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About This Book

​
Real-life colonists may travel to Mars in our
lifetimes - what will it be like?

Welcome to the third book in my On Mars series. I have more
planned. Keep posted on my writing projects, receive book offers,
and a free piece of flash fiction every quarter or so by joining my
Readers' Club - Click here or visit
my
blog.

I have two kinds of readers. Some of you want me to
"just get on with it." I hope the story moves along well enough for
you to enjoy.

​ Some of you ask for more
details. In a few places you'll find an internal link, like this, which
takes you to a bonus section. These vignettes belong to the story
but aren't essential to the plot. There are no spoilers in the
bonuses, so you may read them as you run into the links, before you
start the story, after you finish, or never. This is, after all,
your book. - Kate -

 


Epigraph

 


​ There is a price for freedom - danger.

There is a price for individualism - loneliness.

- Barry Schwartz, The Cost of Living

 


 


​Prologue

 


Mars is a deadly planet. Its near-vacuum atmosphere
is cold enough to burn the flesh from your body, and cosmic
radiation smashes the dendrites in your brain and the DNA in your
cells. But humans dreamed of Mars and the first settlers took a
one-way journey to the Red Planet. Missions from Earth were always
pitifully limited by the vast expense of space travel, and Earth
soon stopped supplying the colony. With a combination of
technology, desperation, and fortitude, after a few generations
their survival seemed secure.

Kamp Kans was the first settlement sent by idealistic
Europeans. Fenghuang District arrived two generations later as a
joint Chinese/African challenge to Kamp, but ultimately settlers
joined together rather than fight their sponsors' earthly
battles.

Lastly, there was Cerberus Base, built mid-way
between the other settlements at the foot of the Tartarus
Mountains, where prospectors discovered minerals to sustain and
grow the colony. Cerberus became the technology center of Mars and
the force behind the Big Project to unite the settlements with a
transit corridor.

Perhaps once settlers can travel easily among
habitats Mars won't seem to stretch on forever without hope or
comfort. Until then, discipline and dedication keep the settlers
alive.

Sig is leaving that safety behind.

 


 


​Chapter One: Travel

 


A cliff, pale against Mars' rusty sands and khaki
sky, soared a thousand meters straight up from its base of jumbled
rock. The sight jarred Sig out of his ruminations.

Since leaving Cerberus Base before dawn, he'd
traveled for hours. His route eastward through South Range Gap and
across the Buried Craters was well mapped so Governor, the colony's
artificial intelligence, was driving.

That left him free to seethe over the fight he'd had
with his partner last night. Sig replayed it over and over in his
mind, clutching the rider's handle grips in aggravation.

"It's crazy to live in a hole in the mountains,"
she'd said. "Those people are shirking their responsibilities to
the colony, and you're enabling Ying's irresponsible behavior."

"Her message says life support is failing," Sig had
yelled back. Once he lost his temper he made the trip sound as
urgent as he could. "I can't leave my mother and her friends to
die."

It wasn't hard to make any problem related to life
support sound urgent. Without manufactured air, water, and lots of
power for light and heat, human life was impossible on the desolate
planet.

"Then let her come home -they should all come home.
The colony needs every person to follow protocols. She wouldn't
need to be rescued if she had any sense."

"My mother can take care of herself. She's been
mining the Tartarus Mountains all my life."

"Then why are you going on an emergency trip to bring
her equipment?"

The worst part of their fight was that Helmi was
right in a way. Everyone had a duty to the colony. Even toddlers
carried watering cans to garden beds and the elderly gossiped as
they plugged LED lamps into strings of sockets. No one took
resources away from the colony.

Sig's arguments with Helmi had started about the time
their first child was born, when Ying abandoned Cerberus Base to
join a small group living in the mountains, in a cavern constructed
by the legendary Hermit. Now their youngest girl was about to
adult-qualify and he was tired of fighting. With each of Ying's
visits Helmi's sense of propriety had grown more insulted. For some
reason, she thought it was Sig's duty to set Ying straight while he
wanted to enjoy his mother's visits - less than a dozen over the
jaars. Ying had met her obligations - she'd raised children to
ensure the colony's survival and everyone said she was a fine
miner. She'd been so sad after his father died and seemed contented
in the cavern. That was good enough for him.

But not for Helmi.

Her surety about correct behavior, about the right
way to live, had once made her the perfect kinderen partner. He'd
loved setting up their home together and been proud when Cerberans
complimented her.

That was a long time ago. What he once saw as
confidence had become obstinance.

But Sig and Helmi didn't just fight over Ying. They
didn't agree on anything anymore. He'd fumed about the latest
argument and a dozen others all sol.

It was time for him and Helmi to live separately.
Their youngest daughter was moving out of the kinderen home next
month, so now was his chance for a new beginning.

That's what he needed. Sig's early promise as a
roboticist had never been realized. He should have been elected Lab
Leader, but somehow it slipped away. He'd designed innovations
once, been respected and admired. Lately, bright young teammates
gave a polite nod to an old man.

Conflicts with Helmi gave form to his frustrations.
He'd been brooding on this for months. Being away from Cerberus,
even for these few hours, helped him think. What to do was
perfectly clear.

When he returned from this trip, he'd tell Helmi they
had to split.

He felt better with the decision made and wanted to
push old arguments out of his mind. Thinking about the cavern
offered a welcome distraction. His mother had never told him much
about the place.

"Governor." Calling its name opened a private channel
to the AI. "How many settlers live in the cavern?"

Governor used satellites for surface communications
and the transmission delay was only a heartbeat long. Sig knew
that, but wasn't used to the effect and a breath caught in his
throat before the sedate voice answered.

"Sorry, Sig. I cannot report the cavern's
population." It didn't sound sorry. Its mellow androgynous voice
seldom varied.

"Oh, come on. You know the answer. How many people
live on Mars?"

"My genealogy database records that eight hundred-one
settlers currently live on Mars."

"And in Kamp Kans?" That was the oldest habitat on
the planet, far to the east, in the deep dunes of the Tharsis
Plain.

"Three hundred eighty-three."

"How about in Fenghuang District?" The habitat to the
northwest, more recently established but still settled long before
Sig was born.

"Two hundred seventy-two."

"Cerberus?" Cerberus Base was smaller, an outpost to
mine the rich Tartarus Mountains.

"One hundred twenty-three."

"If you subtract the habitats from the total, you
get..."

"Twenty-three."

"Don't you suppose that's the number of cavern
dwellers?" Twenty-three settlers who, like Ying, had left the
habitats to live in the cavern.

"Sorry, Sig. There's a privacy lock on that
data."

Ah ha. Now Sig understood.

Even if math made a data-lock silly, Governor's
privacy protocols were strong, established by the first settlers
for psychological reasons. Continuous confinement in shielded bays
was the only safe way to live on Mars, but tight quarters led to
depression and suspicion. That had been the fear for Earth-born
settlers, and for Mars-borns, too.

Constant surveillance made anxiety worse - a fact
children hoping for unrestricted playtime repeated eagerly to their
parents once they learned it in basic education. Pre-adults seemed
especially sensitive but the burden of knowing everyone knew
everything about each other never went away. Even though they were
raised in the colony, Mars-borns could develop paranoia just like
any human.

Governor was everywhere, all the time, posting
everything it saw and all its analyses to the settler wiki. The
colony was a pure democracy - there would never be a ruler and the
AI's name was a joke left by Earth-borns - so everyone was
constantly logged into the wiki, commenting and judging.

Except when privacy was invoked.

Sig wondered who had locked the cavern data and
whether Cerberans could vote to override or if it would take a
majority of the whole colony.

Not that it mattered to his mission.

His mother's message hadn't explained the problem
threatening the cavern. That made it harder to justify to Helmi the
load of components he was carrying, which was irritating. But his
mother wasn't prone to panic and lab leaders had approved the
shipment. Not everyone shared Helmi's condemnation of the
cavern.

So Sig was riding across the Martian surface,
something unusual for him. He sat astride a rider, a vehicle
usually used by one or two prospectors for short trips. Riders had
no cabs so he wore a surface suit - an inner compression layer,
which kept the blood from boiling out of his skin, and an outer
thermal layer, which kept him from freezing. The life support pack
with its rebreather and batteries had been digging into his
shoulders all sol and he leaned back to relieve the unfamiliar
weight.

He was hungry, too, which added to his sour mood. A
bottle of water with a straw was bracketed to the inside of his
helmet, but there was no way to eat in a surface suit and it was
well past lunchtime.

The ride was uncomfortable and now even talking to
the AI was aggravating.

Aggravation reminded him again of Helmi.

He focused on the rough path ahead of him with new
determination. Sig didn't go out on the surface much - he preferred
the robotics lab. Surface work was for daredevils and something
always seemed to go wrong. But the miners who usually traveled
along the edge of the mountains had taken the pressurized rovers
farther west this season to prospect at Albor's volcanic dome, so a
rider was the only way to get to Ying.

A simple ride with Governor monitoring the trip was
considered safe, so Sig traveled alone. If he did run into trouble,
he was far from help - no one from Cerberus worked on the east side
of the mountains. Any useful minerals here were buried in volcanic
ash so deep and ancient it had turned to rock.

Subsequent eons had only managed to burnish the plain
with a thin layer of orange sand. The deep dunes were behind him
and the rider's studded wheels kicked out grit as it jostled over
slabs of rock. Sig half-stood on the footrests to avoid bouncing
painfully against the seat.

Governor turned the rider straight towards the cliff,
which grew rapidly larger until the sun disappeared behind its
crest. Sig knew the suit was responding to the cold shadows by
drawing more battery power. But Ying had assured him he'd easily
reach the caverns on one charge and she had jaars of surface
experience. If she were here, she'd tell him to relax and
appreciate the experience. Not many Cerberans saw the pale eastern
foothills.

The rider stopped at the base of a tall vertical slab
pocked with round holes. He didn't remember seeing pictures of rock
like that and stopping for a closer look was a good excuse to
stretch after the long ride.

Sig swung a leg across the seat and climbed off,
surprised at how stiff he felt. His surface bounce, the best gait
for human joints in Mars' low gravity, was probably a pitiful
hop.

I'm not an old man, he thought. I've got
half my life ahead of me. Defying his knees and back, Sig
scrambled up fallen rock debris to touch the slab.

The rock was fine-grained but roughly weathered - the
surface felt smooth under his gloves but he saw tiny dents and
rills. Tuff the lithologists called such metamorphosed ash.
Sig brushed the surface, exposing white bumps under the beige
coating of dust. It was very different from samples taken at
hard-rock mines on Tartarus' western slopes.

Almost everything on Mars was some shade of orange,
from the auburn habitat bays sintered from sand to the brownish
fabric fibers grown in bioreactors. It was hard to create colors,
so his surface suit sported only a few squares of blue for safety,
to make it stand out against the terracotta plain. He rubbed harder
at the tuff, examining a white surface.

Sig could put a fist in most of the holes that pocked
the slab. Their edges were smooth and the holes weren't perfectly
round after all - they were shaped like irregular blobs. A crevice
a few meters wide split the slab away from the rest of the cliff
all the way up to the sky.

"Okay, Governor. Now which way?"

"You must drive manually for the rest of your trip,
Sig."

"What? Why?"

"The route you entered for this trip takes you into
the canyon in front of you. It is too deep and narrow for me to
link with the rider from my satellites."

Was that crack the canyon Ying described in her
directions? He hopped from the slab to peer through. The rift
continued for as far as he could see.

"But I've never driven a rider by myself."

"I have logged your training, Sig. You are
qualified."

Yes, he'd watched the vid, but hadn't really expected
to need the information. Helmi would say he should have looked more
carefully at the directions his mother sent. His fists
clenched.

Sig pulled the shoulder ring of his suit closer to
his chest, shifting his helmet until his nose touched the
rectangular faceplate, and examined the floor of the canyon. It was
smooth with no hint of tracks from previous travel.

"Are you sure I go in here?"

"This is the designated route. Do you wish to return
to Cerberus Base?"

"No."

No, he absolutely was not going back.

"Remind me how to get started."

 


***

 


The canyon floor was completely in shadow and Sig
fretted that he might hit a rock or hole. Being out of touch from
Governor was disconcerting and his heart beat loudly in his ears.
Riding through the deepening gloom, sealed inside an awkward suit,
he wished he could remember the exact wording in Ying's message and
worried he might have uploaded the directions incorrectly. If he
was in the wrong canyon and his life support batteries died, so
would he. But he couldn't double check, because the message was
stored with Governor.

He never doubted himself like this when he was
younger.

Look on the positive side, he thought, heaving
out a breath that fogged his faceplate for an instant. He wouldn't
have to bear the scorn of whoever found the desiccated body of a
man who couldn't get a simple upload straight.

Don't be stupid. You're a fully
competent roboticist and this is exactly the correct route.
You can check in with Governor when you
reach the cavern. His knuckles ached and Sig forced his grip
on the rider handles to relax.

Ying seemed able to contact him whenever she wanted
to, so she must have a transceiver link, though he was guessing
because he'd never visited the cavern. But that wasn't his
fault.

Ying had left Cerberus shortly after Sig and Helmi
partnered. He was establishing himself in the robotics lab then and
didn't have time to go wandering in the mountains. Soon after,
Sig's kids were born on the colony's optimum schedule, so he and
Helmi were busy raising their family.

Like all responsible kinderen partners, Sig and Helmi
had four babies, one each jaar during Helmi's optimum child-bearing
period as determined by doctors and demographers. The colony
couldn't prosper without children and more children meant they
needed more of everything - more construction of kinderen homes,
labs, and greenhouses - and more of the water, air, and minerals
that made survival on Mars possible. His work on robots was
important.

Living at the foot of the richest mining district on
Mars, Cerberans dedicated themselves to building up the colony's
technologies and didn't spend time on habitat comforts or silly
distractions. Those sorts of indulgences were for Kamp and District
settlers. Like any good Cerberan, Sig was proud of his spartan
lifestyle.

Jaars passed quickly and Sig never made a trip to the
cavern. Besides, Ying came back to Cerberus for a few weeks every
jaar or so and he saw her then.

The canyon sloped gradually upwards but there was no
sign that anyone had traveled this way, and it was getting darker.
He flipped on the rider's headlight and his helmet light, too.

Sig tapped the control pad on his wrist and his
heads-up display blinked on. The life-support pack's power level
was at one third. If he'd considered turning around before it was
too late now. Pushing on to find the cavern was his best course.
Sig twisted the accelerator grip and the rider bucked. Startled, he
stopped and stretched a foot down to kick the canyon floor. The
sand was deeper here - he'd have to be more careful.

He should shake worries from his mind and concentrate
on his mission. Ying had sent her list of components directly to
Samuel, Sig's boss in the robotics lab. Remembering that was enough
to replace his current apprehension with annoyance.

When Samuel came to his work bench with Ying's list,
Sig had been flustered by the surprise. Samuel agreed to release
all the components Ying wanted, and his reason was another
surprise.

"Tut, tut. I'm happy to oblige," he said through his
tight smile. "Cavern people are useful with all their prospecting
in odd craters and crevices, so whenever they want the odd handful
of components, I send what I can. In exchange, they supply the labs
with certain rare elements.

"Mum's the word," he said in an exaggerated
whisper.

Samuel's eyes darted back and forth before he'd
leaned close. "It's a bit of a secret among we lab leaders. But, as
Ying's your mother, I'm sure you know all about the cavern's
trade."

No, Sig didn't know. His mother was a life-long miner
and he understood that all the settlers with her in the cavern were
miners, but he didn't know the details. And wasn't about to tell
his lab leader that.

"Ying's message says she's sending you directions to
the cavern and I've already checked on transportation. There's a
rider available and I reserved it for you."

Samuel straightened up, looked around again, and said
loudly, "We'll manage somehow without you, Sig, for as long as you
need. Have a good trip."

With a conspiratorial wink, he'd walked away.

Sig had checked his messages as soon as Samuel was
out of hearing and, indeed, there was one from his mother asking
him to bring the components immediately. Apparently, robots
maintained the cavern's power supply and if power was compromised,
so was life support. She didn't even say please which made
the request sound urgent. Directions were attached but there wasn't
really any more information than he'd learned from Samuel.

He snorted as he remembered that conversation with
Samuel. Why the team elected a pompous fool as Lab Leader was a
mystery.

The Hermit was another mystery. Everyone knew there
was a Hermit who'd built some sort of habitat somewhere in the
Tartarus Mountains. The colony had several bivouacs - small
habitats for miners working too far north to return to Cerberus
every sol - but people left the colony when they joined the
Hermit.

Human history on Mars was short, so it didn't take
much to create a legend.

Ying always said she'd never met the Hermit and
simply shrugged at any questions about him. Sig had always been too
busy and too distracted to bother insisting on answers.

 


***

 


The canyon narrowed abruptly ahead where a slab of
fallen tuff partly blocked his path. That must have happened eons
ago because a drift of sand covered most of the rock. He stopped
the rider to puzzle over the obstruction.

A blink of yellow drew Sig's attention to status
lights on his heads-up display. That was a warning - the pack's
batteries were down to one quarter. He checked the rider's trip
meter. Assuming the directions he'd uploaded were accurate, he was
very close to the cavern. He'd be safe in a few minutes and could
doff the cumbersome surface suit.

The drift was steep and instead of climbing, the
rider's wheels dug into the sand, slowly excavating four pits.

Sig's shoulders knotted tight with frustration.

He backed up to one side of the canyon, aimed the
rider's nose upslope along the edge of the fallen slab, and twisted
the accelerator handle hard.

Wheels spun in the sand until their studs grabbed
some underlying rock. The vehicle lurched forward and began gaining
on the slope, churning out a plume of sand behind.

The rider leaned to the right.

Farther.

Sig yelped as it tipped, hung for a moment on two
wheels, and toppled over.

"Governor, is the suit okay?"

Governor, of course, couldn't hear him.

His faceplate fogged and cleared in rapid pulses as
he panted. Gradually the shock drained away.

Sig tipped his head down to the tiny status lights
inside his helmet above the sealing ring. The one farthest left was
red. That was the satellite comm link to Governor. The suit-to-suit
link was green so it was open, but since he traveled alone, that
was no help. The life support power light was farthest right -
yellow, but he still had power in the batteries.

Sig lay on his right side, head pointing downslope
with one leg trapped under the rider. The shoulder ring that
supported his wide helmet had shifted to jam against his neck and
he couldn't see much through the faceplate. The shoulder ring
relied on its seal to the suit's compression layer to hold
pressure. It was a key life-safety material that was thoroughly
engineered and well tested. It could take the strain.

I'm fine, I'm fine, Sig told himself. But I
wish I could see.

The colony built compromises into surface suits. A
bubble-helmet like Earthers made would demand a dedicated
fabricator and the Manufacturing Lab had too many other demands to
afford such a luxury. Sig could only see out through his
faceplate.

Sig squirmed and shoved blindly at the vehicle, but
it wouldn't budge.

He paused to catch his breath, cursing.

I can get out of this, he thought firmly, and
began digging sand away from his hip, tossing out a handful at a
time.

Sig twisted his torso to look upwards. Sunlight still
shone on the cliff top a hundred meters above, but the canyon was
deep in shadow. Suits weren't designed to be in contact with the
ground for long and the heater was struggling. Sig shivered.

"There you are."

He yelped as the voice sounded in his helmet.

"Mom?"


Chapter Two:
Darkness

​


Ying heaved at the rider and Sig dragged himself out
from under. Then they both dragged it down the drift.

"When you were late, I was sure this slope had
stopped you," Ying said. "I knew you'd try to climb it exactly the
wrong way."

A protest died on Sig's lips, since she was obviously
correct. Ying reached out and they clasped forearms - as close as
two people in surface suits could get to a proper hug.

Ying examined the skid plates on the rider's
underside, said the machine was in good shape, and together they
shoved it up on its wheels

"Better let me drive." Ying swung a leg over the seat
and Sig climbed on behind her.

Ying maneuvered the rider to the open side of canyon,
backing away from the steepest part of the dune. At a steady speed
she drove straight up the slope and continued on a hundred meters
to a pair of airlock doors set in the pale stone. They appeared to
be a standard configuration despite being set directly into the
cliff face.

Ying bounced off the rider.

Watching her reminded Sig that his mother was
long-accustomed to surface work. She'd been a prospector and miner
all her life and still was. Low gravity made hops and skips
universal even for the thin muscles and bones of Mars-borns.
Outside of narrow bays and corridors, hops expanded to leaps and
bounds.

She spun the handle on the wider door - it was at
surface pressure and opened immediately when she pushed.

"Drive through slowly." She waved a hand and stood
flattened against the airlock wall.

Ashamed of his urge to abandon the rider and run to
the shelter of an airlock, Sig nudged the rider forward, let its
wheels slowly mount the lip of the frame, and stopped against the
inner door, leaving Ying space to swing the outer door closed. He
slid off and sat on a nearby bench. It felt safe in the airlock
while they waited for the pressure to equalize, and Sig was
beginning to relax when everything went black.

He gasped as after-images danced across his blinded
eyes.

"I'm sorry. I didn't realize how late it was." Ying
sounded truly apologetic over the comm link. "The sun's gone down
and we operate directly off solar panels during sol-light.

"Just calm down and breathe," she said when Sig's
only reply was a wheezing gulp. "I'll pull the manual valve
-that'll pressurize the airlock quickly. But leave your helmet
light on. It's the only light we have right now."

The two puddles of light from their helmets were
miserably dim but Ying found the handle for the valve, pulled and
twisted, and air flooded in. Fog filled the cold room and
condensed, shimmering on the walls.

"You don't have a power receiver?" Sig asked.
High-orbit satellites were always in sunlight and beamed down
microwaves for receivers to transform to a habitat's power.

"Governor needs precise coordinates for a receiver,"
she said. "We prefer not to be so easily found."

"That's ridiculous. Governor knows the route I just
drove."

"I embedded a command to erase that route once he
dropped you off at the canyon's mouth."

It was alarming to hear that Governor didn't know
where he was.

"But tracking satellites must have mapped this whole
area and seen the solar panels wherever they're set up."

Ying was facing a pressure gauge and didn't reply.
She pushed the inner door open, threw a leg over the rider's seat
and drove it through.

The tunnel was reasonably wide, but stretching his
arm upwards, Sig could touch the ceiling. Walls of rough rock
curved around them, brilliantly white where light struck them and
deeply black in shadows. The walls were so rough, at first Sig had
trouble recognizing depth in the alternating striations.

He followed, swung the door closed, and spun the
handle. As Sig turned to mount the rider, he tripped over a groove
in the floor and caught himself with a hand on the seat.

"This is the cavern entrance," Ying said." We'll be
home soon."

 


***

 


Every muscle tense, Sig sat behind Ying and gripped
her life support pack as the rider bounced down the tunnel.

"This tunnel is drilled sixty meters into the rock,"
she said. "We're safer from radiation here than you are in
Cerberus."

She slowed at a door - not an airlock, but a textured
door that banged open when Ying drove the rider against it. Still
wearing his helmet, Sig couldn't get a feel for the size of the
space they entered. A dim light scattered across the floor to his
left at the edge of his faceplate.

"Those are fuel cells over there, in start-up," Ying
said, waving a hand towards the light. "They generate power when
the sun's down or blocked by storms."

That perked Sig's interest despite the disorienting
surroundings. Cerberans manufactured batteries for their various
needs, but he'd read about fuel cells. They could be powered by
hydrogen and oxygen, the only fuel Mars provided in quantity.

"They don't produce much light," he said.

Ying sighed deeply enough for the suit link to pick
up. "You're just seeing a couple hand lights over there now. Fuel
cells take a while to warm up. We used to turn them on in advance
to avoid a power interruption, but deliveries aren't reliable
lately, so we're rationing fuel. That's what the parts you brought
me will fix."

Sig's helmet light fluttered over grooved walls as he
turned his torso, wondering if there were other signs of
malfunctions. He wished he could ask Governor to report the
cavern's temperature and air pressure.

Stop worrying, he told himself. Ying's not
upset. Everything's fine.

"I'll show you around the cavern later," Ying said.
"We're going inside my croft now. That's my private space."

Ying turned left, flipped off the rider's motor, and
they both slid off. She pushed on a small door that opened into a
black void. "Here we are."

A light in Sig's heads-up blinked red. The distress
nibbling at his mind surged.

"My power light's gone red. Have we reached your
habitat's air?" Maybe Ying's life support crisis had hit while he
traveled or while she was out looking for him. Maybe there was no
safety here.

"Yes, yes. We have a standard atmosphere of pressure.
You can tell that yourself. Notice how tight your suit feels."

Of course, Sig thought. His compression layer
had tightened as soon as the airlock pressurized. Maybe he wasn't
feeling fear pressing in on him but just air pressure.

"You could have plugged your pack into the rider to
keep it charged," Ying said.

Now that she said it, Sig remembered that advice from
training. Things like this never slipped his mind when he was
younger. Or maybe he always relied on Governor to remind him.

"Unload the rider into this tunnel, will you please?"
She kicked a loose rock against the door to hold it open. "I'll
help you in a minute."

"Can't we leave the cargo till morning?" Sig still
felt shaky.

"No. Bring in everything that's removable," Ying
said. "Even the emergency kit."

That seemed odd. As Sig loosened the clamps holding
the kit to the side of the rider, he watched Ying thread a cable of
some sort around the rider's frame and through a wheel.

"What's that?" He reached for a small box Ying
held.

"It's a padlock." She snapped the lock through two
loops in the cable's ends.

Perhaps there are kids here, Sig thought. In
the labs at home, hasps on some cabinets were locked this way to
protect inquisitive children who might try to rummage through sharp
tools inside. He wondered why Ying was locking the rider, but was
anxious to get out of the surface suit and didn't ask.

Once everything was inside, Ying closed the door
behind them and grabbed a hand light. The black void was a small
room with pegs and power cables on one side.

Sig's light blinked off as he twisted his helmet and
lifted it high off his head. Cold air hit his sweaty face and he
swallowed a great gasp, blew it back out, and then breathed more
slowly.

A sharp smell like burned metal stung his nose and
burned the back of his throat. It was the smell of Mars, of surface
sand irradiated over the ages. Sig sneezed.

They hadn't vacuum-cleaned their suits and Sig
realized he hadn't noticed any vacuum units.

"You've got a dust problem," he said when Ying
removed her helmet. Children were taught from a young age to
recognize and report that acrid smell. The fine, sharp-edged dust
particles could be inhaled deep into lungs and damage tissue.

"The air's better farther inside."

A bench was carved into the wall on each side. Sig
set his helmet down and doffed the life support pack. He pulled off
gloves and boots, slipped out of his thermal suit, and peeled down
the compression layer, which left him shivering in typical
undersuit clothes - skin-tight shorts and shirt.

"Leave the suit here, and forget your pack for now,"
Ying said. She turned the hand light away from Sig and slid a peg
into a latch on the outer door. "We can't charge them till morning,
anyway. Only a few light-duty circuits will be energized at
night.

"You'll want your duffle bag, though."

Sig grabbed his small round bag and a few steps
brought them to another door.

The section of tunnel they stood in next was narrow
with a deep ledge cut into the rock on each side.

"These are the sleeping ledges," Ying said as she
panned the room with her light.

"You live here?" Sig reached up to flatten a hand
against the ceiling.

"It looks nicer when there's light." There was a
smile in Ying's voice.

Sig ran his fingers over the rough wall in
disbelief.

"I don't think light will help," he said.

 


***

 


"You'll feel better once you clean up." Ying turned
her light on an alcove beyond the ledges. Sig peered into the tall
narrow space a couple paces deep. Recesses carved into the rock
were clearly common features in the croft - there was a pitcher and
bowl in a niche on one side, and a large ceramic pot with a lid set
on a raised step at the back.

"That's the waste pot," Ying said. "I emptied it
before you came. There's fresh water in the pitcher and a cloth,
too, to wash with."

"There's no sanitary system?" Sig's eyes widened.

"At this end, I'm afraid that pot is the sanitary
system."

"And there's no door?" He leaned into the alcove,
hoping to find a door or screen or something. He suspected Ying was
silently laughing in the shadows.

Ying passed him the light and Sig managed to hold it
and use the pot. Back in the sleeping room, Ying had wrapped
herself in blankets. He fumbled in his bag for felt pants and a
shirt and they sat on facing ledges in weird shadows cast by her
hand light to wait, she said, for the fuel cells to kick in.

Sleeping mats made the ledge comfortable enough,
though the rock was cold against his calves and glistened in the
pale beam of light. Sig touched the wall of his ledge, feeling wet
condensation from the still, damp air.

He folded his legs up onto the ledge and grunted.

"Does your leg hurt?" Ying turned the light beam on
him.

"It's fine," he said without rolling up his pant leg
to check. Bruises were probably spreading through his skin.

"Will you be alright if we sit in the dark?" Ying
asked. "I'd like to flip this light off to save the battery, just
in case."

Sig held his breath in the blackness and listened.
There was no murmured conversation from an adjacent room, no pulse
of pumps, and no hum of fans or whisper of ventilation currents.
He'd never heard such profound silence. A creak from the mat when
he shifted his weight echoed and his head filled with a hiss that
didn't come from his ears.

Is this what it's like to freeze to death in the
dark? Would deepening cold or stagnant air get him first?

"Ying?"

She must have heard the stress in his voice.

"The situation wasn't like this until a few months
ago. The Hermit used to send us plenty of fuel and we had full
power all night. But don't worry. The lights will be on soon."


Chapter Three: Ying's
Dome

​


Hungry and miserable, Sig felt for a blanket on the
ledge and wrapped up tightly. He didn't regret coming because Ying
clearly needed help. But, sitting in the cold, he wanted to leave
as soon as the components were delivered to wherever they had to
go.

A string of LEDs blinked on overhead and Sig's eyes
watered in the sudden brightness.

"That wasn't so bad, was it?" Ying sounded relived.
Maybe she hadn't been as sure the lights would come on as she
claimed.

"We'll have power for a couple hours, so there's
plenty of time for supper." She hopped off her ledge.

Sig rubbed at the sharp knot in his stomach and
followed, pleased to notice only a slight ache in the leg that had
been trapped under the rider.

Through the next door, Sig drew in a long breath. He
was in a high, domed room. Narrow garden beds ringed the space and
the room's upper half was smooth and white, but the lower walls
were stunning. None of the bays at Cerberus were decorated, but
here every surface as high as his head was painted with sweeping
curves and masses of curled blossoms above splayed leaves. At the
top of the ceiling, twice his height at least, a yellow disk hung
in a cluster of radiating waves.

"That's supposed to be the sun," Ying said, following
his gaze. "Do you like it?"

"I've never seen anything like this." Sig stared at
paintings outlined in black, with yellow and orange blossoms and
streaks of green in the leaves.

"Green minerals are hard to find," Ying said,
reaching across a patch of potatoes to touch the wall fondly. "This
is an oxide of chrome. It's so much brighter than the
hydrosilicates I started with."

"This room... It's huge." Sig spun on his heels. "Who
lives here with you?"

"Just me."

"You have all this space?" Sig thought of the tiny
dorm room he'd be moving to soon, so narrow he could touch both
walls with outstretched arms. Private space was a luxury in
Cerberus, with priority going to families raising children. As was
proper.

"It must have taken a lot of negotiation with the
other cavern settlers to be approved for this dome."

"There's no need for approvals in the cavern. Anyone
can buy fuel for the Hermit's drill-bots by trading whatever metals
they mine. I used the bots to dig this out. Of course, not all at
once. There was only the tunnel and sleeping ledges when I moved
in. It took me jaars to finish."

Ying had never mentioned her dome and Sig had no idea
she'd painted murals. He looked at his mother, amazed.

 


***

 


There was an arched opening that Ying said led to her
galley kitchen and she talked about a pantry beyond, but Sig's eyes
stayed on the walls. She insisted he pay attention when she showed
him a cistern built into the garden ring, since he had to pour the
water through a filter before drinking.

But when the aroma of onions caught his attention,
Sig's stomach knotted again, reminding him he'd missed lunch and
was late for supper. Ying carried a tray with bowls and mugs to a
table in the center of the dome under the yellow sun.

Sig sighed contentedly. Steaming chunks of browned
potatoes, smashed together with onions and herbs, were piled in the
bowls and the mugs were filled with hot green tea.

"You remembered," he said.

"How could I forget my boy's favorite meal? You ate
double portions whenever the cafeteria served it."

After a few bites, Sig was comfortable enough to
reexamine the walls. Once he looked past the colors, Sig also saw
three overhead radiant heaters glowing orange instead of a
fully-powered white. A round vent was hidden in the painted swirls
of blossoms but the air was still and damp without the familiar
whisper of ventilation fans.

"I'd love to see the tools used to dig this
room."

"Tuff is a soft rock." Ying said. "Bots drilled out
the main space and I finished the croft with hand tools - smoothing
and painting the walls. The trick is to angle a tunnel up, start at
the top, and work your way down in steps. I finished the pantry
last jaar."

"So you've been working on this place for half my
life?" Sig could hear Helmi's voice in his head, finishing that
thought.

When your mother should have been here in the
colony.

Sitting under Ying's yellow sun, surrounded by
painted flowers and full of his favorite meal, it was easy to push
Helmi's voice out of his mind.

Ying had been a miner throughout his childhood in
Cerberus, so he was used to her being gone for weeks at a time. Her
homecomings were always celebrations. Now his arrival was, too,
complete with smashed potatoes.

Getting out of Cerberus, away from everything, was a
good idea despite the uncomfortable trip. His fears in the cold,
dark tunnels faded like shadows in the bright, colorful dome. There
were no reminders of failure here and no remorse to brood on.

He jumped up when they finished eating to stack
bowls, but Ying wrapped her arms around his waist before he could
lift the tray.

"I'm glad you're here. Let me hug my Viking boy."

Sig smiled, just as he had as a child when she called
him her Viking.

Of course Sig looked nothing like Ying. Like most
Mars-borns, he was birthed from an embryo, one of thousands the
original colonists brought in cryostasis to ensure genetic
diversity.

Ying always said his embryo surely came from a place
on Earth called Scandinavia and that's why she chose his name -
Sigurd, a legendary Viking warrior. He'd listened to tales from
Viking mythology as a child and liked his name.

She might be right about his biological parents. Sig
looked like an Earther Viking. He was broad shouldered and, while
his once-blond hair was graying, his blue eyes were as bright as
ever. There wasn't a lot of blue on Mars - his eyes had always
attracted the girls.

"Tiny mother." He picked her up, a game they'd played
since he was six jaars old. Ying was small and slender, but hardly
delicate. He couldn't remember her ever being tired or turning away
if he demanded attention. When he'd grown enough to realize what a
hard job mining was, he'd marveled at her stamina.

Her black hair was streaked with white as bright as
the dome ceiling, and a network of fine wrinkles covered her broad
tan face. She'd often been sad after his father died, so it was
good to see her eyes smiling.

"Let's see what you've brought," she said.

It took several trips to haul all the cargo into the
dome and bury the round table under components.

"I've brought compensators, drive actuators,
kinematics, shear pads... You're lucky we had this rotary joint on
the shelf. It takes sols to fabricate and more sols to assemble."
He scanned the crowded table. "Those are the mechanical elements.
This box has the control chips you asked for."

"I just relayed the Hermit's list." Ying poked at an
actuator.

"Do these parts suggest anything to you?" she asked.
"Anything about what's wrong? Or the chances it'll be fixed?"

"Didn't the Hermit say?"

"No. But you're a roboticist. What do these parts
tell you about the condition of his bots?"

Sig stared at the pile with a fresh eye and shook his
head.

"The mechanical components aren't from a single
system or subassembly, and the control chips could be for anything.
No. They don't tell me what's wrong with the robot they're going
to." His eyes drifted upwards as he thought. "Could be more than
one bot needs repair. What types are there?"

"There are two beetle-bots, almost exactly like the
ones the colony uses."

Sig nodded. That was predictable, but not specific.
Beetle-bots were the eyes and hands of any robot squad, built into
basic lozenge-shaped shells. Cerberus had three standard sizes that
could be mounted on tracks or wheels or legs. Jointed limbs carried
sensors and interchangeable tools tips. Depending on the tasks to
be performed, almost any component might be included in their
design.

"There's a small bot that maintains our solar panels
and two big ones - those are the beetles - down in Hermit's Crater.
They feed sand into hoppers mounted on boxes," Ying said. "I used
to be able to see tracks under those, but the boxes are half-buried
now."

"Seems funny to leave the tracks buried, but those
must be harvesters," Sig said. Harvesters weren't especially
interesting since they seldom had much onboard intelligence or
fancy technology - just furnaces to bake traces of adsorbed water
from the sand and electrolysis equipment.

"...to produce hydrogen and oxygen for our fuel
cells. Yes, I see." Ying's lips tightened and worry lines deepened
around her eyes. "Looking back, fuel shipments have been erratic
all jaar, but I hoped things would stabilize until our next normal
trading season. When we had to leave the fuel cells off half the
nights, I realized we needed help sooner than that, and I called
you."

Sig stared at the pile on the table, annoyed at
himself for not considering what might be wrong with the bots or
how it might affect life support. There was a time when he'd been
curious about everything. He wished he could bring back his
youthful enthusiasm.

"Beetle-bots would be the most likely user of these
mechanical components. What did the Hermit say when he gave you the
list?"

"I didn't talk to him. He sent a written list."

"Well then - let's ask him what's wrong."

"That's not the way we do things."

The cavern's power supply was failing -Ying didn't
know why and wouldn't ask. The problem made his head hurt. The
solution was incredibly obvious.

"Then change the way you do things." Jaars of living
in crowded bays where every word carried had trained Sig to
moderate his voice, but his words vibrated with irritation.

Ying chewed the corner of her lip for a moment.

"Our ways are not up to me to change."

Sig flopped back into his chair. Ying's apologetic
tone drained his anger, leaving a residue of shame at his
outburst.

"I'm not angry at you, Mom. You're trying to help the
people here. And you have helped them. You arranged for these
components and for me to bring them. How do we finish the job?"

"We deliver the parts and see what happens." Ying
frowned. "Life in the cavern isn't as predictable as at
Cerberus."

Cerberus was predictable. Organized, industrious, and
efficient. Exactly the way Helmi liked it. But she wasn't here to
add her prim voice to the conversation and Sig could clear his
head. As soon as he hugged Ying he'd realized how much he missed
her.

"Once these components are delivered, come back to
Cerberus with me. There are plenty of rooms available..."

It sounded silly, even to himself, to suggest a tiny
dorm room as they sat in Ying's colorful dome. But he
persisted.

"Your old friends would love to see you, and there's
useful work available. You should get to know your grandkids again.
Cameron's ready to start his kinderen family and all Lilja talks
about is adult-qualifying." A glow of pride warmed his voice. "She
hasn't seen you since she was taking her primary classes."

"There was useful work when I left Cerberus," Ying
said, fixing him with a steady stare. "And old friends. Besides,
this is my home."

Sig took a deep breath, about to argue.

"I know this trip was hard for you." Ying squeezed
his arm affectionately. "I'm very grateful for all these parts. And
to see my Viking son again."

She'd always known how to derail a quarrel. He'd have
to circle back - later. His eyes drifted to the buried table again.
There was a lot here and some of these components were in short
supply.

"By the way, how did you convince Samuel to release
all this stuff?" he asked.

"I do a little trading with the manufacturing lab.
Their leader arranged it with Samuel."

"Yes, I heard about the trading for some sort of rare
element."

Ying glanced away with a secretive smile. There was
no point in pressing her when she got like that. But Sig remembered
the awkward moment in the lab with Samuel.

"I wish you hadn't sent the list directly to
him."

"I wanted to be sure you'd bring everything I asked
for."

"Don't you trust me?" Her words stung, although Sig
realized he'd sometimes joined Helmi's complaints during her
occasional visits.

"I love you, my Viking son." She smiled straight at
him. "It's not the same thing."


Chapter Four:
Cavern

​


Ventilation fans woke Sig, roaring in his ears as
they spun up to operating speed. The white rock ledge warmed in the
glow of an overhead heating unit.

"Sunrise," Ying said as he stirred. "Our solar panels
catch the first rays." She bundled blankets around her shoulders.
"Everything gets so cold overnight with the fuel cells down."

"Governor, what time is it?" Muscles cramped and he
flexed a foot to stretch his calf. Staring at the surrounding rock,
he remembered the AI couldn't hear him.

"It's still dark in here." As he said it, a short
string of tiny white bulbs turned on and Sig blinked bleary eyes.
As morning brightened outside, the panels began generating a high
enough voltage to power the LEDs.

Sig moaned, swung his legs off the ledge, and sat up.
He was stiff all over and the sleeping mat hadn't cushioned his
sore hips.

As he massaged his leg, Ying peered at him from
across the tunnel.

"You're probably dehydrated from yestersol." Light
from the dome flooded in when she pushed the door open and Sig
limped after her. At the cistern, she handed him a mug of water and
watched while he drank.

"I'd like to take a shower," he said. "If you have
enough water."

Ying handed him a small bucket from a nearby garden
wall and Sig fished out a chunk of soap root.

"Stand on that flat rock slab - there behind the
basil. It's an arm's reach to the cistern and the water runs off
into the garden. Go ahead and wash while I make breakfast."

Sig folded his clothes, laid them neatly on the
raised garden wall, and stepped up onto the slab. He squatted as he
filled the bucket and dumped it over his head. The water was
bracing and he was enveloped in sweet, minty basil. Revived, Sig
stood directly in line with a heater, glowing white hot, to
dry.

"Would you like a towel?" Ying held two mugs in one
hand and offered a square of fabric. He slipped back into his
pants.

"This is hot water." She slid the mugs into spaces
between compensators and kinematics that covered the table. "I must
apologize, but tea's only for special occasions. I drink hot water
otherwise."

Ying seemed frail in wide-legged pants and a loose,
sleeveless tunic. Sig pinched the loose skin under his own arm,
wondering if he looked old to his kids.

"Your arms are like dried out vines," he said. Strips
of mauve fabric wrapped above her wrists only emphasized her
thinness. Otherwise her clothes, like Sig's, were the dingy shades
of fiber grown in bioreactors.

"You're just jealous of my gauntlets," Ying said,
ignoring his comment. "I had to boil the fabric in mashed pickled
beets for hours to get this color."

"If you come home to Cerberus with me, you can fatten
up over the storm season."

A timer in the galley dinged. Sig insisted Ying stay
in her seat, heaved himself up, and returned with bowls of cassava
porridge.

"Last night you told me that Lilja's about to
adult-qualify. What's the rest of your family news," Ying said. She
held the steaming bowl in one hand since there was no room among
the components on the table.

"Cameron is ready to become a father. He found
partners and they're moving into our kinderen home. Helmi and I
leave for the dorm next month. Maybe sooner since Lilja is pushing
to earn her adult-qual badge."

"It's hard to believe that little girl's about to
adult-qualify. She was starting triple sciences when I saw her
last."

"She's a young woman now - chose chemistry over
biology and lithology for her internship. She'd love to message
with you about it. I know there's a comm link around here someplace
or you couldn't send messages."

"Only in my surface suit, I'm afraid. And the signal
can't penetrate rock." Ying scooped up some porridge. "We have no
servers inside the cavern. The mkazzi don't want Governor to spy on
us."

The colony's AI was distributed across servers -
hundreds of them - installed in every bay, and also in the
intelligence of every robot, vehicle, and orbiting satellite. Every
device on Mars with memory was part of Governor, so it was
everywhere, a tool for everything from satellite operations to
monitoring gardens to educating children and managing society. But,
apparently, not in the cavern.

"Governor's not a spy," Sig said. "It's a tool, with
privacy protocols as strong as ever. Who exactly are Kazzi?"

"Mmm - kazzi. That's what we call ourselves, those
who live here. Those who prefer to conduct their lives, or
sometimes their deaths, more privately than possible in the
habitats."

Ying glanced into her bowl as she firmly changed the
subject.

"Helmi's been a fine mother," she said. "Always so
well organized whenever I visited."

Organized was a funny compliment to offer.
Though Helmi certainly was organized. Ying never got to know Helmi
very well, Sig thought. She hadn't spent a lot of time with them
since he and Helmi partnered.
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