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      Ice floes creaked and grumbled against the stony shore, pushed up by the thick, deep, relentless shove of endless tracks of frozen lake top. Driven by onshore winds and deep, ancient currents.

      Tab crouched to the stones, looking for her lens set. It had fallen somewhere when the little pop missile hit her from behind.She was wearing insulated leotards, full length, in a nice sheen of black-green, with scarlet highlights. Swirling coiling helixes that ran up her legs, ankles to hips, and up her arms, wrists to shoulders. She had Jeffries & Co. self-lacing boots, black with smartsoles and ceramic caps. Twin-layer gloves on her hands and a strap beanie on her head.

      She was still cold.

      Her crosswise-fitted leather satchel held some snacks and a warma-cup that would heat up the little hotchoc sachet when she needed it. No need to carry water since there were blocks of it all around just waiting to be thawed.

      This had once been Canada, back when the geese migrated and the trees still grew. Lumberjacks and endless, samey highways and people who spoke Français.

      Now it was all wolves and bears and caribou. Tent villages along the lakeshores.

      This had been Huron. Lago Huron. Nowadays, though Tab couldn’t remember any of the olden days like her gramps or even her father, there was only open water for two or three months of the year. Mostly the rest of the time there were floes all over, or endless slush. Bergs the size of a wikiup.

      Tab kept searching. She needed the lens set to keep a lookout for skaters out on the ice.

      In theory, she shouldn’t need to worry. There were dozens of little detectors doing their job, but they could break. Or send erroneous readings. Or, worse, get infected and send back misinformation at the behest of whoever had done the infecting.

      Maybe like skater advance scouts. Maybe.

      That was the other kind of time of the lake. When it was frozen solid. One big vast rink, her gramps would say. For a few months every year, the skaters would ride it. Giant vessels decked out like whales, streamers and high lookouts and sails hanging from masts taller than thirty people.

      They were a sight, that was for sure. Kind of thing that could chill the blood.

      Pirates or brigands. They raced in from the wastes of the south, plundering on their minds. And raping and pillaging and carousing.

      Tab took a breath. She’d been listening to Janlie’s stories too much. Janlie was a great tale-teller, and was able to wonderfully skirt along things so that they seemed as real as the stones under Tab’s boots. It was only later, on reflection, that Tab would see just how much Janlie had been making up.

      But there was no doubt that the skaters were becoming bolder. Changing the way their vessels worked so they could be out on the ice earlier in the season, and stay later.

      It was frightening.

      High overhead a warning bird glided along. Black with little puffs of propellant smoke bursting from the stern. The thing might have been in trouble.

      Maybe there was something going on here. Something troubling.

      The pop missile had been whining as it approached, and Tab had been able to turn enough so that when it reached her, the missile deflected. Didn’t hurt as much as it might have.

      The pop missile now lay in two pieces, right at the edge of the ice ridges.

      The air was bitter, but still the stink of dead weed lay in it. In places, mats of it were visible farther up the shore. Some kind of symbiont, that lived out on the lake in swirling, thick islands during the summer. Storms would wash some up, of course.

      It would lie there, baking in the sun, then it would rot through the autumn. Surprising now, during the depths of winter, that the stuff still reeked.

      Tab spotted her lenses. They’d fallen between two of the larger rocks. These were all smooth. Worn from millennia under glaciers and getting tossed in wild rivers. Then from more jumbling and mixing from when the lake churned and roiled.

      “Tab?” her earpiece said. “You got eyes?”

      It was Gala, back in town. She would be monitoring Tab’s lens feeds. Checking that things were all right.

      Sometimes the skaters could come up faster than a person could run. They would glide their giant vessels right up onto the shore. Crash and slide about.

      You didn’t want to be within a couple of hundred yards of the edge of the ice when that happened. They would cut you down.

      “I’m here,” Tab said. “Dropped the lenses.”

      “That’s not like you.”

      Gala and Tab had been in school together. Back when life seemed pretty and everything was fine. They were twenty-six now, both of them, and things were very far from fine.

      “Pop missile,” Tab said.

      Gala cursed. “Go to ground?”

      “I’m at the edge of the lake.”

      “No!”

      “Had to.”

      “You, girl, are getting ’venturesome. Gonna cost you.”

      “The skaters are becoming arrogant,” Tab said.

      “I know it.”

      “Me too.”

      “Which case, you don’t gotta go putting yourself in extra harm’s way. We can get an aerial up there. Take a good look. You don’t have to worry your pretty little legs about it none.”

      The aerial bots were fist-sized fliers with a hundred lenses and enough smarts to practically analyze the whole world and give you a precis summary.

      “You and me both know, girl,” Gala said, “that ain’t nothing useful about no aerial. Things fly about making stuff up.”

      “Truth that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So now, I’m telling you. I gotta be out here.”

      “Sam make approval on that?”

      “Didn’t ask. Don’t care.”

      Sam was the mayor of Hildenvale. Big for his britches and old for his years. He figured he knew just about everything that there was needed to be known about the skaters and the ice and the whole of the lake.

      Man was a plum dead fool.

      Maybe next time Tab saw him, she would tell him that.

      Grub’s chance really. She got all jelly-kneed and tremble-fingers when she saw him.

      “Hey“ Gala said. “Whatcha on about? ‘Pop missile’? You see one?”

      “I felt one.” Tab fitted the lenses back over her face. The set was a cluster of six variable lenses for each eye. She could do macro, she could do telescopy, she could even bring in remote variations from other lens sets and pretend she really was somewhere else. Like little viewscreens.

      There was a place down south across the oceans somewhere called itself Sierra Leone. There were a bunch of lightning towers out down that way where they had all their data feeds shining up at the big orbitals. Beaming it all back down for whoever to watch whenever.

      Beautiful place. Not a scrap of ice. Big old green trees growing tall as a space elevator and fat as a skater skipper’s belly.

      “Hey Tab,” Gala said. “You losing your mind and you way out there? I thought you said you felt one. Whatcha do? Go on up and grab it right out of the air?”

      “Heard it coming. Kinda ducked. Thing popped me right on the shoulder, then fell on the ground.”

      “Who, you? Or the missile?”

      “Huh?”

      “Fell on the ground?”

      “The missile. I can see it right here not more than ten yards from where I am.”

      “You get out of there. Thing could be booby-trapped. Might just vaporize you lickety-split.”

      “Could do. Don’t think it will.” Nonetheless, Tab took a step back from the thing. A little distance was good.

      “I’m gonna go ask Anabelle,” Gala said. “See what she thinks about sending you up an aerial. Couldn’t hurt.”

      “Could.”

      “How so?”

      “Flying around me in a circle. Makes me easy to spot for the skaters. Even for wolves and bears.”

      “Ain’t got no wolves around for a hundred miles.”

      “Wolves and bears?”

      “Don’t know about bears. Know about the wolves. Big pack out east, but they’re staying north of the lake by a long ways. Besides bears be hibernating.”

      “I know it, and I’ve never seen a bear hibernating, but I have seen a bear strolling around in the snow.”

      “Well I seen footage of a bear dead to the world, but snuffling as it breathed. Real slow. Trust me they hibernate. You gonna make your way on back here?”

      “Guess so.”

      Hildenvale was just a couple of miles back. Up an incline and tucked away in a warmer valley. Big old gray wooden barns, and a cluster of houses and a few mills on the stream, wheels turning even in the cold.

      “Good,” Gala said. “Call me when you get to Derwent Bridge. Then I know you’re safe.”

      “I’m safe.”

      “You see any skaters?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then that’s the time to worry.”

      Tab laughed. “You got that all backwards.”

      “How backwards?”

      “I worry if I see skaters. Don’t see ’em, no worries.”

      “Wrong. You see ’em, you know where they are. Don’t see ’em, don’t know. Could be sneaking up.”

      “Not in those big old ships of theirs. They run fast, but they don’t sneak.”

      “Something’s sneaking. What about the pop missile?”

      “Yeah, that.” Tab wasn’t too worried about the pop missile. The things were leftovers, really. Little automated things that hid out in cracks and crevices and launched without instruction or fanfare. Too scatterbrained to really do any damage to anything.

      Not like it hadn’t been a good idea to turn from the one that had come at her, but they were silly things really.

      “You’re there not taking it seriously, right?” Gala said. “Like it’s just an artifact.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Guy got killed a week back. Down the Travertine Canyon. Building himself a snow cave igloo thing and a pop missile blasted his head off. He just fell into the snow like a sack o’ turnips.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. On my life.”

      “How you know about it anyhow?”

      “Derica was on the comms with him. He was wearing lenses and she got all the recordings.”

      Tab took another look over at the broken pop missile. The thing was as long and as wide as her forearm. Painted white
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