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			For Samara: keep on venturing dauntless through this Belt.

		

	
		
			No AI tools were used in the crafting of this story. Seriously, where would be the fun in that?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			 

			Target acquired.

			Someone big wanted this, someone rich, someone hiding behind a trail of shadow contacts and laundered currency. He knew but didn’t care, not until he saw the target. Now he cared. A lot. Because it made no sense. He hesitated while crimson lights blinked in the darkened rover and fire control chirped at him, awaiting his command.

			Target acquired.

			His contact—a radical environmentalist, she claimed, although he knew she wasn’t—hadn’t told him about the target. She’d only given him coordinates and equipment and a simple instruction: destroy what you find. But a drone could have torched this structure with less risk, certainly with less expense. Why offer Alejandro Carrasco—a cut-rate Belt mercenary, an outlaw who hadn’t dared set boot on Mars in thirteen years—cash enough to buy a whole damned asteroid for this? 

			Target acquired.

			Half a kilometer distant, a chrome sphere gleamed in the sun, a metal star fallen to the rocky red plain of Acidalia Planitia. Enlarged on the vid panel before Alejandro, black figures branded on the structure’s curvature identified it: HYDRO STATION 68N 44W. 

			Why hire him to roast a hydro station? 

			Target acquired.

			It had to be a trap. But why? The bounty on Alejandro’s head wasn’t that impressive. Who would go to such trouble just to nab him?

			Nobody, that’s who. This was paranoia, probably, but he locked his faceplate and pressurized his bulky white envirosuit anyway, just in case. The vid panels arrayed before him showed his surround, fore and aft, port and starboard, overhead. Nothing moved, nothing breathed, nothing bore witness but the hydro station and the dead surface of Mars. He couldn’t even see himself on the interior camera. His smoky black faceplate obscured his visage. He might have been a robot.

			Target…

			“Fire.” He spoke as much to shut the machine up as to complete his mission.

			On screen, a dart of white smoke lanced the structure. An instant later, the hydro station erupted in scarlet flame. Brilliant light illuminated Alejandro’s visor, revealing a flash of his face, lean and bearded, before lack of oxygen snuffed the flames, leaving a pillar of black smoke rising above a pile of ruin.

			He eyed the panels, tense, wondering when the ambush would come, from where, what form it would take. If they wanted the reward, they wouldn’t immolate him. They’d need a body part or two for DNA samples, which meant boots on the ground, at least to collect the evidence.

			He stared at Mars and the sky and the smoke spreading on the thin wind. Still nothing.

			Maybe the job was legit, after all. He wouldn’t celebrate prematurely, but if he made the thirty-eight kilometers to the extraction point without incident, he’d leave Mars behind, this time for good. He’d collect his fortune, disappear into the Belt, maybe change his name once more, and retire to a life of ease on some affluent station. Not bad for uttering a single word.

			Fire.

			 

			The soft arch of the Milky Way streamed above the transparent dome, riven by dark lanes. Where the heavens touched land, starlight framed shadows of distant hills. Beneath the dome, yellow and orange flickers of artificial fire illuminated the faces of the five seated on the floor about it, four mid-twenties, one mid-forties, all immersed in meditative silence. 

			The young, having feasted on success and their host’s generous table, settled into companionable peace to contemplate their futures. Their elder let them savor the feeling a moment longer. They’d completed the initial analysis of their find and knew what it meant: their one small rock would change humanity’s view of the universe forever. 

			If word ever got out. 

			It might not. A warning whispered in Dr. Miguel Hernandez’s ear three hours before made it unlikely. He stood on the edge of a precipice, escape routes cut off. He could only jump and hope for the best. He’d come to terms with that. His fears tonight were not for himself but his students.

			The moment passed, and he spoke. “I miss real fire.”

			Three of the youth looked amused, the other bemused.

			The latter, Ricard Fulbert, said, “Rapid exothermic processes are dangerous, not to mention a waste of oxygen.” He wasn’t joking. Tall and wiry, Ricard never quite got humor, particularly not his own inadvertent variety. How could a Frenchman be so serious? But then, he wasn’t truly French, was he? None of them were quite what their parents had been.

			The others snickered. Quan Linh joked, “Then you’d better throttle back your brain, Ricard.” Lihn was the sun to Ricard’s shade, a Vietnamese woman barely five foot high clothed in smiles and laughter.

			Ricard raised questioning eyebrows.

			Grinning, Martin Ulenga explained. “Linh means you’re thinking too hard, which is a problem she doesn’t generally have.” Martin was black velvet, the son of Namibian diplomats who had foregone Earth’s shriveled politics for the newness of Mars. 

			“Be nice, Martin,” his twin sister Petrina said. She’d led the way into the world when they were born and never let him forget her slight seniority. 

			Miguel smiled and smoothed his beard. He would miss this. That was the main reason he’d invited them to his home tonight. They were his fountain of youth, preserving him against encroaching age, a wine that dulled the aching memory of another child, long lost to him. But this was his last draught. Time settled heavy upon his shoulders, and the cup must pass from his hands.

			Ricard parried the ribbing. “Ignore the children, professor. What’s so special about real fire?”

			Miguel gazed into the false flame. “Fire is alive, a dance of light, a crackling symphony. The sting of wood smoke in your nostrils forges new memories and summons old ones. It’s more than chemistry. It’s magic. No, more than magic. Fire—real fire—is spirit.”

			Petrina laughed. “Who stole Dr. Hernandez and left us a mystic?”

			“Not you, too,” Linh chided. “Ignore her, Professor. Your lectures are brilliant.”

			Miguel wanted them to go on and on. Let them pepper each other with foam darts, let them be young all through this final night. But time grew short. 

			“You’ve never seen real fire,” he said. “You’re first-generation Martians. I’m just an invasive species.” A species, he didn’t tell them, slated for eradication. “But more than that, you’re the brightest minds I’ve ever taught.”

			The students beamed at each other. Ribbing aside, they knew their brilliance, and each other’s. 

			Miguel’s gaze swept over them. “Always remember that. But remember, too, that it comes with a cost. I must ask something of you.”

			Petrina leaned forward, eager to prove her worth. “Anything, Professor. Just name it.”

			“Something you won’t like.”

			Martin seconded his sister’s enthusiasm. “We trust you.”

			They were sprinters poised for the starter pistol, unaware he was dispatching them to Marathon and might die ere they arrived. 

			“Leave Mars. Go out beyond the Belt. Ganymede, Callisto, Titan. You know the most likely places. Go while there’s still time.”

			The thin Martian wind brushed the transparent dome. 

			Ricard found his voice first. “What about our paper? The research preserve?”

			“There won’t be a research preserve.”

			“But…the Meridiani microfossils! How can you…” Ricard looked to the others, but none could finish the thought. Miguel’s command had been a knockout blow to their skulls.

			Miguel leaned toward the fire and stretched forth a hand to feel its feeble warmth. “I’m not abandoning our research. This find is too important. But the truth is, nobody cares right now. Nobody but us. Mayor Rand’s ambition takes no account of scientific values. A colonization wave will soon break upon Mars, and it won’t stop here. There’s still time to look for evidence of life farther out, but for how long? Maybe only a generation or two. That’s why I want you to go. You’re the best-qualified to do the work.”

			He watched them chew on this news and find it bitter, but there was worse to come.

			On the verge of tears, Linh asked, “Aren’t you coming with us?”

			“No. I’ve been fighting this battle longer than you know. Metaphorically speaking, I’ve broken Rand’s nose one time too many. Dr. Lloyd sent word that come morning, I’ll be branded an outlaw.”

			They all knew what that meant. Outlaw. Outside the law and its protection. No due process, no trial, no nothing, just a bounty anyone could claim by killing Miguel on sight. Rarely used, the brand had only ever been applied to the worst of the worst, the few thugs who threatened the existence of the colony. Thugs like…

			No. Miguel wouldn’t think of him. Not here, not now.

			“On what charges?” Ricard demanded.

			“Charges aren’t necessary. That said, someone destroyed a hydro station this morning. They claim I did it.”

			“Where were you at the time?” Martin asked. “You must have an alibi.”

			Miguel dared not reveal that. He came to Mars to escape his sins only to fall again. He’d rather face life in exile, even death, than demolish his students’ faith in him. Soon, that might be all they had. “I’m afraid not.”

			Petrina shivered and hugged herself as though the deep cold of the Martian wilderness had infiltrated her bones. “What will you do?”

			“The only thing I can,” he said. “Hide.”

			Ricard ran a hand through his wavy brown hair. “There’s no place to hide on Mars.”

			Everyone always said so, but Miguel knew otherwise. He could but hope he was still welcome.

			 

			A safe house waited along the way.

			Two and a half hours east of Lowell Colony, isolated, built into the side of a rise, the house’s rusty façade blended with the slope, rendering it all but invisible save to those who knew where to look. The rising sun had just kissed its face when Miguel arrived. He paused to admire this epitome of architectural art, knowing the treasures he’d find within. With twice the space of the average Martian dwelling, this home could have been an art gallery, appointed with the finest furnishings, exotic plants, paintings, and sculptures, all lit by unseen light tunnels that set the place aglow. And the owner? She was a work of art, too.

			Miguel knew the access code. Stashing his rover in the garage beneath the main floor, he entered, dodging the cleaning robots humming about the soft green and blue gathering room. He needn’t announce himself. She’d know he was here. He clasped his hands behind his back and stood in contemplation before a twisted sculpture of pure silver that pulsed with light. He hadn’t noticed before, but in outline the piece resembled…

			“What the hell are you doing here?”

			Yes. Her. 

			“Hiding,” he said.

			“Not here, not anymore. Andre might find out.”

			Miguel didn’t mind her theatrics. She was a politician’s wife, after all. The politician’s wife. He turned and smiled at Carmen Rand, first lady of Lowell Colony, first lady of Mars. “How? I won’t tell him, and neither will you.” 

			He gathered her into his arms—or tried to. She pushed away and crossed to a small bar on the far side of the room. Crystal rang as she set out two glasses and poured a pale rose concoction. Keeping one for herself, she offered the other to Miguel. “I ought to alert him right now.”

			“While you’re at it, tell him where I was yesterday.”

			“Bastard.”

			He drank to that. “Please, Carmen. Just one night.” He kissed her on the lips. 

			She indulged him a second before backing away. “You’ve ruined your career. You’re not ruining mine.”

			He laughed. “My career?”

			“I was being gentle, but fine. Your life.”

			“Which is why I need to drop out of sight.”

			Carmen sat on the sofa and crossed her perfect legs. Her mouth signaled severity, her eyes humor. “Just because Andre never stages events here doesn’t mean he won’t find you.”

			“How? This is your hermitage, not his. Isn’t that why he built you the place? So you could be alone?” Miguel sat close. Their thighs touched. 

			“The house might be bugged.”

			“For God’s sake, Carmen.”

			“Don’t you know what’s happening?”

			How could he not? He and Andre Rand had been on collision course for a decade. Miguel drove hard to sequester Sinus Meridiani for research, but the qualities that made it the place to seek evidence of life also made it the place to live. Neither man had taken evasive action. Inevitably they’d crash, and only one could survive. Odds were, it wouldn’t be the scientist. 

			Miguel took a drink. Carmen leaned her head on his shoulder. Her dark hair lay soft against his cheek. “The agreements funding Schiaparelli Colony were concluded yesterday. A year from now, Meridiani will be half buried in concrete and steel. Why do you think Andre picked today to brand you outlaw?” 

			“That explains the timing,” he said, “but it’s not a total surprise. Word of my status upgrade leaked out yesterday. I’ll only stay the night. I promise.” He touched her cheek. “I don’t want you in trouble.”

			She stroked his fingers before pushing his hand away and sitting upright. “You don’t get it, do you? You think he doesn’t know about us? He’ll use me to take you down.”

			Miguel didn’t doubt it. “He set me up.”

			“Damn right he did. Brilliantly. A half-second vid clip of your face, or somebody similar. It was convincing.” She ran a finger along the line of his jaw. Her eyes said she wanted him, until she slapped him. Hard.

			He flinched but didn’t protest. He deserved it. “I heard. But you know where I was.”

			She shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, Andre knows you’ll come to me.”

			“Then why isn’t Security hiding behind the sculptures?”

			“I don’t expect he figured you’d show so soon. Whoever leaked the info, Andre will have their head on a spike.”

			Miguel figured Dr. Lloyd knew how to keep his mouth shut. At least, he hoped so.

			“And,” Carmen added, “once he knows you’re here, he’ll have me distract you until his thugs can rush in and truss you up.” 

			“Would you?”

			“Hell, yes. That’s why you’re leaving. Death doesn’t appeal to me.” 

			“Come on, Andre wouldn’t kill you.”

			“Damn idiot, aren’t you?” She took his head in her hands and kissed him long and hard. He about drove her down onto the couch, but she pushed him away before he could. “It’s been fun, Miguel. I don’t regret a minute of it. But we both know it was greedy sport, and now the game’s over. Get out of my house before I call the cops.” She rose, took his half-empty glass from him, and vanished into the kitchen. 

			Water swished and glass clinked.

			He left before Carmen could return.

			 

			Crouched on a plain in the south of Acidalia Planitia, far from the craters and ancient mud volcanoes of the region’s interior, Lowell Colony hosted most everything human on Mars. The colony had grown over thirty-seven years from a single lab to a city of more than twenty-five thousand. Sealed walkways and transport tubes connected a hive of hexagonal, cylindrical, and spherical structures, some burrowed into the rust, some perched upon it, some half buried. Where they protruded, the low, broad profiles of the older structures flowed into the ruddy soil. Within the hive’s warrens huddled the hospital that birthed you, healed you, and eased you into death; the fields and orchards and stockyards that fed you; the schools that prepared you for a life of service to spacefaring humanity; and the university that, if you were deemed sufficiently gifted, offered a chance at something more.

			Otherwise, Mars remained pristine, or nearly so. A few adventurous souls, Dr. Miguel Hernandez for one, built homes beyond the colony’s reach. Some ranged as far as a full day’s journey, but never farther. The Martian wilderness was a deathtrap. Miguel’s home stood a mere hour away by rover, a small but comfortable dwelling where he invited none but his most gifted students, and then only on occasion. The students lived and studied in the safety of the colony, venturing out only to visit him or accompany him on research expeditions. For them, leaving Lowell was an adventure, leaving Mars all but unthinkable.

			And to leave Miguel alone in such circumstances?

			“I can’t,” Petrina said. She dropped her fork on her plate. The clank drew attention from nearby tables. “He needs our help.”

			The breakfast crowd in the university cafeteria hummed about them. News from Lowell and off-planet chattered on wall-mounted vid panels for those caring to know. Few bothered to watch. Morning people chattered about classes, research projects, relationships, and pranks. Others stared at their food or at nothing, eating and drinking mechanically, waiting for the caffeine to kick in.  

			“What can we do?” Ricard demanded. “Shoot security when they show up?”

			“There must be something.”

			Linh rearranged her imitation scrambled eggs. “He asked us to leave, not get involved in—”

			“We’re already involved,” Petrina snapped.

			Martin pushed his plate away, his meal only half-eaten. “Ricard’s right. If Dr. Hernandez is outlawed, nobody can help him.”

			“You should be on my side,” Petrina scolded.

			“I just mean, we need to be careful. Think it through. This isn’t a fossil hunt.”

			A lull in the buzz silenced them. The crowd’s attention had been drawn to the news vids where a still of Dr. Hernandez smiled at the gathering as the anchor declared with excess gravity that the scientist, having destroyed a public works installation, had been declared outlaw. “A reward of five thousand obols will be paid for his capture,” the anchor added with extreme gravity. “Dead or alive.”

			When Hernandez’s face vanished and the next news item began, attention drifted away, and murmured conversation resumed.

			“And there you have it,” Ricard said. “Render him any aid, and we’re outlaws, too.”

			“Drop it,” Martin said. He nodded to the far side of the room, where a quartet of armed security guards had entered. “The cops are here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			 

			Damn her!

			Alejandro should have questioned this deal from the start. Instead, he let the environmentalist’s dark eyes and the prospect of wealth hypnotize him. That’s how he’d meet his end someday. Some rich beauty would beckon him into the void, and he’d jump.

			Take this one. She was no environmentalist, no radical. She cared not at all for the barren wastes of Mars, lost no sleep over strip mining or sprawl. Nobody did. Mars was carrion. Leave it to the human vultures who’d found it. No, likely she was a spotter for some fringe political or militant organization, which was fine. Such groups were his daily bread, and she sure did offer nourishment. She even threw in this skiff as a bonus. He’d never had a ship of his own. It was a dessert too sweet to refuse. 

			Or to be true. 

			Deep down, he knew that. He even had his moment of doubt in the sands. But with payment received and no sign of pursuit, Alejandro relaxed and set course for Itokawa Station in the inner Belt. Semi-comfortable acceleration provided stable gravity as he poured himself a scotch and watched the news vids leaking into space from Lowell Colony. Only then did the truth smack him upside the head. She hadn’t needed his skills. She’d needed his face.

			On panel, the reporter pumped the devastation for all it was worth. The hydro station blossomed into smoke over and over while voice-overs predicted immanent attacks on other facilities. Intercut with the destruction, an image boosted from his rover’s interior camera showed Alejandro’s face, misty and blurred behind his visor but clear enough to name the culprit.

			Exobiologist Dr. Miguel Hernandez.

			Alejandro killed the vid. A set up, all right, but he wasn’t the target. Miguel was. Question was, should he care? No, that wasn’t the question. Why the hell were they after Miguel? 

			Not that the scientist didn’t deserve it. Alejandro nearly offed Miguel himself, once. As children on Earth, they walked divergent paths. Miguel excelled at science and math, Alejandro at mischief and mayhem. Miguel thought he could steer Alejandro onto the straight path, but he was no saint, either. Ambition got the better of him. In a bid for recognition, Miguel fabricated evidence to suggest the seeds of life originated in the Belt. When the fraud was discovered, he scurried off to Mars. His wife Mona begged him to stay, make amends, tough it out until he rebuilt his reputation, but Miguel couldn’t stomach the shame. Rather than follow, Mona left him, taking their infant son Sef with her.

			Alejandro thought himself free of Miguel until he, too, fled to Mars. Hunted by the authorities for a legendary chronicle of insurrections, he had no choice, but all he left behind were arrest warrants. Those, he could do without. Alas, he and Miguel were thrown together again. Lowell Colony wasn’t big enough to keep them apart. History played a variation on its old theme as Miguel pressured Alejandro to go straight, get a legitimate job, become a vegetable. When reckoning day came, it left Miguel half dead while Alejandro escaped to the Belt, cursed with outlaw status. Rage and regret morphed into apathy as Alejandro built yet another life that, if not easy, at least suited his temperament. Miguel faded to irrelevance, like a vid of a forgotten neighbor.

			Until now.

			Alejandro stared into his drink. He shouldn’t care. Whatever Miguel had done, he probably deserved this. Still, it felt wrong. The environmentalist hadn’t hired him at random. She knew his past. She should have given him the choice. But no, the bitch used him, knowing he’d realize it once his face made the rounds. Why would she assume Alejandro wouldn’t care?

			She wouldn’t. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew he’d be a nuke poised to go critical. You don’t let one of those choose its own trajectory.

			Alejandro put down his drink. The cold of space crept up his spine.

			Bolting from the pilot’s seat, he combed the skiff for explosives.

			 

			The instrument pressed to Quan Linh’s neck felt like a frozen dagger and hissed like a snake. Pain throbbed in her flesh. “What was that?” she gasped, barely able to speak through her terror.

			The woman holding the instrument didn’t answer. She pulled an alcohol wipe from a container on a cart jammed with medical supplies and wiped down the unit’s tip. Dressed in a dark blue coverall, she might have been a security guard or a maintenance worker, but not likely a nurse. Or human, even. She packed up her gear and pushed her cart from the room. The metal door clanged shut behind her. 

			Linh trembled like a cornered mouse. Everything in this four-square-meter room was metal. Floor, walls, the chair to which she was strapped, all metal, all white save a bluish light emanating from the top of the walls. She sat alone in the whiteness for five minutes, maybe ten, maybe an hour. Who could tell? Eternity might have passed, and nothing met her eyes but the white, nothing filled her ears but the silence. 

			The door creaked and another woman entered, identically dressed but with gold and silver bars perched on her right shoulder. She frowned at a glossy wafer cradled in her right palm. “Quan Linh,” she said, “age twenty-five, native-born, exobiology doctoral student at Lowell Colony University. Parents, brother, other useless shit.” She pocketed the wafer and stared at Linh.

			Linh looked away.

			“You were with Miguel Hernandez last night.”

			Trembling, she locked her jaw. Don’t speak, she told herself. Don’t speak, don’t speak, don’t…

			“You and three other students. What was it, an orgy?”

			“What?”

			“What did you do?” The woman spaced the words as though talking to a small child.

			A few words tumbled out on their own. “Dinner. Talk. Nothing.”

			“What sort of talk?”

			“Science.“

			The interrogator closed in, bent down, put her face in Linh’s. “Insurrection.”

			Linh shook her head.

			“Liar.”

			Memory failed her. She knew no past, no future, only this moment.

			The interrogator straightened. “Petrina told the truth. Eventually.”

			Oh God, what did you do, what did you do to Petrina? Linh imagined the others strapped to cold metal chairs, frightened, minds clouded, bodies bloodied and broken. What would they say? What would she say?

			The interrogator raised a small black stick and regarded it with a twisted smile. “Ever see one of these?”

			She hadn’t. She couldn’t say so. 

			The woman placed the tip of the stick against Linh’s bare forearm. Electricity tickled her skin, spread across her shoulders, down her other arm, along her spine, into her feet. Strange sensations followed in its wake: heat and cold, pressure and prickles, pleasure and pain, all at once. She tasted sugar and lime, salt and quinine, smelled roses and death. The jumbled sensations persisted, not overwhelming yet strange and unpleasant, until the interrogator lifted the stick.

			“That’s ten percent charge. Fun, yeah?”

			Fun wasn’t the word. She didn’t know what was.

			“Let’s try twenty-five.”

			Panicked, Linh struggled against the restraints. The stick touched her skin. Fire erupted in her flesh. It roared through her body, consuming her. A chaos of sensation assaulted her, needles jabbing, knives slashing, hands and knees scraping over concrete, the ecstasy of sex, fire and ice, a barrage of tastes and smells that made her retch, accompanied by bombs exploding overhead, engines roaring, people shouting, and over it all her own nonstop scream.

			And then nothing.

			Linh gasped for air, shook, cried. Tears blinded her, and she couldn’t wipe them away.

			“Soft,” the investigator said. “Petrina didn’t fuss like that until we got to fifty percent. Fifty would probably kill you. Shall we find out?”

			“No!” Linh pleaded. “Please, no!”

			The interrogator laughed.

			“Please stop, please, please let me go, please, what do you want?”

			“What did Hernandez say?”

			“I don’t know! I can’t remember!”

			The black stick touched her flesh. She screamed under the assault of conflicting sensations. Her brain overloaded, and she lost consciousness. She only knew because she woke as from a nightmare, sweat-drenched, shaking, telling herself it was just a dream, just a dream, just a dream.

			“No, Linh,” the investigator said. “It’s real. And I can make it go on and on and on.”

			She sobbed and pleaded and swore she knew nothing, nothing at all, nothing!

			“But you do.”

			“What, like what, I don’t know anything!”

			“Where is Dr. Hernandez?”

			“He didn’t tell us, please, please, he didn’t, I don’t know!”

			Fire consumed her body while she sank in a pool of ice water as a lover caressed her and an enemy flogged her and sounds of war and music echoed in her brain and her mouth was filled with sugar and salt and…

			She raised her wet face to her tormentor. She no longer had a voice, not even to beg for mercy.

			“Dr. Hernandez,” the demon said.

			Linh’s eyebrows arched, just.

			“He wanted you to join his insurrection.”

			Too big a word. Linh didn’t know what it meant. She barely knew her name. She nodded anyway, not knowing why.

			“He plans to destroy the colony’s infrastructure.”

			Who? Linh saw the black stick hovering a centimeter above her wrist. Her body convulsed in terror.

			“Answer the question, Linh.”

			She’d forgotten the question. She only knew she had to get away from that thing. She nodded, praying that would make it vanish.

			“Do you give this testimony of your own free will?”

			Linh blinked away her tears. More flooded her eyes. The black stick brushed the fine hairs on her arm. She didn’t know what was being asked, only what the answer was.

			“Yes.”

			“Next time you’re asked, make sure you say so.” The stick passed before her eyes, swept across her eyelashes. A tingle ran through her, a pleasant, terrifying reminder of what they could make her feel. She struggled against the restraints and wailed for release.

			The door squeaked. Footsteps clattered on the hard floor. Someone said, “Wuss,” and several others laughed. Someone grabbed her hand and pressed her fingers to a cold surface. More clattering, then the straps were undone and she was dragged, because she could barely stand, and thrown onto a hard floor. 

			When she opened her eyes a minute or a month or a decade later, she was lying on a rumpled bed. Petrina Ulenga sat beside her, gently stroking her hand. She tried to sit, but dizziness overwhelmed her. She whimpered.

			“Shh,” Petrina whispered. “Rest. You’re safe.”

			Safe? Safe? She would never be safe again! Unless…

			“God,” Linh muttered. She pulled her hand from Petrina’s grasp and set it to her forehead. “Was that a nightmare?”

			Petrina touched her shoulder. “Yeah,” she said. “A nightmare.”

			 

			Another damn ribbon cutting. 

			Andre Rand, mayor of Lowell Colony, smiled his false suave smile and snipped the red and white ribbon with sterling silver scissors. “Let’s all get rich!” he proclaimed. The small, overdressed crowd cramming the transport station laughed and hooted and clapped and pressed into the pristine Casino Acidalia, all but Andre and his beautiful wife Carmen. He put his arm around her, pulled her close, and smiled for the videographers vying for the best lines of sight. They ate the couple up.

			Andre and Carmen were a work of art. A head taller, the mayor had a celebrity smile, a strong chin, a wrinkle-free black suit. Carmen had a model’s body, a tight black dress, and a smile that could melt the polar caps. They maintained their pose before the brilliant lights of Mars’ first casino while the videographers swarmed. Reporters cried questions but got no answers. Andre wasn’t in the mood. Once the excitement faded, arm-in-arm the first couple gave themselves a tour of the facility, beaming and waving at patrons and not once risking their own money.

			“It’s rigged, of course,” Andre whispered. He grinned.

			She matched his grin. “Could you beat the house?”

			“No, but they know to throw me a bone. Otherwise, they’ll allow just enough wins to keep the crowds in thrall without impacting profits.”

			“Business is too complex for me.”

			The floor rang with bells and flashed with light. People laughed, called numbers, ordered drinks and food.

			“Hardly. Your clever brain is full of schemes.” He tapped a finger on the back of her head.

			She smiled. “You wouldn’t want a stupid wife.”

			“How long has he been banging you?”

			“Who?”

			“Hernandez.”

			“Does it matter?”

			Andre put a hand on her shoulder and steered her to the bar. “Two rum and colas. On my tab.” The bartender mixed and slid the drinks with practiced efficiency.

			“It depends,” Andre told her. 

			“Ah.” Carmen lifted her drink, settled her back against the bar, watched the gamblers. Several of the men caught her eye and watched her right back. She winked at them. “Long enough to know not to trust me.”

			Andre turned, too. “Pity.”

			She leaned against him. “Why, what’s he done now?”

			“You know him. He’s a mosquito.”

			“We didn’t bring mosquitos to Mars, Andre.”

			He glanced at her in irritation.

			“That was a joke.”

			He still didn’t laugh.

			“So squash him. You’re the mayor. He’s just a professor.”

			Andre took a drink while his eyes probed her face. “That wouldn’t bother you?”

			“Why should it? I can always find another toy. Maybe even one who doesn’t want to suck your blood.”

			He laughed and tangled his fingers in her hair. “I think you enjoy crossing me. Is that how you get even, or do you just want a front-row seat for the knock-out?”

			With a little shrug, Carmen said, “Bit of both.”

			“When do you see him again?”

			“Never.”

			He took her chin in his hand and made her look at him. “You sent him away?”

			“No, Andre. He did the leaving.”

			He squeezed just enough to hurt. 

			“Stop that or I’ll walk out. Your media sycophants would have a field day with that.”

			Andre grinned, released her, waited for an answer. 

			She obliged. “It’s the truth. I invited him to stay, but as I said, he doesn’t trust me.”

			“Nor do I.”

			“Smart man.”

			“You wouldn’t want a stupid husband.” He settled against the bar again. He drank, shook his head, smiled and waved at a group of happy gamblers passing by. “Damn it, Carmen. Now I’ll have to find him the hard way.” 

			“It can’t be that hard,” she said. “There’s no place to hide on Mars.”

			They both drank.

			“Actually,” he said, “there is.”

			 

			Billows of rusty cloud obscured the southern horizon as a small sandstorm tracked across the distant Chryse Planitia. Miguel, his envirosuit caked with dust, watched from the crest of a low ridge. It had been a long day’s drive, and the sun now hovered on the western horizon. Below the incline, his rover sat silent and obvious, as obvious as he. He wanted to be seen but had to trust to luck that the people living here would admit him. No doubt they already knew he was outlawed.

			At least he was a familiar face. His fossil-hunting expeditions ranged across fifty degrees of Martian latitude and fifty of longitude. Along the way, he’d discovered something nearly as astonishing as the Meridiani microfossils: people lived out here, scattered across the wilderness, isolated from Lowell Colony. These were fiercely independent folk who, embracing the danger, had built concealed shelters using local resources and stolen or smuggled tech. Miguel didn’t know how many explorers had struck out on their own, but he guessed there could be fifty or more homesteads within a month’s journey of the Colony plus a few small bases used by smugglers. He established a rapport with a handful of these rogues after encountering them by accident. At first, he saw them as curiosities, and they saw him as danger. Once he cultivated friendships, some sprouted into valuable assistance on his research outings. Now, they might save his life.

			Or kill him.

			Miguel hoped the couple living beneath this ridge still counted him as friend, but they took their time deciding. He waited an hour and more while the distant sandstorm blew itself over the horizon and a tide of doubt slowly rose. He checked his oxygen level. The tanks held a sixteen-hour supply, but accidents happened. You didn’t take anything for granted in the Martian wilderness. 

			“Come on, Metzler,” he mumbled. “You know it’s me.”

			There would be no radio communication with Carl Metzler. Carl’s receiver was tuned to Lowell Colony’s government frequency to keep tabs on the authorities. He had no transmitter and kept in touch with others through occasional face-to-face contact. His home was entirely underground, within the ridge, sustained by a homemade hydro station tapped into a subsurface ice reservoir. Regardless, Carl knew everything moving above ground. Miguel figured cameras were hidden about the ridge. An interloper loitering near the camouflaged entrance wouldn’t go unnoticed.

			Another half hour passed. Miguel about gave up before the ground vibrated and a hatch covered with rock and soil rose above the surrounding regolith three meters in front of him. It slid open to reveal sufficient passage for a pressure-suited man. A blaze of light ascended from the interior of the ridge, illuminating a ladder attached to a rock wall. Carefully, Miguel climbed down. The hatch sealed above him. 

			At bottom, he stood within a circular glass chamber. A light glowed red by the door until the airlock pressurized, then it winked green, and the door hissed open. Miguel moved through and waited for the door to shut before removing his helmet. The air had a dusty smell. This room was circular, too, equipped with storage cabinets and doorways sixty degrees to either side of the airlock. 

			As Miguel undid his envirosuit, Carl Metzler entered on the left, set his fists to his hips, and snarled, “What the hell are you doing here?”

			That must be the way to greet him now. Miguel opened a cabinet. It already contained an envirosuit, so he closed that and opened the next, which he found empty. He stuffed his suit in and clanked the door shut. Turning, he extended a hand to Carl. Carl glared. He was a big man, two meters tall and solid muscle. He had sandy hair, a bushy beard, and eyes that could burn a hole in you. 

			“What do you think?” Miguel asked. 

			“Did you do it?”

			“No.”

			Carl gave no sign of believing him.

			“How’s Jane?”

			Jane Bonsell slipped in, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders, and put an arm around Carl’s waist. She stood a head shorter than her companion. “Jane is good,” she said. “Opinions on you are mixed.”

			“I’m not staying,” Miguel assured them. “Just passing through.”

			Carl and Jane regarded each other in silent conference, then Carl nodded. “Come on.” 

			They led Miguel into the interior of the dwelling. The rooms were rounded, carved from the rock. The furnishings looked like any other found on Mars: metal and plastic with padded synthetic coverings. They came to the kitchen, where a meal was in preparation. Miguel took a chair at a small table in the center of the room and watched the couple work. They could set a hearty table thanks to a substantial garden housed in a cavern at the far end of their complex. Carl had once shown it to Miguel. An impressive setup. Miguel never did learn how Carl obtained all those grow lights, but he doubted legitimate merchants were involved.

			“Where will you go?” Carl asked as he diced an onion.

			“South. Sinus Meridiani. We did it, Carl. We found microfossils in one of our samples, just like I said. I hope to collect more before construction destroys them.”

			“That again,” Jane said. “You can’t even see them without a microscope. What good are they?”

			“They prove life evolved on Mars. That we aren’t alone in the universe.”

			“Look where you are, Miguel,” Carl said. They were here, the three of them, buried in the rock of a dead planet. “We’re alone, all right.”

			Jane opened a cabinet and took out a large plastic bowl. She scooped up a handful of chopped vegetables and dumped them in. “Meridiani’s the first place they’ll look for you.”

			He didn’t have a choice. The find bore too much weight, for science and himself. People had speculated about life in the cosmos for millennia, had systematically sought it out for over a century, and now he held the proof in hand. Real proof this time, not like the chemical signatures his younger, more foolish self had implanted in asteroid samples to suggest the seeds of life had originated in the Belt. That cost him his home and his heart. Mona. Sef. As gone as if they had died, as if he had killed them. The Meridiani microfossils weren’t just a discovery. They were his penance and salvation. But he had little time left. Andre Rand, in his quest for power, had claimed Meridiani for his own and would soon blast any remaining fossils into oblivion. Miguel had to play the thief, slipping in and stealing what he could find. Once he had them, his contacts in the Belt would get him off planet, where he could process and publish at leisure.

			Carl came to the table carrying the knife he’d been using on the onion. “You’re going anyway, huh?”

			Miguel nodded. “Have to.”

			“You can’t take your rover. It’ll give you away.”

			“It’s a long walk, Carl.”

			“So you need fresh transport.” He turned and called, “Jake!”

			Another man, bigger than Carl, his face marred by scars, lumbered in from a darkened doorway. He eyeballed Miguel before nodding to Carl. Miguel didn’t like the look of him.

			“I asked Jake over in case you showed up with some idiot plan,” Carl explained. “He’ll get you where you need to go. Stay the night, leave at dawn, but don’t get on his nerves. He’s got a temper.”

			Miguel nodded. “Hello, Jake.”

			Jake grinned a creepy sort of grin, like he was enjoying the thought of murdering someone.

			“What about my rover?” Miguel asked.

			 “Don’t worry,” Jane said. “We brought it inside. We’ll cannibalize it for parts.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			 

			 

			Ricard Fulbert’s apartment smelled of bacon. Real bacon, which wasn’t cheap, but their troupe needed help displacing the memory of their supporting roles in Dr. Hernandez’s war with the authorities. Ricard spent his meager savings to procure a full breakfast—eggs, bacon, pancakes, orange juice, coffee—all real. He didn’t mind the expense and enjoyed the work. Cooking was part of his normal, and the others promised to pay him back. The twins did, anyway. Quan Linh was another matter.

			“How is she?” Ricard asked when Martin Ulenga shuffled in and inspected the proceedings. Last night, government thugs had stuffed them into envirosuits and dumped them in the darkened Colony’s seediest sector, a crime-ridden stretch of old shelters occupied by the poorest colonists. Ricard and Petrina had no more than one brain between them at that point. Martin contributed only a dazed stare, and Quan Linh was a babbling liability. Ricard and Petrina flagged down transport and ordered the driver to Ricard’s apartment. The driver figured they were hopped up on drugs and insisted on payment in advance, but he delivered them safely. 

			Student apartments consisted of no more than a gathering room, a bedroom, and a kitchen, all equipped lowest common denominator. Still, it was Ricard’s place, safe and familiar. Once there, they collapsed into restless sleep.

			Martin shrugged. “Petrina said she had a long night.” He leaned over the pan of frying bacon and yelped when a pop of grease hit him square in the forehead. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“It’s called frying.”

			“Can’t you use the microwave, like everyone else?”

			Ricard pinched his lips. He didn’t want to cook like everyone else. When he moved in, he’d taken out a loan to upgrade to a convection oven and an electric stovetop. The university had qualms about modifications to student housing, but he offered to pay extra for the privilege. That convinced them. 

			Martin set a finger to the burn. “What?”

			“This is a classic technique. When you taste it, you’ll melt with ecstasy.”

			“Classic, hell. Maybe on Earth, but in case you hadn’t noticed, this is Mars.”

			“Grease pops on Earth, too, just not as high. Stand back and let me work.”

			Martin stood well back. After a moment’s hesitation and an ungraceful clearing of his throat, he asked, “What did you tell them?”

			Martin focused on turning the bacon so as not to think about it. 

			“I tried to keep my mouth shut, but…” Wobbling as though seasick, Martin grabbed the back of a chair to steady himself. 

			“Selective nerve induction,” Ricard said. “The idea’s old, but the application…” He transferred the bacon to a plate and removed the pan from the stovetop. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

			Martin closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. “How did it feel?” 

			Like every neuron in his body had fired simultaneously. Pain and pleasure, heat and cold, pressure, itching, scraping, clawing… Best not to go into detail. “Overwhelming. Utter confusion.” Ricard heated and greased a new pan for the pancakes. 

			“I don’t even know how it felt.”

			“I didn’t, either, at the time.”

			“What did you tell them?”

			Ricard didn’t care to dwell on that, either. “What do you think?”

			Martin dropped into a chair and stared at his shoes. “I betrayed him.”

			Petrina came into the kitchen, hair every which way, eyes sunk. “We all did.”

			Ricard refused to give guilt quarter. He couldn’t, especially not if the others were drowning in it. “Don’t blame yourselves. Nobody could have withstood that. Besides, nothing we said counts. Statements given under torture aren’t admissible in court.”
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