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Silence. An awkward, embarrassing silence. My ears felt hot. I imagined them pulsing like warning lights, even if the rest of my face was under control. Deputy Vilia smiled in my direction.


Had she really said what I thought she’d said?


‘Bree Aurora, you are the fourth member of the mission, so very well done,’ Deputy Vilia repeated. ‘Congratulations to all four students. Your parents have been messaged with the news this afternoon and I am sure they are all delighted. Remember, although you have been chosen because you have impressed Core Panel, this is where the hard work begins. The February (B) launch is a mere six months away. As for the rest of you, there will be other chances to join an Earth mission and just because you haven’t been chosen this time, you must not give up hope. Our Great Quest and Purpose is common to all…’ She laid one hand on her opposite shoulder in salute.


‘…and all act as one.’ We saluted back.


Deputy Vilia re-rolled the luminous blue ceremonial holoscroll and with a snap of her fingers it shrank to a pinprick of light and disappeared into the pocket of her tunic. She swept from the room.


‘Congratulations. Very impressive. Now back to work.’ Professor Coro seldom displayed emotion, but his normally half-closed eyes bulged a little. Was he finding it as hard as I was to digest the final name upon the list? Or was that just my paranoia? I didn’t want to see anyone else’s reaction, but I felt a soft bump from Catti’s elbow and looked up. She was staring at me, open mouthed. I shook my head, ever so slightly.


I must be dreaming. I returned to the virtual frog I’d been in the middle of dissecting. A neat, labelled row of intestines, liver and pancreas sat to one side of the poor beast and with its webbed feet outstretched and its mouth open wide, it looked as though it couldn’t take in the news either. Would a frog express surprise or shock? I guessed not. I knew that a frog was an amphibian and unable to process complex thought, but I had never seen a real frog. There were no frogs on Mars.


Once school was over, I rode Skyrail home with Catti and we got our first chance to discuss the big news. Our class had done very well to supply all the students for this mission. The other chosen classmates, Robeen, Nisien and Halley, unlike me, really were exceptional students.


‘You’ve done brilliantly.’ Catti still looked staggered. I swear she hadn’t closed her gaping great hole of a mouth once since the announcement.


‘I guess … so.’


The train was packed, hot and noisy but we’d managed to grab a seat next to the window.


‘Guess nothing. You should have seen Teyra’s face, she would literally kill to be going with you. And the fact that Robeen’s got on and she hasn’t, well, that must hurt. Ha!’


I winced. Robeen and Teyra always competed to be top of the class and it was always one or the other who got the best overall average at the end of each week. Always.


‘Catti.’ I dropped my voice, afraid someone might overhear. ‘Why me? Why do you think I’m on the list? I mean, my marks are nowhere near theirs.’


This was an understatement. In the two years since gaining my scholarship to Pioneer School, my average grades had been falling steadily, but this term they’d taken a dramatic nosedive. The likes of Teyra and Robeen achieved 95 percent plus. My overall average was floundering around the 59 mark. Anyone who finished the year below 50 was automatically asked to leave the school. No second chances.


The truth was I found the work hard and with each passing week, I seemed to be struggling more. Long days of gruelling lessons, piles of homework and worst of all, continual tests – I felt ground down by the weight of it all. How would my parents feel if I was asked to leave Pioneer School? The idea upset me so much, I’d shut the thought away in the little box in my daydreamy head marked ‘Do Not Disturb’.


‘It must be a mistake.’


Catti gave my arm a little squeeze. ‘Come on, Bree. Core Panel have chosen you and they don’t make mistakes. Don’t worry about Teyra, she won’t say anything. It was just funny to see the look on her face. When Robeen’s name was read out, she must have felt certain hers would be too.’


Of course Teyra wouldn’t say anything mean. Pioneer School students were honour-bound to support the lucky few who made it on to real missions.


‘You can’t blame her, can you? I would have expected to be chosen if I were her. I would have expected one of Coro’s frogs to be chosen before me.’


‘You’re funny!’ Catti laughed.


‘Right. When did “funny” earn you a place on an Earth mission?’


She struggled to answer. ‘You’re very good at Empathy.’


True, Empathy was the lesson I always felt most confident in, but even there, I never got top marks.


‘Teyra’s last poem was plastered all over the walls of the school.’


‘So what? Stop looking so worried, Bree. Can you believe it? In six months time you’ll be heading for Earth! I would give anything to be going where you’re going, it’s what we all dream of. I’m so pleased for you, you know I am. I’m only sad I won’t be seeing so much of you for the next six months, with all this special training you’ll be getting. It’s so exciting! This is the biggest chance for you.’


The train was nearing Canton Station, Catti’s home stop. When the bing-bong announcement struck up, she got to her feet.


‘Don’t worry. And forget Teyra, she’ll get her chance some day. See you tomorrow.’ With a wave, Catti was swallowed up in the exiting crowd.


The doors closed, sounding like they were shushing the noisy commuters as they left, and the train pulled off again. I live in Roath on the other side of the city and I always find this last leg of the trip home most exciting, when Skytrain climbs to its highest level, only a few metres short of the rim of the upperDome, before its two-mile-long top-speed flight from west to east.


One of my earliest memories is being two or three years old and lying with my head in my mother’s lap, looking up through the glass roof of the train and the glass roof of the upperDome at the bright pink sky, while she stroked my forehead with her finger and sung the familiar nursery rhyme:


There was a man called Mister Drome


And Mister Drome he built a home


Drome’s home was a very fine Dome


A very fine Dome indeed


And the red wind blew and the red wind blew


But it couldn’t blow Drome’s Dome down.


For years, I imagined that Mr Drome must have been among the early pioneers who first terraformed Mars. Later of course, I learnt that there never had been a Mr Drome. The government made up these nursery rhymes, making up a history so we felt more like we belonged here. My parents had been sung the same songs as children, and their parents before them.


A storm was raging out there, a swirling confusion of orange grit and dust. There are often violent storms on Mars. Aboard the train, of course I couldn’t hear it, but I had once heard a recording of a Mars storm and found the deep bass howling and high-pitched squealing unnatural and scary. That afternoon, face to face with that wild swirling, I was very relieved that six metres of re-inforced, radiation-resistant glass separated our transparent bullet train from the uncontrollable outside world. I also gave thanks for the brave teams of technicians like my dad who made daily safety surveys.


The view of our city, nestling mainly below ground level, is spectacular from up here, but best of all, I love picking out the historical buildings which nestle like small, rich jewels amongst the high-rise office and apartment blocks. Cardiff was once called ‘New Cardiff’ but the ‘New’ has long since been dropped. Old Cardiff is back on Earth. When the first pioneers built these Domes – because of course Cardiff is only one of many hundreds on Mars – it was decided that for the psychological well-being of the first settlers, replicas of buildings they had known well on Earth should be built there too.


First, the crouching spider of the Sports Stadium comes into view and nearby stands one of my favourites, Cardiff Castle, from the days of Kings and Queens. Best of all is the pale slab of the Museum, standing alone on its small green island of parkland and trees. It’s always been a special place for me, where I’ve learnt more about our distant Earth than from any classes at school. And dreamt more too.


I always gather my belongings together when I see Roath Park Lake, with its tiny white model lighthouse commemorating a pioneer called Scott who travelled to one frozen end of the Earth and died there, once upon a time. Swans swim on the illuminated water. Swans and chickens are the only birds in Cardiff and although I’m not sure about the chickens, which are kept in cages, I know the swans have been specially bred not to do what they do upon Earth – take to the air and fly like a train.


Skytrain began its descent to Roath Station. The Dome was replaced by grey buildings closing in on either side.


I exited with the crowd as usual at level six, where the walkway transported me beneath three shiny white arches into the sixth stratum of Albany Towers. I felt distant and dazed. Where the corridors divided, I took the left, heading past Mackintosh Avenue and into Keppoch Court. The wall display changed from savannah to rainforest and the air filled with the soft sound of rain: the walls sensed that rainforest was the most pleasing scene to me. If anyone else had been present, they would have had to make a democratic choice about which scene to display. Normally I marvelled at the water droplets bouncing off the multi-shaped leaves and took in deep breaths of the smell of the Earth rain. Someone’s approximate idea of the rain smell, at least.


But that afternoon I just wanted to get home quickly and face my mother. I had an ever-tightening knot in my stomach. It made me think of knotted frog intestines before they’ve been unravelled and labelled. It wasn’t how someone should feel returning home with good news, surely?
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A left turn, then a right and I was home, number 6.21, a low blank white frontage like all the others. That afternoon, the mood tiles around the doorway glowed turquoise, a sign that all was happiness and harmony within. When the door melted open, Mum stood in the middle of the hallway as though she had been standing there for hours, a huge smile plastered across her face, but tears in her eyes too.


‘Bree!’ She rushed at me, clasped my face in her hands and kissed me over and over. ‘We’re so, so proud of you, my darling. So, so proud. I knew you could do it and you have!’ She wrapped her arms around me.


‘Oh.’ I couldn’t think what to say. And she was squeezing the breath out of me.


‘Now, you mustn’t worry about us,’ Mum said, holding me at arm’s length again. ‘You’ll obviously be gone for quite a while…’


‘Twelve months,’ I said.


‘I know.’ Setting her chin at a familiar, determined angle, she stared at me with misty-eyed pride. ‘We must just be strong about that. This is the biggest opportunity for you, Bree, the biggest anyone can image. This is everything we’ve ever dreamed of, ever since you won your scholarship. Nothing must spoil this chance for you.’


I opened my mouth, then closed it again, frog-like. Even though the school sent them a report on my performance every day, I knew my parents didn’t really appreciate how badly I’d been doing and I hadn’t spelt it out to them. As the first of my family to get into one of the upper academies, and an only child, I was the entire focus of my parents’ ambitions. Everything that happened to our family, even Dad’s promotion to Chief of his team of safety technicians, seemed to stem from my passing the exams for Pioneer School. His promotion meant we could move to our enviable new address, and so on… If the Aurora family were on the up and up, that seemed largely down to me.


How could I question Core Panel’s decision in front of Mum? She wouldn’t have understood.


‘Who else is going? Any of your friends?’


‘Not friends exactly, but the three others are from my class.’


Mum stayed silent, expecting further details.


‘There’s Robeen who’s, well, she’s very clever. And two boys called Halley and Nisien.’


‘Oh? And what are they like?’


‘Well, they’re very … intelligent too. Halley’s good at sports.’


She nodded her head slowly, as though satisfied I was in the right sort of company for this trip, with classmates comfortably in my league. I swallowed, but I couldn’t get rid of the lump in my throat, the one bunging up what I really wanted to say.


This isn’t right! Don’t you understand, Mum, there must be some mistake? I’m not as smart as the other three and never will be, not if I live to be two hundred, so why, why, why has Core Panel picked me?


Instead, doing my best to look happy, I headed for my room.


‘Your father will be back in an hour,’ she called after me. ‘Then we’ll eat?’


‘Fine,’ I called back. ‘I’ve got homework anyway.’


I did have homework, but there was no way I was going to be able to settle to it. None of it was in by the next day. I lay on my bed. The small light hovering above my desk made my old toy dragon look as though he was in the spotlight on a stage. Perhaps he was about to deliver a speech, yet another speech about how well I’d done and maybe round it off with a celebratory dance.


So what could I do? Would I really be happy if I kicked up a fuss, demanded to know the reason I’d been selected, and then got dropped from the mission? Of course not.


But on the other hand, what if someone – one of the Professors – actually did believe in me, enough to give me this chance in good faith? What if someone had seen through the bad marks to the real Bree underneath, the Bree who knew that she didn’t understand everything, but often secretly felt she understood more of what was really going on than all the Robeens and Teyras of this world. Like in Empathy lessons – that poem of Teyra’s, which they’d all gone wild about at school, I hadn’t rated at all, although naturally I’d kept my opinion to myself.


At Pioneer School, Empathy is taught through poetry writing. We sit in a circle and a virtual image is projected into the middle as a stimulus. Sometimes these images are of human faces and situations, and these are easier, but sometimes we’re shown a natural force or object from Earth, something we’d never encounter in real life. Sometimes we find out what the force or object would feel like. Sometimes we smell it or even taste it. We’d been shown clouds, volcanoes, a rhinoceros, a stained-glass window and something called a tea ceremony.


During one lesson we’d been shown a wave breaking on a shore somewhere on Earth. Teyra’s poem began like this:


Wave


The wave is a domestic cat


Pouncing playfully on the shore


Springing on its liquid paws


Biting the sand with its foamy jaws…


Why, I wondered privately, was the wave a cat and why was the cat a wave? What was the point? The image of ‘springing on liquid paws’ fell down completely as far as I was concerned and why ‘foamy jaws’? Was the cat suffering from that nasty-sounding Earth disease, rabies? The cat metaphor was dragged out like slow torture over seven more verses and for no real reason.


But oh no, it turned out Teyra had done something incredibly clever and complex by comparing one unfamiliar earth object (a wave) with another (a cat), which gained her a lot of extra marks. The poem ticked loads of other boxes as well: there was alliteration (Pouncing playfully…) and a strict rhythm. It ticked so many empathetic poetry boxes that soon the whole school was raving about it. Teyra’s cat-wave poem illustrated the Pioneer School walls for weeks.


By contrast, my poem was simple. It’s not a great poem but I don’t mind showing it to you.


Waves


My thoughts are like waves


Bobbing happily at sea


Till one spies some distant shore


Where smiling knowledge suns itself


It breaks away, begins to roll


Inward


Building in expectancy, building in delight.


Arriving at last, rearing up and crashing down


It smashes up and fizzles out,


Wishing it could fight the long, slow, backward drag.


Like I say, it’s not perfect, but it says something I felt at the time and I was satisfied with it. At the end of the lesson, Prof Eisenhaur read it through several times with a puckered expression.


‘I like it,’ he said, in a way that suggested he didn’t really know why. ‘Though compared to the others it’s a little on the short side.’


My heart sank. Still, at least he awarded me a respectable 75 percent which bulked up my overall average for that day. I’d done a bit of alliterating and had included some internal rhymes, after all.


Prof Eisenhaur had seen something in my poem, I was sure. Perhaps he had read it again later and maybe he’d reconsidered my real potential as a student. Did Prof Eisenhaur sit on the Core Panel? If so, could he have been the one who’d suggested me for the expedition?


Hmmmm.


I started feeling a bit better.
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Next morning, I felt a lot better. I started to give in to excitement. I’d been chosen – did it really matter why? I had to take it as a massive compliment, there was no other way to take it. And best of all, most unbelievably best of all, I was actually going to Earth.


Earth!


Catti was absolutely right, I needed to relax, and enjoy it.


Getting into Pioneer School was a great achievement, but the crowning glory for any student was to be selected for one of the Earth missions. So few ever were. A handful of students got to tag along on each of the three yearly missions organised by the Cardiff SSO: the interDome Scientific Survey Organisation. The missions tried to find out more about the motherplanet and our ancestors, the Earth humans who wiped themselves out centuries ago in a cataclysmic war. There was a lot we didn’t know about this ‘War for Earth’ and there were no impartial eyewitness accounts. Only certain cities on Mars had SSOs and Cardiff’s was one of the biggest and best respected. If you went to Pioneer School, it was taken for granted that one day you would get a job there.


Everything was actually pretty fantastic! The day before, it hadn’t even occurred to me that getting chosen meant no more dreaded tests and grades. For the next six months, I wouldn’t even be at school. Students picked for the missions received full-time training at the impressive SSO Headquarters in Thornhill. Then of course there was the three months’ flight to Earth, six months on Earth and three months’ return flight. By the time I returned I’d be so skilled up, the work wouldn’t seem half so difficult, and in any case that was all so far off in the future, it wasn’t worth worrying about. Even if I continued to do badly at school when I got back, would they honestly be able to kick out a student who’d been on an Earth mission? No, so why worry? All my prayers had been answered at once.


A message appeared on my tile as I was eating breakfast, telling me I was expected that morning at the SSO Headquarters. Tiles are skin-thin computers which we all have permanently bonded onto the palms of our non-dominant hands at the age of six. Within the hour, I was heading north on Skyrail.


The SSO building rose out of the ground like a hill, its swooping sections of roof covered in neatly clipped grass where the workers played golf in their free time. The building has its very own Skyrail station and I felt important disembarking with a bunch of brainy-looking scientists, straight into the enormous round main concourse, all bright white and greys with splashes of acid-bright colour here and there.


For the first time I gazed around the concourse and saw groups of scientists holding meetings about the vast floorspace. Overhead there hung a huge silver ellipsoid, like a flattish onion, with complex work reflected on the translucent computer walls. Four escalators rose up to it with a continual stream of scientists going up and down, dressed in their grey padded tunics with the red dragon SSO logo. There were also escalators to the gyms and spacecraft simulators on the upper floors.


I had no idea where to report, so it was almost a relief to spot Robeen Bowen-Owen standing by herself, looking equally lost in the milling crowd.


‘Hello,’ I said.


Robeen turned around and her mouth stretched a little at the corners. ‘I’m not sure where to go,’ she said. ‘Oh, congratulations, by the way. I haven’t had the chance to say well done to you. The four of us have done well.’ Her voice was flat. It wasn’t particularly kind of her to say what she’d just said, it was just what was expected of impeccably behaved Pioneer students.


‘Thanks, Robeen, you too. I’m delighted for you.’ I smiled weakly past her into thin air, but couldn’t help noticing the sidelong glance she gave me, and the ever-so-slight dismissive sigh.


Someone tapped me on the shoulder. We turned to meet the gleaming smile of a scientist only a little older than us. She was carrying some dark blue tunics over her arm.


‘Greetings,’ she said. ‘I’m Grace Hassan. I’m the student link officer here at SSO. You must be…’ she consulted her tile ‘…Robeen, and you’re Bree. The boys are upstairs already and I was just fetching these.’ She patted the tunics. ‘Shall we go on up?’ She led the way to one of the escalators at the side of the concourse.


Nisien and Halley were sitting on a sofa on the second-floor balcony looking out over the concourse. Robeen and I sat on the sofa opposite. Grace activated blue curtain walls which slid around us, enclosing us in a small soundproof room. She took a pen from her pocket and drew a rectangle on the wall, which instantly turned into a darker blue screen. She wrote:


EARTH EXPEDITION


LAUNCH DATE 2 FEBRUARY (B)3016


‘First of all, take one of these.’ Grace passed each of us a tunic. ‘You can put them on straight away if you like. It’s important you feel you belong here as soon as possible.’


The blue tunics were emblazoned with the SSO logo and mine fitted perfectly. For the first time I noticed that the eye of the dragon was actually a small, glittering Earth ringed with clouds. I felt a flutter of excitement. Little by little I really was starting to believe I belonged on the mission after all. It was becoming real.


‘You may not have been aware of it, but you’ve come through a very rigorous selection process,’ Grace continued. She was more serious now, down to business. ‘For months your teachers have been watching you closely, making notes, discussing your aptitudes. They only select students of the highest capabilities who they also feel will be able to cope with … certain new information about the motherplanet, information which here at the SSO we feel it is better the general public are … not made aware of. Some people just wouldn’t be able to cope with it, you see. Even though our ancestors have lived on Mars for so many generations, there is still this link to the Earth … up here.’ Grace tapped her forehead with a perfectly manicured nail and looked round, making eye contact with us all. ‘Are you okay with that? Okay for me to continue?’


I wanted to pinch myself to see if I was dreaming. Grace was clearly about to impart very serious, classified information. Did I deserve to hear this?


Nisien cleared his throat. He was another ultra-serious type but more vocal than Robeen. ‘If our professors believe we are ready for such knowledge, I’m pretty confident we can handle it,’ he said.


‘Great,’ said Grace. She scrolled a little on her tile and on the dark blue screen appeared an image of Cardiff Castle with the animal wall in the foreground. ‘You all know this place?’


We nodded. ‘Of course,’ said Robeen.


‘It’s a beautiful building,’ Grace continued. ‘And, of course, our Dome was a very different place when it was built here, life was just getting started. We sometimes forget what a big step it was to relocate to another planet. A lot of customs from Earth were imported, like the names of our months although our months are in two parts – February (A) and (B) for example – because a year is twice as long on Mars as it is on Earth. Familiar structures like the Castle made the settlers feel at home too. It’s a little known fact that they’re not full size. That’s right!’ She registered our surprise. ‘The ancient landmarks we know and love are only three quarters the size of the originals back on Earth. They always have been a very important link to the motherplanet.’


Grace sighed and scrolled about on her tile again. The original image was replaced with another. Robeen, sitting to the right of me, gasped. I couldn’t immediately make out what I was looking at.


‘Quite a shock, isn’t it?’ said Grace. She paused to let us absorb the picture, before carrying on. ‘This is the Castle on Earth, as it was six years ago. If any changes have occurred since, it can only have been further deterioration, but I haven’t any more recent pictures. You can probably see for yourselves why we don’t make this public.’


The Castle in the picture was barely recognisable. The top of the clock tower was missing. Heaps of rubble lay on wet, marshy ground. The walls were laced with holes and the animal wall had gone. Scrubby bushes were growing in the rubble and high up in the dilapidated walls.


Nisien cleared his throat. ‘A lot of people wouldn’t be able to cope with this,’ he said. ‘I can absolutely see why you don’t tell everyone.’


‘And you appreciate that you mustn’t say anything public about it either?’ said Grace. ‘We have to tell you because you’re obviously going to see it for yourselves.’


‘Naturally we won’t say anything, not even to our families.’ Nisien looked around us all as though he were some kind of spokesperson.


‘It’s really important,’ said Grace.


I managed to nod.


‘Believe me, people wouldn’t want to know,’ she continued. ‘And what’s the point in upsetting them? What’s the point of undermining their sense of who they are and where they come from? Great efforts have always been made to keep our society as happy and free from strife as possible. We don’t want to make the same mistakes humans did on Earth and we don’t want any general panic. That’s why we keep findings like these quiet. Missions from other SSOs have made similar unfortunate discoveries: the Golden Gate Bridge has collapsed, there’s very little left of the Sydney Opera House, I could go on…’


I piped up. ‘But … what about the Museum?’


It was unthinkable that the place I loved most in the world, the place I had always dreamed about visiting – although up until yesterday I’d never imagined I would – might be a sorry wreck.


‘The Museum has fared better than many other landmarks.’ Consulting her tile, Grace brought up an image of the original on Earth. She couldn’t keep a weariness out of her voice. ‘It isn’t deteriorating as rapidly, maybe because of its sturdy shape.’


I breathed a sigh of relief, then caught Nisien’s eye and wished I hadn’t. I didn’t want to show weakness.


The building on the screen, once called the National Museum of Wales, was clearly still my Museum, the one I loved so very much, even though the stone was badly discoloured and flowering bushes and creepers had taken root between the cracks in the walls, even though it stood in a lake of mud. The familiar statues were still on top with their harps and helmets and hammers. It was still in one piece and it was still my Museum.


Grace wrote something new on the screen: the word ‘PURPOSE’ which she underlined.


‘So,’ she said briskly, ‘moving on, what is the actual purpose of these surveys we conduct every three years? Any ideas?’


‘To find out about what happened in the War for Earth.’ Robeen just managed to jump in before Nisien. Grace wrote down what she said, word for word.


‘Yes, we’re still trying to understand our warlike ancestors and you are there to assist the archaeologists dedicated to finding out more. What else?’


‘To prepare for recolonisation?’ said Nisien.


Grace wrote down what he’d said.


‘Let me show you something,’ she said. Up on the screen appeared what I knew from Professor Coro’s lessons was a dragonfly. Compared to the size of the tree it hovered over, the insect looked enormous.


‘This,’ said Grace, with a sharp intake of breath, ‘is a dragomansk. Something else the public don’t know about and wouldn’t want to. What I’m about to tell you is also not for public consumption, is that clear?’ She looked around and we all nodded again. As she talked, she called up a series of pictures of the dome-eyed dragomansk, which began to look more and more sinister. A close-up of the face of a dead one showed powerful, serrated mandibles.


‘They were originally developed as a medium-grade weapon by Earth humans centuries ago. Further development during the War for Earth turned them into the most fearsome killing machine. The dragomansk’s biology and its role as a weapon are completely synthesised.’ Grace spotted the perplexed look on my face. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll learn a lot more about that in training, but it’s important you grasp this first: the whole reason for their existence, its entire purpose, is to kill humans, although they will eat any animal to fuel their short lives. They are ferocious breeders and have become the dominant species on Earth, overwhelmingly the dominant species. Basically, they’re all over the place. They have hampered the success of all SSO missions. We’ve tried just about everything we can think of to eradicate them, but haven’t succeeded … as yet. Here you’ll be trained to deal with these creatures, mainly how to stay out of their way, to be honest. Don’t worry – we have effective weapons which we’ll teach you how to use.’


Don’t worry? The four of us stared at one another.


‘You’ve done remarkably well to keep all this quiet,’ said Nisien.


‘The general public don’t want to know. They really don’t. I know it’s a lot for you to take in.’ She smiled. ‘I remember the first time I was told. But as students who have been chosen for this mission, you should be able to cope with the knowledge. Ready for something else?’


I wasn’t at all sure, but I wasn’t about to admit it. Grace wrote another word: ‘RESOURCES’ then highlighted it by drawing a box around it, a livid yellow box.


‘Resources,’ she said. ‘As we’ve just seen, the Earth is in ruins. It may have deteriorated to the point where it could not possibly sustain great numbers of humans any more. We are beginning to think that recolonisation may be impossible. Somehow, the Martian race will have to be made to accept it.’ She frowned and I wondered if she wished she’d phrased the last bit differently.


‘Yet there remain Earth’s vast and vital resources,’ she continued. ‘Listen: we need to start thinking of Earth more as a store cupboard we can use to extend our magnificent colonisation projects, both on our own world and out across the solar system, to the moons of Jupiter or Saturn. Expansion is, after all, our Great Quest and Purpose. One of the reasons for conducting these surveys is, in actual fact, to detect and map the location of these resources: previously undetected gas, heavy metals, oil. In fifteen to twenty years’ time, all the archaeology will be over. We’ll have found out all we’re ever likely to and we’ll also have the technology to start bringing back much, much larger amounts of these resources. All our best brains have been dedicated to this over the past few years.’


‘So Earth will carry on deteriorating?’ I blurted out, stupidly. Even though I understood what she’d said, I couldn’t quite believe it.


Grace smiled to suggest she appreciated my finer feelings, but her smile fell away quickly. ‘The government realises it will take time for our people on Mars to accept this. We appreciate all the motherplanet has given us and all she continues to give us, but what we need most of all are these vital resources, to make progress in the right direction. You’ll come to see this for yourselves. It may take a thousand years before the mining is over or it may take ten thousand, nobody really knows. But we must continue to progress or as a species we’re lost. Our Great Quest and Purpose is common to all…’


‘…and all act as one.’ Although I saluted with the others, it was with a heavy heart.


On the platform, I thought about our Great Quest and Purpose. I’d grown up swearing allegiance to it, same as everyone else I knew, but we’d also been raised to believe that recolonisation of Earth was a fundamental part of the plan. On the other hand, if Earth was in as much of a state as Grace had described, perhaps it was best to take what it had left to give and move on? The thought still made me very uncomfortable.


‘Are you okay?’ Halley was waiting for the same train as me. Robeen and Nisien had left for different platforms. I hadn’t noticed him and his question shook me.


‘Oh … of course.’ I couldn’t show any weakness.


Halley smiled. ‘It’s been quite a day,’ he said. ‘I can’t quite believe that exercise programme they’re going to put us through, starting first thing tomorrow.’


I just stopped myself rolling my eyes. Halley was one of the fittest athletes in the school. ‘Oh, I’m sure you’ll cope fine.’


The train pulled up and we got in. It was far from full but without asking Halley dropped into the seat next to mine. I’d never spoken to him at school but he wasn’t like Robeen and Nisien. Halley was very bright but he was also chatty and a bit of a joker, although during Grace’s talk he’d been the quietest, which had surprised me.


‘Quite a few revelations,’ he whispered. ‘You know, about the landmarks on Earth. It’s no wonder they’ve been keeping that quiet. Shocker.’


‘Yes,’ I said, before lowering my own voice to a whisper. ‘I’m glad the Museum’s not too bad.’


‘…for now,’ whispered Halley in return. ‘I probably shouldn’t say it, but we’re very lucky to have got onto this expedition. Once the archaeology’s over in a few years, will there be any more Pioneer School missions? Will there be any point? If we can’t recolonise, all we’ll be doing is sucking everything out of the ground and bringing it home. The Earth’s going to end up just a hollow shell.’ Not that he’d ever seen a shell, of course, unless he’d visited the Museum.


I glanced around. ‘You’re right, you probably shouldn’t be saying that,’ I whispered.


Halley looked stung. To make peace with him, I carried on, ‘I always knew Earth was in a pretty bad way, but nothing like what we’ve learnt today. You’re right: I think we’re all in shock.’


‘And the dragomansk?’ Halley whistled and shook his head. ‘I mean, sure it’s dangerous, a top-grade killing machine but … it’s kind of amazing as well, you have to admit.’


‘I suppose, if you like that kind of thing.’


Halley laughed. The train pulled up at Cathays station and he stood up.


‘See you tomorrow, then.’ For a moment, his eyes looked desperately sad, but he gave me a cute, lopsided smile before leaving and I decided I liked him.


An extra bonus of the mission was that we were let out of our SSO training an hour earlier than at school. When the train pulled up at Roath Station, I decided not to get off. My mother worked at the local energy plant on Thursdays and nobody would be home yet, so I kept my seat and carried on to the central terminus.


In the middle of the frantic city centre, the Museum always appears cool and calm, set apart on its shady green mound. I knew from old pictures that the Earth Museum was part of a complex of buildings. Our Museum stands alone, splendid in its bleached stone magnificence. To think, on Earth it was even bigger! I was never sure what I felt when I stood in front of it: some sort of uplifting yet unsettling sense that it was all out there, everything I didn’t know yet, a lot perhaps I’d never know. Why did it feel good to feel so small and insignificant? Not good perhaps, but … compelling. Perhaps the best word for what I felt is awestruck.


That afternoon, I climbed the steps and entered through the great bronze doors with their spiky flower heads. In the cool marble hall, I could have climbed either set of stairs to the upper galleries, but as usual, I headed straight on through the double doors, to Origins of Earth. Here I could lose myself for hours, though I rarely had time to do so. Sometimes I would sit in the dark and watch the looping presentations describe the rise and decline of the motherplanet and the earliest history of our first pioneers. The exhibits I loved best were the ancient rocks, minerals and fossils that had actually been brought from the Earth Museum. I loved the sounds of the names: ammonite, trilobite, Jurassic, Cambrian, Ordovician… I’d wander around saying them over and over to myself, as long as no one else was about.


My visit that day was different because I kept thinking about Grace’s presentation. Halley was right: we were tremendously lucky to be going on what would probably be one of the last archaeological expeditions to Earth. Surely I was the luckiest of all to have sneaked on to it, almost like a stowaway. When I thought about the four of us: brainy Robeen, brainy and pushy Nisien, sporty Halley, I couldn’t come up with any impressive adjective for my own name.


Why had they chosen me?


But I couldn’t start thinking that way again, I had to try and stay positive. Although Grace’s presentation had shocked us all, this was still the biggest chance of my life. Professor Eisenhaur must have spotted my talent for Empathy and I’d been selected to add balance to the group. That’s why I’d been chosen, surely…
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