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PART I

THE DISCOVERY


[image: image]


Teresus (king of the Thracians) came to Pandion’s aid and smashed the enemy armies, thus winning a great renown for his glorious victory. Pandion, impressed by his wealth, the number of his retainers, and his glorious ancestry (which he traced back to Mars himself), gave him Procnê as wife. But Juno, patron of wedlock avoided the feast. . . . No Graces attended their marriage. Only the Furies were there, with torches snatched from a tomb.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses 6.424–431
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CHAPTER 1
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Baruti cringed as a gust of polar wind swept through the inadequately insulated helicopter and swirled eddies of crisp, bracing air around his face. He breathed out. Ghostly white. He shivered and leaned subtly toward his companion, another perhaps more sane biologist.

Shaun Wilson, a tall ropy fellow with uncannily green eyes and a flop of blond hair reaching nearly to his nose, looked up from his perusal of his GPS, aimed a somewhat wicked smile at him, and crooned through the mic, “A little cold, my friend?”

“You call this summer?” Baruti grunted.

“Still wavering on spring, but yes, it can feel like the dead of winter. Especially if you’re from Botswana.” He added a sly wink.

Baruti suppressed another shiver and slunk even deeper into his thin layer of fleece.

“Honestly, I don’t know why a man would leave his perfectly comfortable life studying the wildlife of the Okavango Delta and come here.” His hand swept the view outside the window, the miles of stunted black spruce bordering on vast polygons of vegetation surrounding syrupy brown water. Miles of unchecked bog—lichen and moss the predominant plant life—a good place to sink and disappear. Yet there was something so calm about it. So . . . unmolested.

Colors blossomed in the gray dawn. Fringes of sunlight tickled the many ponds, transforming the melting ice into a kaleidoscope of green, yellow, turquoise, even rust. A migrating herd of caribou raised their great antlers as the aircraft sped past, pausing in their search for a spikelet of sedge to crop. Small birds flapped in the air, and one grand creature with a six-foot wingspan hovered off the coast. An eagle, perhaps?

“Yes, it does seem odd,” said the pilot, a thickset, black-bearded Canadian of undoubtedly Italian origin. DeLuca was his name. Wilson said he doubled as a geologist, in a rather sneering manner. Wilson liked to sneer, Baruti noted. And joke. And wink.

Obviously he took no delight in inorganic substances.

“Too dry and dusty at times. Too moleto. Hot. I needed a change.”

“One extreme to the other, though, man,” said DeLuca. “Why didn’t you choose something moderate? South of France. Now that would be the ticket.”

“And what would I study there?” asked Baruti. “Sunbathers?”

“Sun worshipers. In bikinis.” He looked back and winked; the helicopter shimmied and dropped a few sickening yards.

Baruti clutched the seat cushion, his heartbeat matching the thumping of the rotors. “Dr. DeLuca . . .”

“Tony,” he replied, swerving and swaying the craft back to level. “And no, Baruti. I’m not going to crash us . . . today.”

A strong gust of wind begged to differ as it grabbed the craft and shook its threadbare aluminum frame, rattling every loose component and sending the helicopter into a miniature rotation. Tony fought the controls and barely averted a death spiral.

Bile filled Baruti’s throat. What had possessed him to pursue . . . no, to take this course of action as a biologist in the extreme north of Canada?

Watch your words, even in thought. It’s easy to let thoughts slip into speech.

Wouldn’t it have been simpler to follow the demise of the declining populations of ostriches or wildebeest in the Delta? Or even to have resumed his studies of the gorilla in the Congo? And if he must come to this bone-withering, frostbitten land, why not study the woodland fox or the dwindling packs of wolves near the southern border? Why Polar Bear Provincial Park? Why polar bears?

It was the only option. Yes, of course, the only option . . . for an insane man on an insane mission.

“There,” shouted Wilson, completely oblivious—or at least he seemed that way—to the buffeting wind and the looping path of the helicopter. A bare speck of white loped across the tundra, particularly intimidating from this height.

The helicopter swung around and angled downward. The speck grew substantially, like a snowball accumulating mass as it hurtles down a slope. Longer, wider, heftier, gorilla-sized, and bigger, but without the gorilla’s shy aspect. It looked up and watched the helicopter’s approach with borderline disdain, its lips curled to expose teeth. DeLuca hovered above, but tilted to the left—to the Baruti Mbeki side, of course—while Wilson leaned over and shoved open the door.

Wind thrust through the opening—biting, snarling wind that threatened to flash-freeze Baruti’s eyeballs—as DeLuca tipped the helicopter toward the bear.

“Are you trying to send me into the beast’s jaws?” asked Baruti. A cowardly question, he knew, but surely the pilot could hold the craft level.

“The closer, the better shot,” said Tony. “You’re strapped in, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he replied, eyeing the thin straps that held him above the now growling specimen a few mere feet below.

Wilson fumbled a dart into the tranquilizer gun, trying to aim at the creature’s back from the jittering vehicle, with the gun slung across Baruti’s legs.

“Hold still,” he muttered. “I’ve almost got him.”

Hold still?

DeLuca tipped; Baruti slid; Wilson fired.

The bear growled, groaned, and then collapsed. His long glistening snout of sleek cream-colored fur tipped with a black knob of a nose crashed to the arctic tundra. His massive body, weighing likely 1,000 pounds—beginning to thin through the summer but still notably rotund—sprayed jets of water as it hit the spongy earth. His monstrous paws, with their equally monstrous claws, fell limply to the side.

Wilson retracted the gun and slapped Baruti on the back. “Now we just have to tag him, my friend. The bears are adapting to global warming, their numbers growing steadily, according to the Inuit. We just need to substantiate their claim. Amazing how animals adapt.”

“Does that mean I will adjust to this cold?” he shivered out.

“Only if you accumulate more blubber,” said Tony, smacking a hand on the inner tube that encircled his belly as he gently set the aircraft on the ground. The ground slurped greedily at the skids, insisting they settle a foot deeper than the surface appeared to be.

“Is this location stable enough?” asked Baruti, picturing the bog gobbling up the helicopter just like Skywalker’s unfortunate fighter in the classic film The Empire Strikes Back.

“As stable as it’s going to get here,” said DeLuca. “This is a shelf—a raised gravel beach that provides a path through the bog. It’s narrow, but I can see its outline delineated by the black spruce. It’s solid enough or we’d be sinking right now. But be careful of the surrounding mire. A few shelves, many sinks.”

“Well, tranquilizer’s a-wastin’,” said Wilson. “Let’s measure, tag, and skedaddle before the brute wakes up.”

He kept a firm grasp on his tranquilizer gun as he gingerly stepped from the helicopter. DeLuca snatched a revolver from his backpack and hopped out the other side. He took two steps, rotated on his heel, and beckoned Baruti with a slight jerk of his head.

Time to get leswe.

Baruti fumbled with the buckle, taking a bit too long, which drew a hooked eyebrow from Wilson. Released, he swung feet first toward the gaping exit, the cold drilling into his exposed face, threatening to expose even more of his inadequacy to the task at hand, or to the greater task.

“Wait,” Wilson warned before he could jump down. “Watch where you walk. There are certain pathways through the bog with thick enough moss to support your weight. The rest is, well, bog. Follow my footsteps.”

Baruti nodded, jumped from the craft an inch to the right of where the Canadian biologist had landed, and sank, deeply and firmly, into the mud.

“Are you serious?” he asked no one in particular, since Wilson was already trotting down the path and DeLuca was circling the helicopter several feet away. When Wilson had said “follow my footsteps” Baruti had assumed this meant “basically,” as in “as close as possible,” not “in the very cradle of each print,” as if they were entering a minefield.

Luckily, the skids of the aircraft were still within reach. Baruti clutched the metal appendage and yanked himself loose.

“Hurry,” yelled Wilson from beside the mound of polar bear. “If you want to lay a hand on the gorgeous creature before he bites your hand off.”

“Fell in the mud,” Baruti tried to explain, then thought better of it since it would make him look even more incompetent, and strode forward on the definitive path of footprints, not deviating a fraction.

The sun shot pale beams through the clouds, tracing the outline of the stout geologist and the tall biologist as mere hills beside what could only be described as the Everest of bears. Baruti trudged toward them as they threw their measuring tapes around his girth, tackled his massive paws to get a scraping from his claws, and as Wilson drew blood in ample vials.

“Here. Tag his ear,” said Wilson, tossing the glue-on satellite tag over to him.

Baruti spent an extra minute admiring, one more stroking the pearl-white fur as the bear lazily drew breath, then another minute to set the tag and tack it to the beast’s fuzzy ear.

“Magnificent, isn’t he?” said Wilson, no longer scornful or teasing. Baruti gazed over the expanding and retracting ribcage to meet the biologist’s eyes. The man’s apple-green irises had taken on a gleam, a sparkle that only a biologist could summon as he gazed at the king of species.

“I would not like to encounter his teeth or his claws on any occasion when he wasn’t dosed with adequate tranquilizer but, yes, what a remarkable creature. The lion is also remarkable and one to be wary of, but certainly not capable of thriving in this climate.”

Wilson met his eyes. “I once visited your country, with all its diverse species, my friend, before the widespread extinction event. I prefer my object of study, but I certainly appreciate yours.” 

A desperate yearning crept into the biologist’s eyes that Baruti couldn’t fathom. Or maybe he understood it all too well.

A soft moan emerged from the bear’s mouth, enough to give Baruti a start, especially while leaning against its foreleg next to the massive snout.

“Tranq’s wearing off,” said Wilson, snapping out of his own spell. “Just a few more things . . .” He rustled out tweezers and a swab from his sample case, plucked assorted hairs from the bear’s chest, then forced open its lax jaw and stroked the interior of its cheek with the swab. He collected these samples in standard specimen jars and tucked them securely in a sealed plastic bag.

“Do you suspect him of a crime?” Baruti remarked.

“Only the crime of not surviving into the next century. I know the species is rebounding, but it’s still endangered, and it wouldn’t take much to tip it near the brink again. I’d like to keep DNA on file, in case we need to reconstruct.”

“Fair enough,” Baruti replied. “Although cloning the species won’t restore its habitat.”

Wilson’s gaze clashed with Baruti’s again, and he maintained eye contact for an uncomfortably long time. Too long, considering the bear was snorting in air, reviving.

“Too true,” he finally muttered. “Well, I think that about covers it, anyway. Give him a kiss and we’re out of here.”

Baruti frowned.

“Kidding,” Wilson clarified.

Would he ever adapt to this man’s bizarre sense of humor?

“A hug will suffice.”

That said, he wrapped his rather lengthy arms around a quarter of the bear’s belly and squeezed it tenderly.

“I think I’ll skip the hug,” said DeLuca, slinging his backpack over his shoulder and striding toward the path. Wilson shrugged and motioned for Baruti to walk in front of him. No doubt he’d noticed Baruti’s embarrassing exit from the aircraft.

“Remember—”

“Keep in DeLuca’s tracks. I know.”

The plush carpet of lichen and moss squelched beneath his boots as he tramped after the geologist, rapidly catching up to him and hugging his shadow, each footstep conforming to the leading man’s print. He felt immeasurable sadness and immeasurable relief to be leaving the bear behind. He appreciated close encounters with such magnificent creatures, but he also respected their instinctual and sometimes unpredictable nature, and bore the scars of too cavalier an attitude toward leopards, hippos, and even an annoyed ostrich. Lions, not so much. Lions respected him.

The bear grunted and sputtered, gradually regaining consciousness. Perhaps DeLuca should pick up the pace. Wilson, the seemingly calm and collected bear specialist was spurring Baruti on by occasionally clipping his heels.

Another snort and a canyon-deep growl burst from the bench of moss and gravel where the bear lay slumped. Wilson rotated on his heel, impelling Baruti and DeLuca to turn in unison. The bear was no longer stretched across the tundra completely doped, but was half sprawled, half struggling to get up, as he aimed his bobbing, disoriented head in their direction.

DeLuca pivoted back toward the helicopter and proceeded to hop-sprint down the spongy path. Baruti followed in his tracks, or close to his tracks, but his tracks were becoming increasingly haphazard. Then DeLuca’s ended, as he sank into a deep morass. Baruti skidded to a stop, but not quickly enough. His feet slipped off the edge of the flimsy moss path and into the swamp and thick mud that surrounded it.

“No!” he yelped, as he struggled and sank. He clawed at the moss, a thick overlay that might offer a lifeline, but the spongy quilt tore and fragmented in his hands. He sank through a cushion of peat until his boots crunched on something solid. The bottom of the quagmire had an oddly brittle quality. It felt as if his boot were clutched in an actual claw.

“Give me your hand,” said Wilson, extending his arm, a look of urgency in his eyes. “It’s not very deep, just disgusting and muddy. But our friend is definitely awake, and we need to haul ass.”

Baruti reached for and clutched Wilson’s hand, and pulled with equal urgency, but his feet were still clamped in the jaws of some persistent swamp beast.

“I’m caught in something at the bottom,” he tried to explain, as his wrenching, tugging effort merely moved him a fraction. Wilson dug his boots into the gravel, venturing only as near to the fragile boundary as he dared, and gave a ferocious yank. Baruti pulled free, or the snag pulled with him, and he tumbled onto the shelf.

“Oh crap!” said Wilson, blinking at Baruti’s feet.

Baruti twisted around and found that his boots had acquired a most bizarre attachment. A horribly crumpled, mangled, human-shaped mud-creature. He’d broken through what was apparently the ribcage. He could distinguish no features in the misshapen face, but reddish mud-caked hair was clinging to a typical human skull. Obviously not the remains of a polar bear.

“Oh,” said DeLuca, from his slogging approach in the bog. “That’s interesting.”

He advanced toward the path, but stumbled before he reached it. Fishing in the molasses-like water, he discovered another limb, which was attached to another ribcage, and another skull.

“More than one, too.”

“Cree?” asked Wilson, casting a backward glance.

“Possibly. But I don’t think this is Cree.” He tugged a chain with a circle-shaped pendant from the grip of tissue and gristle near the creature’s skull. He polished it on the least mud-offended sliver of his shirt and unveiled a grayish tint.

“Silver, I believe,” he said.

Wilson grew pale, and a soul-clutching shiver engulfed his entire body. But he dismissed their discovery in an anxious tone as he helped DeLuca from the bog and practically pushed him toward the helicopter.

“Whoever they were and whatever that is, it can wait. We have a polar bear to consider.”

A thunderous roar punctuated his remark. The men carefully dashed along the path, angling for the helicopter, but DeLuca still held the chain up to the light in fascination.

It didn’t fascinate Baruti, though. Now, if the body had possessed distinctive African features and the chain had glittered with diamonds, he’d have trouble disguising his joy.
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CHAPTER 2
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Could there be a more mud-choked, fetid, abominable place in the world?

Felicity gritted her teeth as mud coiled around her boots, slopped over her gloves, and dripped into her hair. Dr. Jan Vandermeer leaped from the ridge of peat that teetered on the edge of the swamp and into the hollowed bowl they’d scooped out with the slowly sinking excavator. He landed in the soupy water at the bottom and splattered more mud in all directions, particularly Felicity’s way, adding to the stripes on her face. Soon she’d resemble the body that was wedged in the peat in front of her.

“Could you not do that?” she snapped before she could stop herself. She wiped her face with a badly soiled sleeve that did nothing more than smear the muck.

He grinned, of course.

“Does it really matter, my dear?” he asked. “We will all need showers at the end of the day. But look at our find!”

“Not exactly our find,” she muttered. “The dairy farmer’s find, when he decided to mine peat for fertilizer near the edge of the swamp. And not exactly unique anymore, either.”

“But still fascinating.”

He winked, his topaz eyes brimming with glee, his teeth flashing within the neatly trimmed oval of his bronze goatee, his sunburned face flushed an even deeper red. For a minute, she could forget he was fifteen years older than she. For a minute, she could forget he was an archaeologist. For a minute . . .

“Well, shall we examine our delicious discovery before we extract it?” he said, in his gruff Dutch-accented voice, rubbing his hands together.

Felicity cringed. He noted it with a grunt of insight that quickly dissolved his ecstatic smile. His glow became a glower that withered her shoulders in shame.

Why did she have to be so squeamish?

“This is an honor, as you should know.”

And now the lecture begins.

“To find the remains of our predecessors that tell us extraordinary details about our past. To find them virtually intact. To be the first to look upon their faces after 2,000 years of hibernation. My father was there, at the site, when they extracted the Yde girl—a graduate student such as you. What a day that was. When he told me the story, it ignited my passion for archaeology, particularly since it shed some light on the history of the people in this region. He could immediately see that she was a child. As they plucked the mud from her body, they observed an odd glint of color in her hair—a red tint that bore no similarity to her original shade, but rather was due to an alteration in chemical composition imparted by the acidity of the bog. But how glorious that the hair, the face, the brain still existed, so well preserved.

“Can’t you feel it, Felicity? The momentousness of this discovery? Does it not whisper to you as if these prehistorical people are reaching out across the centuries to finally reveal their secrets?”

Felicity nodded and tried to mold a grin on her tight face.

“Nothing like it,” she muttered. Nothing like standing knee-deep in sludge, sloshing through miles of soggy bog, examining withered corpses, and attempting to interpret their stories of pain, terror, and violent death through skin scrapings and intestinal extracts. Nothing like it.

Jan . . . Dr. Vandermeer—better not to think of him as Jan—scraped away a gummy clod of mud from the body in an almost tender fashion. A face emerged—compressed, distorted, but obviously human, with eyes, a nose, and definite plaits of hair twisted up in the strange Suebian knots that were the typical style worn by Iron Age men in this part of Europe.

“Look at this,” said the good doctor, grabbing her arm.

A shiver ran through her at his unexpected touch, then another, deeper one as he gently placed her fingers on the sagging scalp.

“Of course you know, if you’ve studied the bog people at all, that the bones are generally dissolved in this nutrient-poor, acid-rich peatland after such a long period of . . . embalming, shall we say? But we might find an intact brain just as preserved as the scalp and this lovely plait of hair. Can you feel something else?”

He grinned again, his expression practically beatific. How could anyone grin while touching a corpse? How could any man find joy and such supreme satisfaction from digging up fossilized bones and decrepit mummies? She could easily understand feeling pulse-throbbing exhilaration while feasting your eyes on the golden treasures of Tutankhamen, or the magnificent silver horde at Hildesheim. When she’d first laid eyes on the Roman Minerva Bowl in the Altes Museum in Berlin, drunk in the depiction of the goddess seated in full battle headgear upon her rock throne, she’d nearly fainted at the thrill. Not only was the artifact exquisite, an artistic masterpiece, but she represented everything Felicity aspired to become but felt was inevitably beyond her reach. How she longed to be powerful, noble, and yet compassionate and creative, just like Minerva—or, as the Greeks called her, Athena—the goddess of wisdom and war, medicine and art.

A chapter in her archaeology textbook. But to Felicity, archaeology was art and mythology her alternate reality.

She shook her head—imperceptibly, so Vandermeer wouldn’t see.

But not this.

Yes, she could scrutinize Van Gogh’s ominous painting of the bog boat, feel drawn to the boldness of his brush strokes and the mystery of an intangible past, with a passion approaching Dr. Vandermeer’s. But to actually touch a bog body, to follow the contours of slimy, tanned flesh that was millennia old, and let her trembling fingers wander over the crumpled features . . .

What? Now that was interesting.

“He has a hole in his head,” she said, probing gently. An obvious depression lay in the already dissolving and misshapen skull.

“Yes, my dearrr.” He rolled his r’s pleasantly and nodded. “Probably where they bashed in his head.”

Felicity gulped and retracted her hand.

“Why?” she whispered.

She’d studied the archaeological evidence, but she still couldn’t understand—didn’t want to understand.

“An offering, a sacrifice. We’ve often found that bog remains have head injuries along with— Oh, yes. There it is. A cord around his neck. His attackers clubbed him on the head first, undoubtedly so he wouldn’t have to consciously suffer through the strangulation.”

“Or they didn’t want him to struggle. Or they just wanted to ensure he was dead,” she added. “But that still doesn’t tell me why.”

“Perhaps they sacrificed him for some evil deed, or some ‘perceived’ evil deed.”

Felicity shivered and, naturally, the ubiquitous mist that constantly draped this region in Holland drifted over their site at the same instant, dusting her skin with icy droplets.

“They cast him into Hell,” she remarked.

“Or what they perceived as Hell—the entrance to the Underworld.”

“I’m starting to understand why they felt that way.”

The mist swirled around her, dotting her face with dew, scattering moisture over her arms, and raising goosebumps on her skin. She shuffled a step away from the body.

The archaeologist raised his eyebrows, his mouth betraying a twitch. Was he finding her too hesitant?

“I recall other eerie images and folktales derived from beliefs of the Bronze Age that persisted into the Medieval Age. Evil spirits dancing over the bogs as jack-o’-lanterns—the swamp-gas flames. A hollow-eyed creature, mud-cloaked, with a blanket of greens, that rose out of the swamp disguised as a beautiful woman and lured her victim with siren songs.”

“Sounds like a scene from The Lord of the Rings.”

“Well, Mr. Tolkien did adore his mythology. Another story tells of how the gas could paralyze a person passing by. Do you feel sluggish, my dear? Are you having trouble moving?”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Tremendously.”

“We’re in the middle of a densely populated country, even if it doesn’t seem that way right now. I don’t scare that easily.”

“Yes, you do,” he said. “I’ve given up on lecturing you. If you want to make this into a chore, I’ll try to make it a nightmare.”

Felicity was taken aback. “I’m sorry, Dr. Vandermeer. It’s not that I’m not interested . . .”

“I’ve never met a student like you,” he said. “Oh, the casual archaeology undergrads I understand. But at your level, I expect a little enthusiasm.” He grasped her by both arms as if to shake some sense into her.

She cringed, but she still felt a flutter in her belly. She couldn’t help but admire him, even when he was brusquely stern, dripping with mud, and fondling a corpse.

“Tell me why you’re here.”

“I—I . . . Dr. Vandermeer, I do like archaeology, sometimes. I took a double major as an undergrad. Art. In particular sculpting—especially forensic sculpting—because my father thought I’d be more likely to secure a job, you know, in this economic climate, if I could do something practical. But there were no jobs, or at least no one would hire me. I adore art—my focus has always been on classical Roman and Greek art. But no university would offer me a scholarship to continue my studies in art, just like no one offered me a job. I—I guess I wasn’t good enough. But I achieved high marks in archaeology. I thrived on a dig in Greece. And several universities, including Harvard, offered me a scholarship to pursue my master’s degree. I had to keep studying something that might actually lead to a career. I do love artifacts. Just not bodies . . . very much.”

Jan Vandermeer released her arms and dropped his hands. He scratched his head, even though he was trickling dirt and possibly mummy residue into his hair.

“You shine on paper,” he said. “That’s why I accepted you for this project. I had no idea. . . . I can’t employ a student who won’t even get dirty.”

“I could reconstruct him,” she said enthusiastically.

She envisioned the indelicate measuring of shrunken tissue, the tedious reassembly of soft bone fragments, but resisted the urge to shiver.

“I could help you determine facial features, do body measurements, perform MRI scans to define the basic contours of his face. Then I could create a mold and, in all but true animation, bring him back to life.”

The professor nodded warily. “I suppose you have some passion for the ancients, regardless of your queasiness over fieldwork.” A tentative smile crept onto his face. “Back to life. I’d love to hear his story.”

Felicity contemplated the bog people’s stories, none of them pleasant.

“Maybe he has a deformity. Maybe they executed him because he wasn’t perfect.”

She sighed, thinking of the pronounced limp to her left leg from the fractured bones and torn ligaments she’d suffered in a car accident. If she’d lived in the days of the bog people, she’d have been bludgeoned, strangled, and hurled into a swamp, too.

“Well,” said the archaeologist. “I suppose I could free you from the fieldwork and set you up in the lab.”

Felicity released a silent sigh. It would be such a relief to get back to the laboratory, back to the reconstruction she preferred. The mist swirled around her, continuing to probe her thin sweater, but she didn’t feel quite as cold.

“Doctor, I would be happy to assist you in the lab,” she said.

“Good. When we’re finished here today, you’ll be finished here on site. Now, let’s see if we can snap some decent photographs. . . .”

The phone—that swank sliver of microchips in her pocket, carefully sheltered from the mud and moisture—sang out at that moment, interrupting him. Felicity wiped and wiped her hands until they were reasonably gunge-free, then answered, stepping away from Dr. Vandermeer.

A holographic representation of the thin blotchy face and bony frame of Frank Campo, another grad student under the tutelage of the eminent Professor Lugan and a bonified jerk, lit up in midair.

“Hey there, doll.” He winked. “Lugan has another job for you.”

“I’m busy enough here,” she said. “Why would she pull me away from a dig?”

“Maybe because she knows you don’t like to get your hands dirty,” he said, his voice dripping with smug satisfaction. Nothing would give her greater pleasure than to stretch her dirty hands around his wiry throat and squeeze. Unfortunately, that possibility was removed by an ocean—a fact of which he was well aware, as he sat cradled in a comfortable chair in the lounge of the Harvard Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, grinning obnoxiously.

“Right,” she said. “And this isn’t enough? What does she have in mind?”

“Well, you’re now considered the bog expert, and they’ve made another astounding bog discovery. So you’re to get neck-deep in mud again, my gal.”

“I’m not ‘your gal,’” she snapped. “Where does she want me to go? Denmark? Britain?”

“Oh no,” he practically drooled. “This is so much better than Europe. You’re to get on a plane, and then on a train, and possibly a float plane, and maybe even a canoe.”

How could a man grin so widely that his teeth filled half the virtual screen? Or in his case, a boy in the body of a man. A little puny boy with a little puny brain.

“Where!”

“Place called Polar Bear Provincial Park, in Northern Ontario.”

“And where will you be?”

“I’ll be in Athens, my gal, dusting off the Parthenon, and then digging through the Alepotrypa cave in southern Greece. Sweet heavenly assignment.”

“Greece? I thought you were the African expert?”

“New area of study. Better surroundings.” He smirked. “Enjoy the mosquitoes.”

Felicity turned off the phone with a definitive blink. She looked up into the clever blue eyes of the Dutch archaeologist, who was clearly observing and analyzing her from his position beside the body.

“She’s snatching you away from me,” he said, as she approached.

She nodded. “She’s sending me to another bog.”

He raised his eyebrows and almost smiled. Why did everyone revel in her misery?

“Where?”

“That’s the weird part.”

She paused. And shook her head. And slipped a muddy hand through her hair before she realized what she was doing and whipped it out again.

“In Canada.” 

His eyebrows arched even higher, and his quizzical smile withered into a puzzled frown. She knew exactly what he was thinking.

Who ever heard of bog bodies in Canada?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3


[image: image]


The door slammed in a tiny breach, supposedly a door, in the teepee-shaped airport terminal, as a baggage handler carted away three—yes, only three—suitcases. Felicity switched on her tablet, hoping—no, praying—that she’d finally find Wi-Fi or a cell tower and get a signal, after all the hours of civilization-free train travel from Cochrane, a town at the outer limits of Ontario’s roadways. In a conveyance quaintly labeled the Polar Bear Express, she’d rocked for hours through dense forest with only the clickety-clack of wheels tapping rail assailing her ears, and the lovely view of treetops and more treetops—Douglas fir and black balsam—obscuring anything beyond. If there was anything beyond. Even that view had been tarnished by streaks of rain, which blurred the landscape from mundane to excruciatingly dull. To top it off, her infrequent trips to the restroom were nothing less than a wind-blast to the bum, with all human excrement delightfully deposited on the train tracks for the bears and chipmunks to sniff at. Or more likely to groan at and flee from in disgust.

But she’d finally arrived at the airport—this one-room structure—and was now waiting for the float plane to pick her up and deposit her on the Winisk River in Peawanuck. She was to be escorted by the brilliant scientists who’d uncovered bog bodies in Polar Bear Provincial Park. She wondered if there were actually polar bears there—not really a stretch—and whether they found petite archaeology grad students tasty. Most likely they did.

The Internet blinked on. She sucked in a breath, exhaled, and logged onto her email. Had Professor Lugan finally answered her questions? There it was. A response.


Glad to hear you’re on your way,


the note began. 


I know I’m asking a great deal of you, Felicity, but with your exceptional eye for detail, you have so much promise. You just need to get your feet wet with the fieldwork.



Yeah, right. More like I’ll let you drown for a while before I reel you back in.


Since you’ve been introduced to the bog people—rather splendid, aren’t they?—



Splendid? Blackened, shriveled corpses?


—I’ve chosen you to initiate the investigation of these bodies. They are in a rather remote location, as you’ve already gathered,—



Remote? Timbuktu would be more populated.


—and I’m sure you’re wondering whether they’re simply remains from ancient Cree burial grounds,—



Which we shouldn’t desecrate.


—but something unusual has been discovered with the bodies. An artifact.



Felicity suddenly perked up. Likely an arrowhead or a bead necklace.


My dear Felicity, this is right up your alley. Something of a classical nature that is out of place in the cradle of Cree and Inuit territory.



Felicity held her breath.


I’m not going to tell you.



Are you kidding me?


It would spoil the surprise. But I need you to investigate, authenticate—



Okay.


—and examine the bodies.



Of course. She groaned under her breath.


This could be one of the greatest discoveries of the 21st century, or it could be a hoax. My guess is a hoax. But that doesn’t preclude the fact that these are bog bodies, nor that they might provide us with valuable insight into the First Nations’ past.



Yes, the lovely bog bodies. Felicity, we don’t want to wallow in mud, so you do it!

She sighed and closed the mail. Then she opened a new window and tapped off a quick note to her parents on the virtual keyboard, rather than sending them a video note that might reveal too clearly her mood. Right now, her dad was likely acquiring another Picasso for his collection in the museum, and her mom would be adding a dash of the dramatic to her latest abstract painting. Artists, art collectors, art enthusiasts.

And she was the failed sculptor-turned-bog-body-specialist.


I’m alive,


she wrote.

Scratch that. 


I’ve just traveled through tunnels of trees that would make Tom Thompson drool, and it was so boring. 



No, scratch that, too. 


I absolutely love my job, especially when I have to grope through mud and fondle corpses. 



Okay, they’ll think I’m a coward and feel guilty at the same time. 


I’m on the most exciting adventure to the north.



Better.


I miss you, and . . .



And I’m feeling faint.

Crap. She hadn’t eaten much of anything since she’d left Amsterdam, mainly because there wasn’t anything to eat, or at least nothing that appealed to her. Just tasteless ham sandwiches and chicken noodle soup. Idiot!

She rose, then staggered, as her weak leg rebelled.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” asked a tall guy in a flannel shirt and ripped blue jeans who had just sauntered in through the door. He whipped out a hand to steady her.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just famished. I didn’t eat on the train, so I guess my blood sugar is a bit low.”

He held her arm another second before letting go, then gave her an understanding smile.

“Nothing too appetizing on the train, I know. But the coffee shop here has a few decent treats.”

He beckoned her with a jerk of his head, then strode to the counter across the room. Although she felt like she had little choice, it was obviously the best course of action, so she followed, doing her best to disguise the limp. But she still wobbled as her head swam obnoxiously.

He eyed her unsteadiness, poised to help again if need be.

At the counter, she ordered an egg sandwich and coffee, for long-term energy and a quick burst of vigor.

The coffee was served instantly. Felicity spiked the cup with a teaspoon of sugar, and took several gulps of the strong brew.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” the man asked.

“Yes. Feeling better already,” she said, trying to avoid his inquisitive look.

The server handed the egg sandwich over the counter. Felicity grabbed it. She staggered to a bench, opened the container, and began to munch on her meal, slurping her coffee between bites.

The tall stranger followed and lowered himself down beside her. She gave him a furtive glance, which did nothing to settle her nerves or ease her embarrassment.

He was quite attractive, with honey-blond hair that rippled over his ears and keen green eyes. His strong jaw showed the shadow of a beard.

“Not many new folks make the trek up here, unless it’s midsummer,” he said. “Where’re you heading?”

“I’m supposed to catch a flight to Winisk River. I guess I didn’t count on the delay and forgot to eat enough.”

“Winisk River?” he said. “You wouldn’t happen to be an archaeologist?”

Felicity caught her breath. Small town, news travels fast. Especially in the remote north.

“Grad student, but, yes, in archaeology.”

“Well,” he said. “What a coincidence. I was sent down here, along with my trusted pilot, to collect you. But you’re younger than I expected. Name’s Shaun. Shaun Wilson. I’m the resident biologist.”

He held out his hand. She shakily grasped it, her pulse rate climbing at the touch of rough but surprisingly gentle fingers. It spiked even higher when she realized how clumsy and stupid she’d appeared in front of the scientist who was also her escort.

“Felicity Cratchett.”

“Felicity? Well, you don’t look too happy at the moment, but that’s understandable.” 

He smiled, exposing gleaming, perfectly even teeth. Damn, she should at least have brushed hers. They were probably still streaked with mud.

“Hey, Tony,” he called to a short, husky fellow with an exuberant potbelly who was just emerging from the portal to the runway, and letting in a rush of unseasonably cold air—or unseasonable for Boston or Holland, at least. “I found our passenger.”

The pilot swaggered toward them, his hands thrust in his pockets, his lips gradually curling.

“Hello,” he said, shaking a hand free. “I’m Tony. Tony Deluca.”

“This is Felicity,” Shaun introduced her. “She was a little faint from hunger, so I had to introduce her to our less-than-gourmet airport food.” He grinned.

Tony’s smile dragged down a notch.

“You seem kind of young for an archaeologist,” he remarked.

“She’s a grad student,” said Shaun.

Tony’s smile disappeared altogether.

“I was under the impression that Harvard was sending a bog body expert. A Dr. Lugan?”

“That’s my faculty adviser. She sent me because I guess I’m the expert she can spare.” Felicity smiled as sweetly as she could. “I just came from the Netherlands, investigating other bog bodies. I’m the man for the job, so to speak.”

She kept her smile pasted on, but doubted it was very convincing, especially to these seasoned field men.

“Right,” said Tony, frowning and meeting Shaun’s eyes. “Working in the park is not exactly a picnic, though. We just have tents; no hotels.”

“I can do tents,” she said.

“Great,” said Tony, although he didn’t look like he was buying it. He gave her a level look. “Right then. The plane is waiting.” He waved to the back of the building.

Felicity nodded, polished off her sandwich, and gulped the last dregs of her coffee. She pushed to her feet, ignoring Shaun’s proffered arm. He wasn’t deterred, though. He continued to hover like a doting mother bird. Not that she didn’t appreciate his protective presence, or even just his presence. But she needed to be tough. She needed to exhibit the qualities she most admired—the Minerva qualities. She could no longer cower at mud and bodies, and she definitely should follow in the wise footsteps of the goddess and stay as fit and healthy as possible. She’d already shown these men that she’d been less than sensible.

“L–– lead on,” she stammered, cursing under her breath.

Tony sighed, turned, and marched toward the door—because there was no ramp, no neatly enclosed walkway to the airplane. Felicity trailed him, with Shaun at her side. When her limp became apparent, he gently took her arm.

“I’m really fine,” she said, attempting to pull away.

“Yes. Absolutely,” he said, and tightened his grip.

They tramped onto the tarmac, the wind slapping at their coats, the concrete icy beneath their boots. The men drew her to a jeep, not a plane because, of course, they were using a float plane and were still a slight distance from water. The jeep sped for several miles to an isolated dock on the Moose River, where the plane bobbed in the agitated waves. The sky was gray. The waves were gray. The pint-sized plane was a pale wintry white.

Shaun helped her into the back of the plane. Shaun buckled her in. Shaun brushed his hand against her belly.

She wished that he would stop touching her. She wished he’d never seen her falter. She didn’t want to be his next conquest. And she wasn’t a seal pup he had to rescue. She had a job to do. She was the expert they’d called in. It didn’t matter that it was another bog job. This time, she couldn’t fail.

The plane sputtered and roared, spinning waves in its wake as it soared into the gray sky. Below, there was nothing but stunted black trees and wind-punished bushes groping for nearly non-existent soil. Beyond that, bog.
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Mars. Could there be any bleaker destination? Any vaster, emptier world where only the savage wind blows? Canyons and craters filled with dust. Pebbled, marbled, lifeless terrain draped with dust. Rust-colored dust that peppers the horizon. Blazing dust. Boring dust. Soul-sucking dust.

How does one alter this cold, lifeless planet into a habitable Eden? Hurl water at it? Bombard it with asteroids? Release stored energy and greenhouse gas components to blanket the atmosphere and restart a dead engine?

Bold, but brilliant. Eventually, we can jump-start evolution.

Lucas assumed a wintry smile, as cold as a Martian night, as he peered at the russet ball through the thin shield of his helmet. They were outside the VASIMR-powered Phoenix—their Variable Specific Impulse Magnetoplasma Rocket–powered spacecraft—drifting along in space during an EVA, a spacewalk. Both astronauts were clipped to a safety tether, as they scooted down a telescopic boom toward the robotic spacecraft and the mechanism towing the comet. The robotic spacecraft—the Asteroid/Comet Redirect Vehicle, or ACREV—had remotely captured the comet on its orbit near Jupiter from the Kuiper Belt and towed it over a period of several months toward Mars. On this EVA, they must first ascertain that the capture bag had remained tightly cinched since ACREV had snagged the comet, and also that it was still prepped for a spring release when they altered the comet’s current trajectory and aimed it at the red planet.

Lucas pulled himself forward, his body floating outward from the boom. It was a simple process, and coupling the slow-motion movement with the buoyancy of zero gravity had become second nature to him after the six-week journey to intercept the robotic spacecraft with its precious captive. The Phoenix’s plasma/ion engine, the latest in high-speed technology developed for interplanetary travel, utilized a nuclear generator. It was working efficiently with relatively few hiccups and had reduced what would typically have been a six-month journey to six weeks. However, Lucas did notice a slight quiver in his muscles, alerting him that they had become weakened even after such a short flight, despite his superior DNA and the added component of having had artificial gravity for part of the journey. Once the team settled on Mars, they would be blessed with continual gravity. It would only be one-third as strong as Earth’s, so their muscle mass would still diminish, but not to such an extreme extent. Their bodies would adapt. Terraforming Mars was Step One. Mars altering their own genetic code would be Step Two.

Step Two was several centuries away from becoming reality. Perhaps.

Lucas inched along the end of the boom, gradually scaling the capture bag, which hugged the jagged body of the ammonia-rich comet. Ammonia and carbon dioxide would be the primary gases they were about to introduce into Mars’s atmosphere. This process would thicken the atmosphere and contribute to a runaway greenhouse effect—the very feedback loop that had been wreaking havoc on Earth for decades.

The International Space Agency and Galactic Resources, the mining company funding the terraforming process, had been moderately successful with the first few waves of bombardment, as they flung small asteroids and comets at the planet. They’d also landed remote ships on some of the bigger asteroids to alter their orbits and send them crashing into Mars. As these “space rocks” approached the red planet, most of the gases peeled off into the atmosphere, while widespread detonations occurred on the surface, melting the CO2-rich permafrost and releasing additional greenhouse gases. Through these efforts, the average temperature at the south pole had been raised by 8˚ F, globally increasing temperatures by at least 10˚ and altering the 6-millibar pressure to hundreds of millibars.

A rather remarkable achievement, if Lucas did say so himself, since his role in the terraforming experiment was, and continued to be, instrumental. When the colonists finally arrived, they wouldn’t need bulky spacesuits and extreme-weather gear to survive on the surface. But the problem still remained of creating an ozone layer to protect any introduced flora or organisms from the harsh UV and cosmic rays that assailed Mars. And they would also need to build up the concentration of oxygen in the atmosphere to mammal-friendly proportions with hardy oxygen-generating plant life.

Bacteria and other microorganisms were the answer. The second task in their EVA: drill a hole deep into the comet’s icy shell and seed it with dormant, genetically-modified and -enhanced cyanobacteria and archaea—wonderful little oxygen and methane generators designed to withstand the heat of impact. The comet would pulverize rock on the planet’s surface and create hollowed bowls simmering with water where the bacteria could flourish.

These bowls would eventually nurture other plants, such as sphagnum moss and ericaceous shrubs. These bowls would become bogs.

A bog produces methane and feeds an expanding variety of plants. A bog creates soil, a rich black peat. A bog might be Earth’s undoing, but a bog was a gift to Mars.

“Hey there, Luke. How’s it going?” asked Gita Alatas, an astrobiologist and the commander of their fourteen-week mission.

“Almost to the soft site.”

This was the ideal location to commence drilling, a weak zone in the icy material that had been recently exposed to roiling heat as the comet flew by the sun.

“Jolson’s right behind me.”

Not that he wanted to mention his co-driller, Astronaut Bob Jolson, an astrogeologist and the least hardy member of their team. Bob had become ill en route, probably from a virus he’d picked up before leaving Earth. Although he’d assured them he had completely recovered, he was already breathing heavily into the comm from this minor exertion. Quirky, happy-go-lucky Bob had also been responsible for their having nearly missed their comet rendezvous, by applying the trajectory-altering burn a little too long when they’d experienced a computer malfunction. Then, to top that off, blaming the recent solar flare—which had only added about 5 rem to their radiation level—and deteriorating vision, which he claimed was from their zero gravity stopover on the Lunar Space Station, he’d almost botched the capture of ACREV. Gita had been monitoring with the camera and readjusted their aim just in time, or they might have buckled their ninety-three-billion-dollar spacecraft. But somehow, despite Bob’s failings, they’d captured the vehicle, towed the comet into low orbit above Mars, and were now seeding and prepping for the release of another bacterial insemination.

The universe would be better without Bobs.

Lucas cast Bob a scowl as he cut a square in the capture bag, while Gita suspended the massive drill of the mechanical space arm above their target.

It would be better without Jennifers who dump toxic pesticides into pristine streams; and Hadjis who transport giant hogweed, which is known to cause blindness, from Asia to North America to feather out their gardens; or Borises who release their pet anacondas into the Florida ecosystem where they seem quite content to kill all the native species, including alligators. The universe would be much improved if it dumped certain DNA from the evolutionary chain.

“Almost there,” said Bob, as the boom shivered along its length. Not a good sign.

Bob was having trouble maintaining a solid grasp on the boom. His muscles were rebelling because he hadn’t adhered to the ISA’s strict regimen of exercise while he was ill.

Lucas ignored Bob and helped guide the laser drill onto the selected site, attaching braces and punching in bolts to keep it secure.

“Bob, your heart rate’s accelerating,” said Gita. “We have a good two hours of drilling to do. You sure you’re up to it?”

“I’m fine,” said Bob, floating around the boom and coming level with Lucas. Lucas glanced quickly through Bob’s faceplate. He was flushed, and his face glistened with perspiration. Bob was either going to pass out or drop the precious packets of bacteria and send them sailing off into space where they might, eventually, thousands of years later, seed another planet.

“Breathe, Bob,” Lucas said patiently, even though he felt like throttling the weakling.

Bob nodded and proceeded to take deep whiffling breaths. 

“Now fasten your tether to the boom so we don’t lose you.”

Or the bacteria. Nothing would make him happier than to lose Bob. But the astronaut was already tethered to the hatch of the Phoenix, so there was no real hope of that. However, if he lost his grip on the boom he might sail several feet away, and Lucas would be required to expend extra effort to haul him back.

Bob stopped breathing—unfortunately it was only momentary—and clipped his tether to the end of the boom.

“Ready when you are,” he said, with a wink.

“Sure,” said Lucas.

Weak, clumsy, a waste of good oxygen. And not ready by a long shot.

“Except we need the shield.”

“Oh. Right,” said Bob.

He released his hold on the boom and fumbled with the belt and link with which he’d attached the shield to his suit. The Kevlar in their suits would protect them from micrometeorites in space, but if the drill blasted ice particles toward them at this proximity, the projectiles might puncture the material, and then they’d lose pressure and be exposed to the vacuum of space.

Bob released the drill shield and nearly failed to recapture it, his hands having an epileptic fit of trembling. Damn Bob.

Lucas reacted as quickly as zero gravity allowed, seizing the thick Plexiglas sheet and positioning it between their bodies and the drill. He anchored it to the capture bag with grappling hooks. Then he flipped the switch, triggering the laser. A beam shot from the nozzle and sliced into the frozen shell of the comet, melting and vaporizing the ice, and also deflecting multiple droplets into space. They refroze instantly, resembling a still-shot image of a geyser. The initiation sequence complete, all they needed to do now was to monitor the drilling process and finally, when they’d penetrated as deep as was required, lower the bacterial specimens into the comet.

Lucas kept one eye on the beam intensity and the integrity of the drill position and the other on the red planet. It drifted below his suspended body, a mosaic of bronze, tan, salmon, and charcoal mountains and valleys, extinct volcanoes, and intricately carved canyons. Craters pocked the entire surface, most of them millions of years in age. But now, rather than the ubiquitous dust, daring curlicues of cloud streaked the atmosphere, trapping moisture and creating ozone.

What a thrill to be part of this renewal process, even though he wouldn’t get the chance to explore the surface. He recalled the first human explorers who’d set foot on Mars years ago and discovered remnants of bacteria and a wealth of precursor molecules that proved without a doubt that this planet had once harbored life.

Yes, Mars had once flourished! And asteroids had been crucial in creating a viable planet, he’d learned through his studies of planetary geology. During what was classified as the Noachian period, 4.1 to 3.7 billion years ago, which started with the formation of the Hellas impact basin—the second largest impact zone on Mars—an age of warm temperatures and abundant water began. Asteroid impacts had introduced energy and volatile gas, just as the comets would do now. Carbon dioxide and nitrogen from the atmosphere had bound readily with magnesium, iron, or sodium in the minerals on the planet’s surface to form carbonates and nitrates. Volcanoes like the enormous Olympus Mons—a shield volcano three times the height of Mount Everest and with six times the base diameter of Mauna Kea—had recycled these elements by boiling nitrogen and carbon dioxide out of the minerals and reintroducing them into the atmosphere.

What a wondrous sight it must have been—this active planet bubbling with life and awash in shallow oceans. But the volcanoes had died and Mars had reabsorbed its atmosphere. Mars, without a vital core of circulating magma and therefore without an electromagnetic field, no longer had the ability to shield the surface from the charged particles of the solar wind. Even with all humanity’s efforts at terraforming, the absence of a circulatory system would continue to plague them. The upper atmosphere and the ozone layer would be vulnerable to the particles carried by the solar wind and, once stripped away, would no longer block the UV radiation that nothing, including extremophiles, could survive. But with the ozone up and running, they would have centuries to consider the problem. Maybe they’d have to tow a few asteroids into orbit and combine them to create an artificial moon. Mars did have moons—Phobos and Deimos—but neither one had enough mass to promote circulation and an EM field. 

That’s why the Gilgamesh Movement is proceeding too quickly. Let the scientists contemplate this issue further, before they are of no more use. After all, they aren’t all Bobs. The Movement should look at them as resources that needn’t be squandered prematurely, especially since the terraforming may take another century to prepare Mars for permanent settlement.

The laser beam’s progress suddenly stalled, and a warning light flashed on the drill monitor, indicating that they might have encountered an obstruction—most likely a rock buried in the comet. But they’d already tunneled 500 feet. He stopped drilling to temporarily adjust the laser to a higher setting before restarting it and pulverizing the stubborn rock. Soon they would be approaching the ideal depth—800 feet into the comet’s interior.

“Pretty amazing, isn’t it?” said Bob, pointing at the Martian surface, barely paying attention to their expensive hardware. “I wish they’d let us land.”

“Good idea,” said Lucas, tempted to swat the man’s head. “Land on the most unstable planet in the solar system, right after we’ve kick-started its volcanoes and generated massive earthquakes with our comet and asteroid bombardment. And if we don’t think that’s a great enough challenge, I’d love to set down in the middle of one of those dust storms, just to see if we can crash the MADVEC.”

“Well,” said Bob. “I’d be willing to take the risk. It may be dangerous but, hell, space is dangerous. After all, we won’t live long enough to see it when it’s finally ready to settle.”

You won’t, anyway. Which will be a blessing.

Longevity or cloning might give Lucas the opportunity, though.

“Even if it were a possibility, we’d be wasting valuable fuel and we could miss the targeted fuel depot and become stranded. We need to stick to the mission assigned us.”

“Are you really such an obedient drone?” asked Bob, eyeing him through his long Bambi lashes. “You ignored Mission Control when they instructed you to review the mission details regarding the previous asteroid capture and tow around the moon. Instead, you kept checking engine control systems as if Geneva doesn’t monitor them 24/7. And when you did finally scan through the document, you spent an awfully long time recalculating, as if you didn’t trust the genius minds behind the mission.”

Lucas bristled. If there was anyone he didn’t trust . . . But maybe Bob was more observant than he’d realized. Gita usually left Lucas to his own devices, confident he’d follow procedure and make accurate calculations in case of computer malfunction, since he was the designated flight engineer and copilot. But Bob had always been nosy. Lucas had assumed, from Bob’s obvious uncertainty and dubious abilities, that this was his way of double-checking his own work—looking over Lucas’s shoulder to extract information that he might be lacking, and probing Lucas with questions to ensure that he performed his own operations correctly. But maybe Bob wasn’t as bumbling as he seemed.

“We won’t always have those genius minds to rely on, as you should know.”

“I know. I know. I nearly goofed. I guess I depend too religiously on the computer, and I didn’t realize it had jumbled all the data. But if we’d missed that comet it wouldn’t have had the same repercussions as redirecting our homeward-bound asteroid.”

“Which is why I was recalculating. But you’re wrong about the repercussions. Any delay in the terraforming could mean disaster on Earth, too. We only have finite time to make Mars habitable before our overburdened planet dies.”

“I guess,” said Bob. “Which is why I’d like to help you in the Near-Earth Asteroid Capture and Retrieval Mission. Just to have, you know, an extra pair of hands, in case there’s trouble.”

“There’s no drilling involved in that one,” said Lucas, trying to keep his voice level. “It’s just a matter of relocating the asteroid to a location that is accessible for the mining crews near the moon. It doesn’t require an astrogeologist.”

The last thing he needed was a bloody buffoon like Bob peering over his shoulder, interfering in his work. He’d busted his ass for this assignment. He’d mortgaged his life to get through graduate school and astronaut training, scored brownie points with the ISA for his Mars seeding proposal, then tripled his score with a moon mission that proved he was equipped to handle space travel. He’d never experienced a touch of space sickness, had maintained his muscle mass like an Olympian and, despite a double dose of radiation exposure because of back-to-back missions, showed not a hint of genetic aberrations nor any deterioration of his vision. He was the ideal man for this mission, with the ideal brain. Someone like Bob shouldn’t even be allowed to approach his corner of the spacecraft, let alone intrude on his work.

“You may not require it, but it always pays to have someone double-check your work.”

“After what happened with your last assignment, docking with ACREV . . .”

Bob flicked his finger at the drill unit. He tilted his head and followed up with a wave of his hand.

Lucas returned his focus to the unit, noting the signature depth.

“Don’t you think it’s time to switch off?”

“Yes, Bob. I think it’s time to switch off.”

He switched off the laser, instantly erasing the intense beam, which temporarily played havoc with his vision. When his pupils finally adjusted to the blackness of space, he motioned to Bob.

“Time to place the specimens.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Bob.

Lucas eyed the man again. Had he known all along that they were approaching the ideal depth? Was Bob playing a game with him, acting the fool to keep him complacent while at the same time attempting to make him seem incompetent? Did Bob, perhaps, know about the Movement? Was he thinking of sabotaging Lucas’s career because of his involvement with them? But no one knew of their plan except insiders, and who among them would leak . . . No. Not his brother. He might be an aggravating oppositionalist, but he wouldn’t have gone that far. 

“Yes, we’re ready,” said Lucas. He detached the drill from the comet’s surface, yanking out bolts, then informed Gita that she needed to retract the space arm.

“Very good, Lucas,” said Gita. “And I’d keep the arguments to a minimum, guys. I know we might be getting on each other’s nerves after living in such close quarters, even if it was a short hop, but an EVA is not the time to let off steam. I don’t want to see any mishaps out there, especially considering the cost if we fail on this mission.”

“Not a chance,” said Bob. “We’re not arguing, are we, Lucas?”

Did Bob just grin through his contoured space helmet? Lucas gritted his teeth, but Gita’s command required a response.

“No. No arguments. We’re bosom buddies out here. Mission almost completed.”

Bob fumbled with his pack—or was he fake-fumbling?—and finally extracted the capsules of bacteria. With the capsules neatly tethered in a tensile net, the whole assemblage resembled a massive condom. In the meantime, Gita had extended the opposite arm with a telescoping pole and a strong, thin cable. Lucas clipped the samples to the cable, and they began the tedious process of ever-so-gently lowering the bundle of bacteria into the comet. Since there was no gravity, the cable had to be powered to force the bundle into the cavity and to the proper depth.

This was a twenty-minute procedure, but eventually Lucas released the bundle, and the cable was carefully withdrawn from the deep pocket in the comet. As Gita retracted the arm, the men’s last task was to return to the capsule, working their way hand over hand along the boom. Bob’s breathing rasped through the comm like a whistling tornado; his arms continued to tremble with every grip and release. Since contracting the virus, he’d become physically ill-equipped for this mission. But was he mentally competent? Or maybe even canny?

As they approached the hatch, a nagging thought badgered Lucas. Bob blotted his view like a bloated wall, blocking any glimpse of Mars or the hatch or even the vast emptiness of space. Bob should be dismantled, blasted apart, dismembered. Bob stood—or floated—solidly in his way.

He ripped open his Velcro pocket with eager fingers, tunneling toward the cushioned utility knife at the bottom—the tool he’d used to cut into the comet’s capture bag, and a necessity in case their tethers became tangled and kept them from returning to the hatch. Now he could sever a tether for another reason. Of course, it would require a solid push to get Bob beyond the short flight distance the fuel in their jetpack allowed.

Lucas’s fingers hovered over the thick cord of Bob’s tether which, as Bob climbed closer to the hatch, dangled back toward him and constantly flicked against his helmet. He raised the knife, poised to slice.

“Bob, do you really want to visit Mars?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I dream of it.” He didn’t look back or give any indication he found Lucas’s question disturbing.

Lucas hesitated, the temptation so excruciating his head throbbed. But in the final instant he retracted the blade.

I wish I could make your dream come true, Bob.

He re-sheathed the knife in his pouch.

But I may need you just a little longer.

Bob sailed in through the hatch, totally oblivious, as Lucas gazed one last time at Mars—a russet and butterscotch orb cupped in the void of space. He had an inexplicable ache in his belly.

And you don’t deserve Mars, even as a corpse.
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