HEAVY WATER

By Bobby Derie


In this short story, a krewe of independent heavy ice minors have stumbled on a lead on a possible TITANS artifact, and attempt to recover it against opposition and the harsh natural environment.

WHERE


Loch Li, or “Blazing Lake,” on Titan, the largest moon of Saturn. It’s essentially a frozen-over trench of heavy water, inhabited by a fungus that feeds on radiation and some heavily-mutated/genetically altered underwater cockroaches—relics introduced by the firsts colonists and forgotten or gone wild.
WHO

Axial “Ax” Alexeinov is an augmented flat specializing in mathematics and computer programming. Ax is a (failed) product of a secret hypercorp research project in neuroprogramming, and on the run from the Belter bank that purchased his hypercorp and that considers him a corporate asset to be liquidated.

Gilles or “Gills” is neo-dolphin biorg pod adapted for operating in Loch Li. Basically, it’s an uplifted dolphin brain in a modified crab-drone that telelinks to the rest of the team on the surface, as the drone is the only thing that can operate in the radiation heavy and weirdly pressurized lake environment.


Henq Glasseye is a neuter splicer robot-fighter; one part grease-monkey and one part combatant. Henq is skilled at building, repairing, and modifying robots and mechanical shells, as well as combating pods and android cybershells. Henq is used to modify Gilles’ drone to transport the artifact. His dream is to partake in the android/drone gladiatorial combats of his native Mars, where his neuter genemate waits.

Gwynn is an infomorph and a damn good lawyer; for most of the adventure she’ll be tuning in from an orbital satellite as she works the legal details. Also acts as a face for the group. When forced to take a skin, prefers neotenics to avoid getting involved in messy sexual situations, though she does have to watch out for pedophiles. Gwynn owns her own ship, The Analytical Engine That Could, where her consciousness and principle back-ups reside.

The Octonautical Titan Mining Corporation are the main antagonists, a group of neo-octopi ice miners organized as a small corporation. Initially unaware of the artifact, they don’t like the competition the protagonists represent and interfere with them when possible, even to the point of using their drones to attack Gilles. The leader has some psi power.
BACKSTORY
When colonists first started arriving on Titan, they were heavily reliant on dangerous fission-technology drives. The waste products (and often entire drives that were too “hot” or damaged for reuse) were disposed of in a small crater away from the main settlements. Decades later (sources are unclear) an ice-heavy asteroid or cometoid struck nearby, and the wastes fell into the trench; the site was abandoned as a dumping ground. The ice acted as a neutron-moderator and triggered a small nuclear reaction with the remaining products, the heat of which melted some of the ice to liquid water with a relatively high deuterium content. Over the decades, the trench basically became a frozen-over “lake” of liquid heavy water. “Ice miners” are local entrepreneurs that stake a claim and “sift” the lake waters for deuterium, or package it directly for sale in the nearest station. It’s a long, lonely business out in the cold, but it pays enough to get by.
Before the start of the story, Ax and Gilles were a miner team who dove deep and recovered a sample of really heavy water: nearly ten percent tritium by volume. With more careful measurements, they discover that the heart of the asteroid contains a machine that apparently converts deuterium to tritium by selectively adding a neutron, but without emitting any nasty radiation—hinted at being a TITANS artifact. They get a technician, Henq, and someone to help them through the legal difficulties, Gwynn, and make a plan to recover and sell the artifact.
OUTLINE
I. Ax and Henq are in the base above Loch Li, keeping tabs on Gilles and the equipment. Basically introduces the setting, begins introducing characters, identifies the goal.

II. Down under the ice, Gilles is maneuvering toward the region where the artifact should be. Focus on the weirdness of the derelicts, the change of perspective through the neo-dolphin biorg’s sensorium.
III. Ax puts through a call to Gwynn and they discuss the situation, revealing more of the backstory, character details, and complicated maneuvering that led up to this point.

IV. Down below, Gilles has found the artifact, still incased in some exotic form of ice. Sensor readings are wiggy. As Gilles drills through the material to get at the artifact, he notices he isn’t alone…the Octonauts’ are closing in.

V. On the surface, Ax and Henq engage in heated argument with the Octonauts’ president and CEO over a possible infringement on their mining claims.

VI. Below the ice, Gilles violently fends off the Octonaut drones using a sonic drilling device.

VII. Just as things are looking bleak, Gwynn pops in on the Octonaut conversation with an offer to sell them her group’s claim on the lake in exchange for no further violence. After some negotiation, the Octonauts accept and their drones withdraw. Gilles, with the artifact, continues to the surface. Of course, now that they have the artifact, the ice miners have no more interest in the lake—they just made a pretty penny to boot!

TIDES AND TURBULATIONS

A follow-up to the above story features the same four protagonists, with some changes, are in Gateway on Pandora attempting to sell the artifact and come to terms with their new selves.

WHERE

Gateway, on Saturn’s moon Pandora.

WHO

The same cast with a few changes:


Gilles has opted for a new biorg pod due to the different environment, and is now an armored quadruped. Together with Henq, who is taking stimulants, the two take shifts guarding the artifact aboard Gwynn’s ship, conducting basic maintenance on the ship, and visiting the pleasure-spots of Gateway…all while dealing with some weird happenings presumably caused by the artifact.

Ax has been charged with disposing of the large quantity of heavy and triated water that they picked up while ice-mining on Titan. He is distracted by Gwynn, who has taken on a female Exalt skin in order to better conduct business with the Triads, who are going to set up an illegal auction for the artifact and launder the proceeds. Unfortunately, unused to being female and sexually mature, she and Ax develop a frustrating attraction.

Gammon is the local Triad boss they deal with.
BACKSTORY

Gateway is an independent bartertown maintained by a consortium of interests, built around an artifical wormhole; the Triads are one of the few ethnic mafias left.
OUTLINE
I. Henq relieves Gilles, who wanders down to the seedier side of town and finds Ax trying to sell the heavy and triated water to a Venusian daytrader, whose biomorph can metabolize it. Ax is shut down when the water is revealed to have an unacceptable percentage of heavy oxygen isotopes. Henq relays an automated message from the portmaster about a possible tritium leak—the artifact is converting the hydrogen in the ship’s air supply, and it’s spilling into Pandora!
II. Ax and Gilles meet Gwynn as she emerges from the body bank in her “loaner.” Gwynn is obviously unused to it and explains her difficulties, and Ax and Gilles help her back to the ship. This section is short but deals with coming to terms with a new sensorium.
III. Gwynn and Ax have dinner with the local Triad dealer Gammon, where he and Gwynn discuss the details of the sale. Gammon makes some light flirtation with Gwynn, which confuses and flusters her. Ax puts on a show of taking offense and demanding restitution; at this Gwynn comes back to herself and uses this excuse to seal the deal at a favorable rate as Ax receives a frantic call from Henq that the situation with the artifact is getting worse, and the portmaster is threatening to fine them if they don’t “patch the leak.” 

IV. Gwynn and Ax return to the ship; Gwynn is obviously tipsy and not used to her new body’s urges, Ax fights to resist taking advantage of his friend. A crew of “belter miners” attack at this point, but between them Ax and Gwynn manage to escape (“I learned a few moves a hundred standard years ago. Haven’t used them in decades, but this is a really great body…” Gwynn slurred.)
V. Ax and Gwynn arrive as the portmaster conducts an inspection of the ship, looking for the source of the “leak.” Henq hints for the two to keep quiet as Gilles sits there silently and the portmaster finds nothing, leaving empty-handed—it turns out Gilles switched back to his crab morph and is in the heavy water holding tank with the artifact; the shielding and the heavy water provide enough “cushion” to hide the emissions.
VI. Skipping ahead to after the auction, Ax and Gwynn enjoy a private moment before she returns the rental body (it’s too expensive to purchase outright); Henq buys a cybershell but doesn’t get himself implanted into it just yet as he wants to modify it, and Gilles comes in with a new business venture from Mars. The crew still have a hold full of heavy water to sell.
