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Deal of a Lifetime

Zara Vextril, founder and chairwoman of the Red Ladies Mining Consortium, was no fanciful dreamer. She was a business predator in knee high polished boots, with a cobalt laser on her hip, sharp eyes, and a sharper tongue. 

The red planet was cranky and stingy with its resources, so if you wanted to get rich, you didn’t stay home. You left.

She stood at the head of the launch bay, her ledger glowing faintly in one hand. “Ladies.” Zara announced, pacing in front of her crew like a general before battle. “For all of us, this mission to Earth is the deal of a lifetime. Currently the planet is unregulated by the Martian government, allowing us to work without cumbersome oversight. Planetary surveys have discovered an abundance of rare Mars minerals, which, if we are successful, will make us all wealthy. As the first private enterprise to the planet, it is important we take every gram we can carry before others come and rape the planet.”

A murmur of excitement rippled through the group until a metallic crash echoed from the corner. Everyone turned.

Jane Vextril, Zara’s younger sister, had managed to get her foot stuck in a supply crate. She hopped awkwardly in circles, trying to shake it loose.

“I’m OK!” Jane shouted, wobbling close to the fuel tanks. 

Luma Drax, co-pilot, logistics officer, and permanent owner of the galaxy’s driest sense of humor, folded her arms. “Remind me why we’re bringing her, Zara?”

“She’s family.” Zara snapped, then added in a lower voice, “A punishment I endure daily.”

Jane finally freed her foot, only to trip over the crate lid she’d dislodged. She sprawled across the floor. “I’m OK!”

* * *
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As the launch sequence began, Serra Polix, the group’s mining engineer, clicked her intercom to Zara. “Please, tell your sister to keep her hands in her pockets. If she touches anything, we’ll never make Earth.” 

Jane strapped herself into her seat with exaggerated care, then waved at Zara like a child hoping for approval. “See?” 

The mining ship rumbled off the platform and tore through the thin Martian atmosphere like a sleek silver dart except for the faint rattling of a food canister rolling around the floor. “Who secured the food stores?” Zara demanded over the din. Jane raised her hand sheepishly. “I did, Sis.”

* * *
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2 days later, the Earth filled the viewscreen. Zara ordered the landing on the lush green planet begging to be exploited. The spaceship dipped through the thick atmosphere, flames licking harmlessly at its sides, before settling gently on the edge of what would one day be called Cuba.

Zara surveyed the tropical landscape on the view screen with satisfaction. “This will do nicely.”

“It’s so pretty. I can’t wait to meet the locals.” Jane said, walking down the landing ramp behind her sister.

Zara sighed. “Try not to frighten the natives, Jane.”

Jane saluted with earnest enthusiasm. “Yes, Captain Sister.” Then promptly tripped on the ship’s ramp and landed face-first in the dirt.

“The woman is radioactive.” Luma muttered.

The crew marched past Jane, who sat up with soil smeared across her cheeks, grinning. 

* * *
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By nightfall, the women had their mining camp humming. Massive sonic drills boring into the earth, spitting glittering ore. Jane hovered about the camp. Every time she tried to help, someone else stepped in. Every time she reached for a tool, someone politely but firmly took it out of her hand. Frustrated, Jane turned to her sister.

“Zara.” She said, with that hopeful tilt in her voice. “Isn’t there anything I can do to help? Anything at all?”

Zara looked up, her expression caught somewhere between expedition commander and exasperated older sister. She studied Jane for a long moment, then exhaled slowly.

“No, Jane.”

Jane’s shoulders slumped, and she lowered her eyes. Zara sighed and reached over and patted her arm. “There is something I need you to do.” 

Jane instantly looked up. “I want you to go explore the area. Get a sense of the terrain and report back to me.” Zara pressed a slim silver laser into Jane’s palm. “And please try not to shoot yourself this time.”

Jane’s eyes widened. “That was one time!”

Zara raised an eyebrow.

Jane fidgeted, then grinned. “Fine. No shooting myself.”

“Good.” Zara said, returning to her work. 

Jane beamed, tucking the laser into her belt. She gave a theatrical salute. “Aye-aye, Captain Sister!”

Zara didn’t look up, but a tiny smile crossed her lips.
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Camp Chaos

Birds shrieked, insects hummed, and something large crashed about. The humid jungle air, as thick as soup, swallowed Jane whole. She swatted mosquitoes the size of grapes. “Why does everything here want to bite me?”

Jane gasped as shapes appeared between the trees. As they moved closer, Jane could see they were primitive hominids. 

They were shorter than her, lean, and almost naked. They carried sticks and stared at her with wide, curious eyes. The hominids muttered among themselves, pointing. One scratched his head. Another picked his nose. A third bared his teeth in something halfway between a grin and a snarl.

Jane saw it and panicked. Her hands fumbled with her belt, trying to pull out her laser, but instead she dropped it on a rock. The laser burst to life, igniting a patch of dry grass.

Flames leapt skyward, startling everyone. The hominids screamed in terror. Not noticing Jane screaming louder. As surprised as anyone, Jane blinked, seeing no one was hurt, then waved her hand in a friendly manner. “Fire!” She told them softly. “This is fire.” 

The hominids crept closer, their fear shifting into awe. One threw a rock into the fire. Another reached out and touched the flame reverently, yelped, and stuck his finger in his mouth. The group began chanting something guttural: “Shoo-na! Shoo-na!”

Jane pointed to herself. “Shuna? Me?” The tallest hominid, with a crooked jaw and impressive unibrow, knelt at her feet with his head bowed and held up a seashell necklace.

Jane blinked at it. “I think I could get used to this.”

* * *
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Back at camp, Zara was mid-rant when a commotion interrupted her. The miners began sneezing violently, glowing faintly blue from the dust explosion everyone automatically assumed Jane had somehow caused earlier. 

Luma sighed. “No offense, Commander, but losing your sister in the jungle might be a blessing.”

“Don’t remind me.” Zara growled.

* * *
[image: ]


Meanwhile, Jane sat cross-legged by the fire. The tribe gathered curiously around her as she demonstrated how to hold a stick over the flames. “No, no . . . above the fire, like this.” She explained, showing a particularly large male how to cook a lizard over the flames. 

Soon the others joined in, learning quickly as Jane continued to instruct them. The tribe erupted in cheers, tasting their first cooked food. Their joyful voices echoed throughout the jungle as they chanted her name. “Shoo-na! Shoo-na!”

Jane’s chest swelled. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t the screw-up. She was Shuna, Queen of Fire.
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