitals controls the planet. That we didn’t obliterate Terra is probably bothering them more than the fact that we took out the satellites and space stations.” He chuckled. “Since we were sitting in a low lunar orbit over the dark side of the moon, Terra never caught a single glimpse of us. They did, however, get a very good recorded clip of the vaunted Terran fleet falling into the Martian atmosphere.”

Jean-Philippe nodded, giving Solomon a shy smile. “That is very good. We have done some work on your proposed camp. You will find suitable accommodations for several hundred all ready for you. Will you be staying there?”

Solomon stared at the sky for some time and bit his lip. “Although I’ll call Shangri-La my home, I think that my place is up there.” He nodded to the heavens. “With as many as would like to come along, I propose to switch my command to Diadem and leave the Lost Horizon here for planetary defense. According to the best galactic maps Areto was able to come up with, there are many Adaari worlds to explore.” He gave the Frenchman a wink. “I think that Gibbs would be much happier working with you anyway. I believe that I made him nervous, for some strange reason.” He took another deep breath of the clean air. “How are the new colonists adapting to their home?”

Jean-Philippe let out a loud laugh. “Half of them are sorry that they slept through the excitement. Some of the scientists in both the old and new colonists have expressed a desire to travel with you, to explore the universe.”

“Oh, they have?” He chuckled. “I’ll see what Areto can do to accommodate at least some of them.” His face sobered. “Have you had any more… trouble?”

“No, my friend,” Jean-Philippe replied. “Before she left to join you, Areto had us gather all the robotic remains we could find. Those she loaded into a shuttle and returned it to Diadem. She told us that processed ores were exactly what she needed for her repairs. She scanned the world and found no more active robots, but I fear that there may be more out there… somewhere. It is a very good thing to have Gibbs protecting us here, if you and my son will be off exploring.” He gestured to the open gate and the camp beyond.

Solomon was relieved to see guards armed with heavy energy weapons in all the towers. Even in the unlikely chance that Terran forces arrived at Shangri-La, they would find the armed compound a tough nut to crack with anything less than planetary bombardment, and Solomon planned to make regular trips to the Sol System to make sure that never happened. Terran High Command was probably still scratching their collective heads, wondering just what the hell had happened. The crowd of colonists swept in, and both Solomon and Elora were carried away by the excited throng.

 

Solomon and Elora sat close together on the wide couch in the captain’s quarters, sipping the deep-red Martian Cabernet and watching the flickering flames of the holographic fireplace in Solomon’s quarters aboard the Diadem. The fire was so realistic that Solomon could burn his fingers on the glowing coals, toast marshmallows, and if he concentrated, smell the faintest odor of pine smoke. Reaching over, he refilled Elora’s glass and then his.

She set her glass down on the table. “You haven’t said a word since we got here, Solomon. What’s the problem? Is it me?”

“It’s not you, my dear.” He smiled sadly. “Jean-Philippe brought up a good point after we returned from Mars, and it’s bothering me.” He took another sip of the full-bodied Martian wine. “We’ve only discovered one Adaari world, and we had to fight the Bleeth robots to secure it. How many worlds like this are out there, and at what level of Bleeth advancement? I’m very afraid that we ran away from one war to fall into another that was half a million years in the making, one that we know nothing about. From what the AIs can dig out of the histories, and our best guesses, we are all Adaari descendants and are flying around in Adaari ships, but were the Adaari the good guys or the bad guys?”

“Merde!” Elora cursed and finished her wine in a swallow. “What do we do now?”

Solomon divided up the last of the bottle between the two glasses. “We finish our wine is what we do. Tomorrow, we check out the second site and begin to make arrangements to transfer all the refugees down to the planet. Finding a suitable replacement for Mount Kailash in Tibet will be difficult, and will probably mean many hours flying with the abbot to find a new home for the Tibetans. After that we find suitable crews for the Lost Horizon and the Diadem, pick a direction, and head out.”

Elora looked thoughtful. “You forgot one thing, Solomon.”

He frowned. “Oh? What did I miss?”

She gave him a look that said very eloquently, “Men!”

Solomon’s frown deepened as he reached down between the couch cushions to pull out a small ornately carved box. “I wonder what this could be.” With a gentle smile, he handed the box to Elora.

Her cheeks flushed, and her hands shook as she took the proffered container. Without opening it, she looked up at Solomon, tears in her eyes. “You shit! You knew that you were going to do this all along. I should… I should…”

Solomon lifted the lid of the small box and removed the plain one-carat diamond in the simple gold setting. “This belonged to my mother, Julia Fontaine. Because I am the eldest surviving child, Giuseppe gave it to me.” He took her left hand and slipped the ring on the appropriate finger. “Now, if you will, it shall go to you.”

Elora looked at the sparkling ring for a long moment before she burst into tears. “We will get married before we leave,” she said in a voice that brooked no argument, then wiped her eyes.

Solomon handed her his handkerchief. “Of course,” he said in a level, slightly playful voice as she blew her nose. “It just so happens that there is a real live abbot on board who, I am sure, would be more than happy to perform that little service. He owes me a small favor, you see.”

She punched his arm. “You had this planned all along, didn’t you?”

Solomon leaned back in the soft, leather couch. “Right now, this is the most important thing in the world for me, so yes, I damned well had it all planned out.”

Her green eyes narrowed for a moment and became as hard as gems. “What would you have done if I’d turned you down?”

His smile faded, and Solomon shrugged. “Gone off into the universe with the Diadem and left you here with your family.”

Her eyes went very wide.

“But you accepted my proposition, and that, my dear, is that.”

“But who will I be, Solomon?” she asked in a small voice. “Mrs. Solomon Draxx or Mrs. Malachai Fontaine?”

He chuckled gently. “I’ve been Solomon Draxx for all the life I can remember. Malachai is… someone else. You will be Mrs. Solomon Draxx, unless you choose to keep your last name, which is perfectly fine with me.”

She snorted. “Which last name? Like you, I have two, and soon, I will have three.” She gave him a smug smile.

“As you will.” Solomon leaned over to give her a long kiss, which led to a second kiss, and then a third…

 

The bridge of the light cruiser Diadem was unlike anything Solomon had ever imagined, with bridge positions actually built into the flowing structure of the ship itself. Contacts in each of the reclining bridge seats led via direct neural pathways to Areto. Solomon found by trial and error that this connection made controlling and receiving inputs from the ship infinitely faster than working with Gibbs on the Lost Horizon. It also made communication with other bridge personnel nearly telepathic.

In his mind, Elora was humming a soft little melody she’d learned from her mother. That was an absolutely wonderful ceremony, Solomon, she purred in his mind. The abbot is such a dear old man, and to think, we were married on the very site they intend to build their monastery. The humming continued.

He laughed. I’ve seen him angry with one of the Tibetan tribesmen, Elora. There is steel beneath his saffron robes. I wouldn’t care to cross him.

I still think he’s sweet… and did you see what the residents of New Paris built for the Fontaine family? Granted, it’s just four stone walls overlooking the harbor, but some day, it will be a castle. Giuseppe was so impressed that he decided to name the community La Rochelle, in honor of all the Frenchmen who worked on the building, and who died defending Shangri-La.

Solomon could feel her smile.

I think many folks wanted to call the community île Saint Draxx.

The Island of Saint Draxx?? Solomon snorted. Are you kidding? That’s terrible!

The humming continued. Like it or not, my new husband, you are firmly ensconced in the mythology of this world. Someday, they will tell stories of you flying to the stars and slaying dragons. You did save a fair maiden, after all.

Yeah. Speaking of maiden… I wish you had told me that you were still a virgin. I was a little… ahhh… He could feel his cheeks reddening.

You were as gentle as I could ever want, Elora said. As a matter of fact, you might consider not being quite so gentle next time.

Ahhhh… Solomon was at a loss for words, and in his mind, Elora laughed. And on that note, he continued, addressing Areto mind-to-mind, are we set to boldly go, Areto?

Yes, Captain. The Terran crewmen we rescued from the three cutters are fitting in quite well, to a point where several have actually requested Constructs of their own. According to the historical records, the nearest Adaari world to us is Scagua C4JU, at a mere 13.2 light years.

Travel time at normal cruise speed?

Areto sighed. Eighteen days, Captain, but we could go faster, much faster.

Understood, Areto. We will travel at normal cruise speed. If you haven’t forgotten, we have a newly refurbished Adaari frigate accompanying us, and we need to see what that ship is capable of. He chuckled. With our motley crew, we need to see what this ship is capable of. Perhaps a week into the trip, we could drop out of FTL and do a little target practice. What do you think?

Now that would be fun, Areto murmured happily. An Amazon always keeps her weapons sharp and familiar. We could easily make a little side trip to Terra, where—

No! He couldn’t suppress a laugh. If everything is ready to go, Areto, you may take us out.

 

THE END of the story, but not of the adventure.
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