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Liberty Station
17 October



Between you and me, revolutionary meetings would be more bearable if they didn’t come directly on the heels of a painful breakup, and if they didn’t feature my very recent ex.

Lucy had arrived yesterday, bearing a shipload of weapons and good news. I cleared my schedule with the vague thought that we’d fall into each other’s arms and make up for lost time. Instead we’d had the fight to end all fights. I spent the evening drinking bad rum and spitting nails, so that I showed up to our meeting the next morning with a headache on top of my heartache.

The meeting also included the crown prince of Mars and his valet, our new allies in this revolution. Hardly an ideal situation to face Lucy again, but I couldn’t imagine anything that would have been. At any rate, we were adults. Professionals. We could get through this.

Lucy’s eyes were dry and red. She kept avoiding eye contact and then shooting me sidelong glances that she probably didn’t mean me to notice. Which made me feel guilty as hell, and then angry because how could she make me feel guilty when she was the one who hadn’t been able to commit to our god damn relationship?

She had abandoned her military coat and sat there in blue waistcoat, billowy linen shirtsleeves, and her usual cravat. She might have left the Navy, but it didn’t mean she’d suddenly become soft and approachable. There were so many layers between me and her lovely soft body, I might wonder if it was even there at all, or replaced by a dressmaker’s form.

The prince was—well. I’d never met him before, just seen his picture. Somehow I hadn’t expected this affable man, putting on no airs and letting Lucy and Sagan both call him Kostya. I wasn’t sure if that was because they were friends, or it was a revolutionary thing and we could all do it. How do you address a hereditary monarch when you’re fighting for the rights of the people?

“Sir,” I ventured, “the first thing I need to know is where you stand with us. You brought us these weapons from Venus, and I appreciate that, but did you do that as a member of the imperial family, or did you do it as a supporter of the revolution?”

He looked embarrassed, his dark eyes falling to the table and then glancing sideways at his valet, looking for help.

Sagan was even more of a puzzle than the prince was. They’d introduced themself as his valet, but they moved with the easy grace and shifty eyes of an assassin or bodyguard. And on top of that, they and the prince had come into the conference room holding hands. So that made three jobs, at least. A lot for one quiet, nondescript person.

“What do you want us to be here as?” they demanded bluntly. “We support the revolution, obviously, or we wouldn’t have taken part in a mutiny and trafficked arms here to you. But if you’re hoping for some kind of compromise end to the whole thing, you’ll do better to hush up Kostya’s involvement in the hopes that he can make peace with the Emprex and do what he can to help your cause diplomatically.”

“Do you think that’s possible?” Lucy asked eagerly.

It was the hope that infuriated me most. It was in all of their eyes. They’d had very little news of the revolution, since their ship didn’t have a long-range radio. Arriving here to learn the people were holding Landing and the elevator had left them elated. Thinking they’d won.

I should understand that. Soares and I had gotten drunk off our heads the night we took Phobos, securing the space elevator. It had been a triumph at the time. But by the next morning, heads splitting and eyes half shut against the light, we could see how far we had to go. It was a long, long way. 

I’d been dealing with that reality for months, and here came these naive revolutionaries with stars in their eyes. I wanted to smother that light in them right the hell now. Hope is poison, I’d told Khan when he was alive, and despite all that had happened, I wasn’t sure I’d been wrong. This wasn’t going to work if we believed for one second we were winning. We had to fight like our backs were against the wall the whole time. It was the only way we stood a chance.

“I doubt it,” I said sourly. “Do you know how bad the situation is on the ground?”

They all looked at me innocently. It was obvious they didn’t.

“There was a massacre in Timoshenko last week,” I began. “A police officer was killed by revolutionaries, and in reprisal the police shot up a church. Ninety-four people died.”

Lucy’s face did that thing it always does when she’s upset, where her lips don’t twitch and her eyes don’t water but she suddenly gets a thousand-yard stare. If you didn’t know her, you’d probably think she was pissed. But it was only stony with how much effort she had to put in not to let her feelings show.

It hurt me still, seeing that, but it didn’t make me stop. “In Huo Hsing, the crops have failed. The people asked for the municipal food stores to be opened, but the magistrate refused. Seventeen people were shot attempting to raid the stores. The rest of the people are slowly starving.”

“But Landing,” Lucy protested. “You told us—”

“It’s still held by the revolution, sure,” I allowed. “But at the cost of constant fighting. It’s not like there’s a wall around it. The Imperial Guard keeps trying to take it from various directions. So they’ve blockaded all the streets. People have to watch the barricades round the clock to keep the Guard at bay. My dad’s been taking shifts.”

“Bill?” asked Lucy.

I glared at her. “Obviously.”

My other dad was still paralyzed from the waist, so it was a stupid question. But more than that, I was angry at what she was transparently trying to do. Remind me we had a history. Remind me she cared.

If she cared she could have shown it in a way that actually helped.

“I want everyone in this room to recognize how precarious our situation is,” I continued. “We were not ready. And we’re missing Khan, who was the one person who could have united us. The Empire forced the moment, and we’ve had to react just to stay alive. I secured the elevator because without that, the revolution would have been put down and things would have gotten worse for everyone. But we’re fighting at their moment, on their ground. We still don’t have a global organization, Mars wide. Instead we’ve got a lot of different people claiming to be the revolution but working toward very different goals. And if we slack at all, the Empire will take advantage of the division and put it all down in blood.”

“We know that,” said Sagan evenly. “It was always going to be this way, if it happened at all. But we’ve never, at any time in Martian history, gotten this close. There are more of us than there are of them. We have to push our advantage.”

“And we will,” I said firmly. “We are, in fact. Here on Liberty our focus has been taking over the war effort from the Navy. Their ships have been clustering in Mars orbit, crews deserting, and officers camping out on Deimos. So that’s allowed Earth to dominate both their orbit and ours. With these new weapons, I’m confident we’ll soon have Earth at bay. But I need your effort too. What do you think you can do to help the revolution, right now?” I looked each of them in the eyes. Except Lucy. I stared at the middle of her forehead because if I looked at her eyes or her mouth or her chest I would feel things I didn’t want to feel.

“I will reach out to my contacts in the Imperial Guard,” said Sagan. “I’m in the secret service, if you haven’t pieced that together.”

“Oh,” said Lucy, softly, who obviously had not.

“The Guard is made up largely of commoners. I have no doubt some desertions have happened already. I want to know to what degree, and if anything can be done to increase that. They have no real reason to side with the Empire now.”

I nodded and looked at Kostya. “And you? Will you be going back to Mars?”

“No way to get to the surface, if I understand the situation correctly. This face,” he drew a circle in the air around his thin, angular face with its large brown eyes, “is one of the most recognizable on the planet. Maybe you can talk your way to a pass down for me, but if so it will take some doing.”

I frowned. Right now Soares, my comrade in the Election Night riot, was still commanding Phobos, but I had no idea who was supervising the planetside end of the elevator. I wasn’t sending our most valuable chess piece down to possibly get shot by overexcited revolutionaries. “I’ll look into it.”

“Till then, I would like to reach out to the various Earth governments. After all, it’s the corps we’re at war with. The Earth national governments have a variety of views, and they’re not entirely powerless. I still have all the diplomatic codes. I could open negotiations, look for allies.”

I raised my eyebrows, impressed. Not just a chess piece, then. Or at any rate, not the king. More like a useful bishop, if he could travel on angles I couldn’t. “Do it.”

I looked over at Lucy again. This time I focused on her cravat, but that did no good. Without her uniform coat on, the ruffles spread generously over her full bust and made me catch my breath, thinking of the soft flesh beneath. “How is the terraforming going?” she asked the air over my left shoulder.

“Haven’t missed a capsule yet,” I answered, looking at my hands. “I send the gases, Soares drops them into the atmosphere. But it’s rough going; as I understand it, not everyone on the station agrees with spending effort on it when we haven’t liberated the planet yet.”

Lucy jerked upright. “But we have to! We have no way of predicting what will happen if we miss a single capsule.”

“I know that.”

“And it’s part of what proves we can be a functional government,” she added, more thoughtfully. “The Empire shut down criticism by saying nobody but them could hold off Earth and keep the terraforming going. To be a valid replacement, we have to do both. We’ll have to prove we can before we can get everyone’s support.”

I was silent. I had said the same many times, but she had taken the words out of my mouth and I didn’t know how to respond to it. At last I said, “Exactly. So that can be your job.”

If I’d hoped she’d kick at that, I’d have been disappointed. She gave a sharp nod, a Navy nod, and pushed back her chair, ready to leap into work. 

She was trying to impress me, I realized. Trying to win me back by being so good at revolution I couldn’t help but love her again.

What she didn’t realize was that I’d never stopped. But I didn’t want someone good at revolution. I wanted someone who knew how to love me.


      [image: ]I went over to the Mariposa after the meeting, because I was pissed off and the old girl always cheered me up. My ship, my own, after so many years serving on other people’s. I’d won her fair and square, with tactical tricks that no one had ever seen before. Not, as Lucy had once implied, as a reward for my treachery against the Empire. That had been before she turned coat herself, so I could assume she no longer meant it, but I hadn’t forgotten.

The smell of her still lingered—spiritually, because this had been her ship too, but also a faint whiff of her bergamot cologne in my cabin. We’d slept here, two in one hammock, the night before we arrived at Liberty. Like a pair of girl guides, out camping and not big enough for one sleeping bag each. She’d tucked her lovely soft face into my neck and slept like a baby.

Maybe I was doing the wrong thing. Being too demanding, too mean. There weren’t a million people like her. There weren’t two. I had, as Lucy had acidly pointed out to me, slept my way through quite a bit of the solar system trying to find another one. There was nobody who understood me like that. Nobody with our history. Nobody else I actually wanted.

But, dammit, I couldn’t spend the rest of my life reassuring her, letting her get mad at me, always chasing her. I wanted to. It had been fun, once, to tease her with my interest while she kept pretending she wasn’t into it. Not so fun to actually win her, and then have her keep playing the same stupid game.

I had thought—what? I guess I’d assumed she’d fling herself into my arms. Make me feel better, for once. Couldn’t I be insecure after months apart? Or was she the only one who was allowed to need reassurance?

Instead she’d hung back and been cold. Told me she didn’t know if we should even still be together. If we even still knew each other, after so many years. Well, if we didn’t know each other now, whose fault was that? We’d had months together on the Mariposa, and I hadn’t been the one walling myself up and being deliberately icy.

Somehow I still hoped that she’d catch on. Figure out what was wrong with her, figure out how to fix it, without me having to coach her through it for once. I was tired of it. I wanted her to take the lead, and I didn’t mean by chasing me all over the station making sad eyes in the hope that I’d talk to her. 

Stupid thing to want. Not actually possible. I didn’t even know what it would look like, how I’d know when it was done. But I was tired of teaching her. Resented her for needing it. And at this point I’d rather be apart than take that job on again.

Tired of my own thoughts, I flung myself out of the cabin. Surely there was work somewhere I could be doing.

On the sail deck, a few of my crew were still at work. Even standing off a station took a certain amount of maintenance. By the airlock, Marron was inspecting the spacesuit battery charger. It was the only live circuit on the ship, charged by a solar panel. As it was pre-Singularity tech, nobody but a technomancer was allowed to service it. More relevant, nobody else knew how.

I came over. “Please don’t tell me the panel’s busted.”

He shook his head. “No. That was what I was thinking at first, but see, when I put the battery on, after a while the light goes on.”

“But?”

He took the battery off. The little green light at the top stayed on for half a minute or so, then guttered out. “It’s not keeping the charge anymore.”

“Are the others like that?”

“They’re all a bit weak. The two best lasted two hours on our last spacewalk. But they’re supposed to last ten.”

I chewed my lip. “I guess we were never supposed to be away from port this long.” Back in the Martian merchant fleet, we’d gotten new batteries every time we came back to Phobos. Every year or two, at least. It had been longer than that now since the Mariposa had set out from there under Navy command.

“Well, we’re away from their control now,” Marron pointed out. “If we break the seals, they’ll never know.”

I took the battery from him. It was a smallish package, about the size of a book. On the top was a wax seal, the mark of the technomancers’ guild. It was a serious crime to break that seal, even to save the ship. Pre-Singularity tech was dangerous stuff; they didn’t want anyone learning how to reverse-engineer it. So the Empire had a guild for that, practically a religious order, with their uniforms and their secrets. It was their way of keeping dead technology dead.

“I’ll take it to Yao,” I said. “If anyone can figure out how to make it work again, it’s her.”
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Liberty Station
5 Scorpiad



Kostya flung himself into action as soon as Moira had given the go-ahead. He wanted the revolution to succeed so badly. A terrifying amount. Because of all the people in the world, he had the most to lose if it did.

Or the most to gain. The Emprex would never give their permission for Kostya and me to get married. With his sister gone, he would be expected to marry a fellow Founder, someone of the best lines, and produce an heir. The revolution changed all that. Or it could.

The question was whether this was going to be the kind of revolution where the royal family got to retire as private citizens, or the kind where they lost their heads. There was more historical precedent for the latter.

But I didn’t say any of that. Instead I sorted the incoming telegrams and encoded his outgoing messages in the standard diplomatic ciphers. Kostya didn’t have a head for that kind of thing. But he was excellent at being charming, so he was charming his way through Earth diplomats and politicians as fast as he could.

He wrote more than he received, and most of the replies were from underlings, saying that there was no way the Secretary-General or the President or the Prime Minister of Wherever was going to deal privately with the enemy of both Earth Force and Mars. Earth Force wasn’t the military of the Earth governments, it was the private policing arm of the Earth corps that operated in space. But that didn’t help any. The little national governments that dotted Earth were nothing compared to the corps, and they knew it. They wouldn’t anger the corps for anything.

“Now this is interesting,” said Kostya, bending forward over a telegram he was laboriously decoding, while I sat next to him encoding his outgoing messages.

I leaned over, tucking his long hair behind his ear so I could read over his shoulder.

To Prince George Konstantin of the house of Elliot, most cordial greetings, it began.

I’ve been following the Martian situation with interest, and feel perhaps it is time for friendly heads of state to take a larger role. I know you sympathize to some degree with the revolution, if the papers are to be believed. So do I. I believe in power to the people, and my role is to be a servant of the people who democratically elected me.

To that end, I am inviting you to Earth to summit with me. Perhaps we can involve more governmental leaders here on Earth, and thus begin to form agreements about the rights of individuals all over the solar system.

It was signed Ibrahim Ashmal Hassan Didi, president of Maldives.

“A government leader?” I said aloud. “Where’s Maldives?”

“Never heard of it,” said Kostya. “Sounds promising though.”

“You can’t go,” I said firmly. “If Venus was too unsafe—”

“You’ll remember,” he pointed out, “it wasn’t the Earthers who tried to kill me.”

“There are thousands of corps. Any one of them might decide to off you at any moment. It’s not like their government could or would even want to stop them.”

“This is a government!” he pointed out. “A real Earth state. That makes them the only force that could ever curtail the corps. Nine tenths of the terrible things that have happened in the system have either been caused by corps, or a reaction to them. If we could ally with them to stop the corps—”

“We’re stopping the corps with the only power they understand,” I said. “Weapons.”

But Kostya’s chin was down, and I knew that meant he was going to pick this moment to be stubborn. He couldn’t be stubborn with his parents, and he couldn’t be stubborn when someone was trying to kidnap him, but by god he could be stubborn with me once in a blue moon, and then there was no stopping him. 

“I can’t go with you,” I said quietly. Ntumba, who was the Mariposa’s surgeon, had put it to me in no uncertain terms. Venus had done serious damage to my arteries. It was lucky none of them had blown while I was down there. I couldn’t go anywhere with full gravity, ever again.

That did give him pause. He turned to me, putting his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t want to be without you. But do you see how I have to?”

I did see, and it was pissing me off. “You shouldn’t be allowed out without a minder,” I said, pulling away a little so I didn’t get any more maudlin than I already felt. “Especially after last time. I suppose you’ll just wander your way idly into an Earth prison, because the jailer was friendly.”

“I’ll take Lucy with me,” he said. “She saved me last time. You know I’ll be safe with her.”

I sighed. She did have a record of adequately looking after my husband for me. But she wasn’t trained to it like I was. She was a Navy officer, which meant she was excellent at fixing fiddly bits of ship sails, but she’d never been a bodyguard before. “I’m not going to argue with you over it,” I said. “But talk to some Earthers first. We need to figure out how real this offer really is.”


      [image: ]I liked Liberty Station, which was lucky, given how much effort I’d put into getting them that weapons shipment from Venus. If they’d turned out to be awful people, it would have been too late to take it all back. I’d taken the whole organization on faith, having met no one but Lucy Prescott. I’d had no reason to trust even her, except that she’d saved Kostya for me, against orders.

But, to my relief, they were decent people there. A number of Earth pirates, a number of random Martians who’d stayed on, and Moira’s crew. Kostya and I enjoyed many evenings with Goldstein, Moira’s EVA master, and Nguyen, a slight young man with a teasing grin and a musical bent. It seemed he was the one who had written many of the shanties going around the Navy these days, both political songs and filthy little ditties.

The station itself was almost brand new, a pretty little bauble in the asteroid belt. The sunward wall was all one huge window, so that thin sunlight poured in at all times, painting the leaves in the greenhouse and the shining metal pipes in the industrial section with gold. But you couldn’t look too long out the window, or you’d realize all the stars were circling oddly. The whole station rotated, like a great wheel in space, and it was only by ignoring that fact that we all managed to pretend it was real gravity.

“I’m still not used to this,” said Kostya, as we walked hand-in-hand down the concourse, looking for one of Moira’s Earther crew. “Nobody even turns around when I walk by.”

“You complaining?”

“Quite the opposite. I’m basically a private citizen here. Which means I can walk out wherever I want with you.” He gave my hand an affectionate squeeze.

“You’ve walked in public with me at your elbow every day for three years,” I said tartly. I was still angry about the Earth thing and inclined to be contrary.

He switched his arm to circle my waist, pulling me up against him. “You know it’s not the same,” he mumbled in my ear.

Damn it, the man was impossible to stay mad at. “On Earth, I suppose you’ll get the same treatment.”

He sighed. “Yes, I suppose. But that’s not why I want to go. I just—I want to help. I’m not doing anyone any good here.”

“You don’t have to always be doing good,” I said forcefully. “You could just be, for a change.”

Alongside the concourse was a little display of art. Doubek, one of Moira’s crew, had devised a number of pigments from plants and trace asteroid minerals, and had taken to painting. There was a picture of Olympus Mons, looking deceptively small as it always does, because of the planet’s curve. The sheer cliffside of the Marineris. A horse galloping in a grassy field.

Kostya stopped and looked at the paintings. “I want to just be at home,” he said at last. “Like this. Like we are now. But at home. Is that so much to want?”

We walked on. “Greedy, that’s what you are,” I said. Fondly now, because I did love this side of him. “You want everything.”

“If we can have a proper revolution,” he said. “Not just Landing and the elevator, the whole planet. The Emprex forced to concede to the people. Full citizenship for everyone. At that point, how could anyone oppose this?” He gave my hand a squeeze.

I sighed, because he was so hopeful. Because all my life I had hoped something like that would happen, that I could somehow have it all, and every single time it hadn’t happened I’d gotten a little darker and more angry. At this point Kostya was the only good thing that had ever happened to me. I didn’t expect a second one. “I do understand,” I said. “I know why you feel like you have to try. Just—think of me for a moment. Think how I would feel if something happened to you, and me not there to cut to pieces the person that hurt you.”

“Nobody’s going to hurt me,” he assured me. “I’ll have Lucy with me. She found me last time.”

“She took four days at it.” They had not been happy days. “They could have murdered you forty times over, in that time.”

“Well this time I won’t wander off.”

“The corps will be the least of your worries if you do,” I threatened.
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Moira’s task for me came with an office, with a tray piled high with telegrams. I wondered how long it had been since anybody had been responsible for terraforming logistics at all, or if we’d only been sending gasses to Mars at random intervals, whenever someone happened to remember it.

The downside of an office is that people can find you. I didn’t even have a job on the station besides this, no real reason to talk to anybody, and yet they kept showing up. Being friendly and kind and making me want to scream. I didn’t want to talk to anyone except the one person who wasn’t talking to me.

Marron was the worst visitor. “You’ve got to apologize or buy her flowers or something,” he began, without prologue. “Moira’s impossible. Worse than she was before you two got together.”

“I don’t arrange my love life for your benefit,” I said tartly, keeping my eyes on the telegram I was supposed to be writing.

“Well, you sure don’t seem to be happy either.”

I took a sharp breath in through my teeth and let it out through my nose. “Not that it’s your business, but she won’t let me apologize. I’m sorry if she’s in a bad mood, but it’s not something I can fix.”

“Not without pulling the stick out of your ass,” he countered. “And that’s physically impossible. It must be surgically implanted in you people at birth.”

My back teeth clenched involuntarily. I forced my jaw to relax. “What would you do? What would a normal, non-anal-retentive person do?”

He wheeled his chair closer, so he could rest his elbows on my desk. I pulled vainly at a telegram he was pinning before giving up. “Depends,” he said. “What did you do?”

I shook my head slowly. “I don’t…it was a lot of things, I guess. Asked her too many questions. Didn’t write for too long. Didn’t seem excited enough to see her when I got here. When I say it like that, it doesn’t sound like that much.” Just saying all that made me angry at her. Of course there was more to it than that. But how hard would it have been for her to reassure me one more time? She had seemed to have infinite patience with me and my issues before.

“She was climbing out of her skin with excitement to see you before you got here,” said Marron. “So whatever you did, you must have fucked up bad.”

“Is it my fault she was expecting something different?” I demanded. “I don’t even know what she did expect, after months out of contact I can’t just—jump back in where we left off, even if she can!”

“After months apart you weren’t leaping at the chance to?”

I felt a familiar sensation, one that had haunted me since I’d left home for the first time. It was the sensation that nobody, not Earthers, not Venusians, and not Martian commoners, understood me at all. That I was an entirely separate species, Homo martis nobilis, that was broken and twisted in some undefinable way that made me seem such a puzzle to everybody else. 

“I was,” I began, and then, “I wanted…” I trailed off. I had imagined something like the old times. Where I could push her away and she kept coming after me, completely unfazed. That had been stupid. We were together now—well, we had been, before I ruined it. I was supposed to act differently, I realized that in retrospect. But I didn’t know how. This was all new ground.

At last I gave an expansive shrug. “Look, Marron. I know you care about her. I also know she knows I’m sorry and she does not care. If you want us back together so much, tell her that.”

He wheeled his chair backward half a turn, taking his elbow off my desk. “I won’t,” he said. “No good has ever come of a third person coming along to carry tales. Just—work on yourself, or something. Figure out how you managed to screw something that good up that monumentally. For your own sake, at the very least.”


      [image: ]Once Kostya told me of his plan, I had to wrap up my job, having barely had a chance to start. I had a giant mess of paperwork to get through. I’d been taking ships that came in for trade, loading them up with terraforming gases, and sending them out on a schedule.

We had enough, thanks to the mining ships that trawled the belt, some under our command and some independent. But getting them to Phobos was an issue. Then there was the struggle of convincing Phobos to load the gases into the terraforming capsules and drop them on time. Every time I radioed Phobos, I seemed to be dealing with someone different. It didn’t bode well for the stability of the revolution.

Some of the people I dealt with did not understand how terraforming worked. Others thought it was a Founder conspiracy to charge higher taxes, and it didn’t really affect the atmosphere at all. 

Mars does not have a magnetic field, I wrote in my letter to Phobos. 

That means the solar wind strips our atmosphere away. We have to replenish it every month or it gets out of balance. Can you please pass my message along to Soares? She assured me capsules would continue to go down on schedule. Please send confirmation when the next capsule has gone down. We’re not mining gases and sending them to you for you to sit on them.

I crossed the last sentence out. It wasn’t like I was an officer anymore. I couldn’t just order these people around. I had to convince them, somehow. Soares seemed to have her hands full trying to herd her underlings into some semblance of order. Was it this chaotic on the surface?

Moira came into the little office I was using. I glanced up but didn’t say anything. These days, it felt like even breathing in her presence bothered her.

Me, I was going through different stages. Sometimes I felt like yes, she’d been right to break up with me. I had leaned too hard on her love for me, expected too much, pushed her away too many times and counted on her coming back. I had to prove myself to her somehow, and that was on me, not her.

Other times I was furious with her. She hadn’t had to actually break up. Just telling me I’d gone too far would have been enough. She wouldn’t have had to tell me twice. Did she enjoy torturing me, or what?

At the moment I was only uncertain. I didn’t want to offend her further, but she was so angry at me it was pretty much impossible not to. So I sat and looked up at her, schooling my face to the blandest expression I could.

“Is it true you’re going with the prince to Earth?” she blurted, without prologue.

“If he still wants me to.”

“None of the Earthers here have even heard of this alleged country.”

I shrugged. “There are hundreds. So that doesn’t say much. That’s like asking any random Martian about any random squire.”

“It isn’t safe.”

“That’s why I was going to go with him.”

She gave a little scoff. “Really. Not just because you want to get away?”

I blinked. “From you?” She stared me down. Of course she thought that. I’d left her before. She was never going to forgive me for that, was she? “No,” I said quietly. “I want to work toward a free Mars. I’m not doing anybody much good here. Least of all you.” I snapped my mouth shut. I should have done that one sentence sooner.

She cast me one last glare, turned around, and stomped out. I let out a breath. That could have gone worse, I supposed. 
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I was still seething when I reached the equipment lab. Of course I wanted Lucy to stay out of my way when I was mad at her, but I didn’t mean go all the way to Earth! I wanted to take my time and fume a bit, but I wanted her to be there while I did it. Because that meant if I decided to forgive her, she’d be waiting.

But what was good for the goose was good for the gander. Or the other goose, whatever. I had left her after her coming-out party and I wasn’t sure she had ever forgiven me for that. And why shouldn’t she accompany the prince? The mission might be useful, and I certainly wasn’t going to ask her not to. I would rather die than admit I didn’t want to be without her again.

In the equipment lab, Yao was crouched over a battery, with Maggie watching. Yao was the youngest on the crew, but one of the smartest. She’d already invented several new weapons for me. If anybody could crack the secrets of electric technology, it would be her.

But from the look on her face when she raised her head, she wasn’t having much luck. “I got it open,” she said, showing me the broken seal and the open box of the battery. “Inside is some kind of acid, as we found out the hard way.” She showed a splash-shaped burn on her hand.

“Did you wash it?”

“Lots. It’s not getting worse at this point.” She pulled her sleeve down to cover it. “But I can’t recreate this without knowing what these metal layers inside are made of.”

I squinted. Metal was metal to me; most of what I dealt with was either steel or the radiation-proof alloy of ship outsides. But it didn’t look quite like either of those. “Chemists have ways of testing for that kind of thing, don’t they?”

“There isn’t a chemist on the station,” Maggie said, withering. “We asked.”

I chewed on my lip. What we were doing was illegal on Mars. Batteries, and the solar panels that charged them, were numbered, sealed with wax, and installed by technomancers only. There weren’t many legitimate uses of pre-singularity tech. When something was truly needed and approved, the technomancers would arrive, with their distinctive gray coats and bald heads, and silently deliver what was needed.

It was a crime to break a technomancer’s seal, no matter the extremity. If your battery broke, and the backup broke, you would just have to go without. We only used them for spacewalks anyway, and I had discovered already that you could spacewalk for a little while without one, if breathing wasn’t too important to you.

I had imagined those laws existed to prevent us from discovering the secrets of technomancy, yet we’d broken the seals and were none the wiser. If only we’d had a single technomancer defect to our side. But they weren’t usually on ships. They stayed mostly in New Oxford, with a contingent on Phobos to supply ship equipment. And why should they join us, anyway? They were exclusively Founders.

“Well, thanks for trying,” I said, rubbing my temples. “You can close it up, I guess.”

I sought out Marron next. He’d sailed with contractor crews for Earth his whole career. Earthers didn’t have technomancers, that I knew of, but they had to get their batteries from somewhere.

My first mate was having some of his absolutely vile bathtub gin with Alves, one of the station’s other Earthers. “Come join us,” he said, pulling out a chair for me. They were on the mezzanine, where gravity was slightly lighter, but he was still in his wheelchair. Only when he left the station did he come out of it much.

I sat down and angled my chair so I could look out the massive sunward windows. I liked to keep an eye on my ship. Staying this long on the station was making me itchy.

“Oh no,” I said, seeing Marron move to pour me a shot of gin. “I tried your last batch.”

“This one’s better,” he urged. “We tried rice instead of potatoes.”

I reluctantly took the tiny glass and had a sip. My face puckered. “I can’t tell the difference.”

“Well, you’re not supposed to sip it,” he argued. “You’re supposed to knock it back.”

I put the glass down. “Can’t. I’m working. So I asked around to see if anybody had spare batteries. Turns out everybody’s are as bad or worse than ours. I need to figure out how we’re going to source replacements.”

Alves leaned forward. “I was thinking the ones on the Adamant’s suits weren’t keeping the amount of charge they used to.”

“They weren’t made to last this long,” I said. “We always used to get new ones at Phobos. But I already radioed them. They’re short too.”

“We always picked them up at Luna or Halfpoint,” said Marron thoughtfully. “DynaCorp charged through the nose for them, and you couldn’t get them unless you gave back your last one still sealed.”

“Just like on Mars,” I mused. “They have to control the secret, so not everyone is running around using forbidden tech. But I thought—Earth is different, right? No government to speak of. There’s gotta be a black market for everything.”

“There was a guy I knew who lost a battery,” Alves said thoughtfully. “Well, lost the suit with the battery on it. Well, lost the guy who was wearing the suit. Anyway they rolled up to Halfpoint one battery short, and they did manage to get a new one.”

“From this DynaCorp?” I asked.

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “No, ‘cause they were a battery short. They got it on level six.”

Marron gave a knowing nod. “Ohhh, level six.”

I looked from one of them to the other. I’d been to Halfpoint a time or two, before the war. “Halfpoint has five levels.”

Marron gave a little snort. “That’s what they want you to think.”

God, these guys were too fucking drunk to be any help. “Be serious a sec. Is there a level six?”

“Sorta. There’s a cruddy little tacked-on bit at the bottom, and that’s where the black market stuff mostly is. You could probably get batteries there, and I doubt they’d care who you are.”

I stood up. A problem I could solve by getting the fuck out of here. Exactly what I needed right now. “That’s that then. When you’re sober, get over to the Mariposa. I want to make sail by morning.”***

Before I could go back to the ship, I needed a star box. It’s a gadget Earthers use because hardly any of them can learn celestial navigation. You sight the stars, note their relative position, slide the levers on the box to the right numbers, and the top of the box shows your bearing. All run by gears, so you don’t need batteries.

I hated it. I hated it because, electric or not, it was next door to tech. Obviously nothing so advanced it was going to start launching nuclear warheads at anyone, but complex enough I couldn’t understand how it worked, and that annoyed me.

And I hated it because I shouldn’t need it. I should be taking Lucy along instead. We’d had that for such a short time, a voyage together where she sighted the stars and I manned the wheel. It had been good. We had worked together like a pair of dancers. We had been perfect.

Sagan found me tinkering with it, trying to throw in random numbers and stump the machine. I wanted to prove it wasn’t as good as Lucy’s head. Or my head, for that matter. “You’re leaving?” they asked.

“In the morning,” I said. “Maggie is coming, but she said she wasn’t up to navigating by herself, so.” I waggled the box.

“I wish I could see inside,” said Sagan. “There must be dozens of gears, to work out that kind of math by itself.”

“Still not as smart as a Founder.” What was that tone in my voice? Defensive? Bitter?

They sat down on the mezzanine balcony beside me. “You know, the ‘Founders are genetically superior’ thing is just something they tell us so we believe they deserve what they have. It isn’t actually true.”

My head whipped to look at them. “Yeah it is. Maggie is fourteen and she can do this stuff. I can’t.”

“You weren’t taught.”

“I have the book. I tried to understand it.”

“Let me guess. You went to the village school and finished at sixteen. The teacher told you there was no point in applying to college. The highest math you got was how to keep an imaginary budget, in which your pay was twice what you’ve ever gotten and your rent was half what you’ve ever paid.”

My cheeks heated. “I guess we’re all alike.”

“Meanwhile Lucy started school at four years old. By twelve she was taking higher math. At sixteen she sat the entrance exam for New Oxford, but at no point did anyone seriously consider she wouldn’t make it in. In university, she studied night and day to succeed. Her parents would never have accepted anything less.”

I nodded. School had been most of her life, our whole childhood. When she was on holiday from boarding school, she was studying to catch up.

“That’s two stories for you. The average. Let me tell you mine.

“I was born and raised in Landing. The neighborhood school didn’t challenge me, so I spent recess in the school library. I wanted to know more than I was learning. At that age, I believed that knowledge was power, that if I obtained enough, I could do whatever I wanted. The Colonist Laws couldn’t hold me if I was as smart as they were. And luckily it came pretty easy.

“My mother had a good job as a housekeeper; I didn’t have to work after school. I moved on to the city library, reading everything I could find. I taught myself higher math. I found the university-exam prep books, and I learned to hide them under atlases so the librarians didn’t find out I was studying them and take them from me.”

“It isn’t illegal for a commoner to take the exam,” I objected.

“No, it isn’t. But no one is comfortable with it. They’ll all try to stop you.” They took the star box from me, fiddling with the levers. “When I took the exam, I was the only commoner in the room. They tried to stop me from taking it because I didn’t have a cravat on. I cited them the entirety of the exam rules, which don’t include a dress code, and eventually they decided it was less trouble to let me take it.

“It wasn’t that hard. I knew I would have to do twice as well as a Founder to get in, and I was ready for it. I walked out of that room knowing I had done well. You only need an 80 to make it into New Oxford, and I knew I had at least a 90.

“When the scores came out, I had a 64. I stared at that letter for so long. My mother said it was all right, 64 was better than anyone had expected of me. I could go to a trade school, be a doctor or a lawyer or something.

“But I knew it was wrong. So I learned a new skill. I learned how to break and enter. I broke into the records room to see my scores. I didn’t think it was going to make New Oxford let me in. I just wanted to know.”

By now I did too. “What was it?”

“One hundred. Perfect score. They get one of those a year, maybe, out of all the Founders that take that exam.”

I stared at them a minute, staggered. “You must have a Founder in your ancestry somewhere,” I suggested.

“Don’t you get it, Moira? Everyone does. Eight hundred years since the Founding, you really think they’ve kept themselves genetically pure all that time? They’d be inbred beyond belief if they had. The entire idea is a lie. Founders have the same genes as everybody else.”

I thought that over. I knew a lot of Founders were fussy about intermarrying with commoners, but I also knew Founders tomcatted around as much as anybody else. Hell, half the planet was surely descended from Founder byblows at this point.

And at that point, how was that different from Earth? Just a big genetic soup. I’d never studied genetics—of course I hadn’t, they don’t teach it at a village school—but even I knew that if you stopped breeding thoroughbreds on purpose for a couple generations, eventually you just had horses.

Lucy and I weren’t genetically that different. And if that was true, then the massive gap between us was taught. All of it was.

“So what did you do?” I asked, because I didn’t want to think about Lucy right now.

“I got caught in the records room,” Sagan said with a shrug. “The registrar was a decent man, confessed he had been told not to admit me and to send the false scores. He was very sorry, but there was nothing he could do. I wasn’t going to be admitted to Oxford no matter what I did. Occasionally they admit a commoner just so they can say they did, but it’s always somebody rich who can pay a massive bribe.

“So he suggested I join the Imperial Guard. He said, if I was that good at both school and sneaking around, they would have a place for me. And so they did. I don’t honestly have any regrets.” They tossed the box back to me, standing up.

“None? You aren’t sorry you didn’t get to go to university?”

They gave a soft snort. “At some point, you have to stop grasping for a chance at the top, and try flipping the whole pyramid over. I like to think I’ve done that.”

They turned and sauntered off. Valet to the prince: as far as proximity to power went, they’d achieved all a commoner could. And yet they were still willing to destroy the system that had placed them there. I could respect that.

I stayed on the balcony a long time longer, fiddling with the star box and wondering. Why did it make such an enormous difference? The vast chasm between Lucy and me still existed, even if it wasn’t in our genes. But it felt worse, somehow, knowing it hadn’t had to be that way.

That it had all been a choice.
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Moira left before I did, and I had no way of knowing if she really needed batteries that much or just wanted to be the one leaving me instead of the other way around. If I’d been hoping she’d linger a little for at least some kind words, I would have been let down. I had no reason at all to hope for any such thing, and yet I still felt disappointed when I saw her sails unfold and turn to liquid fire in the light of Liberty’s launching laser.

My mirror flickered in my hands, spelling out a message I knew she’d never be able to see. GODSPEED MY LOVE.

It took much longer to arrange a diplomatic visit with the prince’s Maldivian connection. His country, he said, was very small, but he would be able to provide us with diplomatic credentials. But in the next sentence, In what name should I reserve the credentials? For your security I suggest it should not be your own.

With a growing sense of unease, I hashed out the rest of the details. We had been able to confirm, thanks to information from Phobos, that Maldives existed and did have a president. And several of Kostya’s other diplomatic contacts told us President Didi could be trusted. But it wasn’t much to go on.

I had my doubts, but Kostya had made up his mind. He wanted to be doing something. Which was a terrible reason to do anything, especially with Sagan glaring at me every time I saw them. But, when it came down to it, I wanted to be doing something too. Sitting around in an office checking work other Liberty stationers had been doing for months without me was not enough. I wanted the revolution to make progress, and I wanted to be the one doing it.

So we set off in the Adamant with Alves and the rest of my crew.


      [image: ]My shipboard tea ritual kept getting more complicated. The brewing, I had down. I’d gotten a tiny packet of Liberty-grown tea, very precious, enough for one cup a week on the way to Earth. But I wanted milk, which couldn’t be had for love or money on Liberty. So I’d brought various powdered milk substitutes, and was testing one each week.

This week was cashew milk. I injected it into the tea pouch with a syringe and tested the brew. A slight cringe tugged at my mouth. The milk added creaminess, certainly, but it didn’t neutralize the tannins, which was what I chiefly wanted. I should have asked someone who knew something about chemistry.

Yao would have known something, or Ntumba. Moira’s crew. I was still shy of them. It was one thing to try this new, Liberty captain role with my Adamants, the crew I had convinced to mutiny. Quite another to expect anyone on Moira’s crew to trust me, when they’d seen the things I’d done before in the line of duty. I’d put it about that I was willing to take a transfer from any of them. Not one had taken me up on the offer.

Bergeron appeared in the doorway of the captain’s cabin. “Sir. A sail in sight. We’re overtaking them.”

I frowned slightly. “You don’t have to call me ‘sir’ anymore. Not now we’re on a Liberty charter.”

She regarded me placidly. We’d had this conversation before. “It’s easier, sir. We’re not Earthers. We have our own ways.”

I conceded that with a tilt of my head. It was surely more gracious to let her have her own way. So long as there were no more floggings and the pay scale was equal, my crew was more comfortable sticking with what they were used to.

My own feelings were mixed. What was worse? To be addressed exclusively as “sir,” to be consciously set apart from the crew? Or to have them pretend to welcome me when I symbolized, in their minds, all they were fighting against?

The prince said I was overthinking things. He was probably correct.

“I’ll be up immediately, Mister Bergeron.”

When I reached the quarterdeck, Hartnell the midshipman was there, where he must have come from the forecastle to give his report. “Sir. They’ve made no changes in their attitude or sails. Either they don’t yet know who we are, or they see us as friendly.”

We still held ten good Venus missiles; we had no reason to fear them. Especially as, with the Adamant’s low mass and massive sails, we could outdistance them in half an hour. “Hail them,” I said. “We may as well get what news there is.”

Her sails were circular, Earther-built, but the crew aboard was a motley pirate crew—the sort that would have contracted for Earth in the old days, half Earthers, half Martian deserters. They put a Martian on the radio, perhaps for fear we’d mistake them for an enemy. “Our compliments, Adamant,” came a lilting Xanthe accent, “this is the Fennec Fox, taking cargo from Liberty to Phobos. Any ship under Liberty colors is a friend of ours.”

Of course we were, with the grade of weapons they knew we carried. But I was being unfair. Many pirates had supported us from the beginning—we’d changed the balance of power in the system heavily in their favor, and given them a place to buy supplies more or less at cost, instead of at Earth’s markup. “Honored to make your acquaintance, Fennec Fox,” I said into the mouthpiece. “You’ll have left Liberty before we did, but there isn’t much news to tell from that direction.”

“We have news from downstream,” they replied. News: the currency of the open black. “A ship passed us beating upstream two weeks ago.”

The news was bad. The revolution still held Landing, which was good, and Phobos, which was better still. They weren’t letting any Founders down the elevator at all. I wasn’t sure whether or not that was a good choice. Most of the Founders in space were Navy officers, eager to get home. They wouldn’t do any harm down on the surface, escorted out of the city and sent on their way. Instead they were congregating on Deimos, the former prison moon. That didn’t seem wise to let them do, so close to Phobos.

The Empire’s revenge for this border closing was to blockade the city. If they couldn’t pass freely through Landing and up the elevator, why, the revolutionaries wouldn’t be allowed to leave the city. They were penned up like sheep. Even the freight trains weren’t being allowed through. No fresh food was entering the city. There were stores, but those wouldn’t last.

“I’m wishing we’d brought food instead of terraforming gases,” said the pirate. “We don’t have anything that would be much use to them.”

I frowned. Liberty had its own limits. Growing food behind glass, that far from the sun, wasn’t easy to do. At least the people of Landing could grow gardens on their rooftops if they wanted. “It’s just as well,” I said. “Those terraforming gases are as vital as food, and they have to go down on schedule. Hopefully they can open up the railways soon.”

When the other ship was out of range again, I stared out the quarterdeck window, chewing my lip. It was all very well to hope. What could we do to help? It would take months to put any kind of shipment together, of food or anything else.

This was the revolution’s first real challenge. Would they find a way to keep the city fed without help from outside, or would they fold and beg the Empire to let them eat again?

It had to survive. It had to. It was the closest Mars had gotten to real change in a century. Hopelessness had been the main enemy. If this attempt failed, who could ever hope again?
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As the distance grew between me and Lucy, I waited to feel better. In vain. We had been together in person for hardly any time at all, and then by letters for an Earth year or so. It shouldn’t be a big deal. It shouldn’t take me longer to get over her than we’d ever had.

I needed more closure, but what was there I could possibly do? Destroy her letters? They’d been hot stuff, full of treason; I’d known better than to keep them. Give back her presents? She’d never given me a damn thing except Liberty Station, and I wasn’t giving that back. Un-tattoo her initials at the top of my thigh? Couldn’t, couldn’t even want to.

I’d left Hellas so many years ago to forget her. And then, my first leave back on Mars, I’d gotten that tattoo in a panic that I actually would. The dramatic impulse of a nineteen-year-old, imagining that anyone I ever slept with would see it, that I could tell them the story of my first love who’d done me so dirty. I didn’t mean to ever try again, back then. But I wanted her name on me anyway. A record of the way loving her had defined me.

Did I get over her during those years? Maybe. I did sleep with other people, a lot of other people. None who stayed long enough to ask about the ink. And sometimes, late at night in my hammock, my fingers traced the faint texture it had left on my skin. My left hand going over and over the letters L, P, and C while my right slid between my legs.

But I was more over her then than I was now. The wound had been well scabbed over. Now she’d ripped me open afresh, and worse. I didn’t want her back. I wanted her to hurt like I hurt, worse than I hurt. I wanted her to be sorry.


      [image: ]We passed Mars’s orbit, our halfway point, with all still going smoothly. The star box seemed to be keeping us properly on course. I made Maggie check its work daily, which was probably good training for her. 

Marron was out of his chair now, with no gravity out here. He’d been in space so long, this was home to him. He moved with perfect grace through the spars of the sail levers.

The crew still didn’t feel quite right. Besides Lucy, I had also lost Nguyen, which had drastically dropped the quality of the shanty-singing we always had, as well as the pranks. He’d gone home to see his sister. Doubek had left too, staying on Liberty. He’d never liked space as well as some of us.

I was anxious making the trip with our batteries in such poor condition. We were supposed to have four. I’d left the one Yao had unsealed back on Liberty. I couldn’t be sure it still worked after all that tinkering. One battery barely held a charge for half an hour, no use using it. The other two lasted about two hours each, which seemed like a lot till you realized how tedious every single part of a spacewalk was. It took quite a few minutes just getting in and out of the suit.

Which was why, when we sighted a ghost ship off the starboard quarter, I leaped at the chance. Batteries now were a much more hopeful prospect than maybe getting them at Halfpoint, if there really were any black market sellers there, and if we made it that far without disaster.

Her sails were tattered and her orbit was so eccentric she clearly hadn’t touched the ecliptic for years. But that didn’t mean her batteries weren’t good.

I took Marron and Goldstein with me in the launch. Only two working suits meant Marron would have to stay on the launch. Still, it was always good to have an extra person to help get the suits on.

As the launch ducked under a shredded piece of sail, I caught the name and flag on the side. Mauna Loa, an Earth ship. “Hope her batteries are the same as ours,” I muttered.

“The plug bit is,” said Marron. “We used to poach Martian batteries from prizes all the time.” He frowned at me though. He hadn’t wanted to do this mission at all. Too dangerous, he’d said, the risk of running out of battery too high.

“Better to face that danger once than forever,” I’d said, and he’d grudgingly stopped arguing.

The airlock was closed, but when we connected, the gauge showed no pressure. Unsurprising, but still disappointing. “Better get suited up.”

Goldstein and I went through the torturous process, saving the batteries for the end. Marron clipped the batteries on right before we donned our helmets.

Inside the ship it was dark, and I reluctantly switched on my helmet light. A moment later I wished I hadn’t.

See, an open airlock is bad news because there’s no air, but on the other hand it usually means the bodies have blown out with the air. This ship must have lost its atmosphere through a much smaller hole, either before or after the crew had died. Thus the bodies lined the room like an audience, watching Goldstein and me poke through their ship.

Try keeping your respiration regular while you’re being actively watched by at least a dozen mummified skulls. I dare you.

I switched my radio on to call Marron. “So where would the suits and batteries be?”

“Forward,” he answered. “By the forward port airlock, usually.”

I allowed myself two slow breaths of the precious air in my suit before gesturing to Goldstein to follow me. We picked our way along the sail deck toward the bridge—since Earth ships are controlled from a forward bridge, not an aft quarterdeck. Not that it matters where the captain stands, with lookouts at every window to pass the word, but we each had our own tradition.

On the bridge, a woman in uniform hung touching the ceiling. At least, I thought it had been a woman. Her hair was long, and the pips on her collar made her a captain.

I’d long since realized the common fighting men on both sides had more in common with each other than we did with our planet’s leadership. But in death it was that much more stark. It didn’t particularly matter which uniform she was in now. She was dead, and I wasn’t even going to get to bring her body home.

“Goldstein, go find the log,” I said suddenly. “I can’t do much for these people, but that log is probably important to somebody. On this orbit, she won’t be found again for years.”

“Remember the batteries,” Marron warned. “You’ve got ninety minutes left, if they haven’t gotten worse at holding a charge since last time.”

“Just tell him where to get the log,” I said. “It won’t take ninety minutes.”

“In the captain’s quarters, above the bridge.”

Goldstein headed upward, carefully dodging the corpse to reach the hatch beyond. I moved toward the airlock, found the lockers, and started rooting through.

It’s amazing how little anything changes on a ship in vacuum. The suits were still good, and I longed to take them even though we weren’t short. But I didn’t have anything to carry them in, and time was wasting. Already I could see my helmet light getting dimmer.

In the next locker, I found the batteries, plugged into a charging station. I couldn’t tell without testing them, but they looked fine. The green light on the top of each was out, but that only meant they weren’t currently charged, not that they couldn’t hold energy.

There was a sudden, faint vibration in the wall. What would have been a noise, if we hadn’t been in vacuum. “Goldstein, everything okay up there?”

There was a moment’s labored breathing on the radio. Then, “Well. I'm not hurt. Which is a fucking miracle if you ask me.” His voice, generally impassive, held a faint note of giddiness.

I tucked the batteries under my arm and launched myself toward the upper hatch. “What happened?”

“You know how lockers aren’t supposed to be airtight, so they stay at equal pressure with whatever’s going on in the rest of the ship?”

“Sure.” I came into the room, trying to take in what I was seeing. Goldstein was flat against one wall, and I couldn’t see at first what was keeping him there.

“The captain here seems to have kept an airtight locker for her personal items. Fucking thing blew atmo in my face, along with whatever shit she had in there.” He waved downward, and then I saw the problem.

It was a piece of metal—a letter opener, it looked like. I could only see the ornate handle, because the rest of it was embedded in Goldstein’s spacesuit leg.

“It isn’t through my leg,” he reassured me. “But if I pull it out—”

“It’ll leave a hole,” I finished. “I can see that.”

“An hour left on the batteries,” said Marron over the radio. “I don’t like cutting it closer than that.”

I explained the situation, and Marron was quiet a moment. “How bright are your headlamps?”

Damn it. I hadn’t been paying attention but both of ours were pretty dim. “Turn off yours,” I told Goldstein. “With both of us in here we don’t need two.”

“If they’re already getting dim there’s a lot less juice in there than an hour’s worth,” said Marron.

“Noted,” I said, because the other option was to bite his head off with something like well, now that I know it’s urgent, I’ll stop goofing around and try to save my shipmate.

“Earthers have to have tape, right?” I started going through the room, looking for anything I could find. I did find the log, zip tied to the wall, and got it off with my multitool. 

“Maybe that locker?” ventured Goldstein.

“How do I know that one’s not pressurized too?”

“You’re going to have to—” His radio suddenly cut out, and I spun around, almost losing my hold on the wall. My first thought had been that he had somehow passed out or something, but his mouth was still moving inside his suit. His radio had just gone dead.

I came back over to him and touched my helmet to his. “Your battery completely dead?”

“Fan just stopped, so.”

I considered that for a minute. He still had the hydroxide pack that was supposed to scrub out carbon dioxide. But without the fan to run his waste air over it, or the regulator to let fresh air in, it was safe to assume had had the air in his helmet and not much more.

Though, having done it before, I knew the lack of a cooling system was almost as bad. He’d sweat out all his body fluids and stew in his own heat. At least we were out of the sunlight.

“I’m going to take a chance on that locker,” I said. “Just—” I had been going to say to duck and cover, but of course he couldn’t.

Keeping my face and body out of its way as best I could, I eased the locker open. No explosive decompression. I took a breath, watching my light flicker. Damn it, if that went out I’d never find what I was looking for.

There! A beautiful silver roll of tape, the tough stuff you can plug a hull leak with if you’re desperate. I grabbed it, shoved back over to Goldstein, and inspected his leg.

Around the letter opener, bubbles fizzed. The water cooling system had been punctured, and the water was leaking along with air. For a minute I debated yanking the object out, while my sausage fingers struggled to rip off a piece of tape. But I chose the simpler option of wrapping tape around the metal, front and back, before giving it a sharp yank to get it out of the wall.

“You’re leaving the bloody thing in there?” Goldstein demanded.

“Want the last of your air to go rushing out the hole? Take some of these batteries and come on.”

My headlamp was a deep amber now, casting hardly any light. I switched it off as I came down the hatch back onto the bridge. Here, there was a faint ray of sun from the forward window, giving the corpses long shadows. The sail levers loomed in the darkness.

“Marron, we are on our way back,” I said over the radio. “Battery’s dying but we should be back there before we’re out of air.”

“Better hustle, you only have—”

My radio cut out before he could tell me the approximate number of minutes I could survive in an unpowered space suit. Which was just as well, honestly. We’d get there when we got there.

I gestured to Goldstein, waiting for his thumbs-up before I moved forward. So far, it had only gotten very quiet in my suit, without the fan running. I felt fine.

We picked our way through the darkness one-handed, each carrying half the batteries. I would have said till that moment that I could have found my way around a ship with my eyes closed. But this was an Earth ship, and nothing was quite where I expected. Plus, instead of being neatly tucked open or shut and lashed in place, each lever was canted at a different angle. It was like picking our way through a junkyard of leftover lumber.

Halfway down the deck, Goldstein stopped following me. I turned around and peered into his faceplate. In the shadows, I couldn’t see a damn thing.

Touching my helmet to his, I called, “Goldstein! You holding up?”
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