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It’s difficult to get dressed for a business deal when everything hangs on not letting the other person know you’re making one. 

I had chosen my lilac morning coat, spotless if a little out of fashion, white shirt with a flowing cravat, and buff trousers. It certainly looked like the sort of thing a careless, wealthy gentlewoman might wear to impress a lady. Not the sort of thing the scion of a penniless house might wear to go begging. Though what I was doing was, in a sense, both.

In the sky above, a red streak interrupted the blue: a terraforming capsule burning off. Mars was terraformed generations ago, but keeping our atmosphere was an ongoing fight against the eroding force of the solar wind. An ongoing, expensive fight. The atmospheric gases in the capsule cost a small fortune to purchase from Earth or Venus, and every landowner had to pay our share in taxes. Taxes we could ill afford.

I swung off my horse before Miss Hendershott’s front door and carefully dusted off my coat. For a moment I hesitated, my hand just over the wrought-iron knocker. I wished I could have waited longer. I wasn’t entirely sure of the lady’s feelings. She certainly seemed to like me; the entire summer she had been renting the lake house, she had invited me to every soirée, dinner, and walking excursion that she had put on. And for my part, I had hosted several large (and expensive) events to impress her. The cost had set my teeth on edge, but my mother had reminded me that it was an investment. It would be foolish to lose my chance with her by letting it be rumored we were short of funds.

But there wasn’t going to be another chance. Tomorrow Miss Hendershott would give up her lease on the lake house and return to town for the winter season. She didn’t know I couldn’t afford to follow her there.

I gave the knocker a sharp rap and was admitted. Miss Hendershott’s butler dispatched a boy for my horse and ushered me into her morning room. “Captain Black-Medvedev is visiting also,” he commented before opening the door.

Unfortunate. I needed to talk to her alone, and besides, Captain Black was a bore. One of the veterans from the last war, promoted beyond his station like so many had been. But Miss Hendershott rose to greet me politely, smoothing her yellow frock. 

“Miss Prescott-Chin!” she cried, with obvious pleasure. “I hoped you would come to see me before I left!”

“I promised I would.” I lightly touched her fingertips before taking a seat. Dimples flashed in her cheeks.

Captain Black greeted me politely, and I forced a smile at him. Not his fault he was ruining my plans. Unless he, too, had designs on the wealthy heiress. It wouldn’t surprise me; she was personable, reasonably attractive in a round-faced, brunette sort of way, and most importantly, absolutely rolling in Martian Imperial pounds sterling. But she would never be interested in him, would she? I hoped not.

Miss Hendershott was talking about her plans for the winter. Landing City, some distance south of Olympus Mons, was a bustling metropolis at any time of year, but especially in winter, since it was near the equator. Anyone who was anyone had a house there. Even we did—but ours was let. We pretended it was because we didn’t enjoy the city.

“I hear the Emprex Themself is having a soirée to celebrate the opening of the new mining station,” I said.

“So I hear, though I don’t know yet if I’ll be invited,” she said wistfully. I curled my toes inside my boots, embarrassed to have brought it up. I knew about the soirée because I had received an invitation. My father was the Marquis of Hellas Basin; we couldn’t possibly not be invited. But Miss Hendershott’s parents had made their money on trade. As far as the Emprex was concerned, she was new money and not someone Their Majesty would know.

“That mining station will change everything,” Captain Black declared. “With easier access to the asteroid belt, we won’t have to rely so heavily on Earth trade for water. I’d like to see the look on those Earthers’ faces when they’re forced to admit we’re not their lowly colony anymore.”

I eyed him up and down. “I’m surprised to hear you say that.”

“I think every loyal Martian would say that!”

Giving a noncommittal nod, I asked, “Isn’t that waistcoat real silk?”

It certainly was; the bamboo imitation never took dye quite well enough to reach that rich berry color. But real silk had to be imported from Earth, since we didn’t make it here. And it had been under embargo since we’d won our independence from Earth.

Captain Black’s face reddened. In the politest of ways, I’d accused him of disloyalty to Mars by buying smuggled goods, and there wasn’t a thing he could say to that. He stiffly rose to his feet. “Somehow the company in your morning room has grown less congenial, Miss Hendershott.” With a deep bow to her, and a stiff nod to me, he went out.

She gave me a troubled look. “I’m afraid you’ve offended him,” she said.

I cringed internally. She thought I’d offended him by accident? But it was probably best to let her believe that. She was a kindly soul and wouldn’t ever purposefully give offense, even to an obnoxious person like Captain Black.

“I’ll have to make it up to him another time,” I said. “Today I really came to speak to you alone.”

Her fingers twisted in her lap. “Alone?”

“You can’t be in any doubt of my regard for you,” I said quietly. “I don’t think this comes as a surprise.”

“No…” she stammered. “At least, I thought—”

“Let me be clear enough to remove all doubt.” I cleared my throat. “You have captured my affection with your kindness, your good nature, and your pleasant disposition. Though we have known each other only a short time, I feel confident that we would be an excellent match. Miss Hendershott, will you be my wife?”

A blush spread over her cheeks. “I... Miss Prescott, I am sorry. I don’t think I can agree.”

I froze. I hadn’t prepared for this part. “You don’t…but why? I feel we have gotten along very well together over this summer. And you certainly seemed to enjoy my company.”

“I do,” she rushed to assure me. “Very much. You’re a good person, and I confess I did feel some attachment. But I didn’t feel it was returned.”

“It is,” I insisted. “I deeply—like you.” Damn it, it would help for all of this if I could be less honest.

Miss Hendershott gave me a pitying look. “I know you do. But I really don’t feel…” She trailed off. “I was hoping for a little more than liking. I am too young yet to give up on the idea of a grand passion.” She flushed deeply at the words.

A romantic. Conversations we’d had over the summer came to my mind; the stories she enjoyed, the plays she raved about. I should have picked up on that more. I should have brought flowers, maybe proposed by the side of the lake… “Forgive me for being so reserved,” I said. “It’s never been my way to talk much about my feelings. But I do, I really do very ardently admire you.”

She gave a sad smile. “I’m sorry. It’s difficult, you see, in my position. I know that it will be hard for me to sort out love from material interest. And maybe you aren’t just asking because of my fortune. But I can’t be sure of that, and if I can’t be sure, well—it’s really better if I say no.”

Now I could feel my own cheeks burning. “It’s not as though I have nothing of my own to offer,” I argued. “I’m in line for a title; there’s the estate to think of. You would gain as much as I would. Not that practicality is the only thing to consider,” I added hastily, “but, as far as material things go, we would be a very practical match. I know you would like to rise higher in society than you are. Perhaps to be presented to the Emprex…” I trailed off. Mentioning the invitation I’d received would seem too mercenary to her, I was sure.

“I think you’ve misunderstood me a great deal,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’m not in the market for a title. I was hoping for a heart. But I’m beginning to wonder if you have one.”

I jumped up. “I do! I swear I do.”

“Does it belong to me?” She searched my face, eyes flicking from one of mine to the other. “Does it, Miss Prescott?”

I faltered under her gaze, eventually dropping my eyes to the floor. “It would,” I said earnestly, to the rug. “I would be very good to you. You’d never have cause to complain of any lack of attention from me.” I raised my eyes hopefully to her face again.

She crushed me with a frown. “I think you’ve answered my question, Miss Prescott,” she said coldly. “Perhaps someday you’ll find someone who wants to be a marchioness and have you around all day, being good to them.” Her voice broke and she fled the room.




      [image: ]I kicked myself the whole ride home. My bay galloped along the bank, just before the ground swooped down to the pebbly shore of the Hellas Sea. In the distance, a jagged red ridge marked the edge of the Hellas Basin. Down here within the caldera was meadowland where wild grasses and clover grew, building the soil in case it should ever be needed for farmland. We should be selling the hay, I thought, and I managed to distract myself with wondering whether the price of the hay would be worth the cost of the labor to harvest it. But perhaps we didn’t have enough cash on hand to do even that.

Down the bank, I saw my brother, William, sitting on the gravel beach. Reining in the horse, I left him to crop the wild grasses and picked my way down the bank.

“Good morning, William.”

He didn’t look up, but he gave a faint gesture with his hand to let me know he had heard me. I crouched down beside him. He had picked out all the largest stones of a particular shade of red and was arranging them in concentric circles. Smaller rocks of a browner color formed rays radiating out from the center.

“I like it.” He didn’t answer—he does not speak. He has what we on Mars call the noble condition; although he is older than I am, I have understood since I was small that his abilities and habits would always be different from mine. But our family speaks to him regardless. He understands, at least when he cares to listen.

I often tell him the things that are on my mind—when I had to sit the exams at New Oxford, when I had quarrelled with my mother over a party she was throwing that I didn’t want to attend. It was nice to talk to someone, and I didn’t mind that he didn’t offer advice. So I had come over with the thought of unburdening myself over my financial worries. My fear that, with my hopes for a good marriage dashed, our family could lose everything.

But as I examined his circles, I realized I couldn’t possibly tell him any of this. If he did understand it, it would terrify him. My exams had no real importance for him, but this? It could change the entire course of our lives, if I couldn’t find some other solution, and any words that might introduce that worry into his mind died on my lips.

So I sat with him, for the better part of an hour, and found him rocks. The regolith was sharp enough to cut your hands; the sea hadn’t been lapping at that shore long enough to round them much. William wanted the roundest ones from right at the water’s edge, that were softened on the corners like sea glass.

A crisp breeze came off the sea, a first hint of the long, cold winter ahead. All the neighbors would soon head to Landing, where the dry season would be setting in. We’d be left here in the cold and the scanty snow.

“I had no luck with Miss Hendershott,” I said at last, as I deposited a small harvest of stones at William’s feet. “She wanted someone more romantic.”

He carefully began a new circle a handspan out from the previous one. “I feel maybe Miss Hendershott was right,” I said. “She asked if I had a heart at all. I know I did have one. But now? I feel nothing. Nothing for her, nothing for anyone.”

I held out a good stone on my upturned palm, and he took it, brown eyes passing over my face to focus on the rock. “Well, I feel something for you,” I said. “And Papa and Mama. But not for Miss Hendershott or anybody else. I don’t feel the kind of passion women expect from me. Maybe they think I’m some kind of machine, wound up with a key to parrot words at them, without any soul behind them. But it’s just that I don’t have room in me for anyone else.”

He paused for a moment, his hands in his lap. The wind ruffled his light brown hair. He was out here in only his shirtsleeves. Quite improper, but he hated coats. In the winter, he would grudgingly accept one, because it meant he could still come here. He would skip stones across the ice or sweep the light snow into patterns. This was the place where he could be happy—and alone, though I could see his companion swinging his legs against the bank a stone’s throw away. We could never be entirely sure William wouldn’t get lost, too interested in his art or exploring to notice how far he’d gone.

I held out a stone before realizing he hadn’t been reaching for one. He was waiting, because he thought there was something else I should be saying. Which there was; I’d been trying to avoid it. “So you are listening. Don’t believe me?”

He gave a small gesture with his hand and took the rock.

“It’s true,” I said softly. “I used to be different, at least.”

Once, you’d have never seen me anywhere alone. There were always two of us: one plump tow-headed girl and one lanky dark girl, running through the wild grasses. My hair had darkened to old flax and the plumpness had settled around my bosom, but she had changed more than I had. She had disappeared altogether. Left me. Gone.

I could have languished, torn my heart to pieces with missing her. But she hadn’t been worth it, not after the things she’d said and done. Instead I had shut my heart down, silenced it with a pillow over its face. Maybe it was dead. Who could say.

All I knew was that I had tried to court any number of beautiful women and felt nothing. They were too accomplished, too finely spoken, too well dressed. I wanted someone honest and blunt. I wanted someone who would lean in close, in the middle of one of these fussy parties, and whisper something obscene.

But not Moira. I didn’t want her back again. Not ever.
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When I arrived home, my mother was pacing the floor. One look at my face answered her unspoken question, but she still clutched my arm. “Tell me everything!”

I told her, in as much detail as I could recall, what had been said. She frowned and shook her head. “Why, why couldn’t you put a little more passion into your proposal? You know she’s a romantic!”

“It wouldn’t be right,” I said. “I couldn’t start this on false pretenses.”

“None of us knows everything about the other person when we get married.”

I sat down heavily on the sofa. “Anyway, I couldn’t have pulled it off. I’m not that sort of person.”

“You are a terrible actress,” she admitted. “So what is next?”

Yanking off my white gloves, I balled them together and threw them onto the coffee table. “Next? There is no next. That was my last idea!”

“Surely there is somewhere on Mars another wealthy gentlewoman who might be interested.”

“I don’t think so.” In my room, I had a list of every single lesbian with any fortune to speak of in Who’s Who. I hadn’t tried with all of them, but I nearly had. “What else is there? Another season in town to try to meet someone? The town house is let.”

“Perhaps if we borrow—”

“No. No borrowing. That’s what got you into this mess.”

“Not only,” she said mournfully. “This place was deep in debt when Papa and I inherited it.”

“From generations of Prescotts and Chins borrowing.”

“And the land is poor. If only our Founder ancestors had gotten a mineral assay before claiming this land…”

“There could have been a perfectly good living in it if they’d focused on farming, especially once the terraforming was done. But no, they wanted to live like dukes and spend all year in Landing.”

“Well, it’s too late now.” She sighed. “I’m sorry to have nothing but this mess to hand down to you. I’m afraid we won’t be able to stall the creditors much longer. Just this morning, Mr. Lopez was by to see Papa again. Nasty money-grubbing little krepostnoy.”

“Mother!” I cried, aghast. That was not a nice word for a colonist—someone whose ancestors had come to Mars after the first settlement.

“I’m not sorry,” she said. “How can these people come after us like this? Why can’t they give us more time?”

Privately, I felt it was unfair to blame Mr. Lopez, the colonist collections man, over the gentlemen who actually owned the bank. It was always easier for her to be angry at a commoner than someone of our own class. But I couldn’t get into that with my mother, or I’d start talking about whose fault this actually was, and get more angry at her than I wanted to be.

“I will simply have to find some kind of job,” I said. “Perhaps a governess…some kind of companion…”

“That won’t pay the mortgage.”

“It’ll give me a place to live, when…” I trailed off, looking around the elegant sitting room, with the French doors that overlooked the sea. I couldn’t bear to say, “when we lose the house.” Generations of my family had built everything I saw, from the first underground bunkers, to this house, and even to the sea glimmering outside. They had come to Mars when Hellas Basin had been nothing but an empty crater of red rock, and now there was blue water slowly lapping at the red gravel shore and a green lawn running down as far as the bank.

“And what about your father and me?” my mother asked tightly. “To be put out of our home…I worry what that will do to your father.” Her eyes went to the dueling pistols in their rack over the fireplace.

“You will simply have to lean on one another,” I said shortly. I hoped my father was better than to take such a coward’s way out. Better men than him had been poor before. “William, I will keep with me. He’ll be my responsibility soon in any event.”

“He can’t live in some garret with you, with nobody watching him!” she cried.

I got to my feet. She was right, but I didn’t know what else to do. There was simply nothing else to be done. Either I would find some situation where I could live with my brother, or…There was no or. I would. Somehow.

The door swung open and my father strode in. “Agatha, you wouldn’t believe what I just heard from Singh.”

My mother scowled at him. “This is hardly the moment, Henry. Our daughter’s just had her heart broken, again.”

I prickled. Heart broken? I was understood to have none. “I’d like to hear the news.”

“War,” he said, eyes wide. “Earth has declared war on Mars. Didn’t I always say they’d take that mining station as a provocation?”

“That’ll mean more taxes, for certain,” said my mother.

A slow smile spread across my face. It was the best news I could have possibly heard.

“What are you smiling about?” my mother demanded. “With all this money trouble, and now a war…”

“Don’t you see?” I said, scooping up my gloves from the table. “The one solves the other. In wartime they’ll be desperate for officers. And war means prize money. Quick promotion.” If a man like Captain Black could rise to the top, surely I could.

“What are you saying?” asked my father. “You don’t mean you—”

“I do.” I said. “I’m joining the Imperial Navy. I’m going to space.”
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Of course there was much to do before I could ship out. Letters flew back and forth between my father and various friends, seeking a recommendation for me as a midshipman. I dug my grandmother’s chest out of the attic to take what I could from her old Navy kit: stopwatch, spyglass, a little round mirror for light signals. 

Most importantly, I needed money. A commoner could go to space just by enlisting, but as a gentlewoman, I needed to pay a number of fees and outfit myself appropriately. Thank the ancestors we had the horses to sell.

I broke the news to the stablemaster myself. He had worked for my family since he was a boy and was one of my father’s closest confidants. Nothing was as important to my father as those horses, and he reposed absolute trust in the man who kept them.

Shafts of light fell through the dusty air and onto the straw-strewn floor. The smell of horses filled my nose and for a second I had to stand still, chest aching, hands in fists. I hadn’t been here since…well, in years. When I needed to ride, I had someone else prepare the horse and bring him to me. It hurt too much to be here.

But there was Ramesh, examining the hooves on my father’s big bay. My father had hoped to make money racing him, but he hadn’t been lucky enough to cover the cost of his keep, and now he was too old to race. Ramesh loved him, and so did my father. This wasn’t going to be pleasant.

“Ah, Miss Lucy,” he said, straightening up. “I don’t see much of you these days.”

“But I see nothing has changed here.” I leaned against the stall door. “Did my father tell you I’m going to space?”

“He did, and I wish you luck. My daughter’s a spacer now, you know. Though with the war starting, I’m glad it’s a merchant ship and not the Navy.”

I stammered vaguely. Of course he would bring her up. I shouldn’t have thought I could come in here and talk to her father and not have him talk about her.

“But then maybe you’ve had a letter from Moira since I have. Weren’t you two thick as thieves, back in the day?”

I swallowed hard and regained command of myself. “When we were little, I suppose,” I said casually. “I haven’t heard from her since she left here.” On my eighteenth birthday. Five years, eight months, and twelve days ago. The morning after my coming-out ball.

“Well, she likes it,” he said. “Though I miss her so much. She doesn’t come down long enough to take the train out here. My husband and I go to the city and visit her when she does come down.”

I had a strong feeling the amount of leave she had wasn’t the real reason she wasn’t coming to Hellas. I wouldn’t have wanted to come within a thousand miles of her either. “Does my father talk to you about his debts?”

He bent over and went back to inspecting the bay’s hooves. “Yeah, I know about all that. Is it time, then? Are they repossessing the place?”

“Not—not quite yet.” I hesitated. This was so hard. “I am hoping to save some of it with this Navy idea, but... well, the horses are the only thing we have left to sell that isn’t mortgaged. And I need money for my commission.”

Ramesh kept his head down. His hair was white all over now and I felt a crushing sadness for him.  “I understand.” His voice quavered.

“Is it—is it better if you do the selling yourself? You could find someone you would trust with them.”

“I s’pose.”

If Moira and I had still been friends, I might have opened the stall door and gone in there with him and squeezed his shoulder. A friend’s father is almost like a relative. But instead I was only his employer.

“You always have a home here,” I said. “Even without the horses. As long as we still own the estate.”

“That won’t be much longer.” He straightened up, wiping his face with the back of his hand. It only smeared his tears into mud. “I’ll move on if I can. See if I can stay with the horses.”

“Of course,” I said. “My father will want to talk to you more about it. I only wanted to tell you myself, because it’s for me they’re being sold. So that I can join the Navy and see what I can save. Maybe enough for William and me to live on.”

At that he forced a smile. “It’s all right, Miss Lucy. Really. You do what you have to.”

I folded my lips together and looked down. He was much, much too kind. My family had used him up and wasted the patrimony that supported him and dozens of others. I thought of having this conversation over and over, with the housekeeper and the driver and the farmhands and everyone, when the house was repossessed. No wonder my mother worried about my father losing the courage to see it through. I made a mental note to sell those dueling pistols too.


      [image: ]Once the money was raised and my recommendation accepted, I said goodbye to my parents and bought a train ticket to Landing. A friend in town put me up for a few days; at least I did not have to stay in some cheap boarding house. I needed the time to buy the essentials in the handbook my father’s friend had sent.

That part I enjoyed thoroughly. I hadn’t been to town in a Martian year, and I hadn’t been shopping in longer. I had stretched out my wardrobe by carefully scrubbing out stains and making over old frocks. My friends had simply thrown away their out-of-fashion clothes, clothes I would have been grateful to have, but asking for them would have revealed our poverty.

The boots I needed for zero gravity were soft leather, with the upper thicker than the sole, since I would have to hook my feet under loops to keep myself in place. The spacers went barefoot, but officers must be dignified. I was measured for a pair before heading to my favorite part of the city, the clothiers’ district.

Several happy hours later, I took possession of the last parcel and returned to the main street. Two pairs of buff knee-breeches! Two waistcoasts, one buff and one blue! One long navy jacket, with gold buttons! Three white linen shirts!

I was skeptical about that last one. I couldn’t imagine the ship would be turning over laundry often enough for me to have clean shirts every three days. Probably—I shuddered—I would be expected to make those three shirts last a week. But I couldn’t afford to go beyond the list. I would have exactly what the other midshipmen had. If I smelled bad, at least we’d all smell the same.

Wrinkling my nose, I darted into a shop for one last, guilty purchase: a very small vial of bergamot cologne.

The shoes were ready in a few days, and I packed them into my bag with everything else. Shirts, stockings, a notebook, pencils. It wasn’t much; the bag itself was made of thin canvas so that the whole thing massed under five kilos. Five kilos to last me a year or more till I might return. I couldn’t even predict what I might be homesick for, but there was no weight allowance left for sentiment in any case.

I wished vainly for a friend to see me off at the elevator, but I was close enough to no one else. I had plenty of friends here in the city, but no one I wanted near me at a time I might be tempted to cry. So I said goodbye to my hostess at her house and walked.

The district around the space elevator bustled with activity. A few weeks since war had been declared and everything had changed. Whole new warehouses had sprung up. Trucks full of sheet metal and cables and hydrogen tanks and unlabeled crates waited to get close to the elevator, and shouting longshoremen passed boxes from hand to hand to get them onto the pier.

The pier was simply a broad, concrete platform where cargo rested until more expert stevedores could pack it into an elevator car. One car, unfastened from the cables, was being loaded, while a steam-driven crane carefully maneuvered a full one into place.

I couldn’t see where passengers could wait, and yet I’d been assured this was the place to report. I stood around awkwardly in my uniform, hoping someone would notice me and tell me where I was supposed to go.

“Lookit that toff!” cried a male voice, and I spun around. A number of navvies were looking at me, faces scowling, but I couldn’t tell which had spoken. They looked away again and a voice muttered, “Fucking useless prats.”

I stood stricken, staring after the men. What could possibly have gotten into them? I wasn’t accustomed to being addressed like that by commoners. Or anyone, for that matter.

“Do forgive them,” said an urbane voice beside me, and I turned to see a naval officer. He wore a dark blue coat, but no epaulets: a lieutenant. “There’s been some unpleasantness lately over the war. It isn’t personal.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “Is this where I should wait for the elevator?”

“It’s where I’m waiting,” he said. “No point in getting closer till they finish hitching up the car. Once they’ve done that, we’ll get in that lower hatch.” He gestured.

“This is my first time, sir,” I admitted.

He raised a thin black eyebrow. “That much was obvious by your lack of a salute.”

I felt my cheeks redden as I switched my bag to my other arm to make an awkward attempt at one. “Sorry, sir.”

“You’ll have time to study the regs on the way up,” he said with an easy wave of his hand. “I’m Lieutenant Brown-Mahoney.”

“Prescott-Chin, sir.”

That earned me an evaluating stare. Had he heard of me? My family? But instead he simply said, “You want a piece of advice, Mister Prescott?”

“Of course, sir.”

“Always respect the chain of command. You’re from a good family, right? Pretty rare that someone tells you what to do. On the ship you’ll have to learn to obey promptly. You’re old for a midshipman.”

“I know that, sir, but—”

“I was speaking. You’re old for a midshipman, and that means it’ll be harder to pick up the right habits. Some things have got to become instinct for you, and that means they’ve got to crowd out whatever instincts have gotten you through so far. Right now, your reflex when someone criticizes you is to interrupt. You need to have the reflex to sit tight, take your medicine, and then say yes, sir.”

I paused, to be sure he was finished. “Yes, sir.”

“That goes the other way, too. You’re being trained for command and that means you can’t take any guff from the men. But I’m less worried about that. You’re a gentlewoman. You know how to manage your servants. It’s the same thing, though in the Navy there’s less leeway for insubordination. You’ll soon see why. Spacers are a rough lot and space is a dangerous place. A bleeding heart risks everyone’s skin. If something happens, we all die horribly in the vacuum.” He gave a friendly smile. “But I’m not worried about that. You’ll learn fast.”

I licked my lips with a dry tongue. “Thank you, sir.”

Just then there must have been a signal, for he strode forward. A small crowd began to gather near the hatch he had indicated, and I hurried to join it.

The trip up took most of a day. I didn’t see more of Brown; my ticket entitled me to a little private compartment that must have been in a different section than his. But I followed his advice and studied the regs. There were two hundred pages of them, many of which I couldn’t understand. No sexual activity along the chain of command, that was clear enough. Just as on the ground it was strongly discouraged to have a relationship with an employee or, for that matter, anyone but a social equal. But no drunkenness? How could one even get drunk when reg. 4.15.871 set the alcohol ration at four ounces of strong liquor per day? If one stole the alcohol to get drunk on, that was a whole separate offense, 6.34.267, theft from stores.

Well, I was sure it would all become clear in the proper context.
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Phobos Station, at the top of the elevator, was a bewildering hub of cargo and people. There was just enough gravity to make things drift slowly downwards, but not enough to actually walk. Some people pushed off walls and floated out of the car, but I crept tentatively along the handholds. It would show me up as a landsman, but a mishap would be even more embarrassing. 

Phobos was all pre-Singularity construction, meaning stone and dark metal, with hollows on the ceiling where the electric lights had been. The tunnels had been carved perfectly smooth and round by robots, but the new fiber-optic lights left them dim and half-shadowed. Modern construction would have left more windows.

Teams awkwardly dragged nets full of canisters and crates down the concourse—still the easiest way to get things around on Phobos. It wasn’t like you could conveniently bring a horse up here, and the anti-electricity laws made no exception for space, not when there was any option to get the same work done without power.

My ship, the IMS Mariposa, was too large to dock at the station directly. I would have to take a small launch. I should try to find one directly, but I found myself strangely uneasy. For all the lightness of my body, there was a cold weight in my stomach. Was I ready? Shouldn’t I get my space legs first? Or do they call it space legs at all, when in space nobody uses their legs for much? Was I going to humiliate myself in front of my new crew, the crew I’d have to be with for the next year?

I crept along with the crowd that flowed around the station. This area seemed to be mainly for passengers. I spotted small, spartan restaurants and a busy area labeled CORRESPONDENCE. It turned out to be a place for writing letters and having them posted down to the surface; you could also rent a mailbox or purchase a money order. I sent a postcard so my parents would know I’d made it this far. It would be months before they had any other word from me.

At last I saw the information desk, at a crossroads where several concourses came together. Behind the desk, a black board with magnetic letter tiles spelled out departing ships and airlock numbers.

I pushed off from the wall to see more closely. The Mariposa was listed at P-6, and P concourse branched off to my right. That should be easy enough. I tried to turn around and return to the wall, only to twist awkwardly in the air. I had pushed off too far from the wall, and now nothing was in reach.

My cheeks heated. It was the most basic landsman’s mistake. You were supposed to keep within reach of a wall, and if you needed to cross an empty space, you made sure you had enough momentum to make it all the way across. Otherwise you got trapped in the middle of a room, as I just had.

At least I did know enough not to try swimming motions; that wouldn’t work in a thin medium like air. And I was pretty sure blowing wasn’t going to do it. The obvious solution was to ask the man behind the desk, but I couldn’t possibly embarrass myself like that. No, I was lucky to have done this here, instead of aboard ship. Phobos’s low gravity would drift me back to the ground eventually. All I had to do was act natural.

I read the departures board a second time, and a third. My foot was less than an arm’s length from the floor now. I was starting in on a fourth read when I heard a commotion and half turned to look.

A man in plain clothes hung in the air a little way off, one hand grasping a ceiling strap to keep himself in place. Below, a small crowd was gathering to listen. The man shouted, “Let them try waging a war without our labor! Let them try forcing our labor without our consent!”

“Nobody bothers asking for it,” a heckler shouted back. “Were you born yesterday?”

The man kept shouting. “Not our war! Not our empire! God fuck the—”

He was interrupted by a woman in uniform, who had come up behind him and grasped him by the arm. “That’s quite enough of that,” she said. “I’ve got you on disturbing the peace already. If you finish that sentence, I’ll have you under the Sedition Act.”

The man didn’t finish whatever he had been going to say. He turned to follow the constable, but turned over his shoulder to shout, “No war for the Emprex! Mars is the planet and people!”

The crowd began to disperse. I felt my foot brush the floor and pushed off toward the wall. The scene I had just observed troubled me. It was like the men who had heckled me at the elevator. Something was definitely stirring and I wasn’t sure what. Everything had been calm the last time I’d been to the city. But now we were on a war footing, and instead of throwing their efforts toward victory, some were spreading discontent. Why?

The last line, at least, I remembered. It was a slogan of a social reformer a few years back, who had campaigned for class equality. Not a revolutionary like this fellow—he never spoke against the Empire. Even I had thought he made sense, when Moira had lent me his pamphlets.

The memory of her made my stomach turn sour. The social reform movement had petered out years ago, when the man at its head had died. But I had stopped keeping up on it by that point anyway, since Moira was gone. It was always something we had done together. Without her, it felt hollow.

The launch was beginning to load when I reached the correct airlock. It was the shape of a tin can, big enough for twenty or so, with bubble windows at either end. There weren’t any seats, just a number of handholds spaced regularly around the cylinder. I selected one on the floor so that Phobos’s weak gravity would keep me near it until we left.

Two spacers came in, maneuvering a massive netted bundle of packages which they stowed near the rear. “Give me that duffle, sir, and I’ll stow it for you,” said one of them, and I glanced around for a man they might be speaking to. Then I remembered that in the Navy, male honorifics were used for everyone. Gender, like clean laundry, was a luxury the Navy expected you to do without. I carefully lobbed my bag across the launch.

A number of drunk spacers came next, guiding the slack body of an unconscious companion. They reeked of cheap alcohol and ribbed each other loudly about how much they had drunk and how they had behaved at the station bars.

A commotion at the hatch preceded the next party: three miserable-looking people in civilian clothing, followed by a spacer and a lieutenant, both carrying swords. “Please,” begged one of the civilians. “I’ve been in space for a year and I need to go home. My little girl—”

“Shut your moanin’,” said the spacer with them.

More diplomatically, the lieutenant added, “The law gives us the right to impress you in wartime. Anyone who makes their living in space is liable, as you should be aware.” She gave a tight smile. “Just hope for a quick end to the war, and then we can all put our feet back on the ground.”

Once the impressed spacers had found places within the launch, the lieutenant looked at me. “You’re our new midshipman?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Catherine Vasiliev-Scott,” she said, extending her hand.

“Lucy Prescott-Chin.” She clasped my hand briefly, careful not to pull either of us off our feet.

“Don’t mind these complainers,” she said, gesturing to the three she had brought in. “They’ll be paid better here than on the merchant ships, and when the war is over they’ll go home with prize money, most likely.” She moved to the transparent bubble at the front. “It’s your first time, right? Come up here.”

I joined her in the bubble and gasped. Much of the view to the right was blocked by the station, but beyond that I could see Mars spread out below, a green and red jewel. The blue scar of the Valles Marineris dominated the view: once a massive canyon, now a narrow inland sea.

The airlock was closed and Lieutenant Vasiliev began to give commands. Spacers at the sides and rear of the launch pulled levers to fire each thruster at her mark. Slowly we drew away from the station, and the faint gravity of Phobos faded. As the launch pivoted away from Mars, I saw the ship.

“That’s her,” said Vasiliev fondly. “The IMS Mariposa. Ninety-six feet stem to stern, forty-two in the beam. Of course she’s more beautiful under sail, but we’ll be on board before that happens.”

To my landsman’s eye, she wasn’t beautiful at all. The ship looked like a stubby cigar, slightly fatter at the back, all dark metal except for clear bubbles at either end and a shiny translucent panel along one side. As we drew closer, I could see the complex framing of the sails, folded flat against her sides. That was her main method of travel, with propulsion fuel carried only for emergencies. If all went well, we wouldn’t spend a drop—or so my reading had told me. Now that it was wartime, it would be surprising if things went that smoothly.

Behind me, the drunk spacers were singing, “Fare thee well, my own true love,” in raucous voices. The impressed spacer who had begged to get back to her little girl was crying quietly, tiny diamond drops scattering away from her as she wiped her eyes.

This was it, I thought. I was going to space. Goodbye to the city, to the old estate, to the sea. To parties where I had socialized like it was my job. Goodbye to Miss Hendershott, and may she find someone who loves her the way she wants. Goodbye to my family, and may they keep the creditors from the door long enough for me to get paid.

We docked at an airlock on the main level, just in front of the rear bubble. I followed Vasiliev out of the launch and stopped dead in the air, gawking.

The main deck, where the sails were controlled, was a single broad room, running the entire length of the ship. It would have been very spacious, except most of the space was taken up with massive wooden beams, fifteen feet long and four inches thick, tilted upward from the bottom edges of the room—the levers for raising the sails. Between these were cranks, pumps, and smaller levers, for other adjustments. Only a narrow column in the middle was clear, where spacers were easily launching themselves back and forth, as comfortable without gravity as fish in water.

To our left was a raised deck with a railing, where blue-coated officers stood with their boots hooked into mesh loops on the floor. “Permission to come aboard, sir!” cried Vasiliev, saluting, and the center officer looked up. His epaulets showed me that he was the captain, as did his bearing. He was middle-aged, my father’s generation, and the braid floating behind him was white. Prominent cheekbones gave his face an elegant look. His name had been in the letter I had received: George Kim-Johnson, captain. Scion of the Xanthe Kim-Johnsons. Decorated several times after encounters with pirates. I had landed quite a favorable first post.

“Granted, Mr. Vasiliev,” said the captain. “Is that the new middie? Bring them up here.”

The lieutenant made it up in a single leap; I followed less gracefully. I saluted the captain carefully, so as not to launch myself into the air. He nodded and ignored me at first, asking Vasiliev, “Did you find enough new men?”

“Yes, sir. Though not all of them are happy about it.”

“They don’t have to be happy. They have only to serve the Empire,” he said shortly. “As I have no doubt they will do, once they accept their duty. You, midshipman. Prescott-Chin, yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re old for a midshipman.”

I had learned my lesson from the officer at the elevator dock. “Yes, sir.”

“Well, in war we take all kinds. Just remember: everyone on this quarterdeck outranks you. Abington-Smith here is senior midshipman.”

I followed his gesture. Abington-Smith was a lanky young man, with carrot-red hair and an unfortunate complexion. He must have been about seventeen. I gave him a tiny smile. Of course people younger than me would outrank me—I had no experience. I only hoped he was more competent than his age would suggest.

“Show her your berth, Mister Abington,” said the captain. “And then be back here in twenty. We’ll assemble the hands before we start to make sail.”

I took my bag from the spacer who had claimed it earlier and followed the young midshipman off the quarterdeck, down the empty center of the room. As soon as we were out of hearing of the captain, Abington began to chatter. “You’ll like it here, Prescott. Mariposa’s a good sound ship and the captain’s aces. Mind your head. Here, don’t swing yourself on that, you’ll pull a sail out. Grab this. My first name’s Andrei, but they call me Bing mostly.”

“Lucy Prescott-Chin,” I said. “Who calls you Bing, the officers or the men?”

“The other middies, and the men if I’m not commanding them at the moment. It’s funny for us. We technically outrank them but they also know a lot more than us, so it’s good to hang around and be friendly. Not too friendly, that’s fraternizing. But you know, listening to what they say so we can learn. We’re not scary to them like the real officers.” He jerked a thumb behind us, at the quarterdeck. “This we’re on now is the sail deck. Our berth is on the gun deck, up forward where the bow chasers are. That way’s the forecastle, the clear bubble at the bows where we can see where we’re going. There’s always somebody there and on the quarterdeck.”

“Is the gun deck up or down from here? Or do we even have up or down?” I stared down at my feet. My brain told me that was down, but I had turned somewhat in my efforts to follow Bing, and I could see the quarterdeck below me. Or behind me. I felt suddenly giddy.

Bing looked back at me and circled back to hover in front of me. “You’re not going to toss your lunch, are you? First thing you should learn is maybe where the sacks are, because that’ll be a mess otherwise.”

I shook my head. “No, I just got turned around. How do you manage without up and down?”

“Oh, there’s up and down all right. In space there’s no direction to speak of, but we invent directions to make sense of it, ‘cause otherwise we’d be lost as a pigeon on Mars. See, look. Where my feet are pointing is ship’s down, right? That’s why I point my feet that way when I could be pointing them anywhere. And that way, toward the sun, is ship’s up.”

I oriented my body perpendicular to the decks above and below, to match his. He was right; it did help. “How do you know which way the sun is?”

“Because we always point ship’s up at the sun, unless we’re in a battle or something and we can’t. See, at the very top is the water store, which helps block some of the radiation. And under that are the algae tanks, which need the sunlight that filters through the water. Then water filtration, laundry, air quality, that kind of housekeeping thing. After that is this deck. Sails are right in the middle, coming out from sides of the sail deck here. Like a butterfly, right?”

We reached a small opening in the wooden deck and he dived down toward it, pulling himself through with his arms. “And this is the gun deck. The men berth all along here.” I looked, but only saw a low-ceilinged room full of torpedo tubes. There was barely room to stand upright, if one wanted to attempt it, and the tubes were less than two feet apart.

“They berth where?”

“Between the guns,” he said, as if it were obvious. “Or above or below them. Wherever. Remember we can use any surface. Anything’s a ceiling, anything’s a floor, whatever you need it to be. Look, here’s the forward gunroom.”

A small sliding hatch, about two feet around, was the door to our berth. Midshipmen couldn’t be broad-shouldered, I supposed.

Inside was a torpedo tube with a tiny porthole beside it, and not much room for anything else. The walls were knobbled with clips and handholds, and a few boxes and sacks were strapped on. But I didn’t stop to look at those, since there was somebody already in the room. She was dressed like Bing and me, in dark blue tailcoat, knee-breeches, stockings, and soft leather boots. Her three-cornered hat floated beside her, and her dark braid was mussed from pulling off the clips that were supposed to keep the hat on. She was curled up into a ball, making quiet whimpering sounds.

As we entered, she raised her face from her knees and regarded us. She was maybe twelve years old, freckly, her eyes wet and puffy from crying. “Buck up, Maggie!” said Bing, in what I supposed was meant to be a bracing tone. “Look, you aren’t the only landsman in the berth. Here’s Lucy Prescott-Chin! She may be grown but she’s never been to space before, any more than you have.”

The girl dragged her sleeve across her face, leaving a shiny trail on the dark wool. Depending on laundry, that mark might be there a long time. “Margaret Borisov-Harcourt,” she said shakily, trying admirably to regain her poise. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure is mine,” I said, sketching a bow. Her presence instantly made me feel ten times better. I wasn’t the rawest recruit around; here was someone even less at ease than I was. And that meant I had a use beyond simply trailing after Bing, trying to learn things. I could support this child and perhaps make her transition to shipboard life easier. First step was to pretend I hadn’t noticed her tears, to avoid embarrassing her. “The Argyre Borisov-Harcourts?”

“The Lowell ones,” she said, with a loud sniff.

Bing finished strapping my case to the wall. “There we are, shipshape and ready to get under way.”

“Where will we sleep?” I asked, eyeing the six walls of the room.

“Take your pick,” he said. “This wall’s mine, the hammocks are in there. When it’s your watch below, you clip up yours wherever suits your fancy.”

The three of us went back out.  “Nothing to see below this level, only stores,” said Bing. “Food stores, fuel stores, ammunition, cargo. When you’re on watch, you’ll sometimes be posted to watch the stores. The men need to get down there sometimes to get something, but you have to keep an eye on them or they’ll take things.”

By the time we regained the quarterdeck, a loud whistle was sounding a series of notes, and spacers were appearing from hatches everywhere to gather in the center of the sail deck. On the quarterdeck, another officer had joined the captain, one with a black braid and thin black brows. He spotted me. “Ah, the elderly midshipman!”

“Lieutenant Brown,” I replied, saluting. I should have realized anyone coming up the elevator at the same time as me might have the same goal. I wondered if having him on board was better or worse than any random officer it might have been. Or were they all like that?

The captain began to address the crew about the ship, the officers, the voyage. Lieutenant Brown, it seemed, was new to the Mariposa, as were many of the forty spacers on board. The mission was to take a cargo of minerals to Venus in exchange for the light, strong carbon fiber they produced there. It was used in cables, grapples, sails, even the space elevator itself. At the best of times, the voyage was months long and plagued by pirates; this time, crossing Earth orbit would be a dangerous business. Earth itself was on the far side of the sun now, or would be by the time we crossed its orbit, but Earth ships trawled the area in an attempt to blockade us from Venus, an ostensibly neutral planet.

As he spoke, my gaze roved over the spacers, all turned out in their smart linen uniforms: loose white trousers, white shirts buttoned down the front, and blue kerchiefs. Their feet were bare. They were a rather frightening lot, all things considered: tattoos on every exposed piece of skin, rings in their ears, stubble on all the male faces. Given that some of them didn’t want to be there in the first place, I wondered how three officers and three midshipmen would keep order among so many. Perhaps that was what Brown had meant about strict discipline.

One face in particular caught my eye. It reminded me of—but no, so many faces reminded me of hers. I kept seeing her everywhere. But as I inspected the thin brown face, the wide mouth, the high cheekbones, and the wispy dark hair—cropped short and floating around her head, not long and brushing her cheeks on either side like I remembered—she looked back at me.

My heart pounded. No. It couldn’t be. Not here, not when I’d just left all the worries of the past behind me. But she smiled slightly, a dimple appearing in her left cheek, and I knew. It was her. It was Moira.

The blood rushed to my face. Smiling? How dare she? After five years with no word, no letter. After the things she had said that night. After what I had said. Had she forgotten all that? I certainly hadn’t.

I forced my eyes away from her. Could I convince her I hadn’t seen her at all? That I didn’t recognize her, didn’t care? Composure ought to be simple—nobles all learned it in boarding school and I was stoic even for a gentlewoman. But I didn’t usually have so many warring feelings going on at the same time. I wanted to look at her more, see how five years had treated her. I wanted to hurt her any way I could. I wanted to ask her, what in the ancestors’ name happened? Why didn’t you come to me the next morning and talk it over? Why are you smiling?

The crew began the naval hymn, and I carefully unclipped my hat to hold it over my heart. With my other hand, I dug my nails into my palm. I had to be cool and blank. I was her ranking officer, technically. I was going to have to order her around as if I didn’t even know her, for a year or more, and I had to begin as I meant to go on.

“Martians never will be slaves!” the crew bellowed, and I sang along voicelessly, shutting my eyes as if in piety.

A moment later came my rescue. Lieutenant Vasiliev brought Maggie and me to the long, curved aft window as the spacers began to disperse to their stations. “Since it’s your first time, you have to get a look at it,” she said.

The view from here was stunning, better than in the launch. I could see Phobos Station—half lump of rock, half metal structure—and below it, the delicate, shimmering ribbon of the elevator. Beyond was the planet, still in exactly the same view. Since Phobos had been moved to geostationary orbit, it always stayed over Landing. But the dayline had crept across more of the planet’s face as the station swung into sunlight. We would have to leave orbit at the right moment in order to use as much as possible of our orbital energy to push us sunward.

Lieutenant Vasiliev floated near the outer edge of the bubble and pointed back toward the side of the ship. “Look, there go the sails!”

Gazing up the length of the ship, I could see the spacers, all along the sail deck, hook their feet to the floor and haul the levers downward. If I understood my reading, the levers would push hydraulic fluid through tubes that pierced the skin of the ship and out to the sail arms.

I moved nearer Vasiliev to look outside. Slowly the masts unfolded like a pocketknife, the port mainmast near us, at the stern of the ship, and the port foremast farther away. Then, as the bosun shouted and the men moved to other levers, each mast unfolded like a fan into several splaying ribs, unfurling between them the shining fabric. It glinted here and there where it caught the sunlight, though as the masts stretched it out it grew dark, pointed as it was away from the sun. The sails were massive—miles wide, so that if the ship were shaped like a butterfly, it was a comically tiny one in proportion to its wings. The way they stretched on and on till they cut off the stars reminded me of the night sky over the Hellas Sea. They arced over the window on either side, almost but not quite meeting in the middle.

The lieutenant pulled Maggie and me sunward, until we were looking at the black backside of the sails. “You can’t look at the lightward side when the laser’s going,” she explained. “Hold up one hand to block Phobos; the light is much brighter than the sun.”

I did as she said. A moment later, my hand was turned almost translucent by the light spilling through it. I could see the capillaries at the edges of my fingers. Turning to look at the sails, I could only see faint glimmers at the edges.

Maggie’s mouth wavered, tears pooling in her eyes again. “Don’t cry,” I said quietly, perhaps to myself as much as her. A lump had tightened in my chest and I wasn't sure if it was made of tears or rage. “Look at the sails; they’re beautiful. You don’t want to miss this.” I squeezed her hand and she squeezed back gratefully, gulping back her tears.

It was good advice: focusing on where I could find joy might help me keep my composure and do my job. And the sight was stunning. But it was hard, trying to fix my gaze on the horizon of sail when all I could see behind my eyes was Moira’s face. Smiling. What business had she to be smiling?

One thing was certain: thrown together by fate or not, we were still as we had been. Nothing had changed. She had betrayed me in a way I had thought she never could. And for that, I could never, ever forgive her.
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