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Two people fleeing their planets discover a shared destiny. 

When an alien spacecraft crashes on Mars, the repercussions sweep throughout the solar system and endanger the fragile new alliance with the Warrish mermen.   

Alarik Kenton Tallis, First of his Triad, is forced to infiltrate human society on Earth as a spy to insure his injured brother receives proper medical care. But when his transmissions are detected, he must flee the planet. 

On Mars, Phoebe Wong, a veterinary scientist with dubious family connections, is desperate to escape the vicious gangs terrorizing the underground cities. She jumps at the chance to join the colonists bound for a distant exoplanet. 

Their paths intersect on a space ferry bound for the outer planets. Trouble generated by the mysterious spacecraft pursues them to Jupiter. Will they find the answers in the oceans of Europa, the hyperspace gateway to the stars protected by three diverse species? 
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
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ALARIK KENTON TALLIS, First of the Flaming Comets, lounged on the bed in the dingy room on the outskirts of the city of Washton, enjoying a rare day of privacy in his covert service on Earth. He gazed at the wall screen where World News ran its usual confusing mix of events and ads. 

A flurry of lurid dresses flipped to an expanse of reddish brown desert.  

The chirpy voice of the reporter announced, “An alien craft was discovered on Mars earlier today.” 

Instantly alert, Alarik sat erect and stared at the image. Tracks in the ocher sand led to a squat six-sided cylinder. Great ragged holes in its pitted surface were outlined in lurid orange stains. 

The reporter, a young woman with a bouffant of purple hair, embarked on an explanation, “Metal-eating microbes have eroded the ship’s hull and interior. The microbes were originally engineered to oxygenate the atmosphere of Mars. Their mutant descendants have become a well-known hazard for colonists.”  

The camera lowered through an irregular gap and the view switched to the interior of the spacecraft. Yellow blotches of microbes obscured the details of inner surfaces. Under the lumpy coating, Alarik distinguished the edges of hexagonal control panels set in stippled metal walls.

She continued in a more subdued tone, “The spacecraft was discovered by a rescue team from Mars-4. The notorious microbes had destroyed much of the hull, and the mangled remains of a crab-like creature were found inside the cockpit.”  

The occupant, presumably the ship’s pilot, sprawled on the floor. Four eyestalks flopped on top of a purple carapace and the clawed tips of jointed limbs poked from under its shell. A trail of orange ran across the floor to the shell. The microbes also ingested metals and other nutrients from living creatures. 

“Eekrepisth,” Alarik breathed. What was the semi-aquatic sentient doing on Mars? Did it intend to land on the arid planet or had its ship crashed in a sandstorm? In either case, his duty was clear. He must inform the Triarch. The Watchers would receive the news once the radio signals reached Europa, but he and his brother were likely to be the first Warrish to hear the announcement from Mars. He and Baswin had infiltrated Earth society as covert agents to study humans. The rest of his people, a handful of legitimate envoys, would be asleep in their embassy and submarine base on the opposite hemisphere of the planet. 

The purple-haired woman said, “The local emergency team have applied the antimicrobial spray, and closed off the site for evaluation.” The screen reverted to an exterior view of a fountain of liquid streaming onto the spacecraft. In seconds, a bubbly white foam covered its surface.  

Reviving her buoyant manner, the reporter concluded the short announcement, “The Solar Security Agency is investigating the incident. We are working with their spokesmen and will deliver details as soon as they are released to the press.” 

Alarik paced around the small room while he considered the problem. The treaty with Earth’s major governments had permitted limited access to Warrish technology, although it had not stipulated how to manage interactions with other aliens and their technology. Regrettably, Eekrepisth were notoriously volatile, unpredictable and easily upset. If the dead Eekrepisth and its ship were not handled correctly, the Earthers risked inciting a nasty interstellar complaint and possible prohibition. 

Luckily, Alarik was in the right place to send a quantum transmission to Triarch Webale, the Red Trident responsible for negotiating the alliance with Earth. In his role as Rick Kent, the wealthy owner of an asteroid comprised of rare metals, he was rarely alone and his rooms were bugged. He ignored the snoopers, apart from blocking the one in his washroom. This morning, however, he had escaped his money-hungry fans for one of his periodic visits to the room leased to his low status alias, Al Davis. The grimy apartment blocks were home to poorer families and hid a variety of illicit activities. He maintained this place for the rare occasions when he wanted to meet his brother or needed to send a message to the Red Tridents. Or when he sought a little privacy. 

Placing three fingers in the correct sequence on his wrist com, a standard Earther issue device with special modifications, he activated the hidden qtel. Quantum transmissions were virtually instantaneous and almost undetectable. 

He whispered a short message in his native language to inform the Triarch about the crashed Eekrepisth ship. At the end, he added, “Will await your instructions.” 

Lying down on the lumpy mattress, he shut his eyes and relaxed. Somebody would reply soon. There might be a delay if Webale were busy or asleep. He didn’t know where his transmissions ranked relative to the Red Tridents’ other interstellar affairs. 

Less than a sixth of an Earth hour elapsed before the reply came. A short pulse from his qtel preceded a shimmer in the air at the foot of the bed, a holographic projection instead of the standard voice transmission. The hazy column resolved into the blurry figure of Triarch Webale, his contact in the Warrish base on Europa. The red trident under his left eye made a vivid contrast to his pale wrinkled face and white hair. His flowing white robes, the traditional garment of the Triarchs, seemed quaint and outmoded. Alarik’s unconscious mind must have adapted to modern customs on Earth. 

Jumping off the bed, Alarik dropped onto one knee on the cold floor in the formal protocol. He bowed his head and intoned the correct greeting, “Noble Triarch, I am honored by your presence.”  

Webale said, “You may stand, Overagent Tallis.” 

As Alarik obeyed, the Triarch continued, “Your message was the first to note this spacecraft. Do you have any further information before I contact the Earther authorities?”  

“I doubt the Eekrepisth lived for long after the crash. By ill luck, the oxygenating microorganisms destroyed large portions of the hull and interior walls. They had also partially consumed the pilot before the Martians discovered the ship.”  

“Did the spacecraft crash close to an inhabited region of their red planet?” 

“It landed in the desert not far outside the city of Mars-4.” 

“If I recall correctly,” Webale said, “the original microbes were engineered to extract oxygen from the Martian sands. The concept succeeded in increasing the levels of oxygen, despite the problems after the microbes mutated to consume metals.” 

“Urish. The city domes have protective barriers against the mutant microbes.” 

“Did the ship have other occupants?” 

“Only a single Eekrepisth was visible in the image. No others were mentioned in the brief news report. The authorities might have suppressed other details.” 

“We have no agents stationed on Mars. You are the operative with easiest access to the dry planet. Our staff at the embassy must request official permission to travel to the Martian colonies. Can you concoct a plausible reason for a visit to learn what the authorities have done with the Eekrepisth and its ship?”  

After a moment’s thought, an idea crystallized in Alarik’s mind. “Triarch, I believe I can. My alias, Rick Kent, could propose to visit the source of his wealth, the fake asteroid. In truth, the Chief Engineer of Taxyon Space, Vasily Kopsaky, has been urging me to donate a supply of rare metals for the new colony on Zeta Three. I could stop on Mars to assess the current state of the colonization efforts. My inquiries about the alien vessel would be consistent with an interest in potential new customers.” 

“Your suggestion has merit. We also have a stake in this colony. The Earthers require our tripilots to navigate safely in hyperspace. You have permission to proceed with this plan. In the meantime, our embassy staff on Earth will handle the Eekrepisth incident.”  

Satisfied to leave such a delicate matter to the diplomats, Alarik gave the formal response, “I hear and obey.” 

“May you dive into calm seas, Overagent Tallis.” With this farewell, the Triarch vanished as swiftly as he had appeared.  

Now Alarik was free to resume his normal activities. He heated water for a mug of coffee, an Earth drink he had learned to enjoy. Choosing a nutrient bar from the handful in the cabinet, he settled to a simple meal. He had better keep up the appearance of living in this rented room. After dark, he would slip back to the inner city and organize his journey to Mars.  

After an hour of lounging in the small room and formulating an announcement of his trip, he grew bored with inaction and paced up and down the narrow space between his bed and the kitchen counter. As he passed the window, a motion behind the blinds caught his attention. He paused to peer between the slats. A small brown bird fluttered its wings and chirped. The sparrow, a frequent visitor, came for the seeds he scattered on the sill. Alarik was fascinated by the winged creature, especially since his home planet had no native flying animals. It cocked its little head, staring at him out of round black eyes. Amused by the cheeky bird’s persistence, he pulled the bag of seed from the shelf and raised the sash to sprinkle a few grains on the sill. 

The sparrow hopped away from his hand. Its black eyes glinted, eager for the food, yet wary. 

He shut the sash gently, and watched as the sparrow pounced on his offering. The seeds quickly vanished. 

A prick of caution impelled him to look down. 

A man dressed in casual clothes was loitering at the side of the building. He didn’t resemble any of the neighbors. The stir of caution intensified into suspicion. Had someone detected the energy perturbation produced by the virtual projection of Triarch Webale?  

Hidden behind the blinds, Alarik focused his scope on the face of the man. Luckily, the man’s mouth was visible. The special translator converted the movements of his lips into words, “Alien signals originated in this block. Above ground level. Maybe third to fifth floors.” 

From his room on the fourth floor, Alarik grimaced and swore under his breath. He had to escape and warn his triad brother. Once their covert presence was detected, Earth was no longer safe. 

The man standing below paused, evidently listening to instructions. He whispered, “Yeah. Wait for reinforcements. Got it.” 

Anxious to leave before the Earthers arrived to investigate, Alarik clipped his toolkit on his belt and stuffed his few belongings into a small backpack. He looked around the dingy room. He wore gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints, but he couldn’t remove all traces of his presence. DNA extracted from strands of hair and flakes of skin could be analyzed to reveal his alien identity. 

The front door and fire escape stairs would be watched, but they might not think of the roof. He had chosen this apartment in a dowdy suburban district precisely because of its convenient escape routes. Entering the tiny washroom, he raised the window and leaned over to check for observers. Seeing nobody, he fired a hooked line at the edge of the roof, four stories above him. On his second attempt, the clawed end caught on the projection he had aimed for. He gave a tug to test its strength. Satisfied the line would hold his weight, he clipped the line to his belt and wriggled onto the windowsill. Balanced awkwardly on the narrow ledge, he managed to shut the window. His pursuers might not notice at first, giving him enough time to escape into the city. 

After another scan of the vicinity, he rappelled up and scrambled onto the flat roof. He unhooked the line, which rewound silently into its tube. Crouching to avoid being spotted from below, he ran to the end of the building and leaped across to the adjacent block of apartments. The enemy agents might have pinpointed his room and the fake identity he had used to rent the place was forfeit, but they did not know his real identity. His other alias of Rick Kent, the wealthy Belter, was secure for the moment. Kent’s credit was still good and he could take advantage of his luxury apartment in the city.  

Five minutes later, he reached the third of the eight-story blocks of apartments. He glanced to the west. The sun had descended below the tops of the distant skyscrapers in the center of the city. He disliked many aspects of this planet, yet the sunsets were often glorious. An orange band like a streak of flame stretched across the horizon. The brightness would soon dim, giving him the advantage of dusk. 

A hovercar zoomed into sight, heading toward the building he had abandoned. The expected reinforcements, he guessed. Alarik slipped into the shadow of the cooler stack and leaned, motionless, against the steel surface. The drone of the hovercar grew louder, then faded as it coasted to the ground on the far side of the buildings. 

He shrugged the pack into a more comfortable position on his back. Hooking his line on a steel rod, he gripped the rope, edged over the eaves, and descended seven meters onto the upper level of the fire escape. By luck, nobody was in the room opening onto the staircase. He descended swiftly. Most of the rooms he passed on the stairs were also empty. One or two had occupants, engrossed in the triD entertainment and oblivious to his quiet descent. 

At the bottom of the stairs, he hurried past the dumpsters to reach the public streets. Soon he had traveled a kilometer away from his abandoned room into a commercial district. He halted outside a small café and pulled out his com. Instead of activating the Warrish transmission, he made a regular call. His younger brother, Baswin, had a similar multifunctional com.  

“Al?” Baswin’s hesitant reply suggested wariness. 

He spoke in the standard Earther lingo, “Bas, can we meet? It’s important.” 

“The usual place?” 

“Second street.” He gave their code name for one of their prearranged locations for meeting safely. 

“How soon?” 

Estimating he would need the morning to arrange his trip to Mars, Alarik said, “In five sixth of a cycle.” In standard Warrish usage, a cycle was one planetary day.   

“Okay.” Bas ended the call. 

Glancing around to check he was free of pursuers, Alarik walked to the nearest subway station. He hunched his shoulders and slowed his pace to meld with the other pedestrians on the sidewalk, while he mulled over his conversation with the Triarch. In retrospect, he ought to have advised Webale about the risk of using his virtual projection. However, any warning might have been ignored. Triarchs were often reluctant to accept suggestions from their underlings. 

He rubbed the knuckles of his fingers. The absent sixth digit itched as often happened when he came under stress. Desperate to save their youngest brother, he and Baswin had submitted to voluntary amputation for this covert mission. The lenses concealing the abnormal color of his irises and the skin patch over his triad tattoo could be removed. Alas, the mutilation of his hands was irreversible.  

Descending into the gloomy subway, he kept his hand on his knife. When the train arrived, he chose a middle carriage and grasped a strap near the door. Inside the carriage, the air was uncomfortably hot and thick with the body odor of Earthers. Not pleasant, although he had smelled worse. 

As he rode the subway car, staring at the occupants reflected in the mirror of the window, his natural exuberance bubbled up. What a day. The mystery of the Eekrepisth on Mars, Webale’s orders, the security alert, followed by his dramatic escape across the rooftops. He hadn’t had so much excitement in the nine months he had lived on Earth. Or fun. The last time he’d fled in haste was when the two daughters of the Manchurian ambassador had tried to seduce him. Gorgeous  girls, although not his type. They would have been shocked if they had managed to strip off his clothes. He smiled reminiscently. Since that occasion, he learned to avoid such treacherous temptations. 

Intercepting a glare of disapproval from a nearby passenger, he converted his smile to a yawn and schooled his expression to neutral. After a minute, the man looked away. Alarik expelled a breath of silent relief. He had to avoid inappropriate behavior or risk discovery of his alien identity. Once he reached the inner city, he would shed the laborer’s outfit and don a sleek business suit to resume his alias of Rick Kent, wealthy Belter. Then, a jaunt to Mars. Another planet, a different deception. He fought down a flare of elation. 
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UNDER A LARGE DOME on the surface of the farming complex of Mars-4, Phoebe Wong surveyed her new charges with pride and satisfaction. The pygmy goats, four adults and their seven kids, pranced over the coarse turf to greet her. The nanny goats snatched up the fresh greens she tipped into their trough. The kids frisked around her legs, dancing up close and then dashing away to leap onto their pile of worn-out buggy tires. She smiled at their antics. Catching the slowest kid, she fondled its ears and checked its little hooves for stones. 

The small herd of goats was the next stage in the Martians’ efforts to achieve independence from Earth. Only last year, the governors had approved import of livestock previously considered too expensive to maintain in the colonies. The chickens had arrived soon afterward, although the choice of larger animals required more debate. Mars-4, or Verde, the citizens’ preferred name from an optimistic wish to become a garden city, had voted for goats. Perhaps due to rivalry with their neighbors. Mars-2, unoriginally renamed New Eden, had imported sheep, while Mars-3 or Hellas was assessing a cow. 

Three months ago, four pregnant nanny goats had arrived from Earth. Finally, Phoebe was able to use her veterinary training. The senior veterinarian on the planet, Dr. Patel, had flown in from Hellas and insisted on supervising the first birth. Afterward, he had consented to Phoebe’s assistance with the three other females. He had departed for his clinic, apparently satisfied with her competence. 

She crouched among her furry charges, letting the little goats butt at her legs and nibble her fingers. One of her pleasanter duties was ensuring the kids were accustomed to being handled. She tickled the neck of the most adventurous animal, a dark-coated male. He and his brother were destined to be exchanged for male goats from another city’s farm to ensure genetic diversity.  

The wealthiest families expected to benefit most from the imported livestock. Their long silky fur would produce premium quality fiber for clothing. Elite Martians, the one-percenters, would relish the goats’ milk and cheese as a change from the subsistence diet of yeast or algae wafers, flavored with onions and other vegetables. 

Phoebe squashed a sting of envy. She was unlikely to ever earn sufficient credits for such luxury foods as cheese or the eggs produced by the hens in an adjacent enclosure. Instead, she was content to tend to the animals. Above the transparent dome, the sun near its zenith was haloed in blue. Sitting on the close-cropped grass and clover in the sunlight, she could almost imagine she was on Earth. She had been happy during her stay on the home planet for veterinary training. The Vipers destroyed that life and her promising future on a hospitable planet. On Mars, she wore a regulation thermal suit in bright yellow with emergency oxygen cylinders clipped to the belt and a helmet with its visor open. Everybody working in the exterior domes had to be prepared for an air leak. Even the goats had a secure shed with separate heating and air supply and an airlock accessible from the passage.  

She felt a motherly pride for the seven kids. The two males and five females were healthy and lively. She had run tests to confirm they had inherited the correct modifications in their DNA. In fact, she and most other Martians shared similar genetic enhancements. Her parents had genes to promote DNA repair under the high radiation. Her father, an emigrant from the lunar colonies, had genes for decreasing bone loss in the low gravity of the Moon. Her parents had arranged to give their children an extra enhancement. Her hemoglobin transported oxygen with high efficiency, enabling her to survive on less oxygen than her ancestors on Earth. In future as oxygen levels rose, she might be able to breathe the atmosphere of Mars. 

After petting the kids, she brought over a bucket to milk the nanny goats. When she had finished, she carried the bucket of warm milk to the conveyer where it would be transported to the newly constructed buttery. As she watched, the goats returned to grazing on the turf and the kids explored their pile of tires.  

The timer beeped on her com. The signal for her to move on to her next task. She walked slowly toward the exit, reluctant to leave the playful goats and the natural sunlight of the exterior dome. 

Her co-worker, Rudi, waved from the adjacent section, separated from the goats’ enclosure by an airlocked partition. He was cleaning the chicken coop and collecting their eggs. 

Phoebe returned his casual greeting. His shifts overlapped with hers, so they might not meet until the next rest day. 

She plodded along the passage leading past the vegetable beds in the cultivated sections. The Martian regolith had been conditioned in a series of steps to improve its fertility. These sections had supplemental lighting for the plants to thrive. Vegetables such as onions, kale, taro, beans and tomatoes added vitamins and flavor to the colonists’ diet. The outer domes held trial plots of hardy grains like oats, millet and barley, but everything in the surface complex consumed power for heating and lighting. Feeding the city’s inhabitants was expensive. 

Her com chimed the chords for her brother, Deimos. As proud first generation colonists, her parents had named their two children after the satellites of Mars, Deimos and Phobos, or the feminine equivalent in her case. Why was her brother calling? She had asked him not to interrupt her at work. Exhaling in annoyance, she tapped the response and his face appeared.  

“What’s up? I hope it’s important.” She didn’t bother to hide her impatience. 

“Styx,” he grumbled. “It’s an emergency. Why else would I call?” 

“Okay. Spit it out.” 

“The Vipers are after me. They want something I found.” 

Her tone shrill with horror, she squealed, “What?” 

“It’s safer if you don’t know.” 

“What will you do?” 

“Jump a ship.” He gave a wry grin. “Go someplace way beyond their reach. Titan maybe.” 

“Okay. Stay alive. Don’t call unless it’s safe.” 

“Bye.” 

His call ended abruptly. 

Phoebe glared at her brother’s icon. Wasn’t it typically annoying for Deimos to avoid giving straight answers to her questions? He traveled all over the planet in his job as a courier, making deliveries between the cities. If he had stolen something valuable from the notorious gangsters, he would certainly provoke their violent retaliation. Where would he be safe? The Vipers had agents in other colonies. She didn’t believe he meant to go to Titan. He’d just named the most distant manned outpost in the solar system. 

Awareness of the implications crept into her stunned mind. If the Vipers were hunting for Deimos, she would also come under suspicion. His call had been as much a warning as a goodbye. How could she escape their vengeance? She must flee from the colony. Find a job on another planet as fast as possible. 

“Phoebe, is there a problem?” her supervisor called over the monitor. 

Phoebe answered mechanically, “Livestock okay. I’m heading down to the vats.” 

“Don’t delay or I’ll dock your breaktime.” 

The harsh reminder spurred her into a faster pace. As she marched toward the airlock to the lower level, Phoebe glanced out through the transparent dome. Beyond the glossy white barrier surrounding the complex, ocher sands stretched to the mountain range on the hazy horizon. A puffy white cloud in the russet-hued sky hinted of moisture. Where was Deimos? She might not see him again until this feud blew over. 

The thin atmosphere would not support animal life. Or not yet. Terraformation was still underway. The artificial magnetosphere, installed a decade ago, helped to retain oxygen in the atmosphere. The angels, engineered cyanobacteria, were still extracting oxygen from Martian sand. Accumulations of mutant microbes showed as splotches of green or vivid orange on the distant cliffs. The cyanobacteria had mutated to ingest metals, especially iron. Hence, the barriers constructed around each city or separate dome. A two-meter wall sloped into a moat-like depression and rose up to the wall of the dome. Unlike the defensive moat of a medieval castle, this dike held no water, but rather was built to trap microbes blown over the wall in a dust storm. 

Fortunately, the mutant angels were easy to control. They went dormant overnight and during the freezing winters. Mars-1, the research station constructed at the polar ice cap, was immune to their erosions. But, any shuttle landing on the sands was at risk. The microbes would destroy the steel in its hull and the axles of its wheels. Emergency shuttles would race to rescue anyone stranded by an accident before they lost their shelter or worse. She sighed, recalling the dreadful fate of the alien spacecraft. The strange hexagonal cylinder had crashed in the valley during a sandstorm and suffered corrosive damage. Unfortunately, the rescue crew had arrived too late to save its alien occupant. 

With a sigh and a final glance at the arid Martian terrain, Phoebe opened the airlock and descended the stairs to the underground sections. Her entry activated strips of dim lighting at eye level along the walls. She might have been descending into a medieval dungeon. Although she preferred the exterior domes with the view over the landscape, the main residential areas were built underground to retain heat and protect the colonists from radiation. 

Her next task was maintaining the fermenters of yeast, shrimp and fly larva to supply protein for the colonists. Everything had to be recycled. Solid vegetable waste became food for the larva or the new tank of catfish, while liquid wastes were used as fertilizer or fed to the shrimp and yeast. 

Phoebe peered at the monitor for the ceiling-high vat of shrimp and checked the readings. The medium was drifting to acidic. She adjusted the chemical input for the tank and watched the small creatures converge onto the nutrient stream. 

Moving to the next tank, she bent over the controls, her fingers running automatically through the standard checks. While she performed the routine task, she grappled with the urgent need to flee. The colonies on Mars were sealed in airtight enclosures with carefully controlled entry and exit points. She must find a legitimate way to depart by spaceship or else retreat into the lawless underground warrens and risk meeting her enemies.  

By the end of her shift, Phoebe still lacked a plan for escape. She left the farming complex, dropped her protective suit, gloves and booties in the cleanser and retrieved her clothes from the locker. She resumed the modest garb of a mid-level citizen and slipped her tablet into a shoulder bag. Taking the pedestrian walkway, she trudged alongside other workers to the nearest public café, or more accurately, nutrient station. She wondered about Deimos. Her little brother was a magnet for trouble. What did the Vipers want from him? She had not the faintest idea. 

In the cafe, she dialed for an inexpensive meal, shrimp-flavored yeast cakes, a mixed vegetable salad, and mint-flavored water. One of her usual options. Nothing atypical to indicate a change in her behavior. Even when frightened, she maintained her habitual caution. The Vipers had targeted her family before. 

She found a seat opposite two of her acquaintances. Miguel and Ellie also worked in the farms. 

“Hi Phoebe,” Ellie said. 

“Did you see the news?” Miguel asked. 

Grateful for the distraction, Phoebe cocked her head. “What news? Anything about the alien ship?” 

Miguel said, “Yeah. The Warrish embassy issued a statement. They recognized the alien species. Er...some unpronounceable name beginning with Eek. They claim this species is peaceful.” 

“The creature must have crashed in that horrendous sandstorm,” Phoebe said.

Miguel nodded. “The ship was a mess. Freaking angels crawling all over and eating great holes in the hull. They’ve released better pictures. What it looks like after they washed off the microbes.”  

Her eyes gleaming with excitement, Ellie interrupted, “And that alien inside the ship. Purple shelly thing with skinny legs.”  

Phoebe scrolled through the news stream until she found an image of the creature. “Weird. It’s a crustacean. Like a giant crab.” 

“A dead alien,” Miguel said. “Security’s shut down the area. Nobody’s allowed anywhere near the site.” 

“Okay,” Phoebe said. “I suppose they’ll have to investigate the alien.” Normally, she would have been intrigued, but she didn’t plan on being around long enough to learn what the scientists discovered. 

Miguel shrugged. “Might just be an accident. A crash, I mean. Not a planned landing near our city.” 

“What else could it be?” Phoebe remarked. “We haven’t seen aliens. I mean real aliens from outside our solar system. Except for those mermen.”  

“You’re correct,” Miguel said. “We only learned about those Warrish hiding on Europa last year.” 

“Sure. Everyone must have seen Dora’s documentaries. I wonder if they know about this crab thing?” Phoebe mused. Dora Banerjee had been chosen as one of the six humans to visit the mermen’s home planet. She had brought home fascinating scenes of the mermen and their four-breasted women. 

Matching her line of thought, Miguel said, “She stayed in their capital city. I don’t remember seeing any non-humanoid aliens in the vids.” 

“The Swarm.” Ellie shuddered. “Don’t you remember? Those ghastly beasts rushing at the camera. Giant scorpions, screaming hatred. Was it one of them?” 

“Warrish propaganda,” Miguel said bluntly. “Designed to convince humans to join their war against the horrible insects.” 

“Giant arthropods,” Phoebe murmured a correction. Her veterinary training included a range of species. 

His voice rising in anger, Miguel continued, “They succeeded. Earth is sending troops into those alien battles.”  

Ellie wrung her hands together. “My cousin volunteered. He was sent out on the ferry five months ago. We haven’t heard anything since he left Europa.” 

“It’s war. He can’t reveal his destination.” Miguel shook his head. “Anyway, the planet’s name wouldn’t tell you much.” 

Phoebe muttered, “That whole visit to the Warrish planet was peculiar. Don’t you think the documentary omitted a lot?” 

“What do you mean?” Ellie asked.

“Well, six people went to Rishalt and only four came back. Two humans stayed on the planet and were adopted into the mermen’s society.” 

Miguel said, “They got married, or whatever it’s called in their society.”  

Ellie shuddered. “I don’t fancy sex with a merman. Not with their slimy gills and six fingers.” 

Wishing to avoid an argument, Phoebe pressed a finger against her lips. Two humans had fallen for the amphibious aliens despite their physical differences. When clothed, Warrish men looked much like male humans. 

“Hey Ellie.” Miguel indicated the time on his com. “It’s our next shift.” 

When her co-workers left for the farm, Phoebe propped her tablet on the table and scanned the ads for jobs. Most were for farming complexes in other cities. All the colonies on Mars needed to ensure their food supply, but switching to another city would not help her evade the Vipers. They had connections in the underworld of every Martian city. Rumors even suggested their reach extended to the lunar colonies and Earth itself. No, she had to find employment off planet. As far away as possible. 

Just before she abandoned her frustrating search, a fresh ad swept onto her tablet. Letters in neon orange flashed below a blue-green spiral on a black background, “Agricultural technician with veterinary experience wanted for a position with the Exoplanetary Ventures Division of Taxyon Space.” 

A promising opportunity to leave Mars, and she had the requisite experience and certification. The name of the parent company pricked her interest. Taxyon Space was famous for developing the new fast drive for its spaceships. Ferries with this special drive took only one or two weeks to travel between Earth and Mars instead of months. 

She rubbed her lower lip with the knuckles of her forefinger. What else did she know about the company? Ah yes, Taxyon Space had negotiated exclusive rights to the Warrish hypertravel technology. One of the company’s senior engineers had acquired a Warrish spaceship and its crew. A wedding gift from the family of his alien bride. Local speculators claimed they were building a replicate of the spaceship.  

She clicked on the ad and submitted a request for further information. 

The reply appeared instantly, “Serious applicants should submit their credentials for evaluation.” 

Easy enough. She entered her ID. All her credentials were in the public records. The system also contained personal information about her family, education and work history. Worries beat at her. How long would they take to check on her? She couldn’t afford a delay. 

A minute later, her com beeped with a new message, “Go directly to the local recruitment office of Taxyon Space for an interview.” 

Wow. A prompt response. Where was the nearest local office?  

A quick search gave her two locations. One office was in her city, although on the far side of the complex in the first level underground. 

She checked the time. Her next shift began in two hours and forty-three minutes. If she borrowed a bicycle, she could reach the office in less than twenty minutes and have two hours available for an interview before she had to return for her second shift. She couldn’t afford to incur a complaint by being late for work. Not until she had a sure means of escape. 
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Chapter 3
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IN HIS ALIAS AS WEALTHY Rick Kent, Alarik had no problem in wangling a place on the next spaceship flying from Earth to Mars. He contacted his business associate, Vasily Kopasky, Chief Engineer of Taxyon Space. The company was a major purchaser of rare metals. Early in his spying career, Kent had verified his credentials by selling refined metals to them. 

When he expressed an interest in the new colony, Kopasky was delighted to arrange for his flight and invited him to a private conference in his office. Fortunately, the administrative center for Taxyon Space was an easy walk from Alarik’s apartment in the fashionable district of the city.  

The blue-green spiral logo and neon orange letters of Taxyon Space decorated the facade of their twelve-story building. Alarik strolled through the main entrance to the foyer and gave his name to the receptionist. A quiet young man with the solid build of a security guard led him upstairs to the Chief Engineer’s office. 

As Alarik entered, Kopasky stepped forward to grip his hand, saying, “Ah Rick. Good morning, my friend. Are you ready for the flight?” 

Shaking his hand in the Earther greeting, Alarik gave an affirmative response. 

“We booked you a cabin on the Solar Empress. She leaves for Mars in two days.” 

“I appreciate your prompt action.”

“You mentioned an interest in our new division, Exoplanetary Ventures. It was established to provide support for colonies on distant solar systems. Allow me to introduce my assistant, Pam
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