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THE TERRAFORMERS


A cool arctic wind threaded through the forest, and fir tree branches gestured wildly overhead. But Destry felt sweaty, inside and out; she ran an arm across her forehead, smearing the dust on her face into a thin, gritty mud. Walking closer, she gave up the pretense of talking to Charter as if he were alive. Now she looked into the wide purple eyes of the expensive biotech toy and addressed the distant person controlling him. “Listen. You haven’t identified yourself, and I don’t know where you are coming from. But you put this remote here, and you damaged the forest. You’re trespassing. You killed animals, which is a crime. You need to pack up your remote right now and get off Sask-E before I report you to Verdance.”
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What will survive us
has already begun


—Stephanie Burt


COLONIALISM. Definition: turning bodies into cages that no one has the keys for.


—Billy-Ray Belcourt
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PLEISTOCENE FETISHIST


When in doubt, don’t kill anyone.


—Environmental Rescue Team Handbook


Destry could smell the smoke long before she saw its improbable source. There was some kind of person—possibly Homo sapiens—tending a fire at the edge of the boreal forest. She squinted, trying to make out details from half a klick away. The person’s skin was so pale she guessed it had hardly met real sunlight, which meant they were definitely not a stray worker from one of the construction camps. When the intruder crouched next to the flames, she caught a glimpse of red beard merging into a tangle of hair. In their hands, a hare was speared and cooking on an expensive alloy spit. The sight was horrifying, and Destry flinched back reflexively.


“Let’s stop,” she whispered to her mount, a thick-barreled moose with red-brown fur and a crown of antlers spreading from his forehead like a pair of massive, cupped hands. He flicked an ear in acknowledgement as she slid off his back and into his long shadow. Sinking down on one knee, Destry pressed her bare fingers into the soil, spreading them wide, establishing a high-bandwidth connection with the local ecosystem.


Thousands of sensors welcomed her into the planet’s network, their collective perceptions knitting together from shards of cached memory, fragments of recorded sensation and perception. In this state, she too was a sensor, processing data through her eyes, nose, tongue, skin, and ears. What she perceived she shared with the ecosystem. She could feel the sensors collaboratively reviewing the scene from her perspective, learning that she wanted to know more about the mammal at the edge of the forest. It was like her body had become the land. Her awareness stretched forward, racing through root systems and over insects, tasting acid levels in the soil. The person’s feet on the ground registered as pressure on her back, and she smelled redox reactions in the fire. Each sensor’s evaluation joined the swelling chorus in her ears as the tiny machines voted on what their data points might mean: polymer, hair, carnivore, unprocessed excrement, dead trees, carbon cycle perturbation, predator, metal, fur, synthetic microbiome. As Destry’s data surged across the field and into the forest, the sensors could see what she did, and their analysis coalesced into a strong probability: Homo sapiens in the region for eight days, causally linked to tree loss, small mammal loss, excrement buildup, complex toxins.


But there was no data emanating from the person, save for a persistent encrypted stream aimed at an orbital satellite. Out here in the bush, she didn’t have the tools to analyze it. All she had were implants that made sensors recognize her as one of their own. She was the only ranger built this way; all her colleagues back home had to use bulky access devices if they wanted to ask a flower about its nitrogen uptake.


Disconnecting from the ecosystem, Destry unfolded her muscular frame and ambled into talking range with the intruder. Her cropped gray-black hair was matted with sweat, and a trickle found its way through the road dust on her cheek, revealing a streak of deeply tanned skin. Wind pricked a few tears from her blue eyes. She kept her hands visible. Basic protocol in the Environmental Rescue Team was to approach in peace, no weapons drawn, aiming to help.


“Hey stranger!” she called after a few minutes. “I’m ERT Ranger Destry Thomas! D’you know you’re on unoccupied land?”


The person looked up, their flat, blank face twitching into an awkward grin. Definitely Homo sapiens. They stood, technical jumper gleaming dull gray in the late afternoon sun. Now that she was closer, Destry could see a small cabin tucked into the trees, next to a collapsible trellis where a few pelts were stretched. Mink, hare, beaver. A flicker of outrage licked the inside of her ribs, but she kept it in check. No point in getting flustered.


“Who are you? What are you doing on this land?”


The person’s mouth worked as if they hadn’t spoken for a while. “G-good evening, ERT Ranger Destry Thomas. Don’t think I’ve ever seen Environmental Rescue on a private planet.”


Destry ignored his comment and ran her hands through the waist-high grass, connecting to the sensors that dusted each blade. Whatever was happening inside the person’s encrypted stream, it was getting thicker. Data poured down furiously and shot back up again.


She stopped a couple of meters away from the fire. “What’s your name, stranger?” One hand was free, and the other settled lightly on her holstered gun, slung low over her right hip.


“Name’s Charter. I’m not looking for trouble, Ranger. I’m here to experience the Pleistocene. It’s the purest environment for mankind.”


She groaned to herself. Charter was the default male name for Homo sapiens remotes. No wonder he was regurgitating that fat data stream. Somebody was controlling him from offworld, probably thousands of light-years away, using this proxy body to get their jollies in the ecosystem she’d sworn to protect. Out there, in the volume of galactic space claimed by the League, some people believed you weren’t really human unless you’d experienced a Pleistocene environment on an Earthlike world. Hence the lure of her planet, Sask-E, whose fragrant forests some distant asswipe was currently smudging with uncontrolled carbon waste.


“All right, Charter. I’m not sure who you are or how you got here, but this is unoccupied land. It’s not your habitat.”


“Verdance is going to start selling it pretty soon. No harm done.” Charter was starting to sound whiny, hinting at the personality of whoever controlled him.


“You need to biodegrade everything in this camp and get off this land right now.”


“This ecosystem is my birthright.” Charter planted his feet firmly next to the fire. He still held the spit with the hare’s skinned, burned body in one hand. “It’s the origin of all mankind, and everything we do now is shaped by it.”


A cool arctic wind threaded through the forest, and fir tree branches gestured wildly overhead. But Destry felt sweaty, inside and out; she ran an arm across her forehead, smearing the dust on her face into a thin, gritty mud. Walking closer, she gave up the pretense of talking to Charter as if he were alive. Now she looked into the wide purple eyes of the expensive biotech toy and addressed the distant person controlling him. “Listen. You haven’t identified yourself, and I don’t know where you are coming from. But you put this remote here, and you damaged the forest. You’re trespassing. You killed animals, which is a crime. You need to pack up your remote right now and get off Sask-E before I report you to Verdance.”


She hoped the threat was enough. Charter’s controller could be sued for what he’d done. The only thing preventing her from reporting him right now was the fact that she liked talking to Verdance security about as much as they liked dealing with unripe real estate. Sask-E was supposed to terraform itself for another thousand years before anyone had to worry about its existence.


Charter yanked some flesh off the hare and put it between his teeth, chewing awkwardly. “You know that man evolved to eat meat, don’t you?”


It would have been hilarious to hear a completely fabricated Homo sapiens remote taunting her like that if it hadn’t been so nauseating to watch. “I’ll ask you again to move along. This planet is still under construction, and hunting could destabilize the local food web.”


Charter shrugged. “Don’t be dramatic. Why don’t you and that mount leave me to enjoy my dinner?” He made the question sound like a command, as if he was used to ordering a lot of mute servants around. Destry frowned. How had he found this star system, anyway? Planets under development weren’t listed on public maps, and there was no way he stumbled on it by chance. His controller must have access to Verdance’s real estate databases, which would make him some kind of insider. Or a rich guy with a taste for Earthlike worlds who paid a tick to burrow quietly into Verdance’s data systems. She fiddled with her holster, then walked her fingers back. There was a chance she could get in trouble for shooting this thing, even if he wasn’t supposed to be here. If her boss was displeased, she might be grounded and forced to handle regulatory compliance garbage for years.


The remote kept staring at her, chewing with his mouth open, while she weighed her options. She could take him out, and potentially get caught. She could report him, but he might do a lot of damage while she waited for Verdance security to act—if they acted at all. Either way, she’d be forced to spend decades rebalancing the local environment. No matter what she did, there would be trouble, so she might as well mitigate it.


She tried again, using her calmest voice. “Listen. This isn’t a debate. You need to get off this land.”


“No can do, Ranger Destry Thomas. Best be on your way. My compliments to you on the well-stocked forest, though. This meal is just like the ones our ancestors ate during Earth’s Pleistocene.” The remote stretched his lips in a badly executed attempt at a smile. “Here on the savannahs where our species was born, I can experience evolution firsthand. The only thing that would make it more authentic would be some nice moose jerky.”


The anger rising through her chest finally found her tongue. “This is not a savanna, you pus-licker. It’s boreal forest.”


With one fluid motion, she slipped her gun from its holster, spun it up, and shot the remote between the eyes. Charter’s data stream stuttered and stopped as he crumpled. Killing was always a last resort for an ERT ranger, but this controller was using his remote to threaten Whistle, and that could not stand. Destry signaled her friend and he trotted through prairie grass to the still-smoking fire. “We’re going to be here for a while,” she said.


Whistle couldn’t reply aloud to her—his mouth was built to a perfect Pleistocene moose template—but he could text. The sender in his brain reached out to network with hers, skipping across the radio spectrum, looking for a way to be heard; when he found it, he typed: Looks bad, Destry.


The moose had a limited vocabulary, but it got the job done. He was right: she’d turned a shit situation into a slurry of blood-flecked diarrhea. Stretching up a hand, she rubbed the warm, furry hide of his neck. “You can graze if you want. You’ll want to have lots of energy for the trip back.”


Whistle turned to press his fat muzzle into her gray-black hair, exhaling a blast of warm air. During their months on patrol in this vast, continent-spanning forest, Destry’s usual stubble had grown long enough to tickle her ears. Whistle felt genuine affection for his partner, but this sudden urge to nuzzle was definitely enhanced by the sight of an abundant carpet of pinecones a few meters beyond the campsite. They were his favorite food.


Meanwhile, Destry had to start the long, grisly process of sinking all this carbon. She retrieved a few tools from Whistle’s saddlebags: an axe, a tin of metabolizers, a sheet of carbon-capture membrane folded into a tight square. Tramping around the campsite, she saw no obvious ejector pods or shuttles nearby. Charter might have hiked in from a distant landing site, though his pale skin suggested recent decanting. What if somebody at Verdance spotted the vessel by satellite feed and started asking questions? Or another ranger picked up what had happened from the sensor network? She needed to find his ship and erase what she’d done. Whistle munched contentedly as she deleted the last few minutes from the forest around her. Then she issued a ticket to the ERT bug tracker: I found a trespasser’s campsite in the boreal forest. Composting it now. Can somebody please check satellite footage at these coordinates to see whether there’s a vessel in the area?


They would get her message in the next hour or two. Probably. As long as it found a relatively uninterrupted path through the tall grass, routing through sensors that were mostly intended for monitoring air and soil conditions. The important thing was that she’d left some receipts. Now, if the ship was found, she could plead ignorance about its payload. Which—what exactly was that payload? Obviously Charter’s controller was some kind of rich dilettante, hopped up on environmental determinism. He didn’t even recognize that the planet was closer to a Devonian Period Earth, 350 million years before his beloved Pleistocene. Sure, the food web was post-Cretaceous, full of mammals and angiosperms alongside the more ancient birds, insects, and conifers. But there were still a lot of synapsids running around, looking like giant, furry lizard-otters with sails on their backs. As the ERT’s top network analyst for ecosystems, she had to call it like she saw it. This was hardly a perfect reproduction of Earth when it was a million years younger.


The reason none of these inconsistencies mattered to Verdance was that oxygen levels were holding steady at the required 21 percent, thanks mostly to the thick layer of trees Destry and her cohort planted—millions of them, all across Sask-E. Over the centuries their roots burrowed deep into the planet’s two megacontinents, Maskwa and Tooth, breaking up the sterile rock and accelerating the weathering process that drew down carbon. As long as the carbon cycle was unperturbed, they could proceed on schedule and stabilize all the interlocking environmental systems. Any extra load on a freshly built ecosystem like the boreal forest might set them back centuries.


And now some joyrider from who knows where thought he could chew through their labor like he was entitled to it. Because of some pixelated idea about how Paleolithic humans lived. Glancing at the hare’s mutilated body and the skins stretched nearby, Destry winced. He’d taken so much life from an ecosystem he supposedly loved.


Carefully burying the firepit in loose soil and leaves, she dragged the remote inside the cabin, arranging the animal remains next to him. She clambered up the high, peaked roof to survey the damage. He’d built the whole structure from trees that the planet desperately needed to maintain its atmosphere. Destry whacked at the wood with an axe, kicking chunks of it down to the floor inside. Soon most of the roof lay in shredded lumps next to Charter’s bedroll and rucksack, and it was relatively easy to yank the wall posts out of their shallow holes in the ground. The racket brought gravelly commentary from ravens overhead, and a few curious squirrels and foxes poked their heads out of the brush.


As the sun sank, Whistle left off his crunching and headed back to the wreckage that Destry was arranging in a careful pile over the now-dismantled cabin floor. The moose sent: Should we sleep here?


Destry glanced at the dimming sky, where the gas giant Sask-D emerged as a bright pinprick next to the rising pear-shaped moon that orbited Sask-E. “I’m almost done,” she said. “I think we can make it back to camp tonight.” She cracked the tin of metabolizers open with a screwdriver and sprinkled wheat-colored husks packed with microbes over the splintered wood, skins, and Charter’s body. It began to decompose almost before she could unfurl the filter membrane with a snap of her wrists, settling it over the whole mess like a transparent funeral shroud. Some carbon would escape, of course, but the filter would capture about 80 percent. By the time the full moon returned, this invader’s campsite would be nothing but a rich humus beneath a layer of pine needles.


Earth’s boreal forests didn’t work like this; they had sandy soils that would take months to decompose this waste. But Earth was thousands of light-years away. Here on Sask-E, in the far north of the megacontinent Maskwa, the ERT cultivated a tropical microbiome in the forest floor because it was a better carbon sink. On the surface, Sask-E could pass for Pleistocene Earth. But if you actually bothered to squash its soils through a sequencer, you’d know in a second that it was actually a crazy quilt of ecosystems borrowed from half a billion years of Earth evolution—and life on hundreds of other worlds, too.


Not that Destry would ever travel through a wormhole to see Earth or those other worlds firsthand. Verdance didn’t allow their workers outside the atmospheric envelope of Sask-E, and blocked their access to offworld comms too. The company liked to keep its workforce focused on terraforming, which was their right. Ronnie Drake, the company’s VP of special projects, loved to point out during one of her sudden, inconvenient project oversight meetings that Verdance had paid to build this planet, including its biological labor force. Everything here—other than rocks, water, and the magnetic field—was part of Verdance’s proprietary ecosystem development kit. And that meant every life form was legally the company’s property, including Destry and Whistle.


The filter looked steamy now. Water droplets ran across its underside, leaving long, sooty tracks behind. Whistle nudged her and she looked into his long, quizzical face, its contours as familiar to her as the positions of the constellations overhead. Verdance wouldn’t classify him as a person, but Destry was pretty sure he understood this ecosystem as well as she did.


“Ready to go?” she asked him.


He sent: Hop on.


She climbed into the saddle, wrapping herself in wool blankets and strapping down with canvas belts as Whistle trotted out of the trees. Night had fallen, but the moon illuminated fields of shivering grasses that edged the forest. Her goggles picked out the glowing heat signatures of small mammals on the prowl for seeds. As the shadows played havoc with their morphology, Destry and Whistle appeared to merge into one animal, muscular and dappled in silver. The illusion became more profound when Destry leaned into Whistle’s neck, wrapping arms around his warmth, and whispered: “Let’s fly.”


The moose launched into a bumpy canter, accelerated to a gallop, then jumped into the air as if he were leaping over a fallen log. His back muscles bunched and relaxed as the ground veered away from them. Soon they were hundreds of meters over the prairie, watching a pack of coyotes far below, yapping their way through the dusk. Destry’s legs prickled slightly from the gravity mesh adjusting under Whistle’s hide, but then they leveled out. Overhead, the Milky Way tumbled down the center of the sky in an uncontrolled deluge of stars.
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LA RONGE


Home is a bargain with nature.


—Environmental Rescue Team Handbook


Glancing at the position of the sun in the west, Destry calculated that they had a good chance of making it home in time for dinner leftovers. After she and Whistle had composted Charter, they’d spent another two weeks in the field because an ERT geographer replied to her bug ticket with coordinates for the remote’s space vessel. The stench of decomposing metal alloys still stung in her nostrils.


Whistle had flown all day, almost 720 klicks from the mineral-rich mush that was once an atmosphere entry pod. Destry would need to return for more readings in a few months, but for now it seemed the ecosystem held its precarious balance.


A few tiny ranger stations dotted the grassland, throwing symmetrical shadows from peaked roofs. She sent a greeting to each as they passed.


Ranger Destry Thomas returning. Hello!


Hello, Destry! Ranger Squab Marshelder here. Welcome back.


It went on like that for many klicks as the sun sank, though Destry spent slightly more time talking to some rangers than others, depending on how much she liked them.


At last they could see the compacted dirt road to La Ronge below, illuminated by long-wavelength visible spectrum lamps whose deep red glow didn’t attenuate the sky’s darkness overhead. Whistle descended gradually before landing at a full gallop, slowing to a walk before the urban ecosystem embraced them. La Ronge’s skyline was dominated by apartments stacked in slowly twisting spirals, each floor angled a slightly different direction so that everyone’s rooms could capture sunlight. Most of the densely packed city, however, was only a few stories tall. Market squares and courtyards were edged by barns and domos, long, rectangular public buildings with arched roofs covered in mosses, clover, and shallow-root herbs. She dismounted and walked alongside Whistle as they turned a corner and followed the main road downtown. Gardens were everywhere, sprouting in tufts from wall pockets or sprawling for blocks alongside streets busy with pedestrians, bikes, and trucks.


They crossed a low bridge over a stream ruddy with city lights, and Destry felt a twinge as she watched a family of hares drinking at its edge. At least the small mammals were safe here. Destry and Whistle followed the road north toward the ERT campus, where each had a bed. Paper lanterns strung overhead illuminated the broad sidewalk where a few evening shoppers considered the day’s remaining wares: bruised fruits and vegetables, a slightly burned loaf of bread.


Two cat-sized drones hovered down on eight rotors to land on Whistle’s right and left antlers. They had smooth X-shaped bodies with sensors spread like freckles along each axis, and they were small enough to use conventional flight rather than gravity mesh. “Long time no see,” they said in unison. “The city misses every aeronaut.” Though they had two bodies, Hellfire&Crisp shared a consciousness; it was therefore hard to say whether the drones were a plural or singular they.


Whistle snorted and sent a public text: Hi there. Good to be back.


The drones took off again, ignoring Destry. Whistle had a social life that he didn’t tell her about, and she didn’t ask. It was one of many non-verbal agreements they had that made their working relationship deeply amicable and pleasing.


Their first stop was the ERT barn where the moose lived with other mounts. At its wide door, Destry relieved him of her saddle before giving him a rubdown in the spots he couldn’t reach.


“Have a good night, pal,” Destry said.


He nudged her with his nose. You too.


The ERT domo for hominins was at the end of a dirt path bordered by night-blooming primroses and mint whose mingled scents sweetened the air. She had to duck through an arch in a whimsically pruned hedge whose contours were determined annually by the rangers in training. Right now, it was supposed to evoke the undulating body of a swimming placoderm—an homage to the Devonian armored fish who still roamed the seas. Ahead lay the domo, its wide, three-story bulk packed with dorms, lounges, and the main dining hall. It was one of the few buildings on Sask-E built with wood, carefully culled from nearby spruce and fir populations to promote a diversity of new growth. Its creamy outer walls were treated with a transparent polymer to protect it from weathering, and the high, rounded roof was wattle and daub. Double doors opened as Destry’s face came into range, and she walked down the yellow-lit throat of the hallway with its colorful murals, handprints, and informational posters.


No matter how many centuries she lived here, returning to this domo always filled Destry with a sense of accomplishment. She was an Environmental Rescue Team ranger, and her home here was proof.


Still, her position wasn’t solid. Destry recalled what that pus-sucker had said through the lips of his remote: It was strange to find an ERT ranger on a private planet like this one. Most of the planet’s hominin population were workers made from standard templates, decanted and controlled by Verdance—technicians, engineers, and farmers who lived in La Ronge but spent most of the year dispatched to remote construction sites. There was no ambiguity in the law when it came to those workers; Verdance could use them however it wanted. But the ERT was a profoundly public institution, with campuses on nearly every League world. They couldn’t technically be owned by Verdance, or anyone. Destry wasn’t sure what kind of twisted, legal logic her boss, Ronnie, had deployed to establish an ERT campus here.


The ancient order of environmental engineers and first responders traced their lineage all the way back to the Farm Revolutions that ended the Anthropocene on Earth, and started the calendar system people still used today. According to old Handbook lore, the Trickster Squad—Sky, Beaver, Muskrat, and Wasakeejack—founded the Environmental Rescue Team 59,006 years ago. That’s when the legendary heroes saved the world from apocalyptic floods by inventing a new form of agriculture. The Great Bargain, they called it. A way to open communication with other life forms in order to manage the land more democratically. The ERT started with domesticated animals—ungulates, birds, small mammals, model organisms like rats—and over the millennia since, rangers had invited more species into the Great Bargain as their opinions became necessary for land management.


Ronnie had decided that the ERT should be involved in her terraforming project, and so she built one. Apparently the Verdance VP was a true believer in the Great Bargain, but she also wanted to make money on colonization. She couldn’t resolve this contradiction, so the Sask-E ERT ran like a moose with overgrown hooves. They had access to a planetwide network of sensor data—as well as the ERT Handbook, with its stories about ecosystem management. But the company’s ban on offworld comms effectively shut them off from other ERT communities. As far as Destry could tell, no one knew about the rangers here in La Ronge. That was convenient for Ronnie. She could appease her ancestors by respecting ERT traditions, but also please the executives at Verdance by keeping everything and everyone on Sask-E privately owned.


A thick aroma of fried onion in the domo promised leftovers, and Destry sped up with anticipation. The dining hall was the biggest room on this floor, occupying the entire west side of the building. When she poked her head inside, the place was empty and mostly unlit except for one area where half a dozen junior rangers were eating a late meal together. Thankfully, there was still a heaping tray of pierogies and pickled mustard greens on the grab table. Loading her plate, Destry sank gratefully into her favorite corner chair and reveled in the luxury of eating food made by someone else. The dumplings were still warm, and she’d scored a few stuffed with spicy lentils as well as potato and curried carrot. But there were always surprises, especially at late dinner. Destry smeared fried onion on what she thought was a potato pierogi, only to discover it was sweet cheese, and was therefore making a terrible face when her best friend, Nil, appeared in the doorway and yelped her name.


“Destry! You’re back! Any news from the forest?”


She swallowed with difficulty, stood, and gestured for him to join her. “Everything is in balance,” she said, evoking the time-honored greeting to avoid mentioning all the out-of-balance shit she’d seen. The two embraced before sitting in companionable silence at the table together.


When they were young, she and Nil were sometimes mistaken for each other. Both had thick black hair, shaggy and straight, which always hung in their eyes. Working in the sun, their skin tanned to a dark brown, and they bulked up with muscles rather than growing lean like their colleagues. Now, almost four hundred years later, it was easy to tell them apart. Destry’s hair was a salt-and-pepper fuzz sticking up around her face, while Nil’s was still long and black. Destry’s work outside kept her face tan and her arms thick with muscle, while Nil’s lab work had lightened his skin and given him a small, soft belly. Only their matching eyes remained unchanged: they were the bright, clear blue of shallow coastal waters. When they were lucky enough to be in the same place at the same time, they were inseparable. Even when she was sick of humans, Destry could tolerate Nil.


Gulping a pile of pickled greens to wash the weird flavor out of her mouth, Destry gripped his shoulder warmly. “What’s been happening down here in the city, my friend?”


“Everything’s in balance,” he replied noncommittally. “I was just checking the bug tracker and it looks like one of the big lava tubes at Spider Mountain collapsed. There’s been some seismic activity so it could be an eruption coming. I was thinking of getting off my lazy ass and doing some fieldwork down there.” He paused and looked hopefully at her. “Want to come?”


Because Sask-E had no plate tectonics, volcanoes rarely erupted out of nowhere: they oozed magma for millions of years in the same locations, creating massive, cone-shaped mountains. The two friends had dealt a lot with these formations, though for different reasons. Destry investigated breakdowns in local ecosystems from toxins expelled during eruptions, and Nil tapped lava flows to create volcanic soils for forests he was irrigating. His offer was tempting. Still, she had been looking forward to sleeping in her own bed for a while after three months in the bush, especially after that disturbing encounter with the remote. And if she was being honest, the tropical ecosystems near Spider Mountain weren’t her favorite. She’d always preferred the prairies.


“I don’t know, Nil. I’m pretty exhausted.”


He looked mildly put out, then concerned. “Did something happen out there? I saw your bug report about the space vessel, but I didn’t read it.”


Destry repositioned one of the lentil pierogis on her plate, carefully piling it with onion and mustard greens. She chewed for a while as Nil waited patiently. It was another reason why they remained friends; he was willing to wait through her hard-edged silences.


“I didn’t report this, but I had to kill a remote. A default male Homo sapiens.” She forked the last bite of dinner into her mouth. “He was murdering small mammals and eating them. Never seen anything like it. I don’t mind saying it was downright spooky.”


Nil looked disturbed. “I think a whole slew of crackpots are going to start coming to Sasky now. Verdance just opened up bidding for plots.” Like everyone in La Ronge, he blurred the syllables in the planet’s name together, and Sask-E became Sasky.


The Verdance announcement was news to Destry, but it did explain how the remote had found his way here. Verdance was probably spraying everyone in League space and beyond with ads for their latest artisanal terraforming creation, ten thousand years in the making. The real estate developer was known for indie projects like Sasky, which was ripening into one of the few known Earthlike worlds in the League—and that made it an enticing outlier among the thousands of habitable planets that speculators were terraforming at any given time.


Verdance was really leaning into its whole “Earth rebooted” marketing pitch, too. Anyone who bought property on Sasky would be required to live here in a Homo sapiens body, which was packaged with the real estate. That meant settling here was very expensive, which seemed to make buyers salivate.


Destry frowned at the thought of more people sending their remotes to poison the biosphere before it was open to the public.


Nil put a hand on her arm. “Did the remote say why he was here?”


“He was a Pleistocene fanatic. Said the land was his birthright as a human, along with some other determinist feculence.”


Nil rolled his eyes and sighed. “I have a feeling our jobs are about to get a lot more annoying.”


Destry pushed back from the table. “I need to get to bed. Let’s meet for breakfast?”


Nil nodded and they walked to the hallway together, mounting the worn ceramic stairs to the sleeping quarters. On the first landing, they paused. Destry was on the third floor, and Nil was on the second. He embraced her goodnight and whispered in her ear. “Shall I join you?”


She felt the familiar pull toward him low in her belly. It had been awhile. Part of her craved what he offered, but a bigger part was bone-tired. Destry kissed Nil’s warm lips and hugged him harder.


“Another time, my friend.” She ran her hands up his arms and stepped back to appreciate the sweetness of his familiar face. “It’s good to see you, though.”


He grinned easily. “Good to see you too, my friend.”


Destry mounted the stairs and plodded past a dozen darkened doors to the one that glowed a soft green, anticipating her arrival. Inside, she barely glanced at the walls, where ivy cascaded out of pockets near the ceiling, parting around a few square cubbies crowded with framed pictures and favored mementos. It was only when Destry peeled off her clothes and dove between the clean covers that she realized her skin was still gritty with dirt, charcoal, and who knows what else from the composted space vessel. Washing would have to wait, just like Nil’s comforts. For now, sleeping alone in her tiny personal space with its window full of night was the greatest pleasure she could imagine.


That’s when her external comms pad hooted loudly. It was a sound she heard only when somebody was calling directly from Verdance. Ronnie. Groaning, she rolled over and waved on the light, muscles and mind aching.


She didn’t even have a chance to accept the call. Ronnie’s access was high enough that she could pipe her face into any room, any time. A crisp hologram of the VP’s head and shoulders now hovered at the foot of the bed. Her hair was a pale, iridescent blue, perfectly layered to cascade across the shoulders of her emerald jacket. Her brown skin was richly moisturized, almost dewy, as if she’d recently had a tissue reconstruction. Though proud of her traditional Earth values, Ronnie was Homo diversus, a catchall subspecies name for hundreds of customized hominin builds. Her fashionable forehead sloped back steeply, and her skull was elongated into an elegant egg shape. Gills gleamed on either side of her throat like jewels.


“I’m sorry if you were sleeping.”


Destry ran a hand over her eyes and shrugged off the fake apology. “What can I do for you?”


“I see you filed a bug report about a vessel but failed to mention that you killed the remote who piloted it.”


So much for covering her tracks up there in the boreal forest. “He was trespassing, killing trees and animals. If I’d left him there, he would have set back development of that forest by years. I asked him to leave three times before I shot him. You can see the footage for yourself.”


“Don’t treat this lightly, Destry. I have client relationships on the line here.”


Something about her condescending tone reminded Destry of early training, when she and the other recently decanted ERT rangers watched an old video of Ronnie talking about Earth terroir. Using her sweetest and most nurturing voice, the Verdance VP explained that only Homo sapiens could truly nurture the terroir of Earthlike ecosystems, which is why Destry and her H. sapiens cohorts were so important. They would turn Sask-E into an Earth-away-from-Earth, a special world that honored humanity’s origins. Back then, when Destry was still under the protection of her mother and father, she thought Ronnie was the wisest person in the galaxy. In the centuries since, her feelings for the VP had curdled into wrathful disgust. Not that she could ever show Ronnie anything other than calm obedience. That’s what she needed to muster if she was going to make it through this conversation intact.


“I’m confused,” Destry said as nonconfrontationally as possible. “That remote wasn’t on official business. It was unmarked, with a generic name.”


“That remote was sent by Lem Rackleworth’s son.” Ronnie gritted her teeth in a smile. “He is an investor in our parent company, and his son Devin is interested in buying some land on Sask-E.”


“I asked him to identify himself and he refused.”


“I saw the remote’s logs. You shot within a few minutes of encountering him.”


Destry was shocked fully awake. Ronnie was combing through her investors’ son’s logs now? That was a new level of aggressive micromanagement.


Ronnie continued. “His remote was very expensive, and Lem is threatening us with a lawsuit. You’re a good ranger, Destry. A good investigator. But if I can’t work this out with Lem, there is nothing I can do to intercede for you. Do you understand?” Her words hung in the air, deliberately vague. Acid crept its way up Destry’s throat from her stomach. An extremely belligerent investor might get her kicked out of the ERT. She’d lose what little power she had to shape the environment on this planet.


Destry looked into the photons animating Ronnie’s face, searching for pores in her shiny skin. She thought about her parents, who were no longer around to reassure her that Ronnie was far away and couldn’t do any harm. Besides, that had been a lie. Ronnie was always around, turning minor infractions into catastrophes. Destry forced herself to sit up straighter. “I understand, Ronnie. Thanks for letting me know.”


And then the hologram was gone, Ronnie’s threat adding ambient stress to the uncomfortable reminder that she wasn’t ever entirely alone. Shaking with more than exhaustion, Destry lay down and waved off the lights. Even the weight of foreboding couldn’t keep her awake. Outside, the northern constellations crawled across the sky, obliviously waiting for someone from a distant star to claim them as property.










[image: illustration]



FIELDWORK


We are living beings, and that is why we want to survive.


—Environmental Rescue Team Handbook


When she awoke with the rooster calls, Destry wanted nothing more than to be gone again. She imagined opening her eyes hundreds of kilometers away, the dome of her tent illuminated by dawn. Compulsively, she checked her messages for any updates from Ronnie. Had she been cut off from the ERT network? Was there some other punishment in store? She bumbled through her morning routine in the communal washrooms, scrubbing down with a handful of lavender cleanser from a woven grass basket and sluicing some water through her hair. It took a long time at the sink to get all the dirt out from under her nails. Familiar faces appeared in the mirror next to hers, smiled, mumbled greetings, and drifted away. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of someone whose blue hair shimmered like Ronnie’s, and she almost jumped. Stress torqued the muscles in her neck.


Pulling on a fresh jumpsuit, Destry pondered what Nil had said last night about the volcano down south. The invitation was starting to sound a lot more enticing—even a potential disaster zone was better than being in comms range with Ronnie right now. Offworld messages from Verdance usually took days to route from the city into the bush. Plus, it had been decades since she and Nil had gone on a mission together, and she felt a welcome, lingering warmth from their embrace last night.


Hopefully Whistle would be up for it. He didn’t have a choice—he was her assigned mount—but Destry didn’t relish making him do things against his will. She’d met so many creatures like Whistle who were obviously people, despite their supposedly low intelligence, that she had long ago stopped buying into the League’s “intelligence assessment” rating system. There was a good reason why the rangers called them InAss ratings. Your head had to be buried deep in your ass to say a flying, talking moose with a weird gang of aeronaut drone friends wasn’t smart enough to be a person. But that’s what the law said. And until there was some kind of revolution like in the game Animal Uprising, the people of Sasky and everyone else in the League were stuck with it. Nevertheless, Destry always got Whistle’s consent before taking a job, or bribed him with some kind of reward if he was on the fence. And that’s exactly what she aimed to keep doing.


Destry found her old friend at the same table where she’d eaten last night. A cooker full of porridge was making blorp noises on the grab table, and she scooped up a cup before sitting down. Nil had already spread out a map of Spider and its surrounds.


“What are we looking at?” She raised an eyebrow.


He gestured at the wrinkled readout, centering the caldera, its massive lake of turquoise water like a gem pressed deeply into the top of the mountain. It was today’s geodata from VerdanceSat3, sent automatically to the ERT. Radiating outward from Spider’s base were long, rocky ridges—the signs of underground tunnels created by subterranean lava flows. From above, the mountain looked like a tropical tarantula, its swollen blue abdomen surrounded by splayed legs. That’s why everybody called it Spider. With a pang, Destry realized that Verdance’s clients—like Rackleworth’s shit kid—would probably give it a bland, marketable name. Lakeview, maybe. Or Rackleworth Mountain.


Nil poked at one of Spider’s legs, zooming in close enough to show how the lava tube had collapsed, leaving a ragged tear in its grassy ridge top. From inside the tunnel, it would look like a skylight had opened overhead.


“This is pretty interesting from a geomorphology perspective, but that’s not why I’m heading down there as soon as possible. Check it out.” Nil scrolled along the lava tube about half a klick to the crumbling edge of the skylight. Destry’s eyes widened. Set into the curved wall of the tube was a door very much like the one to her own room, glowing red to signal an emergency lockdown.


“What the hell? More Pleistocene fetishists?”


“That’s exactly what I want to know.” Nil’s face was serious. “We have some drones doing recon, but nobody is going to land without us as backup. Though my guess”—he zoomed in farther, so that scuffs on the door were clearly visible—“this is something old.”


“But why would it still be powered up? Plus, nobody has ever lived out there. Even the first generation of Verdance workers built homes here in La Ronge.”


“As far as we know.”


Destry planted chin in hand and zoomed the map back out, looking for other clues. Could it really be from the earliest days of terraforming? That would be over ten thousand years ago, when Verdance decanted the first workers on the northern continent to jump-start photosynthesis. At that time, Sasky’s atmosphere was a mix of carbon and nitrogen, with just a whiff of hydrogen. It would have been fatal for H. sapiens, so Verdance created a hardy group of H. diversus who could thrive in an atmosphere with almost no oxygen. They seeded the Winston Ocean with cyanobacteria, creating thick mats of blue-green algae that belched oxygen into the air. As oxygen levels rose, they decanted a generation of H. sapiens who then died out, leaving the world to life forms who thrived in the pseudo-Pleistocene environment.


“There’s no way the first terraformers could survive on the planet now,” Destry mused aloud. “Too much oxygen.”


She spotted another unusual shape in the tunnel and zoomed in. It looked like the remains of a machine stuck to the wall, its spiral shell smashed and dripping fluids. “What do you think that is?” She pointed.


Nil squinted at the image. “It’s hard to make out at this resolution, but—it could be some kind of atmosphere processor.”


They looked each other in the eyes, weighing the consequences of this finding. Finally Destry spoke. “Has anyone reported these—uh—anomalies to Verdance?”


A frown line appeared on Nil’s forehead. “No. We’ll keep this within the ERT for now. The less Ronnie and her Verdance cronies know, the better.”


Destry gulped the rest of her porridge, now barely warm. “I’m going to get some coffee and see if Whistle wants to visit the equator.”


Nil beamed. “So you’ll come after all? That was easy.”


“It’s a pretty compelling find.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “Plus, I’m feeling the urge to get out in the field again.”


Raising his eyebrows, Nil said nothing. Maybe he guessed that she had other motivations, but he wasn’t going to pry. Then he grinned. “Tell Whistle that his aeronaut squad is heading there already.”


“The whole team?”


“One of his buddies—Hellfire&Crisp. And I’m bringing Rocket.”


Rocket was Nil’s research partner, a flying drone designed to be mounted. But that didn’t make Rocket an official Mount like Whistle—the drone’s intelligence assessment qualified them for personhood. Even though Whistle consistently performed better than Rocket in ERT emergency drills. Further evidence that InAss ratings were garbage.


When she arrived at the barn to give Whistle the latest news, he kicked up his back legs in the moose equivalent of a smile.


Sounds fine, Destry. I like this plan, he sent. Let’s fly down now.


“I’ll get my travel gear and meet you at the takeoff field.”


Sure thing. The moose was already wheeling around to go back into the barn as Destry received his text. A pair of robot arms suspended from the ceiling inside helped all the Mounts with their kits, tightening belts and securing their possessions in saddlebags.


It would be a long trip, and their network comms could get lossy down south, where sensors were spread thin. Destry grinned as she packed her instruments, med supplies, and a change of clothes into a rucksack that was still dusty from the flight down here yesterday. Grabbing a week’s rations from the kitchen, she opened a connection with the ERT scheduler, adding her name and Whistle’s to the list of people going out to investigate the quake at Spider. Ronnie couldn’t accuse her of sneaking away—after all, this was exactly the sort of situation where a network analyst was needed.


Soon she was following a narrow trail through waist-high grass to get to the takeoff field. Whistle barely waited for her to strap down before he galloped into the air, where they met Nil and Rocket circling over La Ronge. Mountable drones like Rocket were designed as stripped-down moose: They had thick cylindrical torsos for saddling, fitted with retractable limbs, and a sensor bulb roughly where a head would be. Only that “head” looked more like a spiny durian fruit on a telescoping pole. When flying, Rocket pulled their sensor bulb close to the smooth metal barrel of their body, giving them the appearance of a tube with a lumpy ball on one end.


Two more people joined them in the air: an H. sapiens named Long, and a moose with glossy black fur who carried him. Destry knew Long—he’d worked with her and Nil centuries ago on soil missions—but she’d never met the moose. Accessing the moose’s sender ID revealed she had high InAss ratings and full personhood. Her name was Midnight. That made Whistle the only true Mount in their party, and Destry hoped that nobody would condescend to him.


Below their feet, La Ronge was a jumble of houses and farms surrounded by prairie hills and swales. Pedestrians flowed through the streets, and riders were constantly bounding into the air from the grassland like fleas from shaggy hair. In the distance, a faint rainbow stretched across the edge of a blurry gray cloud. They flew in its general direction, the city behind them melting into abstract polygons.


“Think we’ll finally make it to the rainbow this time?” Destry asked Nil. It was an old joke between them, from when they were new rangers chasing prismed light in the irrigation vapor plumes.


“Well, you know how it is with rainbows,” Nil replied. “Wherever you go, you’re never there.”
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HOMO ARCHAEA


We are not humans and animals. We are allies in the Great Bargain.


—Environmental Rescue Team Handbook


It took the team three days to reach Spider Mountain, which was located near the coastline of equatorial Maskwa. As they approached the southern ocean, the air grew warm and humid. They slept on mats under a shelter to block some of the misty rain. Everyone who was biological foraged for fruits and twigs to supplement the buckwheat bread and pulses they’d brought from home while Rocket unfurled solar arrays to capture energy as they flew.


Finally, Spider came into view, with its fiery heart cloaked in grass and wildflowers. Destry had been here during the last eruption, over three hundred years ago, watching from a safe distance as black clouds billowed into the air from vents that cracked open at the summit. Lightning flickered purple inside the blast of life-giving minerals. As its underground magma pocket drained, the mountain peak deflated, sinking hundreds of meters in minutes as barn-sized boulders toppled into the broiling caldera that today held a calm sapphire lake. She’d never forget watching Spider eat its own head. Once things cooled down, she and the rangers collected the volcanic rock where it had flowed down into the mountain’s tunnel legs. Nil and Long were there too; their job was to pulverize the rock into fertilizer for soil across the planet.


But it wasn’t the spectacular blast that made this memory so vivid in Destry’s mind. It was another fire, over two thousand klicks away, listed only as “hazard cleanup” in the ERT official records. While she was grinning into Spider’s sulfurous winds, her parents’ cabin had burned to the ground in the boreal forest north of La Ronge. No one escaped alive, not even the swift-footed cat. They were so far out in the bush that it took weeks before sensor data arrived from the blast radius, which was then passed along to her as part of the disaster report. For hours, she had stared at a VerdanceSat3 image of fallen trees radiating outward from the explosion—result of a misconfigured bioreactor—their shattered trunks like the paths of x-rays screaming out of the black hole created by her parents’ melted house.


Destry packed her anguish back into the part of her belly that no food could fill. Today Spider was quiet, holding water where it once held fire. Her parents were at peace, their proteins folded into the proteins of other life forms. She deliberately turned her mind to the work ahead. Hellfire&Crisp had been on site for over a day, and their radar readings indicated there was no puffing of the mountain’s skin, which meant the place probably wasn’t going to blow lava any time soon. The seismic activity was high, but still within the typical range; it was possible that their seismometers had picked up vibrations from the tunnel collapse rather than a quake. Or maybe it was a disturbance related to the tech they’d seen inside.


The rangers met on the ground. Destry stayed on Whistle’s back as he ambled toward the lava tube skylight while Nil and Long dismounted.


Hellfire&Crisp swooped down to greet them. “Look at this,” they said, pointing grippers at the place where the machine had been smashed in Nil’s map images back at La Ronge. Now there was nothing but rippled rock. A shallow ledge ran along the tunnel wall at about the height of a guardrail: it was the high-point mark from a recent lava flow.


Destry felt the familiar thrill that came with first perceiving the complexity of a problem, before it become a neat graph of nodes and edges. “What happened?” she asked.


“We don’t know.” Hellfire&Crisp didn’t have a face on their smooth, bullet-shaped carapaces, but their voices broadcast an expression of frustration. “We were surveying some of the other lava tubes twenty-two hours ago, and when we returned, it was gone.”


“And the door?” Nil craned his neck to see farther down the tube.


“Still there.”


Long scrambled down into the lava tube with Midnight. Touching the wall, he looked back up at the group, perplexed. “There’s no natural phenomenon that could have done this. Even if an animal carried it away, there would be something left.”


Hellfire&Crisp hovered over Destry’s head. They shouted with excitement. “The plot thickens! Let’s race to that door!”


Whistle tossed his head: Let’s go! Destry, can you hold on?


He started galloping before she could say yes.


Nil hopped on Rocket and sped along the floor of the lava tube a few meters below. Long and Midnight stayed behind to smear a dollop of sticky sensors on the wall, setting them to take samples of chemical residue.


Crisp&Hellfire won the race by a few seconds, and Whistle sent increasingly elaborate curses as he came to a bumpy stop. Destry practically fell off his back, landing with a thud below his towering form and sliding quickly down the concave wall of the tube. Pressing her hands into the crumbling rock, she ignored the ongoing smack talk between aeronauts and sought a connection. There were a few sensors blown into the lava tube by the wind, but they yielded only atmospheric data from the past two days. Farther out, the tropical forest had nothing useful to add: No seismic activity in four days; humidity levels within set range; a jasmine bush is blooming a day earlier than predicted; six earthworms are heading southwest; nothing perceived inside the lava tunnel.


It was distinctly odd that none of the sensors had anything to say about this door, now emitting a cool blue light.


“Maybe whoever is behind that door cleaned up the machine.” Hellfire&Crisp said above her. “It might have opened while we were gone.”


“Maybe.” Destry scratched her chin, struck by the odd tableau of the perfectly rectangular door fitted into the variegated crust. “This door looks extremely well maintained. It’s definitely a system I’ve seen in La Ronge, though I think it’s modified. There’s no way some offworld real estate buyer set this up.” She peered closer and realized there was a touchscreen positioned at chest level, its pixels glowing the exact same color as the door. Someone definitely lived here. And there were no records of them at all—not even in the environmental sensors that surrounded Spider Mountain.


Nil arrived, dismounting from Rocket to peer over her shoulder at the touchscreen. “Is that a doorbell?” he asked.


“Let’s ring it!” Hellfire&Crisp yelled. “Let’s say hi!”


“No, don’t—” But Destry’s reply was too late. A large pixel of white light bounced back and forth across the screen’s surface. The drones had sent a cross-spectrum generic hello.


“Everybody stand back!”


The whole team scrambled away, leaving a three-meter cushion between themselves and the door.


Nothing happened.


“What’s going on, Rocket?” Nil asked. His mountable drone partner was an expert at squeezing data out of closed systems.


“It’s routing the call.”


A tinny voice with a lilting accent came from the door. “I can hear you.”


Destry wasn’t sure whether she was being addressed by the door, somebody speaking over comms, or some other entity who lived on the network. Didn’t matter. Whoever they were, they deserved a polite greeting. She bowed slightly at the screen. “Hey, friend. I’m Ranger Destry Thomas, and these are my colleagues from the La Ronge Environmental Rescue Team. We’re curious about this door here, and who all is behind it.”


There was a long pause, and the voice came again. “Hi, Destry. And hello to Hellfire&Crisp and Rocket. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting the rest of you. I’m Jaguar.”


Nil stepped forward. “I’m Ranger Nil Tom, and we’re wondering how you got here.”


“How did you get here?” Jaguar sounded put out.


Hellfire&Crisp were hovering next to them now, carapaces strobing excitedly. “We flew!”


“We saw the collapsed lava tube and this door and came to investigate,” Destry clarified. “Naturally we were surprised because nobody is supposed to be on Sask-E except Verdance workers.”


Jaguar made a snorting noise. “You mean Verdance’s slaved H. sapiens?”


Destry started to say something, but Nil put up his hand to stop her. “May we come inside and meet you?” he asked.


There was no answer. After a minute, Whistle hovered down into the lava tube, using his furry thickness to push aside Long and Midnight, who had finally arrived at a slow trot. Whistle shoved his soft nose into Destry’s back and texted: I will stand with you. Though someone with his InAss rating wasn’t supposed to deal in double meanings, Destry was pretty sure Whistle meant the words figuratively as well as literally.


Hellfire&Crisp extended a limb from the carapace of their closest body. It was tipped with a powerful laser for rock sampling. “Let’s cut our way inside.”


“Good luck with that.” Jaguar’s voice was almost amused this time. “That laser couldn’t get through even a millimeter of this material.” After a pause, the door continued, “Apparently even the most annoying individuals are welcome here these days. You can come inside.”


The door flew open, exhaling a blast of cold air that smelled faintly of cow farts. A person about Destry’s height stood in the opening, wearing a light, transparent respirator over their nose and mouth—not exactly a Homo sapiens, but very close. Their chest was wide and barrel-shaped, with arms a few centimeters longer than H. sapiens standard. Some kind of H. diversus, then. Beneath the face mask, the person had pink skin, wide-set eyes, a heavy brow, and prominent cheekbones. They wore coveralls that were an exact replica of the chemical-resistant model provided by Verdance, except there was a black patch in the place where a corporate logo would be.


Everything about this encounter was strange, but perhaps the strangest thing was how well-established this place appeared. Their network was robust, if Jaguar was any indication, and this person had obviously come out of a long tunnel that stretched deep underground. This was no camp of blank-eyed Pleistocene Man wannabes chasing a real estate marketing campaign. Something profoundly unexpected was happening here.


Whenever she got way out of her depth like this, Destry always started with the basics. Like names.


“Are you Jaguar?” she asked the H. diversus.


The person tilted their head, bemused. “No. Jaguar is the door. I’m Lucky.” Their voice was low and gravelly, with the same lilt that she’d heard in Jaguar’s speech. “Jaguar told the Council there were Homo sapiens calling, so I came to meet you.”


Taken aback, Destry considered what it meant that there were enough people here to merit the creation of a Council. Was this some kind of secret base?


“We’re not all Homo sapiens,” Rocket pointed out. Whistle and Midnight stomped their feet in agreement.


Lucky shrugged. “OK. That’s one thing we have in common. If you want to come inside, all you Pleistocene animals will need to wear masks. We’re optimized for Archaean lungs inside.”


Nobody moved. They’d gotten another name: Archaean, likely from Homo archaean, a common H. diversus subspecies built during the first phase of a terraforming operation. Lucky wasn’t using it like that, though. They spoke the word like it was the name for a community, or perhaps a whole civilization.


“No offense, friend, but we’re going to need a little more information about you before we go into a long, dark tunnel full of hostile atmosphere.” Destry kept her hands slightly away from her body, fingers spread, hoping to connect with a sensor and get some data.


“Don’t you recognize another ERT ranger when you see one?” Lucky grinned under the mask, teeth uneven. “My ancestors set this whole planet up for Verdance. We jump-started the carbon cycle. We filled the oceans with cyanobacteria and made photosynthesis happen. Hell, my grandparents decanted the first Homo sapiens.”


Nil and Destry looked at each other. It seemed impossible that the hypothesis they’d dismissed back in La Ronge was actually close to the truth. Somehow, these people were from an earlier phase of Sasky’s terraforming.


Lucky continued conversationally. “Actually, I was hoping some rangers would find this door and pay us a visit.”


Long frowned. “Why is that?”


“It will be easier if I show you.” The Archaean broadcast a network access key to the whole group, but Destry still couldn’t connect. Sensing her confusion, Lucky continued, “We don’t use very much wireless. You have to make a physical connection.” They pressed a hand against the wall of the cave.


Destry hovered between caution and curiosity, but the latter won out. It always did. She slid her palm against the doorframe and felt a trickle of data from a few sensors that had blown inside, then tasted dry grass as the sensors abruptly composted themselves into little piles of biomass. So that’s why the local network was so ignorant about this lava tube—Lucky’s people had figured out how to trigger the self-destruct sequence in sensors that came from Verdance. Smart. Cautiously she deployed the access key and perceived the Spider network. It was not like the tightly hierarchical La Ronge systems; it felt more like the ragged, organic calls of prairie grass.


Gradually, as her perception slid across rock and tasted sulfur, she realized that the volcano itself was a city. The Archaeans had strung glass fiber for comms into every part of its porous bulk, and through them she could sense traffic from atmosphere regulators, domos, and farms. Then, on the other side of the mountain, she touched a familiar set of documents: it was the Environmental Rescue Team Handbook, embedded in a tranche of assets maintained by a team called Spider City ERT.


Whistle squeezed his two-meter-high frame next to her and connected too. This place is big, Destry, he sent after a few seconds. There are moose here. All kinds of life.


She nodded, then turned to the Archaean, who had backed farther into the tunnel and taken off their face mask.


“You’ve been hiding a lot down here, Lucky,” Destry said. “If you wanted us to come, why didn’t you contact us before?”


“We want nothing to do with Verdance.”


Given that she’d come on this trip to escape from Ronnie, it was hard not to relate. “Fair enough.” Turning to the rest of the team, she asked, “Do you want to visit their ERT campus?”


Hellfire&Crisp shot inside the tunnel, playing their spotlights over its low ceiling. “Let’s go!”


Nil nodded in slow affirmation and Long looked dubious. Midnight flicked her ears and sent: I cannot perceive any weapons. Still, I recommend we proceed with caution.


That seemed to convince Long, who made a big show of readjusting his pack to reveal three sharp knives sheathed in his tool bandolier. All the biologicals started pulling their collars up to form masks—this was a common safety feature in ranger uniforms, especially for people visiting volcanic regions. Destry tugged a muzzle breather from her saddlebag and fitted it to Whistle’s face, just as Long did for Midnight. As her eyes adjusted to the dim tunnel beyond the door, she realized Lucky had a mountable drone hovering a few meters behind them.


“That’s Bog,” Lucky said, gesturing. “He’s just like your mountable drones, except unrated.”


“Unrated?” Nil asked.


“No intelligence rating. We don’t buy into that cesspit logic down here. You’re either alive or not. That’s all that matters.”


Whistle lowered his head to enter the tunnel, sending a quick text: I like the sound of that, Destry.


She ran her hand over his neck. “So do I.”
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A VERY ANGRY DOOR


Inside every conflict, a friendship waits to be born.


—Environmental Rescue Team Handbook


The tunnel was part of a massive lava tube system that Destry hadn’t thought about in centuries. Back when she, Nil, and Long were harvesting the eruption for minerals, she’d consulted ground-penetrating radar images that showed at least four levels of branching tunnels, created by multiple eruptions over the millennia. Apparently, the people here had converted them into a habitat. A pretty nice one, at that. Once they got farther inside, the basalt walls gleamed with blue-green light from bioluminescent plants growing out of the ceiling, and the floor was softened with a thin layer of foam that made it easier for the humans and moose to find their footing. After walking in silence for a quarter klick, Lucky turned and held up a hand.


“I need to warn you that people around here don’t always take kindly to H. sapiens. They see you as the reason why we have to hide underground. So keep your mouths shut, no matter what people say to you.”


Long looked up sharply. “But we’re not the reason—”


Lucky interrupted him. “The atmosphere is optimized for your bodies, eh? Rangers at the ERT will be more accepting, but it’s hard to deny that H. sapiens took over our land at La Ronge.”


“It wasn’t your land,” Long snapped.


“If you build something, aren’t you a part of it?” Lucky’s pink face grew flushed, and their voice rose. Things were getting heated.


Destry spoke up, her tone deliberately casual, as if she hadn’t noticed the tension. “I still can’t believe there’s another ERT on Sasky that’s just like ours.”


Lucky gave her the hint of a smile. “I believe you mean that you have an ERT like ours.”


Whistle exhaled abruptly with amusement, the material of his breather puffing up.


And then the floor evaporated.


Curses and bellows echoed off the walls as they fell, buoyed by a counter-gravitational force that barely slowed them down. Sure, they wouldn’t smash to the ground and die, but all the nonflying members of the party were going to land hard on their asses at the bottom. Destry glimpsed flashes of underground city life as she plummeted past three levels: a warmly lit gym, the climbing walls deep green with moss; a market hall buzzing with noise and the smell of roasting onions; a shadowy warehouse full of hulking industrial tanks. Judging from that admittedly small sample size, she’d guess this place was as big as La Ronge or even bigger. There could be thousands of people living in the honeycombed layers of crust above an enormous magma plume. How could anyone thrive in such a dangerous place, let alone an entire metropolis?


With a thud, she landed on a thick mat next to Nil, struggling to catch her breath. They were sprawled at the south end of a long hall. Above them was a high ceiling carved out of the soft tuff of volcanic rock, illuminated by amber light that came from deep holes drilled into the soaring roof. People of all sizes and shapes streamed past their landing pad: she caught sight of more Archaeans, plus drones, cats, walking bots, moose, and a colony of naked mole rats wearing robes. The hall echoed with mouth talking while texts traveled through the network that Destry could feel again with the sensors in her scuffed hands. Now that they were deep inside Spider City, the floors and walls were densely woven with glass for comms. Unlike La Ronge, where the radio frequencies were stuffed with signals, this hidden city was optimized for data that couldn’t be sniffed from the air. Perfect for hiding from sensors. Plus, the mountain was a Faraday cage. Stray radio signals would be blocked from the aboveground world by many meters of solid rock.


It took a few more seconds for Destry to realize she was sitting in a transit hub. Small groups whooshed up and down from the floor through portals like the one their party had just fallen through. Boxy train cars glided through the hall, nosing in and out of six sodium-lit tunnels.


Whistle, Midnight, and the drones came to rest softly next to them, and Lucky landed last. Their broad, flat face and blue eyes reminded her of Homo neanderthalensis, but no doubt they’d been sourced from a hodgepodge of hominins, then modified to take energy from Sasky’s early atmosphere. Back then, the planet would have been an icy snowball fractured by vulcanism, its air a toxic combination of gasses that her body could not process. Destry shook her head as she stood up, adjusting her breather and reflecting on how “toxic” was a matter of perspective.


A couple of bots and four cats were staring at them openly, and now a few Archaeans had come to look too. She and Nil stood up next to Long, still unsteady from their fall, and Lucky shooed them off the pad.


One of the Archaeans narrowed their eyes at Destry. “What have you brought us, Lucky? This a joke? You brought H. sapiens into the city? They going to kick us out of this place too?”


Lucky shrugged. “They rang at Jaguar. The Council decided to let them in. They’re from the ERT.”


“We’re just here for research,” Long said.


“Shut up, sapiens. Nobody wants to hear your excuses.”


Lucky scratched their head and shot an apologetic smile at Long. “Now look, they aren’t all sapiens. See? They truck with moose and bots. These people aren’t from Verdance, OK? They’re owned, same as our ancestors were. It’s about time we had a talk.”


The Archaean’s mouth thinned into a line. “It’s about time we split this world wide open so they stop stealing our water.”


Though the context was missing, the threat was clear. Destry glanced at Nil, consciously keeping her face emptied of the anxiety that gripped her rib cage. Obviously there was a lot they needed to understand about what was happening down here, but for now she was going to take Lucky’s advice and hold her tongue. Beside her, Whistle lowered his head, casually showing off the spread of his antlers, defensive but not aggressive. It was the ERT way, and Lucky acknowledged the moose with a subtle nod.


“We’ll explore options this week at the Council meeting. Now we’ve got to go.”


The transit riders parted to make way for the weird masked group from the surface. As Lucky led them past several train platforms, the H. sapiens earned a few more hard looks from other Archaeans. Nobody else said anything. Their silence felt somehow more judgmental than jeers.


She tried to imagine how the people of La Ronge would deal with obvious outsiders like the Archaeans, and came up blank. Rangers would be curious—they’d been taught about the first settlers’ role during Sasky’s oxygenation—but most people in the city? The workers? Maybe they wouldn’t be openly hostile, but they probably wouldn’t be welcoming either. Any kind of change usually meant Verdance was about to make their lives harder, and the sight of several H. archaeans in breathers wouldn’t exactly be comforting. Certainly they wouldn’t be promised an explanation at the Council. In La Ronge, only ERT rangers had a Council, and it was more like a professional organization than a political body. Most workers in La Ronge didn’t even know the ERT Council existed. They just did their jobs and tried to avoid ever hearing from a Verdance rep.


At the far end of the hall, they came to a platform where an empty train car waited, its destination emblazoned in glowing red letters over each square window: ERT CAMPUS. The car itself was made of recycled metals and various polymers, giving it the appearance of a patchwork quilt. The interior had two springy, threadbare couches for the humans. A cat riding a drone floated on behind them and came to a hover in the very back of the car, as far from Nil, Long, and Destry as they could get. Wobbling slightly, the train moved into the tunnel. They stopped every few minutes, watching people hop on and off at other transit stations, parks, and busy residential areas. Finally the car began to climb, and they came to a halt at the mouth of a wide lava tube. Ferns and rubber trees grew in full sun beneath an irregularly shaped skylight like the one that had drawn them here. Except this skylight had been sealed with a one-way camouflage filter that shimmered faintly. To anyone glancing at satellite footage, it would look like a ridge on the mountain’s flank.
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