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John Abel Jackson never failed to marvel at the surface of Mars outside his family's dwelling in the Candor City district. The reddish color seen from afar was not as blended close up. Rock outcroppings, wind-carved edges, colored gray, blue-gray, yellow-tinged, unlike anything he had seen in pictures or on Earth. Earth deserts, he thought, are boring compared to a Martian plain with copious scattered rocks and distant reddish mountains.

John was just over nine and one-half Martian years old, he would have been a youth of eighteen back on Earth. He was in his first year at the Mars Space Academy in nearby Bradbury City. He was tall at six foot four inches but thin, like many children who were born on Mars. But his strength was equal to any Earthling his age. He had dark brown eyes that could stare piercingly if confronted. He was a typical Jackson male.

He and his dad had come outside on a maintenance expedition. The new EV (Excursion Vehicle) was extremely comfortable and the ANI (Artificial Narrow Intelligence) that drove it seemed to be a big improvement over the last model. This ANI, popularly called an Annie when for personal use, unlike those in the past learned continually from its surroundings, never making the same mistake twice.

The new spacesuits were comfortable too. They had been developed on Mars for flexibility and durability. The wearer still had to limit his time in the Martian outdoors so as not to become overexposed to the ever-present radiation and it was best to schedule outdoor activity in the middle of the day to avoid the worst of the extreme day-night temperature change.

John and his dad had about thirty minutes left to get their work done and get back before the warmth of the day turned into the intense cold of a Martian night. Because of the thin Martian atmosphere, the transition from warm Sun to cold night was fast. His dad was working on the programming of a monitoring station while John inspected it for any mechanical problems. The robot that John called Rothmeyer was busy unloading batteries from the EV.

Suddenly John found himself on his back with his chest hurting. He sat up slowly and looked around. The EV was several meters away from him, and there was a cloud of smoke rising above it.  Rothmeyer was off to one side in pieces, he couldn’t see his dad. John arose and looked down at his suit, it was darkened across the chest area and his ribs ached but the suit hadn’t breached. He began walking, then running towards the EV.

He arrived at the EV and began yelling for his father before he realized he hadn’t switched on his mic. He switched it on and ran to the other side of the machine. There some meters away was his dad, face down. John ran and kneeled beside his father. Before he turned him over John noticed his dad's back rise and fall. He was breathing. John turned his dad over and was shocked by the condition of his suit. The outer layers around the stomach were vaporized. All he saw was a thin inner layer that the nano-machinery embedded in the suit had quickly replicated. The environmental system was working to replace lost air and maintain body temperature but it couldn’t keep up with the demands placed upon it much longer. John had to get his father to Candor City as soon as possible.

John yelled through the comm-link, “Dad, Dad, can you hear me?” His father didn’t respond. John immediately lifted the unconscious body, bent and draped it across his shoulder and began running towards the nearest rock outcropping.

He placed his father against the rock, facing the setting sun. It was the best he could do for now. He plugged his Annie into his dad's suit and checked his vital signs and saw they were stable though far from normal. He needed to contact Candor as soon as possible, but how?

John thought. 

He turned toward the EV and tried to raise the onboard Annie. No answer. The onboard electronics had probably been fried in the explosion. 

He thought. 

The only things he had for signaling were his suit radio and his Annie. And he realized, maybe his father’s Annie. He ran to his father and searched until he found the Annie. He unfolded it, apparently, it worked. Now what?

The settlement was out of range of anyone signaling device. But there might be a way to reinforce the transmission capabilities of the Annies and his suit radio. If he set them all transmitting the emergency signal and then could somehow create an alignment that would sum the radio waves at a distance, like waves of water summing and subtracting, he could create a kind of phased antenna array. 

He ran the calculations on his Annie. He set his father’s Annie on a high point. He took his Annie and placed it at the calculated distance. He would be in the middle with his suit radio. The Annies would synchronize with John's radio and each other and auto-adjust their signal's phase without John's assistance. But he couldn't help walking back and forth a short distance as he awaited a response to his call for help.

John paced and paced. The sun was getting lower. The bad news was that his suit was doing all it could to keep him warm. The good news was that the built-in photovoltaics were still working and the power levels were holding but that wouldn't be true much longer.

As the darkness encroached John began to feel chilled, dizzy and nauseated. He knew he couldn't stay out much longer. He began walking towards the outcrop of rocks where he had placed his dad. He began to stumble, soon finding himself on his knees crawling and breathing hard. He was almost there when he blacked out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




Mars had developed into an independent human outpost since men first set foot there in the early part of the 21st century. But it hadn't been easy. Sure the lethal atmosphere, the unceasing rain of radiation, the need to supply everything that made human life possible were challenges. But the greatest challenge the Mars settlers had faced was bureaucratic in the form of the aging and increasingly irrelevant United Nations. 

After Mars was settled the UN determined that any Mars colony was under the auspices of its Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA). Considerable effort was made on the part of UNOOSA to make this known to the Mars settlers. But the Mars settlers also made considerable effort to ignore everything the UN office announced.

Men had settled underground on Mars because of the protection it offered to human physiology. They had also chosen underground settlements because of their defensive advantages. The Mars settlers had no delusions that the UN would do its best to stir up obstruction and even confrontation for the colonists if it could. It wasn't long until the Mars colonists were discussing freedom from interference. When war started on Earth in the middle of the century the colonists seized the moment to declare their independence. With such a belligerent UN they had nothing to lose.

The UN immediately began a public relations campaign to lure the Martians into subjugation. Secretively the UN leadership used their authority as an extra-governmental agency to offer any country or any person that would bring the Martian colonists to heel a lucrative land grant and contract for managing Mars.

No person or organization took them up on their offer, at least not in public.

Kwaya Sinchi had connections. Through one of those connections he was in touch with the head of UNOOSA, through another he was in touch with an underground movement of hackers and criminals. These were people who would do anything for money and who had the agility to avoid serving time for their illegal deeds. Kwaya had the money to pay, inherited from his ancestors. And like his more famous ancestor Kwaya believed that “Mars represents the main obstacle to a stable and just world order.” The UN had planted the seed that Kwaya with his underground connections hoped to bring to fruition.
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