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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the 2014 issue
of The Martian Wave. This is the second issue that has been released by Nomadic
Delirium Press, although for those of you that have been reading
the magazine for years, you know that it has a very rich history,
and we continue to endeavor to publish the best science fiction
about the exploration and colonization of space that we can
find.

This issue features a lot of work that
may seem a bit dark and pessimistic. I’m not sure if that’s a
reflection on the current space policy of the United States, or if
it’s just because darker stories seem to be more compelling. Let’s
face it, if everything in a story is happy, you don’t really have a
story…but don’t worry, the stories aren’t depressing, merely eye
opening.

This issue features a lot of
very creative alien life, and I think it would be great to
meet some of these
aliens…but certainly not all of them.

So, sit back, and let the
writers of the 2014 issue of The Martian
Wave take you to places you’ve never been
before…maybe even places you could never have even
imagined…

 


J Alan Erwine

May
4th,
2014
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​ Far from
Freezing

By Scott Virtes

 


We are used to life
proceeding at a certain hectic speed, but it is quite possible that
there are ecological niches or whole worlds where, due to a lower
level of available energy, life simply proceeds at a more glacial
pace.

 


- Carl Martin Slipher, University of
Arizona, 2024.

 


 


Pluto Express found an unexpectedly
strange world at the apex of an endless flight. The surface was
littered with long straight lines. Even in its best resolution
images, all we could say was that the lines were grooves cut into
the surface.

When the Pluto Recon Orbiter, nicknamed
PLURO, arrived in 2042, Pluto was well on its way to a deep sleep
-- as the tiny planet got further from the sun, it grew colder, and
its faint atmosphere condensed to almost nothing. Yet PLURO found
the cracks were still there, and in the midst of each groove there
was a single large boulder. Charon was a featureless snowball, and
the two smaller moons were deeply cratered chunks. The other chunks
and debris in orbit proved to be a challenge as the probe
maneuvered for orbital insertion.

At the end of its power supply, PLURO
was dropped down to the surface, and its final images raised too
many questions to ignore. There were round spots and straight
lines, and scientists argued over whether the probe landed looking
down into a ditch, into its own crater, or at natural
features.

Finally, there was a sequence of images
that showed a kind of mudslide, some mottled surface creeping
slowly closer, and after a month of creeping the signal was
gone.

***

Sakam opened his eye every now and then
and drank in the sights. A craggy, salty landscape surrounded him,
with icy dunes to either side of his Road. A crater rim pushed up
in the distance. The Other World was a calm, perfect orb filling
much of the sky directly overhead. The stars were arcs covering
about an eighth of the sky, among them the Sun, far brighter but
without a trace of warmth. The Moons were wider, shorter arcs,
brighter at their leading edge, where their incoming photons were
still fresher to his mind.

The weather was typical. Very little
changed between blinks, only the Moons and the subtle texture of
the star trails. There was no sense of heat or cold, only the
emptiness above, the solid mass below, and the Road.

His body was functional by midday, so
he took a step forward.

At his next blink, the Moons had
shifted forward along their course. Little else changed, just minor
changes of dust patterns along the Road. Some travelers claimed
that as you followed the Roads further from the Center, the Other
World sinks lower towards one horizon or another, ultimately
dropping out of sight. Of course, the ice gets thicker, and feeding
more difficult. Sakam could almost envision some distant travelers,
frozen and starved in their ruts with half the Other World showing.
No. It was too strange to visualize.

Hardly anything changed from blink to
blink, and that was fine with him. When things did happen, it was
unsettling. Like two hundred and five steps ago, when there was a
new Moon in the sky, a tiny arc of light covering a third of the
sky at a blink. Strange colors of light beat down from this object,
and Folks had beamed thoughts to each other across the icy terrain,
pondering the meaning of the thing.

For ninety steps the New Moon had been
up there, bathing them in its mystery. Then it crashed, leaving a
lump of metal in a crater in the side of Sakam’s Road. Which made
it Sakam’s responsibility. It had been forty steps away at first.
Sakam felt no fear, only a need to keep his Road clear. He beamed
the news to the Folks, and the nearest of them offered to divert to
his Road to help explore the strange object. Still, Sakam was the
closest, it was his territory, and he was duty-bound to report his
findings.

As he approached the Fallen Moon, he
saw waves of colors surrounding it. Soft pulses, but unbelievably
complex, as if the colors were made up of lights moving far too
fast to see.

He took that final step, walking up on
top of the thing to feel it with his sensitive foot pads. It
crumpled under his weight and the lights went out. It was
remarkably hard, with spikes that impaled his feet. He could think
of no words for the experience, but he remembered legends – distant
ancestors spoke of “metals” that were harder and sharper than any
rocks. Their ancestors were never wrong. They were powerful beings
who traveled between stars, worthy of every word of worship the
Folks give them.

Sakam’s feet healed in just a few
blinks. He moved away from the Fallen Metal Moon. Folks beamed
questions to him. All he could say was that they would have to walk
on it themselves. He had no words to describe it.

Still, he felt no fear. Fear was
unknown to a world’s top predators. Folks trod their Roads, feeling
and tasting the snow with their feet, and when they sensed life,
they pounded down into the ice to consume it. So, he felt the
strangeness of this set of events, but no fear.

***

By the time humans came to Pluto, they
had been to every planet in the Solar System. They sent small teams
of brave researchers at first, and many of those never returned;
later there would be film crews and entertainment companies, and
science channel specials; finally, businesses would find worthy
resources and be forced to setup camp for their people.

Still, Pluto was way out
there. The ship Azorus took the long haul to Pluto to follow up on those strange
surface images from seventy years ago. Realistically, odd images
alone would never have gotten a mission launched, but PLURO had
also sent tantalizing traces of tritium, and that was a resource
companies would pay good money for.

Early space explorers had worried about
boredom and isolation and space madness, but the Net made all these
irrelevant.

Captain Nelson was an online chess
champion, who typically had forty or fifty turn-based games going.
Planetologist Bobby Burns was a card shark, who won a world poker
tournament while they were passing Saturn’s orbit, and even after
taxes he had tripled his mission salary by going all-in with a pair
of aces against a big guy from Sicily who didn’t know when to give
up. Researcher Amy Johnson toured all the world’s virtual museums
during the trip, and the guys could see the overload of information
just behind her eyes.

The three of them had an ongoing love
triangle. A “necessity triangle”, as Bobby called it. There was
plenty of downtime between routine scans, maintenance, game
tournaments and real-time exhibits. They had sex whenever then
needed to, in any combination -- it became the linchpin of their
fitness regimen. They were plain people, even a bit dumpy, but
after some sim-tequila their bodies always figured out what to
do.

The rest of the crew was a heap of
robotic gear that would come to life as needed.

They braked with their ion thrusters
for the last month and dropped into Pluto orbit without
incident.

“Looks like a shrunken head
version of Earth-Moon,” Bobby said, looking at the barely-lit gray
orbs in the sky. “Without the sunny beaches.”

Nelson chuckled. “A bit out of
proportion. And the moonlets are pretty obvious from
here.”

They ran through a planned sequence and
deployed a trio of orbiters to start mapping the surface at ten
times the resolution of previous missions.

After the by-the-books exercise, Amy
wondered out loud why they were here. She had that spaced-out look
again. Her mind was lost in the Louvre. Let her zone out -- they
didn't need her full attention yet.

Nelson said, “The Final Frozen
Frontier.”

Bobby gave his two cents:
“Paycheck.”

Amy huffed. “Like you need
it.”

“Yeah, money. Whatever. I
shoulda brought my snowboard.”

***

Sakam’s Road had become clogged with
sightseers, ever since the New Moon incident. It was unprecedented
for so many Folks to be within touching distance. It became such an
orgy that Sakam started a new Road in a new direction, leaving his
old home behind.

There was some satisfaction in plowing
through fresh snow. In fact, there were hordes of gisla and ferum
just below the surface, a real feast for his patient body. He spent
many blinks almost wallowing in his good fortune, doing his best to
tune out the Folkmind, all those voices chattering about the Fallen
Moon they had long since crushed flat and dismantled, and their
dull biological imperatives.

Then there was another New Moon in the
sky, and the chatter fell ominously silent.

Rassas, the Eldest, renewed his
predictions of doom and gloom. “Our Flying Ancestors are returning
to punish us for not living up to their expectations!”

Sakam shrugged silently and ignored the
man. The voice of Rassas was banished from his head until further
notice.

Now the New New Moon spit out three
smaller moons. One blink caught the event perfectly: the main blip
in the center, emitting three flashing spokes. The Folkchatter soon
had these object named “Flyer” and his three blips. Sakam felt that
these events were more important, that the names should be bigger
and bolder. But they were all just simple Folks.

A few blinks later, Sakam caught the
Flyer coming down from the sky, and a quick calculation showed that
it was on a direct course toward the Fallen Moon. Sakam was
recalled by the Folks. After all, the old Road was still his
domain, and if the Flyer landed there, it would be his
responsibility...

***

Nelson set the ship down far from any
of the E-Rocks.

Their new high-resolution images had
shown that in most of the grooves captured by PLURO, there was a
rectangular rock with three projections, shaped like the letter
“E”. E-Rocks. There was a large concentration of them near PLURO’s
crash site, and grooves were thickest there.

A few orbits later, the probes sent
back fresh images, and some of the E-Rocks had moved. Amy ran a few
image subtraction routines, and showed that they had almost all
moved or rotated in the time between frames. They argued about it,
but the E-Rocks kept moving, and there wasn’t much room for
doubt.

Amy, the most romantic of the crew,
said they were alive.

Nelson said that was ridiculous; it was
barely 40 Kelvin down there.

Bobby just liked to argue. He rarely
took a stand.

They drew straws, and it was Nelson and
Bobby who would gear up and be the first to walk on the farthest
Classic planet from the sun. Sure, there were fifty or sixty more
distant rocks, some of them larger than Pluto, but planetary
chauvinism drew the line right here with Pluto and swollen
featureless Charon. Astronomers still bickered and recategorized
things from time to time, but a folk singer had coined the name
"Classic planet," and it resonated with the masses.

Captain Nelson took a moment to say a
prayer to technology. May all the gear operate when we need it, may
the information flow, and all that jazz. Amy was uncomfortable with
this Data Age baloney, but she bit her lip and let the ritual be
the spice of the moment. Bobby, naturally, had no opinion on
religion.

When Nelson and Bobby had stepped out
onto the surface, they weighed almost nothing, but they still
crunched down about an inch through a crumbly top layer of ice. A
scanbot walked just in front of them, and they were glad they had
thought to attach its longer set of legs for this mission, though
it moved more like a chicken than a high-tech marvel. A defbot
stood beside them, ready to protect them by attacking any object
that met their mission danger parameters.

Bobby tested his suit comm. “This is
the life, eh, boss?”

Nelson didn’t care what his crew called
him, as long as they looked up to him properly. “I never pegged you
as a hands-on explorer type.”

“Who me? I wasn’t kidding
about the snowboard. I used to have a buddy take me by chopper to
the most remote snowy mountains. If I saw any trace of human life,
I would get annoyed and look further into the wilderness. There’s
nothing like a barely-controlled fall down a mountain to get your
primal senses going.”

“I bet.”

“How bout you?”

“I love flying. But walking
is lame.”

Amy interrupted them. “Guys, the
orbiters just got a fresh batch of images. Check these
out.”

She poked the data to them, and the
images showed up inside their visors.

She narrated anyway. “You remember that
last image, how those little E-shaped things were all pointing
random directions? Well, here’s the new image.”

The ship appeared on the image, clear
as day, and all the e-rocks were now pointed in their
direction.

***

Sakam moved like he had never moved
before. Deliberate and relentless, his motion barely registered in
the sensors of the blips flying overhead. As he reached his old
Road, the many Folks there looked to him to represent their
interests. He could sense the strange glow of the Flyer, just
beyond the dunes to the north. He calmly stepped on the edge of his
old Road, and began to clear the way, creating a new Road to the
Flyer.

***

“So where is the nearest
e-rock?” Captain Nelson asked.

His proc studied the image and their
position, and a voice whispered in his ear, “Seventy-four meters at
sixty degrees.”

Nelson pointed and the team followed
him, hoping to solve this mystery once and for all.

The scanbot was the first one there. It
stopped and squawked. The humans bounced across the crumbly ice
plain while the defbot warned them not to make any sudden moves.
Defbots could be such killjoys, but when you need them, you’re
always glad they’re there to back you up.

The scanbot was standing at the top of
a snow dune. Nelson landed at the top of the dune and grabbed one
big chicken leg for support. The defbot plowed its way around the
dune and stood between them and the things. Bobby caught up to them
a moment later.

A group of e-rocks was there, lined up
in a groove, doing nothing at all.

They were about three meters tall,
cone-shaped, with three long icicles pointing toward the men. They
had a strange mottled look, but if the men expected a greeting, or
faces, or a practical joke, they got none of the above. The defbot
reported no signs of life, no energy readings, no
danger.

“See?” Bobby said, “I told
ya they were just rocks.”

“Moving rocks.”

“Sure. Sliding on the ice.
Some kind of isoelectric trick that turns them toward energy
sources.”

“Think about it. Think of
the cold. If there was something living here, there is so little
available energy. You would end up with creatures that are only
active for a small fraction of the year, and deplete their reserves
quickly; or something that can only move a few inches a day.
Frankly, I was expecting microbes at best; you know we find them in
every niche of the Solar System ...”

“Only one way to find out,”
Bobby said. He told the scanbot to take a sample.

“No!” Nelson
countered.

“Just a pinch.”

“Okay. A pinch never hurt
anyone.”

Bobby laughed. “You must not have had
an older sister.”

“Just do it.”

The scanbot stomped up to the nearest
e-rock, reached out it pincers, and snipped off a piece of the
middle icicle.

***

Pain!

Sakam could not understand
the crazy squiggles of light he was seeing. All kinds of colors and
materials. His telesense told him there were objects about five
steps away, then three. But nothing could move that quickly. The
objects stayed at three steps for a moment, then his defenses were
triggered -- less than a step
away!

The signals traveled faster than
anything else on the surface of Pluto, and there was no arguing
with reflexes.

Sakam exploded.

***

Nothing happened for fifteen minutes.
The scanbot had time to put the fresh sample in a canister, and
Bobby bounced around the weird e-rocks making bad
analogies.

“They’re like stalagmites,
but there’s nothing dripping here. I have no idea how these things
could have moved anywhere.”
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