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Prologue




Sparrow stalled just inside the orbit of Deimos. A ghostly blue shockwave of Cherenkov radiation marked the ship’s fall from hyperspace. Mars lolled in front of her like a battered harvest moon, its pockmarked face bloodied by war. Sunlight caught on ragged burns in her skin, then flared on diamondoid viewports at her bow. 

The little vessel could carry two, but the seat beside her pilot was empty. Commander John Gray considered it with a haggard gaze. His lover had cast her lot with the tharks. There was a line that could not be crossed even in war, she had said, and now it felt like his heart was being torn apart by that very line. 

Another flash of Cherenkov radiation cast blue shadows across the flight deck. Gray’s mouth tightened. The tharks had followed him after all. His only weapon was a standard Space Force cutlass. If it came to using that, odds were good he was a dead man and this whole desperate mission a failure.

“All right my little bird,” he said, “time to find out if you can handle atmosphere.” 

Sparrow responded to his touch like a living thing, pitching around with a staccato burst of her vernier thrusters until her rocket engine faced forwards. Her turbopump spun up and the ammonia in her tanks boiled through the reactor core with a shriek, felt more than heard. 

They decelerated onto a trajectory that would take them down into the atmosphere, and the ship spun back around of her own accord.  The first faint traceries of incandescent plasma began to dance across her triangular viewports. Mighty Olympus rose in front of them and the ancient rust of the Tharsis highlands gave way to the brilliant white of fresh snow. 

Plasma sheeted back from the bow like fire as they dropped deeper into the atmosphere, washing over the viewports until all Gray saw was a green inferno shot through with pink and deeper shades of red. The ship began to shudder. 

Then the inferno that danced upon the capsule viewports flickered out. Three more volcanoes loomed in front of them like blunt teeth – Ascraeus, Pavonis, Arsia – all smaller than Olympus, but the ship was dropping fast. Sparrow made a lousy airplane; all drag and no lift. At this rate they were going to make another crater on the slopes of Pavonis.

“Let me help,” Gray said, taking the ship’s manual controls in hand. 

Sparrow resisted his input. She had been trained in orbital and hyperspatial mechanics. She knew nothing of aerodynamics except what could be inferred from taking an integral of the hyperspatial equations. 

Pavonis was dangerously close; he could see the space-elevator terminal at its summit. 

“You need to trust me on this,” he said. 

Sparrow relented, and none too soon. The trick was to make drag work for them. Turbulence buffeted them as they skidded into a shallow turn. Gray was afraid they would lose the outboard stabilizer, but she held together.

Then the ground fell away as they left the Tharsis plateau behind. And fell away again, as the plateau stepped down into the enormous chasm of Valles Marineris. Snowmelt formed silver ribbons of water. Ahead on the left was the cleft that led into Candor Chasma. That way led home, to sunlit rooms that looked out over iceboat races and skating parties. And to the squadron of Sturmoviks based at Thunderbird Falls that might still save him, if they only knew he needed to be saved. Which seemed unlikely now that Sparrow had descended below the level of the base’s radar sweeps.

The bottom of the canyon drew near. Gray pulled the ship’s nose up away from their line of descent. The buffeting increased until his vision blurred. They were almost vertical now. He throttled up the nuclear engine, giving Sparrow enough head to let her balance on the exhaust while he worked the problem of getting them down in one piece. Or at least alive; the ship did not have planetary-style amenities like landing gear, so ‘one piece’ was not on the list of possible outcomes. The best he could do was set them down on the stabilizers that tipped the aft spars. 

The buffeting eased as their airspeed diminished. He backed the ship down, eyes darting between the view outside and the rapidly dropping propellant gauge. Dust billowed below them, tracking their motion across the floor of the canyon. 

They settled down into the roiling cloud. Gray could no longer see the ground. Two of the aft stabilizers made contact. Their wrist joints sheared. Sparrow pitched over, spars buckling and hypervanes shattering. She screamed as the myriad sensors built into her spars tore free. She tried to twist away from the impact, but there was nothing she could do. She plowed head-first into the ground and slid to a shuddering stop. 

“I’m sorry,” Gray said. There was no reply. The silence was broken by a crash of thunder. A wave of sand washed across the viewports. He took off his multifaceted flight helmet and retrieved his cutlass.

Outside, the sun was almost down. Its last rays caught the bow of the ship that had pursued him. It looked like a tetrist’s vision of a carpenter bee, a nightmare rendered in black carbon and stainless steel: six crystalline hypervanes, three landing legs, and nestled between them, a triad of thark soldiers.

Take a terrestrial leafcutter ant, atta cephalotes. Size it up a couple orders of magnitude. Replace chitin with ceramic armor, put high-carbon steel on the cutting surfaces, and endow it with intelligence. Make it indifferent to vacuum, needing only the warm glow of fissiles in its gut to stay alive, and you have the general idea of a thark soldier.

Gray hesitated. There was no way to spare his ship from what would come. Sparrow did not have an off switch any more than he did. She would live or she would die, and either way there would be pain and fear, and there was nothing he could do about it.

“I have to go, little bird,” he said. “I’ll do what I can to hold them off. Thank you for taking me this far.” 

The tharks dropped from their niches. Gray loped away at a right angle to their approach, making them choose between him and Sparrow. The triad swung to follow him. His ship was not going anywhere, after all.

He set off for the nearest hill. How far would they follow him? How much time could he buy? The tharks increased their pace as he struggled up the hill. He gained the top only a few seconds ahead of them. He stood there, his ragged breath fogging the inside of his skinsuit’s facemask, his cutlass whining angrily as their leader crouched below him, just out of reach of its chainblade.  

Then a pair of Mars Guard Sturmoviks roared overhead like avenging angels, the blue diamonds of their exhaust vivid in the failing light. The leading thark made a sound like a band saw and leapt up at him. Gray sprang to the side, slashing downwards with his cutlass. Sparks flew as its chainblade took an arm below the elbow. Two hundred kilograms of angry thark landed where he had been a moment before. 

Gray charged the nearest of her followers. The thark lunged at him as if she meant to snatch him from his feet. He went low and jabbed the chainblade up into her thorax. The cutlass caught on ceramic armor and nearly seized. He shoved it in and rocked it viciously back and forth inside her. 

A middle limb whipped sideways against his chest. He heard more than felt his ribs break. He jerked the cutlass out of the thark with a scream. She stumbled and fell, mortally wounded. Gray tried to catch his breath. His chest was on fire. He straightened up with an effort. His ribs grated with every move. 

Geysers of dust erupted in a straight line that marched up the hillside and bisected the trailing thark, which came apart in two untidy pieces wreathed in lightning. The Sturmoviks ripped overhead, banking to make a pass at the ship that had brought the tharks. It lifted off on a pillar of fire. Its rocket engine was deafening. Gray turned away from the blast of sand and small rocks, shielding his faceplate with his free hand. 

The first thark was on him in a heartbeat. It felt like he’d been punched in the gut. His knees buckled but he did not fall. The thark’s forearm was inside him. A bubble of blood expanded from the juncture where it pierced his skinsuit, popped, and was followed by another. 

She pulled her arm free. Electricity snapped where he had cut off her hand. He staggered, dropped to his knees. Blood welled up in his throat. He swallowed reflexively.

The thark seized him with her middle limbs and lifted him until they were face to face. She tore his facemask off with her good hand. A cold wind sucked the breath out of his lungs. Iconji flickered across her enormous eyes. The only thing he understood was the question mark in a yellow triangle. But what was the question?

He looked past her to the setting sun. It had been a long time since he had seen a sunset from the surface of a planet. He had forgotten how beautiful they were, how extravagant, how utterly indifferent to the lives of men and all their works. 

A dark spot detached itself from the dazzling blue inferno and raced toward them, preceded by a line of dusty geysers. The thark dipped her head towards him. There was tremendous pressure around his neck as her mandibles closed.

Then he rolled free and was laying on his side. He wondered for a moment why she had released him. He tried to get up but could not move. Nothing seemed to work but his eyes. Sunlight dopplered from blue to violet to something that was so brilliant he could see nothing more. 








  
  

1

The Find





Maggie rolled over so she could think without having her face in the dirt. The sky looked like tempered steel, hot blue near the sun shading to copper at the horizon. Brilliant white cirrus clouds drifted above the distant canyon walls. It was mid-afternoon, maybe four hours of light left. She could feel the warmth of her body leaching into the cold ground. She wondered if that was what it felt like to die. If the vital heat just seeped out of you, like the last joule of a kino spinning down to ground. If that was all there was to it, it wouldn’t be so hard. 

She closed her eyes and listened to the solid thud of her pulse. Beside her, on his stomach, Eric was breathing heavily from the climb up the face of the dune. Below them a small stream tumbled its tribute of sediment down to the mighty Marineris. 

“That’s got to be what he was talking about,” Eric said. He passed his viewpoint over to her goggles. 

On the other side of the stream, the shifting dunes had partially uncovered the wreck of an old spacecraft. The remnants of a fin protruded from the sand like a lonely, wind-stripped tree. A landing pad hung uselessly from its tip.

“It doesn’t look like a fighter to me,” she said skeptically. “Maybe a reusable booster? That’s the bell of a rocket engine on the end.”

She tagged the engine bell with a blink and passed the viewpoint back. Compared to a fighter, a booster would not bring much return for the effort of getting it back to town. 

“Think your pilot friend got it wrong? Maybe trying to impress the pretty bartender?”

“He’s not my friend,” Maggie said. “And he was drunk, so getting it wrong is more likely than getting it right. But here we are.”

The wind came up, blowing grit up the face of the dune and into their faces. Maggie pulled her airscarf back into place. It snugged itself around her nose and mouth, seeking out the warmth of her breath. They inched their way back down the dune out of the wind.

“Maybe a ground to orbit interceptor,” Eric said, voice muffled by his own airscarf. “That would be a score. Weapons, ammo, kinos...”

Eric was a dreamer, but there were plenty of wrecks in the canyon lowlands, and more buried beneath the snow up on Tharsis. Any war machine you could imagine had been built and fought and crashed on the surface of Mars. Of all the battlegrounds in the solar system, the ones ruled by the old god of war had drunk most deeply of mankind’s blood. Earth had hardly been touched in comparison, until the end.

So yes, the wreck could be almost anything, even a fighter. But – task at hand – many of the anythings it could be were still quite dangerous, even long after the Warsing. That was the nature of the game they played.

“The truck is what, an hour behind us?” she asked. She and Eric had gone ahead in his bipe Dusty, leaving the rest of the group to pick their way across the rough, boulder-strewn terrain in a battered old flatbed truck.

“About that,” Eric agreed. “You want to wait for them to catch up?”

“Not really. If this is a bust, that’s an hour we could use looking for the real thing. Besides, I’m getting cold.”

“I hear that. Usual drill?”

“Yeah. Let’s do it.”

Eric unslung his rifle and checked its gauge. The kino slung beneath its barrel was warm to the touch from parasitic discharge. But the gauge showed enough spin left to drive an entire magazine downrange. If it took more than that, he was doing something wrong. He twirled his finger in the air.

Maggie drew her revolver and thumbed its iris open. The weapon woke with an ominous quiver, like a hunting falcon whose hood has been removed. Her goggles switched over to tactical mode. Bright red crosshairs tracked smoothly across her field of vision as she hefted the weapon and sighted down its barrel. The aiming reticle was encircled by eight green dots; all chambers were full and ready to go.

The revolver felt good in her hand. It was the only thing she had inherited from her father besides her dark unruly hair and vaguely Slavic features. She rose to her feet, shaking dirt out of her long coat. Fifty meters along the face of the dune, she judged she’d gone far enough. She gave a cursory wave to Eric and crossed over the top.

From this angle it was apparent that the wreckage was not a booster. In addition to the exhaust bell at the stern, she could make out the angular lines of a capsule at its bow. It had been manned! Maybe a fighter after all, though nothing like she had seen before. She pushed down a surge of excitement. No room for that now. 

The capsule was crumpled from the impact and ripped by cannon fire. Purplish growths of fractal lichen burst through the tears, no doubt rooted in some carbon-rich source within, perhaps the vessel's former occupants.

A shiver wracked her shoulders. She took a deep breath to let the cold all the way in. Then she strode down the dune as if she were Dejah Thoris herself. She splashed across the stream without pausing. The water was opaque with milky-pink summer runoff. It was hard to judge its depth, or her footing for that matter, but it did not come over the tops of her boots. Small blessings. 

She slowed as she approached the wreck, making sure to keep clear of the line of fire between it and Eric, who had positioned himself atop the dune. The area around the vessel was pockmarked by mekano tracks. Most had been blurred by the wind, but some were fresh. If she could follow them back far enough in time, they would eventually lead to the mekan hive where they were drexlered.

She squatted down to check a set of tracks that formed two parallel rows, as if a creature the size of a four-wheeler had gone by. Each indentation was the span of her hand. Too big for a mekano. Probably a spider bear looking for something to eat. Usually not people, but it had been known to happen.

Something moved in the periphery of her vision. She whirled around and brought the revolver to bear. It was just a sand crab. The mekano backed into a crevice under the hull, fluffing dust over its iron carapace until it was completely hidden. 

“A little jumpy, huh?” Eric’s voice came over her goggles.

“You looked over your shoulder lately?” Maggie retorted. “There’s no telling how long this thing has been exposed, and what kind of attention it has attracted.” Like spider bears, she did not say. No point in winding him up any tighter. 

He sighed. “Fine, take care of yourself for a sec.” 

Maggie turned full circle while Eric made sure nothing was stalking him. They were a third of the way up Valles Marineris from its mouth, in the no man’s land between Tsiolkovsky to the east and Thunderbird to the west. The main river channel was several kilometers away. The canyon walls were barely visible on the horizon. Scrubby knots of synlife brush covered the slope of a nearby hill. 

“Nothing moving but the wind,” Eric reported. 

“Then let’s see what we’ve got.” 

On closer inspection, the capsule at the bow of the vessel proved to be an integrated assembly. Three triangular facets formed the point of a tetrahedron. Each facet had a long, oval structure reminiscent of a mekan’s eye, but made of some crystalline material. 

The exposed edge of the capsule was flanked by a pair of viewports. Maggie looked cautiously over both shoulders, then holstered her revolver and got a flashlight out of her coat pocket to check one of them. Underneath a thick layer of dust, the viewport’s diamondoid was as smooth and clear as the day it was drexlered. 

The capsule was cramped and strewn with debris. Small mekanos skittered away from her flashlight’s beam like cockroaches. An empty seat faced the viewports, an odd-looking multifaceted helmet beside it. Another seat occupied an adjacent corner of the triangular flight deck. The third corner held an artiform braincase. The cables leading out of it were encrusted by a spray of fractal lichens.

Maggie circled around the capsule. A slender hexagonal spine, mostly buried, connected the capsule to the vessel’s midsection.

“Looks like its neck is broken,” Eric said, following along on her viewpoint. “See how the nose of the capsule is tilted up compared to the rest of the ship?”

“Looks that way,” she said, running her hand over the aft surface of the capsule. It was covered by a layer of something like quartz crystal, translucent and grainy to the touch. A triangular vane of the same stuff formed a buttress between the capsule and the narrow spine. 

She walked down to where the spine disappeared beneath the sand. She dug in with the toe of her boot, encountered something blocky under the surface. She scooped away the sand with her hands, revealing a framework of hinged triangles. 

“That’s a Canfield joint,” Eric said. “The neck isn’t broken; it’s articulated. What the hell is this thing?”

Maggie scrambled up the dune that had once engulfed the wreck and was now slowly divulging it again like an old secret. She stepped out onto its spine. Sand skittered underfoot and rolled off. She walked carefully between crystalline shards that rose like jagged teeth from the spine. 

She gently rocked one of the shards out of the clamp that held it. It was the same crystalline material as buttressed the capsule, a couple centimeters thick, shot through with dark lightning that branched and subdivided in self-similar patterns. It made Maggie’s brain hurt when she tried to follow it.

“I think before the crash these shards formed another triangle between the hull and the spar,” she said. “Like a fin, but of quartz. Or whatever this stuff is.” 

She tucked the shard in her satchel and continued back towards the spar. What she had taken for a landing pad, when they were first glassing the wreck, was another smaller crystalline assembly, attached to the tip of the spar by an articulated joint.

The vessel’s geometry was impossible to grasp. Not a right angle on the thing. Alien, if she had to pick a single word. Which was ridiculous. The galaxy was rotten with life, but nary a technosignature to be found amongst the carbon dioxide and methane and dimethyl sulfide signals. There were no starfaring aliens unless you counted Jesus. But she was not a religious person. Death was the end, which was a good reason to avoid it.

She took another step and the radiation detector built into her goggles started chattering. She backed up and the clicks subsided. 

“We’ve got a hot one,” she said, trying to keep the elation out of her voice. “Probably a nuclear thermal rocket. I’m right at the boundary of the shadow cast by its shield.”

“The sweet, sweet, sound of spin,” Eric said. 

“Maybe. If nothing’s gotten into it.” 

The Martian mekosystem was based on the accumulation of fissiles, from the simplest insect-like burrowers to solitary eight-legged predators at the top of the food chain. For them, the wreck would be like a ripe carcass, well worth defending from other scavengers. Like Maggie.

She edged around the spar, careful not to snag her coat on crystalline shards. The intermittent clicking in her goggles became a steady chatter. A thick cylinder, carbon black, terminated in the engine bell they’d seen from the other side of the stream. The portion of the cylinder that had been exposed by the dune’s retreat was pockmarked by tracks.

“That’s not good,” Eric said.

“I saw spider bear tracks a ways back,” Maggie said, and then regretted it. 

“Now you tell me. Please don’t go any farther. It’s a long shot. I’d hate to miss.”

“I’m going to take a closer look.”

“Maggie...”

“You know I gotta know,” she said. She jumped off the spine. 

“Wardamn it!” 

Whatever else Eric had to say was cut off by the nuclear thermal rocket’s shielding. The chatter in Maggie’s goggles became a full-throated growl. She settled down beside the rocket’s flank. From here she could see that mekanos had breached the outer hull, but the reactor inside was intact. The sweet, sweet sound of spin indeed.


      [image: ]She worked her way back down to the edge of the stream, probing the ground for dragon teeth and other hazards. When she glanced up, Dusty stood beside Eric at the top of the opposite dune. Their shadows stretched out towards the water below. Eric’s head barely reached the knobby joints of the robot’s reverse knees. Even so there was no mistaking the nature of their relationship. The bipe followed him down the face of the dune like a loyal pet, its delicate, bird-like gait kicking up clouds of dust that were whisked away by the evening down-canyon breeze.

They met at a flat spot upstream of the wreck, nose on to it, so its shadow shield protected them from the radiation spilling from its reactor.

“Mah-gee,” Dusty said, settling down into a crouch.

“Hey Dusty.” She patted the bipe’s flank affectionately. It settled lower on its haunches with an air of mechanical contentment. 

“Not cool,” Eric said.

“Sorry,” Maggie replied without a great deal of sincerity. 

“You could have died,” he said.

“Always a possibility,” she agreed. “But here we are.”

“Is it intact?” He could not keep the excitement out of his voice.

She nodded. “A hundred kilos of enriched uranium, ours for the taking.”

He shook his head. “All right. One of these times I’m just going to stroke out, but all right.”

“Come on, let yourself be happy.”

“I will not give you the satisfaction,” he said, but Maggie had the sense that he was smiling beneath his airscarf. 

They were unloading camping gear from the bipe when the truck rolled in. Alex was driving. His brother Dmitri rode shotgun. Alex had ten centimeters and almost as many kilos on his little brother. Dmitri liked to say he was the brains for Alex’s brawn, and there was some truth to it. Alex drove, Dmitri navigated. Alex pulled the girls into orbit with his rugged good looks, but it was Dmitri who landed them with an endless supply of one-liners. 

Eric’s girlfriend Zsuzsanna was sandwiched between the two young men. This was her first time out with the group. Maggie did not know much about her. Eric said she worked as a research associate at Tsiolkovsky’s Polytechnic Institute. He had hooked up with her a few weeks before and talked Maggie into letting her come along as the camp cook. 

Alex parked next to Dusty so they could spin up his kinos with the truck’s thorium engine. They set up camp by the stream, kicking aside rocks and uprooting synlife shrubs and clumps of grass to make a level bed. Maggie would have felt more comfortable on higher ground, but the odds of a flash flood were low. There were no icefalls predicted and the skies were clear. It would take heavy rain in the highlands to pose a real threat.

Eric and Zsuzsanna had brought their own tent, a sturdy little half-dome, which they set up at a discrete distance from the main camp. Maggie and the brothers shared the same weather-beaten dome the group had used since they started treasure hunting together. Sleeping bags and packs were shoved up against the walls in a colorful jumble. Olive green airscarves and embers dangled from cords strung across the vaulted ceiling in a Star of David. An old war-surplus oxygen candle flickered cheerfully in the middle of the floor, casting a ruddy glow on their faces. Three and a half standard centuries of icefalls had raised air pressure enough that vacuum suits were no longer required, but the more delicate business of making the air breathable for baselines would take centuries more. 

Maggie listened to the conversation as the warm glow of dinner spread through her body. It was a good group. She’d been worried about taking on Zsuzsanna. She was a pretty girl, with light brown hair and the kind of figure that boys found irresistible. Alex had trouble keeping his eyes off her, which could become a problem. But for now, they were getting along. And now was good enough for Maggie.

Maggie warmed her hands over the jug-sized candle. “I’m going to set up the fence before it gets dark. We don’t need a spider bear sniffing out hot spots in the middle of the night. Anybody want to lend a hand?”

“I’ll go,” Zsuzsanna said before anyone else could speak. 

“Let’s get it done.” Maggie snagged her airscarf from the clothesline and settled it around her face with a practiced motion. Zsuzsanna followed suit with somewhat less polished results.

“I’ll come too,” Eric said, standing. 

“You can do the dishes,” Zsuzsanna replied, much to the amusement of the two brothers. 

She and Maggie went through the tent’s airlock together. It was a simple accordion model, not particularly efficient, but reliable. Maggie pulled the outer doorframe back towards them, making the chamber as small as possible. Zsuzsanna zipped shut the inner door. For a moment they were pressed against each other back-to-back. Then Maggie zipped open the outer door and stepped out into the cold, clear evening.

The sun was low on the horizon. Its horizontal rays revealed the texture of the land. Every fold and rock cast long shadows. The largest stretched for hundreds of meters. The smallest were no bigger than the tip of her thumb. It was Maggie’s favorite time. The most intimate secrets of the world were exposed, soon to be covered again by the blanket of night. But for a moment, everything was clear. Everything was revealed.

The electric fence was rolled up in the back of the truck. There wasn’t much to it, just a bunch of meter-long composite stakes pre-rigged with a few strands of bare wire. Zsuzsanna held the stakes while Maggie pounded them in with a rock. 

“How long have you been doing this?” Zsuzsanna asked as they worked.

“Treasure hunting? Off and on since I was eight mears old.” 

“What was your biggest find?”

Maggie considered. “I guess it depends on what you mean by ‘big.’ The most lucrative was a late-war Ying Raider.”

“Are those the ones with three drives?”

Maggie’s estimation of her went up a notch. “Yeah, two in front and one in back that’s gimballed. Its micro qigong had been shot out, but the antigravs were still sealed and good as new. That was big enough to buy a stake in the Rusty Robot and spin up everyone’s bank accounts.”

“Is that what you mean by big? Lucrative?” There was a challenge in Zsuzsanna’s question that cut to the heart of why they were camping out in the bush in the first place.

Maggie shrugged. “Spin is good when you need to make rent. But there are easier ways to make a living than scraping for leftovers from the Warsing. So no, when I think big, I’m thinking artifacts that haven’t been seen since the warsingers took over.”

“That’s what I think too,” Zsuzsanna said eagerly. “So what was your biggest find?”

Maggie straightened up and worked a kink out of her lower back with a satisfying pop. “Here’s the thing about being a technomancer, Zsuzsanna. Talking about it can get you killed. If warsingers think you found something, they’ll send in mantids. And they’ll take your head right off your shoulders, just to be sure no one puts a leech on you and sucks out whatever you knew.”

Zsuzsanna blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

“It’s all right,” Maggie said. “Eric trusts you, so I trust you. You wouldn’t be here otherwise. You’ve got a cut of whatever we find this trip. But as for the past – my past, anyway – you need to trust me when I say there are things you’re better off not knowing.”

And that was the end of that conversation. Maggie felt like a jerk, but her circle was small and Zsuzsanna was not part of it. The reality was that Maggie did not trust her. She had no reason to, besides Eric, and she was not inclined to spend the next few mears working in a uranium mine to ‘repay her debt to society’ if he was wrong.

They finished putting up the fence in silence. Eric came out with a stack of dishes. Zsuzsanna went down to the stream with him to help wash. 

Maggie headed the other direction, up to the top of the knoll behind camp, to get her blood moving again. The light was dying fast. It would be nice to go to bed with warm hands and feet. She felt a burst of pity for Eric and Zsuzsanna, washing dishes in a stream that was barely above freezing. But then they had each other to keep warm at night, so who was better off?

Maggie did not really have anybody. No boyfriend, or girlfriend for that matter. No immediate family. She was an only child. Her parents were killed when mantids raided their home back in Korolyov. Way back east in the Margaritifer Terra, where the mighty Marineris flowed into what had been the Aurorae Chaos, before the Blue Mars Project had turned it into a sea. Korolyov on Aurora’s southern shore, white caps in the summer, a rippled plain of ice in the winter. Korolyov with its fish racks holding their bounty of red flesh up to the sun. Korolyov where she could never return. 

Her father was a treasure hunter too, and more than that, a technomancer. He could crack almost any Warsing artifact, graft an interface, make it work. And that was his downfall. He became well-known. People brought him things they had found. He liked the attention. He got comfortable. And the warsingers noticed him.

Oh, he was a fighter, Maxim Lebedev. He took quite a few of their mantids with him, enough to give Maggie a chance to run. She escaped the firefight with his revolver and the bugout bag he kept near the back airlock. 

She moved to a different town, took a different name, kept a low profile. But she knew the warsingers were still out there, waiting for her to cross some invisible line.

Maggie shivered. The stars were starting to come out. Phobos rose in the west and moved steadily across the sky. She had stood still for too long. She would be going to sleep with cold feet after all. 

Still she stood and watched Phobos cross the sky. Its space-elevator was visible as a bright line descending from the little moon towards the horizon before it disappeared in the shadow of Mars. Every three days the elevator rendezvoused with a high-speed maglev train at the summit of Pavonis Mons. Cargo off, cargo on, and away it went. All run by warsingers. 

Nothing else moved up there, or at least nothing human. No ships. No communication satellites. Anything that humans launched into orbit – or beyond – was never heard from again. Such was the price of peace with the League of Worlds, the ergocrats said. But it offended her on a primal level that she could barely articulate. 

She shook her head, descended the slope with giant loping steps. It had gotten dark enough that she could not see the ground beneath her feet. Rocks scattered under her poorly placed footsteps and rolled away downhill in front of her. One of them hit something that made a hollow clonking sound.

She skidded to a halt. 

Eric called up to her from camp. “Maggie, you all right? It’s time to turn on the fence!”

“Be there in a minute!” 

She got her flashlight out and dialed it up to full power. The landscape around her sprang into sharp relief. So much for her night vision. She raised the light high above her head and fanned it around. She was rewarded with a pale gleam off to one quarter. She bounded down to the object. 

There in the puddle of light was a human skull. The jaw was missing but it was otherwise intact, albeit heavily weathered. Maggie picked it up carefully. A ceramic button was imbedded in its crown.

She dug a small roll of fluorescent flagging tape out of her pocket and tore off a half-meter strip. She tied the flagging around the upper branches of a nearby synlife tree. Then she headed back down to camp with her find.

The fence squawked a warning when she hopped over it. 

“It’s just me!” she called out.

“Good thing, because I’m naked,” Eric’s voice came from within the ember-lit arch of the smaller tent. 

“We’re all glad to know that,” Alex called back from the big dome. 

Maggie zipped herself through the big dome’s airlock. 

“Skull,” Alex observed. 

“Found it on the hillside. Maybe our missing pilot?” She handed the skull to Alex and stripped off her outer layers. “It’s warm in here! Nice.”

Alex shook the skull experimentally. Something inside made a sound like a wire brush on sedimentary rock: soft, rasping. He handed it over to his brother. 

Dmitri ran the tip of his finger around the ceramic button on top of the skull and frowned thoughtfully. “Looks like a brainstone.”

“Brainstone?” Alex asked.

“Immortality hack,” Dmitri said. “Encodes your brain in durable matter.”

“Didn’t work out for this guy.”

“Yet,” Maggie said. “Can you get it out?”

Dmitri buffed the ceramic button, dug a bit of dirt out of an indentation in its top. “Looks like it takes a standard star wrench.”

Maggie got her master set out of her black bag and handed it to him. 

“It’s stuck,” Dmitri said after trying it.

“Give,” Alex said. Dmitri handed the skull over. Alex waved off the wrench set and took out his belt knife. Its chainblade left an unpleasant odor of burnt bone in its wake. He set aside the bottom with its jagged sinus channels. The top of the skull looked like a bowl into which someone had dropped a freshly uprooted vegetable, a dirty radish replete with clotted root tendrils. 

Alex tugged on it experimentally.

“One piece please,” Maggie said.

Alex handed it back to Dmitri.

He scowled, but after a bit of work managed to free the ceramic button from its boney socket without ripping it loose from the brainstone. 

Maggie took it gingerly. “Thanks.”

“Are brainstones worth anything?” Alex asked, ever practical.

Maggie shrugged. “Depends on whose it was. Grandpa’s brainstone gets grandpa rates. If its owner was a player in the Warsing, you get player rates.”

“Would the pilot of an unknown type of spacecraft be a player?”

“You’d think.”

“Huh.” Alex settled back into his sleeping bag. “Then, you’re welcome.”

Dmitri clapped the two skull halves back together and held it out to her. “Alas, poor Yorick.”

“Your ick now, more like,” Maggie said. “I don’t want it.”

“You brought it in!” Dmitri protested.

“An intact skull has a certain gothic charm. A sawed open skull is kind of gross. Besides, it smells bad now. Like burnt... Something.”

“Bone,” Alex added helpfully.

“You only act like a girl when it suits you,” Dmitri grumbled.

“That’s why it’s called acting,” Maggie replied absently. She was already absorbed by the challenge posed by the brainstone. The trick would be to get the ceramic capsule open so she could access the brainstone’s interface. Thermal cycling might do the trick, but she’d have to be careful.

Dmitri sighed and put the bisected skull in the airlock. 

“All the way out,” Maggie said without looking up. “I don’t want it stinking up the entry.”

Dmitri zipped through. She heard him punt the skull out through the outer door. The two halves clattered away into the darkness.

“Thank you, Dmitri!” she called.

He zipped back through. “Anything for your Highness.”

“Really? Can I borrow your headlamp? I could use a little extra light over here.”

Dmitri sighed, handed it over. “Anything else?”

“Nope, that’s great, Dmitri. Thanks, really.” She gave him a smile. 

“Then I’m hitting the sack,” he said.

Alex was already asleep, snoring lightly.

“Night then.” Maggie opened her black bag and got to work.
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Liberty on Ceres





“How’s your head?” Lynch asked. 

“Feels like someone drove a nail through the top of my skull,” Gray said. 

“Sounds about right, from what I’ve heard about the procedure.” Lynch snagged a bulban of champagne from a passing waiter. “This should help.”

The bulban’s legs folded up against the bottom of its distended abdomen, the top of which was clear and pure as a piece of blown glass. Gray swirled the straw-colored fluid within. 

“I swear I can feel it growing,” he said.

“Just your imagination. Your brain is amazingly insensitive, considering it is a bunch of nerves. But yeah, it is. Growing.”

“Thanks,” Gray said. 

“At least it’s not a moravec,” Lynch said. “I’ll give that to your girlfriend. I still can’t believe you let her talk you into it though. You know it’s proscribed technology.” 

A recollection: Elise sitting across from him on her bed, belly flat, breasts round in Ceres’ low gravity, hair like a dark nebula around her oval face. ‘Do you want to live forever?’ she had asked.

“She can be very persuasive,” Gray said.

“That I believe!” Lynch raised his bulban. “Here’s to the future. May some version of you live long enough to replace one of those old lizards.”

Gray returned the toast. The drink was cold and evanescent. 

The chamber and its contents had been carved out of the crater wall in one piece. The floor glinted with shocked quartz. Water lapped languidly at the edge of an octagonal basin the size of a small swimming pool. An ancient synlife ship tree rose from an island near its center. Its gnarled branches held a few small apples aloft towards the vaulted ceiling. People sat around the basin’s rim, talking business. 

His spex tagged her on the far side of the chamber.

“There,” Gray said. He passed the tag along to Lynch. 

“Not bad for a vamp,” Lynch said.

“Not bad? Elise is hot.” 

The woman in question wore a black dress cut low in back, and exquisite clockwork heels of brass and carbon. A curtain of dark glossy hair fell just below the line of her jaw. Light gleamed on the gems at her throat as she turned to speak to her companion, a tall reddish-haired man. Something about the exchange – the set of her shoulders, hand on one hip – told Gray she was not enjoying his company.

“She’s got wings,” Lynch said.

“Everybody here has wings.”

“We don’t have wings,” Lynch pointed out. “Commander Abrams doesn’t have wings. My date doesn’t have wings.”

“Here as in Ceres. Not here as in the expo,” Gray said. “Besides, I think wings are kind of sexy.”

There were plenty of near baselines at the exposition. Tereshkova’s senior officers were there along with command staff from several other Space Force torchships, plus a full wing of controllers from Greenwich Station, amongst them Lynch’s date for the evening social. They had all come down to preview the latest mekan hatch.

“Some of them have tails,” Lynch said. “You think that’s sexy too?”

“We’ve got gecko pads on our hands and feet. Form follows function.” His gaze lingered on Elise. “And believe me, she is highly functional.” 

As soon as the words were out, he regretted them. Gray had a reputation for having a woman in every port, but this time was different. Elise was not just another conquest, another picture next to his bunk to brag about. 

Lynch shook his head. “Once an engineer, always an engineer. Now my idea of sexy is Primus Petrova there. Tall, slender, a dusting of freckles. Blonde hair, blue eyes. Which is to say, the opposite of your vamp.”

“You and your Martian dolls. And don’t call her a vamp, all right? When you meet her.”

Lynch looked offended. “I wasn’t born in the bush.”

Gray consulted his spex. “Best round them up. The social is a kay and a half out.”

“I’ll get Petrova and meet you over there.”

Gray finished his bulban. “Poyekhali.”

“Poyekhali.” Lynch headed for the buffet table, where Petrova was building a plate of appetizers for her and her friends, looking very tall and self-possessed in her dress whites. 

Gray set his bulban down. Its legs flicked out from underneath and latched onto the granite tabletop. He straightened his uniform jacket and strolled across the ballroom, exchanging pleasantries with fellow officers as he made his way to Elise’s booth.

A deconstructed mekan was mounted on a pedestal in front of the booth. Its radiators were lifted away from its back like the wings of an insect in flight. Its carapace had been artfully resected to reveal its internals. One hand was held out, fingers splayed as if in supplication. Each digit branched into two, and then two again, and on until the outermost edge looked soft as a feather. The recursive fanlike cilia of its other hand were folded together into a binary claw, posed open like a pair of scissors. Its four legs were bent as if it were about to leap. 

Gray tested the edge of one binary claw with his fingertip. A faint pink line tracked across the whorled grey flesh of his gecko pad.

“Careful,” Elise said behind him. She had the lilting accent of a native-born Ceresean. “It’s very sharp.”

Gray turned, a broad smile breaking through his official façade. “Elise!”

Her spex glimmered with iconji, the symbols flashing by too quickly for Gray to fully grasp, then cleared to reveal lovely half-moon eyes. She held out her hand. “Lieutenant Gray. So good to see you again.”

Gray’s smile disappeared as quickly as it came. There were protocols to observe, observers to placate. Gray’s torchship needed fresh mekans, and bidding on the latest hatch would start the next trisol. The last thing either of them needed was someone claiming a conflict of interest.

“Hivemaster.” Gray took her hand in his, marveling again at its slenderness. What would have been her little finger, if she were baseline, was a long gracile digit doubled back halfway to her elbow. A fold of flesh webbed the space between finger and forearm, draped now like the cuff of an elegant dress.

“Hivemaster in waiting. An important distinction, my brother tells me.” 

“Is that who you were talking to?” 

“Yes. He can be such a null set. I can’t believe I’m shut out of my own hive.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “I’m sorry. Family business. How’s your head?” 

“Fine. Can’t even tell somebody drilled a hole in it and stuffed it full of nanotech.”

“Lucky! Mine gave me a migraine for trisols running.” 

“Funny you didn’t mention that until now.”

“It seemed a small price to pay for virtual immortality.” 

“It’s the virtual part that worries me.” Unlike a moravec, the brainstone did not offer the comfort of continuity. You had to die before you could be resurrected.

“Life is full of tradeoffs.”

“And death too, evidently.”

She changed the subject. “What do you think of our newest species of mekan? We’re calling them mantids.” 

Gray turned his attention to the resected mekan. “I like the hand design. Very elegant. What’s the use case for the claw?”

“The inner fingers work like shears. They can cut right through standard titanium hull plate. Of course, if it came to a true offensive action, your crew would still have to step in. Mantids have the same aversion to harming us quads as any mekan.”

She circled around the display, explaining the improvements they had made as she went. Gray trailed behind, captured by the way the folds of her wings caught the air as she gestured. When she ducked beneath the abdomen of the mantid to show him something, Gray knelt beside her. 

“As you can see, we’ve redesigned the thermoelectric organ, too. Mantids are optimized for the reactor environment of the current generation of torchships.” She pointed up at the organ’s manifold and the soft, dark fur on the edge of one wing brushed against his cheek. 

Gray closed his eyes and took a breath. He had spent the last few megaseconds on a torchship with thirty-one other men and twice that many mekans, and the touch of a woman was enough to make his head swim. 

Especially this woman. She had the scent of cinnamon and roses, with a bit of musk that probably wasn’t perfume at all. Some pheromonal circuit closed in his brain. She didn’t just smell good, she smelled right. He opened his eyes to find her watching him curiously.

“I don’t think you’ve heard a thing I’ve said.” 

“I’ve got a bit of pixel-bloom going,” Gray admitted. 

She shook her head. “You’re such a xenophile.”

“I am entirely omniphilous!” he declared. Which was true; Gray was a great admirer of female beauty. He appreciated all women, from the rangy Slavic baselines he’d grown up with on Mars to exotic crispers like Elise from distant ports of call.

“That’s not even a word.”

He waved off the criticism. “Listen, I’m on liberty until third sunrise. Are you still free for dinner? I want you to meet my buddy Lynch.”

Someone cleared their throat behind them. 

“That would be him,” Gray said. 

Elise stood gracefully, giving him a look that meant they would be talking about this later. Lynch took her hand. His brow furrowed briefly at the strangeness of it. 

“Ed Lynch, Chaika’s third lieutenant. And this is Rachel Petrova, Space Control primus.”

“Elise Aberdeen, Taproot hive.” 

“Elise is Taproot’s hivemaster in waiting,” Gray expanded as he took Petrova’s outstretched hand. A single gold embossed feather adorned the cuff of her white sleeve, matched by a snowy owl feather tucked into the left side of her pilotka hat. “I’m John Gray, first lieutenant.”

“Congratulations on your prize, Lieutenant. That was nice work.” 

“Thank you, Primus.” 

“Rachel, please. If we’re going to be friends.” She had not yet let go of his hand.

“John, then,” Gray said. He had an uneasy sense of being boxed in.

“Are you bringing someone to the social, John?” Petrova asked. “I have a friend who would love to go if you need a plus one.”

A silver cloud passed over Elise’s spex, obscuring her eyes. 

“Elise is my date,” Gray said, his voice gone dangerously quiet. 

“But…” she turned to Lynch, stopped at the alarm on his face. “…it is an official Space Force function.”

“Elise is a hivemaster,” Lynch said. “I’m sure she’ll be more than welcome.”

“Actually,” Elise said, “I have duties here that will prevent me from attending. You three have fun.”

“Two,” Gray said curtly, unable to keep the anger out of his voice. “Lieutenant Lynch, please extend my regrets to the XO. Dismissed.”

“Aye sir.” Lynch turned away, face flaming red, Petrova in tow. 

Gray shook his head. He would have bridges to mend after pulling rank like that. Lynch might not have been born in Tsiolkovsky, but his date clearly was. What a basist bitch.

“I’m so sorry,” Gray said. 

“Not your fault. A lot of baselines feel that way.”

“Let’s just go to that place you like. The Anasazi.”

“I do have some things I have to wrap up here. Not a complete lie.”

“I’ll wait.”


      [image: ]Gray watched the sun rise over the rim of the crater that held the city. Its wan light slanted across the bowl, illuminating the low walls of terraced gardens and brushing shadows through the ship trees that grew from its floor. And that was just the surface; much of the city was underground, safely shielded from whatever coronal nastiness the sun might eject. All of which made the city-state of Meridian the crown jewel of the United Colonies of Mars, the seventh golden star on its royal blue flag.

On the far side of the diamondoid dome that capped the city, sunlight caught on the city’s beanstalk and turned it the color of burnished copper. Gray traced the beanstalk up from the sprawling mekanopolis at its base, past the nebulous shadow of Greenwich Station in synchronous orbit, until it was lost in the glare of the fusion torch at its far end. Even a thousand kilometers away, he could feel the heat of the torch on his face.

The old and the new sun. Prometheus had stolen fire from Olympus and brought it down in the form of a fusion torch. Without its heat, without its immediate light, the famous gardens of Meridian would wither and die.

The torch enabled the United Colonies of Mars to exist. It lit up the asteroids and powered the ships that bound them together. But there was a catch. Clean fusion was the product of deuterium and helium-3. Deuterium was ubiquitous in the solar system. Helium-3 was not. The only viable source was Luna. 

Long before Gray was born, back when Earth teetered on the verge of ecosystem collapse, it became obvious that the planet’s only sustainable energy source was the sun. The Ecostate of Nüwa built vast constellations of solar power satellites in Earth orbit. Most of the material for those satellites came from Luna. 

Meanwhile the oners who fled EON’s oppression for freedom on Mars were burning uranium like there was no tomorrow. And why not? There was nothing to pollute on Mars, nothing to save. Mars was a wasteland of epic proportions, as Gray’s grandfather liked to say.

Nuclear fission propelled the Martians out to the Belt and then on to Jupiter’s Trojans. And there things took a turn. Out in the Arkipelago, the nexus of iceteroids that trailed mighty Jupiter in its orbit, the sun was only a twenty-seventh as bright as on Earth. Having fission power was like having a fireplace in a place that was always winter. It kept you warm, but you can’t eat warm. You can’t grow warm. Life needs the hot light of the sun to thrive. 

Necessity being the mother of invention, the Arkies invented the fusion torch, a big geodesic sphere with an ignition laser at every vertex, all pointing inwards at a tiny droplet of fuel. The land of eternal winter saw first one, then another, then a dozen new suns. Life blossomed. Life that depended on helium-3. 

From the surface of Mars, the Arkipelago rivalled the brightest constellations. The Martian ergocrats took notice. Meetings were held. Deals were made. Charters were granted. 

EON’s clean-burning hydrogen-oxygen rockets were no match for the United Colonies’ atomic fleet. A settlement was negotiated that gave control of the Lunar mines to Helios, a Martian corporation. If the Nüwans wanted anything from their moon, they could buy it. 

There matters sat for the better part of a standard Earth century until terrestrial temperatures fell, ambitions rose, and some girl genius from the Wudang mountains invented the qigong reactor. Take six plasma mirror lasers and arrange them like the spokes of a child’s jack. Fuel it with deuterium and helium-3. Shock it to life with a Promethean blast of electricity. Stabilize its star-hot breath with an artiform like the mind of a dragon.

A qigong the size of a shipping container produced enough clean, aneutronic fusion power for a city. Now there was something the Nüwans wanted very much from their moon: the same helium-3 that the United Colonies needed. The Martian ergocrats took notice. Meetings were held. Deals were made. And the Nüwans learned there was nothing they possessed that Helios would accept in exchange for helium-3. 

Elise appeared at Gray’s elbow. “Hey spacer. Looking for Chaika?”

“Hello, beautiful!” Gray set aside thoughts of empire. “Actually I can’t make her out against the paramirror.” 

Elise gazed up through slatted fingers. Her backless dress was secured by a loop around her neck and a strap that pierced the membranes of her wings. The wings themselves bridged wrist to the small of her back like a softly furred cloak. Gray wanted to touch them. He loved the way they felt. But they were still getting used to being back together after a long absence. And they really had not been together for very long before he had left for the cruise. It was almost like starting over.

“There’s a big one on the leading pier,” she said. “Is that her?”

“That sounds right.” To him the station looked like a hazy vertical slit of a pupil set in a blazing eye. Those tendrils might be docks, or they might be tracks in his vitreous humor left by mears of radiation exposure. “You really can see her from here?”

Elise raised her spex and fluttered dark eyelashes theatrically. “High dynamic range eyes. They go with the wings.”

He took advantage of the implicit invitation for a closer look. Her grey-green eyes were significantly larger than baseline. Something about that both alarmed and aroused him. He drew back involuntarily.

She laughed at his reaction, a low throaty chuckle. “Still want to take me to dinner?”

“More than ever.”

She fed her spex to the puffer purse at her waist and held out an impossibly slender hand. 

They walked along the esplanade. The sun rose quickly. Ceres rotated three times in a Martian sol. People got up and went to work at first sunrise, went home at second, and went to bed at third. Now after the second sunrise of the trisol, people frolicked in the air above the crater floor. Gray could not keep his eyes off them.

Elise gave him a sideways glance. “You could crisp a pair of wings, settle down… No one could tell you from a home-grown drac in short order.”

Gray smiled, shook his head.

“Not the settling type?” Elise asked.

“You know I’m career Space Force. The only acceptable crisps are the ones that fit in a skinsuit. Wings are not one of the options.”

“I see,” she said in a tone that made him think he had insulted her.

“Not that there is anything wrong with wings! I like wings. Especially your wings.”

Her lips pressed together. “Don't try too hard. I'm not taking it personally. So tell me about this prize of yours. What happened?”

“You heard about that threelium barge that was hijacked?”

“Sure, it was all over the news. It happened right after they left L5, right? Pirates stowed away in a threelium tank. After the tug lit its torch, they cut their way out and took over. Kind of brilliant, really.”

“They weren’t pirates,” Gray said, ignoring the ‘kind of brilliant’ part, which stung a little. 

“That’s not what the talking heads said.”

“I was there,” Gray said.

“Wait, now I’m confused. The ship that rendezvoused with them was UCM Tereshkova. Your ship is the Chaika. At least that’s what you’ve always said.”

“Ah, right, sorry,” Gray said. “She’s named after Valentina Tereshkova, who was the first woman in space. Tereshkova’s call sign on that flight was Chaika, Russian for seagull. And the ship’s radiators kind of look like glowing wings –” He stretched his arms out to illustrate and nearly hit a big drac in the face. “Sorry mate.” 

The drac shot Elise an evil glance. She raised her eyebrows and he moved on. 

“So the men call her Chaika,” Gray finished, looking back over his shoulder. “Most of the ships have nicknames. It’s an old tradition.”

Elise took Gray’s arm, steering him away from the drac. “Chaika, nickname for Tereshkova. Famous Russian. We’re not big into Russia out here, if you haven’t noticed.”

“Famous spacer,” Gray said. “Anyway, they weren’t pirates. They were EON kunmings.” 

Elise looked skeptical. “Kunmings are a fable meant to scare oners.”

“No, really. I was there. We blew the hull near the bridge. I’m looking around, but as far as I can tell everyone is cold. So I turn to wave my squad in, and I get shot in the back with an incendiary.” Gray laughed ruefully. “I would have cooked in my own juices if Lynch hadn’t hauled me out of my combat shell. By the time that happened, all the hijackers really were cold.”

“Cold being dead.”

“Right.”

“Got it. Cold. So you didn’t get to talk to them.”

“Well no, that did not work out. But all three were kunmings. Take a look.” Gray tapped his spex. Elise fetched hers out of her puffer. He sent a picture he’d taken aboard the tug. “Webbed fingers and toes, retractable claws, and it’s hard to make out with what’s left, but the ears are distinctive as well. Large and articulated, kind of like a dog, for thermal regulation.”

“Ugh,” Elise said. “What happened to him?”

“He took a wide beam in the head. Superheated, kind of blew out to the aft. And then of course the vacuum.”

“Of course,” Elise said faintly. She closed the picture.

Gray bit his lip. “Sorry about that. I forgot you’re a civilian.” Which was a compliment, but not one she would necessarily appreciate, given the gist of their conversation.

“Why isn’t this on the news?” Elise asked. “Nobody said anything about the Ecostate of Nüwa.”

“I imagine Helios doesn’t want people to think the Space Force is getting into a shooting war with EON on their behalf. Better to say they were pirates and let everyone think it is business as usual.”

Elise looked out over the city. A warm breeze blew up from the bowl, ruffling her hair. “The United Colonies should give Luna back to Earth and move on. There’s plenty of threelium in Saturn’s atmosphere. Three Martian gees at cloud top is no worse than Earth’s surface.”

“Saturn is a long way out. And the mining infrastructure is completely different there than Luna. Ramscoops versus tractors. That’s going to take some serious spin to set up.” 

“As if spin is a problem for Helios. The most profitable entity in the history of mankind.”

“Spin is always a problem. The old lizards who run the United Colonies are not going to give up a single joule without a fight.” He shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m no fan of fighting Helios’s battles for them. I joined up to get a shot at a Kuiper Belt mission. But if the skipper says fight, I’m all in.”


      [image: ]The Anasazi was set into the crater wall. Rough windows had been hewn out of the rock. A waiter in a breechclout and bow tie led them to a table. Tattoos crawled across his back in slow motion. A bird of some sort? No, a dragon.  

Elise ordered a bulban of wine. There was no shortage of vineyards in Meridian. Gray chose a martini made with a local gin. They eyed each other speculatively. Gray took the lead.

“What’s going on with your brother?”

“I don’t even know where to start with that.”

“The beginning? We haven’t done the family history yet.”

She laughed. “No, it was a pretty straight shot to the bedroom, last time you were here.”

“I can only hope history repeats itself,” Gray said.

“The night is young.” She sat back in her chair, an enigmatic smile gracing her face. “All right, the family. But you’re not going to like it.”

“Try me.”

“All right. The grandparths immigrated from Mars back when Ceres was just another rock. They were baselines of course; everybody was back then. Their daughter Melissa crisped some wings when the big dome went up, which made her part of the first generation of true Cereseans. She went on to marry Hugh Wilson, another crisper, and had Anton the regular way. Which technically makes him my parthsib, not my brother. It gets complicated. Anyway, much later, she had a baby all by herself – that’s me.”

He sipped his drink to hide his expression. He had wondered if she was a parth.

“It’s a common pattern in the hive business. A way to ensure business continuity. Queens are gene locked to prevent hivejacking. And cloning is illegal in the United Colonies, but what you do with your own body is your own business. So…” She shrugged. “Parths.”

“Are the, uh, grandparths still alive?”

“No they died way back. No lifex baked into the Aberdeen genome! And Hugh died in prison. He and Melissa were part of the Resistance. The Insurgency, as your wikis say. Melissa and Anton made it through, though they nearly starved to death.” 

“Ah. I’m sorry.”

“The Annexation was a long time ago. Before I was born. I think it’s stupid to hold the current generation responsible. Counterproductive.”

He nodded slowly, filling in the blanks of her silence. “But that’s not how Melissa feels. Nor Anton.”

She sighed. “No. That is not their story. They hate the United Colonies for what they did to Ceres. To Hugh.”

“So I’m guessing they are not happy about you getting involved with a Space Force officer.”

She shrugged with her eyebrows. “There’s nothing about me that Anton is happy about. And it has been a couple years since I’ve seen Melissa or been in the hive. I’m just a glorified sales engineer at this point.”

She fingered the translucent gem embedded in the hollow of her throat. It was the size of the end of his thumb and the color a drop of blood would make in a shot glass of vodka. It was flanked by a pair of smaller gems. 

“Is that a queen’s mekovum?” 

Elise nodded. “I’m going to call her Rhea.”

“As in the moon of Saturn?”

“As in the mother of gods.”

“Ambitious. I like it.”

“If I’m Melissa’s backup, Rhea is mine. I can start over with her if I must.” For a moment she looked drawn, older than he’d thought. Then she smiled brightly. “How about another drink?”

They ordered another round, and then dinner. Gray chose roast chicken, she chose lamb. It was the most expensive item on the menu, an even forty gigajoules. He didn’t care in the least. Captain Rashnikov had claimed the helium-3 tug as a prize. As first lieutenant, Gray got a sizeable share. Only a small portion of it had come through yet, but that was more than enough to pay for a night on the town with Elise. And a major upgrade to his combat shell. And a state-of-the-art brainstone. Which no longer hurt. 

Not bad for a niner from Thunderbird. 

He realized he had lost track of what Elise was saying. He studied her face as she spoke, hearing the lilt of her voice but not able to discern individual words. The first martini had hit home and the second was on the way. 

He felt like he knew the secret meaning behind what she was saying. He was caught up in the curve of her lips, the subtle plane of her cheeks. He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her. He wanted her so badly he could feel it, a dull ache between his legs. 

After cruise rations, dinner was a revelation. The roast chicken came with a side of small red potatoes and a neat stack of asparagus spears. Onboard a torchship, the crew did not eat so much as fuel up. Grechka, lentils, some greens. Tilapia from time to time, as the fish in the water tanks that shielded the living quarters matured. No hard alcohol, which likely explained his state.

Outside the stone walls of the restaurant, the sun was sinking. The gin buzz was starting to fade, leaving a warm glow in its place. “So what now? Dancing? A nightcap in my hotel room? It’s very nice.”

She smiled. “You are a mess. Dancing sounds lovely. I haven’t been out in ages.” 

“One of my shipmates told me about a club in the high-gee ring train under the rim wall.”

“You mean the Seventh Sister?” Elise wrinkled her nose. “That’s a Space Force hangout. I don’t want to spend the night fending off drunken geckos. No offense.”

He waved his hand. “None taken. What’s your favorite place?”

“I don’t think I have one anymore, it has been so long. That sounds sad, doesn’t it?”

“It sounds like an occupational hazard. Being heiress to the family hive and all.” Gray motioned the waiter over and handed him his wallet. The waiter took the disk-shaped device and discharged their tab into the restaurant’s kino bank. Gray gave him a healthy zap on top for good luck. 

He took Elise’s hand as they strolled along the balcony. She wrapped her arm around his waist. Their walk turned into a slow perambulation. 

Gray let his hand slide down from her waist to cup her ass. All he could think about was how her body felt next to his. Her muscles moved sensuously beneath his hand. She really did have a nice ass. And beautiful eyes. And a sweet, sweet mouth. He pulled her around to face him. 

Their lips were just about to touch when his spex buzzed. Elise drew back. Gray sighed, blinked at the pulsating red icon. It opened into an avatar of a lean middle-aged man in the Space Force’s black uniform and grey vest: UCM Tereshkova’s executive officer. 

“Commander Abrams,” Gray said. 

“Lieutenant Gray. Something has come up. We need you back on Chaika.”

“Understood,” Gray said. “It’s going to take a few kilosecs to get up there.”

“Best possible speed, Pilot,” Abrams said.

“Aye sir.” 

The comm window closed. Gray sighed. “That was my XO,” he said. “Something has come up.”

“You have to go,” Elise said. She looked smaller, as if she had fallen in on herself.

“I’m afraid so. Space Force business.”

She nodded. “Of course.”

“Kiss me goodbye?” he asked.

“Here? In front of everybody?”

“Absolutely here in front of everybody,” he said.

She laughed. “You have no idea. All right.” 

She tilted her head up. He pulled her close, careful not to hurt her wings. They brushed against his arms in soft warm folds as their lips met. He started to get hard. 

She did not push him away. “You need to go.”

“Now?”

She sighed. “Now.”
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The Ice Tree





The ice tree had watched Mars since its first eye flower bloomed. There was something compelling about the unblinking orb, something that called to the simple intelligence that animated the ice tree. Something that felt like sex, like release. 

As it fell insystem from the Arkipelago, its roots penetrated deep into the heart of the iceteroid and methodically pulverized it. Primeval elements trapped in the ammonia ice became dusky purple leaves spread to catch the faint sunlight. At the periphery of the canopy, eye flowers blossomed like tulips in the springtime. Their deep-bellied petals swung out from the central seed heads. At full extension the petals stiffened into a reflector three meters across. 

Each reflector focused an image of Mars onto its blue-black head. What had been a ruddy orb was now a true disk. Brilliant water-ice polar caps bracketed a reddish-brown center. But these features were not what held the ice tree’s interest. It searched for the tiny flecks of light that meant fulfillment.

And found them, rising from the outer moon. To the ice tree’s slow mind the lights moved like sparks kicked out of a fire. The time had come. The eye flowers’ petals bent back from their centers. The spherical heads thrust up from the foliage like offerings to the sky.


      [image: ]The pchelan swarm burned hard to catch up with the iceteroid. The delta vee required to reach it was at the limit of their capabilities. They exhausted nearly all their onboard ammonia matching velocities. The arcjets on their backs got hot, then hotter still. Heat flowed down into their abdomens, pooling like erectile blood in the heavy metal stinger at its tip. 

They dropped towards the surface, hungry for the ammonia hidden beneath the ice tree’s foliage. The purple leaves did not present a significant barrier. They could take what they needed. But the blue-black spheres thrust up from the withered eye flowers drew their attention. There was a pattern woven into the blackness that polarized distant sunlight. 

Vernier thrusters flickered, consuming the last of their precious ammonia. The pchelans came to a stop above the eye flowers. They pulled themselves down, breaking petals off with their massive bodies. Tree leaves curled away from contact with red-hot stingers. 

Tricode was woven into the seed heads, surely as the mantras engraved on Buddhist mani stones, a plea for fulfillment, a statement of origin. For a long moment the pchelans stared at the hidden message. Then with gentle ferocity they sheared seed heads from stems with their mandibles, and hurled them back into space, so they might find their way back to their beginning. 

Only then did they begin to feed. They tore through the tangled branches, fighting their way down to the surface. When one broke through, she spared a single glance at the sky to be sure of her position, then plunged her stinger into the surface. 

A gout of vaporized ammonia blasted away from the point of contact. The pchelan worked her stinger deep into the ice. A cone of gas jetted up her flanks and frosted her legs. She withdrew her stinger and turned to the hole she had melted in the ice. Foveal rings tracked across her eyes, building a model of the pit. It would do. 

She plunged her head into the pit. Her beak-like mandibles scraped the sides of the pit and filled her mouth with a delicious slurry of ammonia ice. Her diamond-crusted tongue crushed it against the roof of her mouth. The ice liquefied and ammonia flowed into her body. 

She shuddered with pleasure and rooted deeper into the hole. The arcjet on her back crackled into life. An ionized jet of ammonia lanced up into the night, then another and another as her hatchmates joined her.

Slowly, inexorably, the iceteroid decelerated. The elliptical transfer orbit that had brought it insystem from the Arkipelago became a circle that matched that of Mars. 
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Salvage





Eric zipped through the airlock. “Good morning sleepy heads!” 

“What time is it?” Maggie asked, her voice muffled by the hood of her sleeping bag.

“Almost eight.”

She groaned, pulled the pumpkin-colored bag down to her armpits so her arms were free. Her breath frosted in the stale air. The oxygen candle had gone out sometime in the night, and Alex had turned off the truck’s engine when he had gone to bed to save fuel. Someday she would live where it was not always cold.

“Up late partying with the boys?” Eric asked.

“Not exactly.” Maggie handed over the brainstone and the interface she had cobbled together. 

He examined it closely. “What is it?”

“Somebody’s life.” Maggie reluctantly extracted herself the rest of the way from the warmth of her sleeping bag. She hurriedly put on her outer layers. She lit another oxygen candle, then jammed her hands under the waistband of her long underwear to warm them. 

Eric held the walnut-sized device up to the light. “I’ve heard about these. Did you get it to work?”

“Mostly.” She passed the interface’s link to Eric’s goggles. “Alex! Dmitri! Get your lazy asses out of bed. There’s work to be done. And for war’s sake start the truck. It’s cold in here.”

Eric turned the interface on, grimaced. “First person immersive. That’ll take some getting used to. Whose is it?”

“Some Space Force guy named Lieutenant Gray.”

“I imagine he had a first name.”

“Don’t be an asshole before I’ve had coffee.”

Eric held out a battered green thermos. “I brought coffee. Breakfast is on the way.”

“Ah, bless you.” She poured herself a cup and savored it in silence for a few moments. The sun was just brushing against the top of the tent, turning the tan fabric pink. “Alex! Dmitri! I’m going to open the airlock if you don’t get up.”

“Don’t be such a hard ass,” Alex grumbled. “You know when I went to bed the night before we left?”

“This is not a vacation, Aleksey Ivanovich. Get up now while there’s still some of this excellent coffee left.”

Alex sat up with a grunt. “Ah it stinks in here.” He cuffed the sleeping bag next to him. “Dmitri, you let the oxy candle go out last night!”

“Frag you I did,” Dmitri said from somewhere deep inside his bag. “It was your turn to tend to it.”

“Something about this guy rings a bell,” Eric said. He turned the interface off. “We could hook up to marsnet next time a commhawk flies over, see if the Warsing Wiki has anything on him.” 

“Not while we’re out here,” Maggie said. “I don’t want to leave any tracks.”

Eric nodded. “Good point. It’ll come to me eventually. What’s the order of the day?”

“Pull the reactor out of the wreck, get it on the truck before sunset.”

“Why not take the whole stern section?” Alex asked. “And gut it back in town.”

“What we should really do is take the whole thing,” Dmitri said. “A find like this is more valuable whole than in pieces.”

“It’s too big for the truck,” Alex said. “We’d have to cut it up anyway.”

“We could register a claim and sell it off.”

“To who?” Alex asked.

“To whom,” Dmitri corrected. “I bet Tsiolkovsky Polytechnic would be interested.”

“We’re not registering a claim,” Maggie said. “If any of the big players find out – T-Poly or whoever – all bets are off. We don’t have enough people to defend a claim on the ground or spin to do it in a courtroom. We work in the black.”

“I’m not going back to Tsiolkovsky empty-handed,” Alex said.

“No,” Maggie agreed. “We are not going back empty handed. We are taking the reactor this trip, and if that’s all we ever get, we’ve done good. If it turns out that the rest of the wreck is worth something, then we come back for it.”

“Works for me,” Eric said.

“I’m in,” Alex said.

Dmitri shrugged. “Just saying.”

“Then it’s a plan,” Maggie said. “Where’s that breakfast you promised, Eric? Where’s Zsuzsanna?”

“She probably went back to sleep,” Eric replied, deadpan.

“I heard that!” Zsuzsanna’s voice came from outside. “Who do you think made your coffee? And your breakfast. Help me with the airlock, my hands are full.”

Eric jumped up and zipped her through. Zsuzsanna brushed past him laden with a steaming plate of pancakes and the means to consume them.

“Ah, she’s a keeper,” Alex said. 

“I’m not sure he is,” Zsuzsanna said with a dark look at Eric. “Went back to sleep, indeed.” She passed around plates and utensils and served out the cakes.

“These are good,” Alex said between bites.

“Thank you, Alex.” Zsuzsanna favored him with a radiant smile. “I’m glad you like them.”

Alex looked up, glanced over at Eric. Maggie cleared her throat. “What’s the weather forecast today, Alex?”

He slipped his goggles on. “Temps about the same as yesterday; just above freezing. Icefall this afternoon. A small one, three point four gigatons, mostly ammonia. Estimated ninety five percent airburst, all predicted impactors way west of us on the Tharsis.”

“Flash floods?”

“None forecast.”

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get on with it. Be sure and document everything you touch, right? Dmitri’s right: we might find a buyer who wants this thing whole. Try to keep the knife work to a minimum.”

There were only three lead aprons in the truck, so Maggie and Zsuzsanna made as-builts of the wreck while the boys worked on freeing the stern section. Brains versus brawn. 

The first step was to take pictures of everything. Then Maggie fired up a modeling tool and imported the images their goggles had collected. She passed her viewpoint over to Zsuzsanna. The awkwardness of the prior night was forgotten in the excitement of the moment. 

“This is what we’ve got so far. A lot of it is still hidden under the sand, but I’ll lay odds that the whole thing exhibits trilateral symmetry. The spar sticking up out of the sand is just one of three spaced equally around the spine. Like this.” Maggie copied the spar, rotated it a third of the way around, and then did the same operation again, so there were three of them.

“Like fins on a rocket,” Zsuzsanna said. 

“Except the spars support additional surfaces.” Maggie brought up a picture of the spar from the previous day. “See? Not just a triangle oriented fore-to-aft like a fin. More like this.” She sketched a skirt of crystal between the three aft spars. “Which makes it a pentachoron. Huh.”

Zsuzsanna gave her a questioning look. 

“Like a tetrahedron, but in addition to the four outer vertices that make the corners, there’s another right in the center. Sometimes called a four-dimensional triangle.”

“Well whatever it is, it’s not very aerodynamic,” Zsuzsanna observed. “There wasn’t a lot of atmo back then, but still.”

“Yeah. And then the same shape up front, but smaller, and pointing backwards. And another, smaller yet, attached to the tip of the spar. Recursive, almost.”

“Ladies!” Eric called up from the work site, interrupting them. “We could use a hand down here.”

“What do you need?” Maggie replied.

“Bring the truck around and back it up to where we can get the crane in play. We’re almost done.”

She and Zsuzsanna retrieved the truck. Maggie got it within twenty meters of the wreck before it started to lose traction in the loose sand. She set the brake and got out, Zsuzsanna following. 

“You ever work one of these things?” Maggie gestured at the crane pedestal between the truck’s cab and its open bed. Zsuzsanna shook her head.

“These ones,” Maggie toggled a pair of spring-loaded switches, “extend the legs.” A couple of screw jacks whirred down from either side of the truck. 

“This is the cable brake.” She lifted a lever that freed the cable. She pointed at a tee lever. “That one is for the winch drum. And this controls the rotation of the crane on its pedestal. Got it?”

Zsu did not look convinced. “Maybe?”

“You’ll be fine. Don’t kill me. I’m going to walk the hook out to the boys.”

Dmitri met her halfway. “Do you have any spare kinos?” he asked. “My knife is dying.”

“Already?” Maggie was not amused. “When was the last time you spun it up?”

“Uh… our last trip?”

“How can someone so smart be so stupid?” 

“Mine is spun up,” Alex said.

“Of course it is,” Maggie said. She thrust the winch hook out to Dmitri. “Hold this.” 

Dmitri exchanged his knife for the winch hook. Maggie unscrewed the pommel of the knife’s rubberized grip and dumped out its kino. The cylinder was blissfully warm in her gloved hands. 

“You’re an enabler,” Eric commented. “Where are the consequences?”

“I’m a facilitator,” Maggie said. She rummaged through her satchel for a spare. “If I weren’t, the consequences would be you all not…”

Maggie was interrupted by an ear-splitting crack. A sheet of dust jumped up off the ground and hung there in the low gravity. She swore involuntarily. 

“Icefall!” Dmitri called out, pointing to the north. A fireball ripped across the afternoon sky. It broke up as they watched, streaking the sky with ammonia vapor trails. A second boom, duller than the first shockwave but nearly as loud, rumbled down the canyon.

“Ded Moroz,” Alex said, raising his fist like he was holding a stein. 

“Ded Moroz,” the others murmured. Grandfather Frost. Every fourteen Martian months another batch of ammonia-rich iceteroids arrived from the Arkipelago courtesy of Blue Mars, adding a few precious millibars to the atmosphere and kickstarting another hydrological cycle. This batch arrived in what would otherwise be summer. It would probably snow overnight. 

By nightfall they had the stern section of the wreck up on the truck’s bed. They strapped it down beneath the crane, bracing the radioactive cylinder with toolkits and spare gear to keep it from rolling. They put the shadow shield up front towards the cab to provide some shielding for the occupants. The engine bell hung over the back of the truck. 

Dmitri looked at it and laughed. “Should be a short ride home!”

“Not short enough,” Maggie said, too tired to laugh at a bad joke. “Tack those lead aprons up against the back of the cab, or our hair will be falling out by the time we get back. And get a tarp over the bed so no one can see our haul.”

They all gathered in the big tent. Zsuzsanna made dinner for them again. She managed to turn a motley collection of canned goods and a box of grechka into a tasty meal, which pretty much won her a permanent place on the team, at least so far as the boys were concerned. Cooking was a chore none of them liked doing and therefore was rarely done well. 

Maggie lit a second oxygen candle. Alex laid five gleaming ampules beside it. Each contained a cubic centimeter of DNA repair nanites. He set shot glasses and a bottle of vodka down beside them. 

“What’s that?” Zsu asked apprehensively. “I mean I like to party as much as anyone, but I’m not into needles.”

“Not a party,” Alex said. “Radvax booster. Pulling the reactor put us way over the personal exposure limit.”

“Welcome to treasure hunting,” Maggie said. She pulled up the sleeve of her base layer.

Alex slipped an ampule into the injector. He squeezed its grip. A status light changed from red to yellow as the radvax began to charge. Within the ampule, the viscous fluid took on a life of its own. 

The light turned green. Alex pressed the injector against Maggie’s shoulder. It went off with a cough. 

“Nothing to it,” she said, eyes watering. It felt like Alex had shot molten lava into her arm. 

Zsu went next. “Mekfucker!” she exclaimed when the injector coughed. “That hurts.” She gave Maggie an indignant look. “Liar.”

Maggie bobbled her head. Eric was next, then Dmitri. Then Maggie took the injector from Alex and gave him his dose. Alex exhaled deeply and reached for the bottle of vodka. He filled the shot glasses. 

“Merry Ded Moroz!” he toasted. “Thank you Grandfather Frost for this most excellent find.”

“Merry Ded Moroz!”

The vodka burned nicely on the way down. 

“That’s good,” Maggie said to Alex. “Did you make it?”

He nodded modestly. “Latest batch.”

Maggie held out her cup. “You’re improving. Keep it up and you’ll be able to sell to the Rusty Robot. Another?”

Alex poured out another round. Maggie raised her cup. “To the best treasure hunters on Mars. And especially to our newest member and fabulous camp cook Zsu-zsu.”

“Zsu-zsu!”

It went like that until the bottle was empty. Between the two oxygen candles, the warm meal in their bellies, and the vodka, the cold outside was forgotten. They stripped down to their base layers and played cards.

“Eric told me about the brainstone you found,” Zsuzsanna said between hands. “The Space Force pilot.”
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