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      Ciananti Burrows stepped away from the faulty airlock panel and took a breath. She wasn't getting anywhere.

      The air was crisp and tangy. There was probably something up with the little station's thermostat. Despite two meters of rust-orange regolith piled over most of the tubes and domes, and well-insulated structure, heat still bled out.

      One day someone would figure out how to thicken up Mars's atmosphere. One percent of the pressure of Earth's sea level atmosphere meant that Mars held onto precious little of the heat it did receive from the very distant sun.

      All it would take was a few redirected comets. Break them into smaller pieces and fire them into the ground. The atmosphere would fill with water vapor. A few big factories would convert the H2O to O2 and make plastics from the leftover hydrogen, combining it with carbon from the atmosphere, with the benefit of leftover oxygen from the broken CO2.

      At least that's how simple Jay made it sound. He could go on for hours about how great it would be to make Mars into Earth II.

      Of course Toni would spar with him. Over little matters like the lack of a magnetic field and the low gravity. How little volume of CO2 there actually was.

      Ciananti crouched to her tool kit. She rummaged through for her volt meter. One of these wires was not making a good connection somewhere in there.

      In close quarters, it was too easy to fall over each other. Grayler station was only eight years old, but already the decay was getting ahead of the maintenance. Almost more than they could keep up with.

      She spent more time on fixing stuff than she did on any science. Sure the remotes did most of the sampling and testing, but those moments when she did get into the lab to run some assays or soil test were the most rewarding.

      And with all that energy going into the new colonists' habitat just sixty kilometers away. If Grayler could get hold of just one of those construction bots the six of them would be living it up. A veritable high life out here on Mars.

      Ciananti found the meter and placed the probes into the panel's access hole. The panel's face hung down on strawberry red wires. A couple of the ancient LEDs on the panel's face blinked at her.

      At least maintenance was relatively straightforward here. Over at the new habitat everything was probably in sealed units. All at micro scales for economy of space and materials.

      Poddleton, the conglomerate bringing the colonists out, ran lean and tough. Very highly engineered, flashy and corporate.

      In her six months here, there had been eight robot landers. Each of them bringing more equipment for the colony.

      It sure was something, sitting the Grayler's rec room and  watching those vessels come in on the wall display. A streak through the atmosphere. Lots of flashes and flares. Then a big, sparkling cylinder settling on its fiery tail. Kicking up dust clouds that rivalled the big storms.

      The unoccupied colony's robots had absolutely pillaged all but one of the landing vessels. Turning every last piece of silicon and nickel, iron and plastic, and so on into parts of the colony's structure.

      From Ciananti's waist, her comm gave a cheery tinkle. Toni, checking in on her.

      Ciananti brushed her hand by the comm and continued checking the connections.

      "Chee?" Toni said. Would never learn to call her by anything other than that sweet, if slightly diminutive shortening of Ciananti's name.

      "Here," Ciananti said. "Still working on the west lock. I think it's just a loose panel connection."

      "Good. You going to come watch the landing? Richard has made some kind of Doritos snack that tastes terrible, but you just want more. And there's home brew on tap."

      "Which also tastes terrible."

      Toni fancied herself a moonshiner. She called her home brew marshine, and it was as dreadful as the pun.

      "It grows on you," Toni said. "We're all in the rec room. Poddelton have moved the landing up. The colonists are setting down in under an hour."

      Poddelton, with no government backing, was bringing thirty-two colonists to Mars. All private money. Everyone on board had stumped up massive amounts of cash to make the trip.

      With Ciananti's sister Gail aboard.

      Ciananti hadn't spoken to Gail in close to a decade. Not after how things had gone with Dad. And now, apparently, being among the six most distant humans in existence wasn't enough separation.

      "Five minutes," Ciananti said. "I'll get this done and tested and we can party up."

      "That's the spirit."

      If only Toni knew.

      They'd all seen plenty of the landings thus far. This was different, of course. Humans arriving. And not just three drifting down from the cycler.

      Thirty-two.

      Thirty-two people. Ready to start an actual colony.

      It was going to be real interesting to see how the people at Poddleton interacted with everyone here at Grayler.

      Ciananti was going to have to confess, at some point. Yeah, Gail's my sister, nah, we don't get along.

      The voltmeter gave Ciananti a good reading. She checked again. Yes, a good connection there.

      She quickly fitted the panel back into place. The corner tabs grabbed and screwed themselves in. At least some things here worked as they should.

      Her comm chimed again.

      "Yes?" she said, and began packing the tools away into the kit.

      "Chee?" This time it was Inga. When had she started saying 'Chee'?

      "No," Ciananti said. "This is Cheese answering service. Please describe the nature of your problem."

      "Not funny. Get your boots on, their ship's already deep in the atmosphere."
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