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Introduction



 


The Ephialtes Trilogy is a
sequence of three novels.  Set in the twenty-third century, they chart the fallout
and unintended consequences when a human colony on Mars secedes from the mother
country on Earth.


Before
releasing the first book, Ephialtes, I set about putting some flesh on
the outline for the second.  Phobos Rising, the second book of the trilogy,
takes place five years after the events of Ephialtes.  There have been
significant developments in the intervening years and much has changed.


I became
excited as the second book came clearer into view.  I realised I wanted to
share some of that excitement with the trilogy’s readers.  I didn’t want to
give too much away, but I wanted to be able to suggest where the story was
going.


The first
Ephialtes codex, See the Worlds, took an incident from the first book
and retold it from the point of view of a very minor player.  I wrote it more
or less as an extended teaser trailer for Ephialtes and released it a
few months before that book came out.  As the stories for Phobos Rising
coalesced it occurred to me that I could write some more codices hinting at
what might be to come in that book, using similar criteria to that which I had
used for See the Worlds.


What would
it be like to have direct experience of a spooky urban legend about the ghost
of a lost commander condemned to roam the Martian outlands?  How would it feel
to be a patriotic young American coming to realise it may be necessary to
reassess your values?  As a trooper injured in the Battle of Allentown
Spaceport, how would you cope with your rehabilitation?  Just why is Kostovich
so damned clever?


I could, of
course, have folded these stories into Phobos Rising, and indeed there
are echoes of them there.  But it seemed to me that by giving them their own
individual spaces the stories and characters of the codices would be able to
live and breathe without having to be constrained by the overarching narrative.


Though these
stories touch upon one another they are not a sequence - there is no through
line.  They look back to the first book and forward to the second, and though I
hope they will add to the overall trilogy they are not essential to it.  It,
however, is probably essential to them.  That’s to say that if you haven’t read
Ephialtes I would advise picking it up before you read the codices.


I hope you
enjoy them.


 


Gavin E Parker












Codex I:  See the Worlds

















See the Worlds


 


Looking back on it now, I
still can’t decide whether coming to Mars was a good thing or a bad thing.  I’d
volunteered, kinda, so I must have thought it was a good idea at the time.  Now
though, I’m not so sure.


I’d grown up
in a small seaside town on the south coast of England.  Nothing had happened
there for about two hundred years.  Joining the army was my ticket out.  There
were risks, of course.  We were in the middle of a major war, after all.  But I
thought that I’d get sent to the mainland USAN and, with any luck, get
stationed in one of the sheds there.  Even if I did draw the short straw and
get sent into a battle zone it would still be pretty safe.  Forward Support
Operations were all about logistics and civilian support; any fighting would
still be by drone.  It wasn’t like I’d signed up for the Commander Program, or
anything. 


I don’t
remember when I met Greeley.  I think it was in basic, but it might have been
on the bus or maybe even somewhere before that.  He always made me laugh -
still does.  He was from some woebegone shithole like me, only he was
mainland.  I think he was from Ohio or somewhere.  We never really went into
that sort of thing.  We’d joined the army to get away from all that stuff, so
we never spoke about it much.


Greeley is
the smartest idiot I’ve ever met.  He thinks fast, sees all the angles.  But in
a strange way he’s kinda dumb too, but funny with it.  Sometimes I think he
just puts it on to make me laugh.  Other times I think maybe he really is as
much of an idiot as he seems.  I can’t decide.


We made it
through basic and we were sent to Kentucky, to the sheds.  We were going to be
piloting drones operating out of a forward base near the Pakistan border in
northern India.  It was a good gig.  Most of the time we were doing circuit
training, or team sports.  Now and then we’d have to go into the IVRs and pilot
drones, when there was a big mission on or something.


I wasn’t
bored in the sheds, or anything.  It was what I’d signed up for.  I’d made it
out of my hometown, seen a bit of the world and was having a great time.  I was
getting paid for it, too.  But one day they asked if any of us would be
interested in a Mars posting.  Guys got rotated out every two or four years,
and there was a batch due out in a few months’ time.  The garrison on Mars
wasn’t big enough for a whole battalion, but when a battalion was selected for
the Mars posting it would be asked to provide volunteers.  Our group had been
selected this time.  It would be a weird gig - a year of the tour would be
spent just getting there and back.


Tours to
Mars were always oversubscribed.  It was a cushy job.  You got to experience
space travel, and you got to spend a year on an interplanetary cruise ship
doing pretty much nothing.  So what they did was gather the names of the
volunteers and then just select the required number at random.  Pulled them out
of a hat, or something.


My number
came up, and Greeley’s.


A few weeks
after that we were pulled off our usual duties and sent for some advanced
training.  We thought it was going to be space warfare, low gravity fighting
and stuff like that.  To be fair, there was a little, at the beginning.  We
spent a bit of time in an AG room, where they lowered the gravity until it was
like Mars.  That was great.  We could jump really high.  Greeley did some
amazing backflips.  But that was just one morning.  What we did mostly in our
Advanced Mars Training was study policing.


That’s
right, we were going a hundred and forty million miles to arrest shoplifters. 
Couldn’t the locals take care of that themselves?  Well, yes and no.  The truth
is there is no need for a USAN garrison on Mars.  Venkdt and the others can
take care of their own.  There’s no military threat out there, and Venkdt Security
can handle any policing they need.


The garrison
was there for appearances only.  Back in the old days it wasn’t even a garrison
- it used to be the USAN Research Center.  It was about thirty scientists
working away at various projects, trying to figure if Mars was inhabitable in
the long run, what the impact of the low gravity and confined living conditions
might be on human beings.


After Venkdt
arrived in 2143 the Research Center’s raison d’être faded away.  Venkdt’s
operation expanded so fast that they ended up doing the things that the
Research Center was researching the viability of.  Pretty soon the Venkdt
operation dwarfed the Research Center, and the scientists were called home.  In
their stead the USAN put a garrison on the site.


It was one
of those decisions that I guess must have felt right, even though there was no
logical justification for it.  It was small, to be sure, with just over two
hundred personnel.  But that was still two hundred people, a long way from home
and with nothing to do.


As a sort of
post hoc justification for the garrison they fell to the role of an informal
police force.  They flew the flag, reminded everyone that Marineris and the
rest of Mars was an outpost of the USAN, and then calmed domestic disturbances
and threw old soaks into the drunk tank on a Friday night.


It was a
huge waste of taxpayers’ money in truth, but it’s what they had been doing for
over a hundred years and it just seemed like one of those normal things that
nobody questions.  It’s what we had to train for, anyway.


 


 


The launch was amazing. 
I’d been on suborbital flights before but that was something else.  Greeley
slept through it, or at least he pretended to.  He had to have been faking it. 
The sound, the vibrations were enough to wake the dead.  I loved it.  You don’t
get excitement like that in southern England.


The HLV took
us out to the solar orbiter.  We transferred to that, and that was the ship
that took us to Mars.  We were on there for six months, which was fine by me. 
They had artificial gravity, AG, which they subtly lowered over the course of
the journey.  By the time we reached Mars we were at 0.38 Earth gravity, ready
for life on the surface. 


There wasn’t
much to do on the orbiter.  There was a gym and some IVRs, so we did a bit of
training in them.  Some of the time we did ‘enhanced sleep’.  That involved
taking some pills and hooking yourself up to some monitoring equipment.  I
think there was something that sent waves into your head, or something, too. 
Anyway, you could sleep for two or three days at a time, and that helped to
shorten the journey a bit.


At Mars we
transferred to a local shuttle craft, and that took us down to the surface. 
That was another wild ride.  From there we went to the garrison, and that’s
where we met Colonel Shaw.


Colonel
Katrina Shaw was a good commanding officer.  I liked her from the off.  That
first day on the parade ground she gave a short speech, and she seemed like a
straight up sort of character.  I think she knew that Mars was a bullshit posting,
but she wasn’t going to let that be an excuse for any slackness or shirking. 
She was army to the core, so I felt like we knew where we stood with her.


Her two
subordinates were poles apart.  Major Edley seemed fine.  Like Shaw, she was
old school and down the line.  She seemed to get that it was a weird gig, but
that we had to maintain standards and do our part and get to the end of it.


The other
guy, Major Bowers, was a different case.  He seemed to take it seriously.  Shaw
and Edley seemed to know that there was a job to be done, and we had to do it
to an acceptably high standard, and that beyond that it was just a case of
seeing the tour out.


Bowers,
though, seemed to take everything way too seriously.  Everything, and I mean
every little thing, mattered to him.  It wasn’t just about maintaining
discipline.  It mattered to him that your creases were out of line.  It
mattered to him that your cap wasn’t quite straight.  He actually thought we
were there for a reason.  Shaw and Edley were soldiers like the rest of us, but
they were human beings too.  Bowers was just a soldier.


I lucked out
and ended up in the same squad as Greeley.  We were under Major Edley, which
was another piece of good fortune, but we still had to deal with Bowers from
time to time.  It might be an impromptu kit inspection or extraordinary detail
or something, but he could be relied on to be a pain in the ass.  I never liked
that guy.


We settled
in quickly.  Within a few days we were going out into Marineris on patrols or
calls.  It was all pretty lightweight stuff.  I had a cousin in the police on
Earth, and what we did was a walk in the park compared the stories he had told
me about policing London.


Although
there was the occasional theft or domestic bust up most of what we did involved
the bars, especially on Friday and Saturday nights.  I’d heard that in the
early days of settlement alcohol had been banned.  I don’t know whose idea it
was to lift that ban, but sometimes on a Friday night I’d wish they’d never
been born.


Things were
good on Mars.  We got all the streams from Earth, we were a long way from the
war and living was easy.  Now and then I felt a little guilty watching the news
from home.  World War IV was in its fifth year by then and, although the USAN
military were relatively safe, it still felt like we were dodging our duty out
here on this cushy posting.


There was a
new thing going on, too.  It was called the Commander Program, and it was all
over the news.  Someone had the great idea that our soldiers were too safe, or
something.  Wouldn’t it be great to roll back a hundred and fifty years of
technological development and put soldiers back on the battlefield?  Somehow
this madness had caught on and there were now special forces where mechs were
piloted - I mean literally, not remotely - by soldiers on the battlefield. 
They dressed it up by talking about situational awareness and stuff like that,
but to me it just seemed like macho bullshit.  Soldiering was risky business,
we all knew that.  Peacekeeping forces were regularly attacked, and it wasn’t
unknown for forward support bases to be overrun.  But deliberately putting
soldiers at the heart of the fighting just seemed barbaric and unnecessary. 
They were all volunteers, too.  Probably jock assholes, trying to impress each
other.


After a year
I was used to living on Mars.  I’d adapted to the gravity, and I didn’t miss
open outdoor spaces as much as I thought I would.  The garrison was in central
Marineris, which was the only conurbation on Mars.  There were a few far-flung
outposts with a smattering of personnel, but Marineris was where it was at for
humans on Mars.


Marineris
was bigger than I had expected.  The population was about ninety thousand or
so, and it covered a good few square kilometres.  Most of the buildings were
underground, with domes or skylights at the surface.  The road system was
dropped below ground, again with Plexiglas overhead, allowing natural light.


There were a
few large public domes in Marineris, which were as close as you could get to an
outdoor space.  They tended to be parks or bathing areas, though I heard there
were some private ones for fancy housing.


So life on
Mars was good for a young USAN soldier.  Stay out of Bowers’ way, put your
hours in and wait for your tour to play itself out.  That was all we had to do.


 


 


I guess it all changed
part of the way through ’41.  Charles Venkdt, the top boy at Venkdt Mars Corp,
decided he was going to rock the boat and pull Mars out of the USAN.  I didn’t
even pick up on it at first.  I’ve never followed the news all that closely,
and the odd bits I did hear about it just seemed ridiculous.  The war had just
ended at home, and I suppose lots of things were changing.  I guess this crazy
idea just got jumbled up in all of that, and I didn’t really take it seriously.


One day we
were called to the parade ground and Colonel Shaw addressed us all directly. 
The only time she had done that before was when she told us the war was over. 
We already knew that anyway, but she made the formal speech, and we got extra
chow that evening.  But this other time it all seemed very serious.  We were to
be on high alert and were not to leave the garrison.  All leave was cancelled. 
Greeley said it was a revolution, and we’d have to suppress it.  I wasn’t sure
if he was joking or not.


So we were
cooped up at the garrison, where nothing much happened for a couple of months. 
The rest of Mars was going independence crazy, and eventually they got their
way.  They had an election, or something, and declared independence.  That left
Colonel Shaw twitchy, and the rest of us too.


Greeley told
me about this thing.  I slept through it, but apparently some woman from Venkdt
Security turned up in the middle of the night with troops and transports and
demanded to speak to Colonel Shaw.  She wanted to take control of the garrison,
or take Colonel Shaw prisoner or something, but Colonel Shaw told her to get
lost.  Greeley said he saw them nose to nose.  He said he thought Colonel Shaw
was going to swing a punch, but in the end she backed off and the Martian woman
left.  


This all
sounded crazy to me.  I’d signed up for a good life in the USAN army, and I’d
lucked out with one of the cushiest postings going.  Now our commanding officer
was being threatened, and we were holed up like it was some sort of medieval
siege.


Well, I
thought, that was surreal, but the next day it got worse.


 


 


It was early afternoon.  I
was due on a late that day.  I’d spent the morning at the gym and I’d just come
back from the refectory.  I’d seen Greeley was strung out on his bunk.  He was
on a late, too.  I’d taken my stuff and gone to the head.  I thought I’d shave
and shower then; we were due on at 20:00 that night.  I’d planned to spend the
rest of my free time that day watching a movie and playing in one of the IVRs.


I’d shaved
half of my face when I heard the first bang.  I instinctively flinched, though
at first I thought it was something in the kitchens.  When those big serving
pans get dropped they make a hell of a racket.  I dropped my razor into the
water and listened.  There were further loud bangs, and I ran back to the
bunks.  Our dorm overlooked the parade ground, so I thought I might have a view
of what was going on if it was out front.


Greeley was
off his bed.  That was what first made me think something might be up.


“What was
that?” I said.


“Don’t
know,” said Greeley.  “Did you see the flashes?”


“What
flashes?”


“Flashes.  I
don’t know.  You didn’t see them?”


Just then
there was another flash, followed by a loud cracking sound.  We both crouched,
and made our way to the window.  Greeley peeked first.  I was going to pull him
back, but in the end I peeked too.


Looking
across the parade ground to the entrance I could see there were no guards at
the gate.  None of this was adding up.  I wondered if Colonel Shaw was running
some sort of surprise exercise.  “Look,” said Greeley.  “Look at the tunnel.”


The main
entrance to the garrison was served by a road tunnel.  The tunnel opened out
near the entrance.  There was some scrubland and then the gated entrance to the
parade ground.  I could just make out the shape of a vehicle in the tunnel.  It
wasn’t one of ours.


“They’re
attacking us,” said Greeley.


At first I
thought this was one of his jokes.  He was so straight-faced, even when he was
saying the most ridiculous things, that it could be difficult to know when to
take him seriously.  But he remained stony faced, and I could see he was
concentrating on the tunnel.


I could hear
some sounds coming from our building.  Orders being shouted, and running. 
Edley appeared at the door.  “You two, get to the entrance hall, now!”  Edley
never shouted, but when she said ‘now’ that was the most forceful thing I’d
ever heard her say.  She was already gone when I heard her shouting, “And take
your weapons with you!”


I looked at
Greeley.  He just shook his head, but he was moving toward his rifle.  I went
to get my rifle, and I went to grab my sidearm too.  It was then that I
remembered I was only wearing my shorts and flip-flops.  I tossed the sidearm
on the bunk and followed Greeley to the door.  I put my hand up to my face,
remembering that I hadn’t finished shaving.  Half of my face was still covered
in shaving foam and bristles.


In the
corridor were others like us.  Half-dressed and looking confused and worried. 
We made our way down to the entrance hall and tried to figure what was going
on.  I heard someone loudly insisting it was just a drill, but another voice
disagreed.  “I saw them go down.  It wasn’t our guys.  It’s an attack.  I’m
telling you, it’s an attack.”


“What do you
think?” I asked Greeley.


“I don’t
know.  Seems like a funny kind of a drill,” he said.


We could
still hear people running about.  Over the next minute or so those sounds
petered out.  There was the odd distant shout or the sounds of chairs scraping,
but soon even those had stopped.


Edley came
down the stairs.  She had her pistol drawn, and she was focused on the main
entrance.  I think that was when I knew for sure that it wasn’t a drill.  She
wasn’t looking at any of us, assessing our performance or anything.  She was
looking at the door and nothing else.


There was a
group of guys over by the window.  I heard one of them say, “It’s a transport,
Major,” and I could see others about him struggling to get a look.  I heard the
sound of a vehicle approaching.  I heard it slow down, and then the engine
cut.  There was a spooky silence.  We were all straining to hear what might
happen next.


“This is
Commissioner Maya Foveaux of the Martian Security Service.  I would like to
speak with Colonel Katrina Shaw.”


It must have
been through a loudhailer or something.  The garrison had blast doors and
toughened windows, and we could still hear it pretty clearly.  There was dead
silence, then we heard footsteps.  Not running, but deliberate and at a steady
pace.  It was Colonel Shaw.  She came down the main stairway into the entrance
hall and walked right up to Edley.


“Are you
going out there?” said Edley.


“I am,” said
Shaw.  


I felt
scared and impressed.  Shaw’s voice didn’t betray a flicker of emotion.  She
sounded double hard and like she knew exactly what she was doing.  It’s not
something I would have done.


“We’ll have
you covered,” said Edley.


“Thank you,
Major Edley,” said Shaw, as casually as if Edley had just offered her cake.


They walked
to the door and Edley opened it.  I saw Shaw lean into Edley and say something,
but I didn’t quite catch it.  As soon as Shaw was gone Edley closed the door.


I don’t know
what happened next.  I couldn’t hear anything but, like I said, the doors and
windows were pretty heavy and cut out a lot of noise.


Next thing
Edley was on her comdev.  “Yes, sir,” she said, and she went to open the door
again.  Shaw walked in with this woman.  She was tall and she looked like she
meant business.  She was wearing full battledress, and she had a pistol on her
hip.


“Would you
please come with us, Major Edley,” said Shaw, and the three of them walked
through the lobby and up the stairs.


None of us
knew what was going on.  I heard some murmured conversations, and I could see that
the guys by the windows were still glued to them, looking nervously out to the
parade ground.  I could see their knuckles white as they gripped their rifles.


“That was
Foveaux,” said Greeley.  “She’s come in to negotiate our surrender.”


“Surrender?”
I said.  “Looks to me like we have her surrounded.”


“In here,
you big dummy,” said Greeley, “but not out there.  Mars ain’t ours no more. 
Think about it.  We’re outnumbered now.”


I did think
about it.  He was right.  If Mars wasn’t part of the USAN anymore, where did
that leave us?  A long way from home with not a friend in sight.  I hadn’t
thought about it that way before.  We used to be the defenders.  We upheld the
law on Mars.  Pillars of the community.  But now we were the enemy.  And there
was a shitload more of them than there was of us.


I was
mulling that over when I heard a loud ‘bang!’  This time I knew for sure it
wasn’t the kitchens.  The cooks were all in there with us, hugging their rifles
just like we were.  It took a moment, but after a few quick exchanges some of
us started edging our way up the stairs.  I wasn’t going to go, to start with,
but Greeley was off like a shot and I figured I would be at a safe enough
distance behind those at the front.


We crept up
the stairs.  The guys at the front were making hand signals, gesturing for us
to keep quiet and hold back.  They were crouching and had their rifles at the
ready.


I heard a
voice from up ahead.  It sounded like Edley.  She said, “We need a medic up
here, now!”  I turned and saw one of the medics pushing her way between us. 
She had her medical kit instead of a rifle, and a sidearm.  She disappeared
around the corner at the top of the stairs.


Encouraged
by the medic, I guess, we all surged forward.  I got to the top of the stairs,
where I could just about see into Shaw’s office if I leant on the guy next to
me.  I couldn’t really see much.  I could make out the medic’s boots.  It
looked like she was kneeling down and working on someone.  Shaw came to the
door.  “Back to the lobby,” she said.  “It’s all over here.  The situation is
under control.”


And that was
that.


Greeley was
right.  Foveaux had come to take our surrender, and Shaw had surrendered to her
there and then.  Apparently Major Bowers had taken issue with the idea, and
Foveaux had shot him dead, just like that.


I can’t say
we’re going to miss him, but damn!  That wasn’t what I’d joined the army for. 
It felt a little too close for comfort.


 


 


They left their own guards
at our checkpoints when they left, and the next day they came back and took
Colonel Shaw and Major Edley away.  They put Captain Gibbs in charge.  A few
weeks after that we had to move out to an old warehouse facility on the edge of
town.


Gibbs had
this idea that we should build a new mini barracks right there inside the
warehouse.  The army has a load of standard designs so Gibbs picked one out,
liaised with the Martians over building materials, and then put us to work on
building it.


A couple of
weeks into the build the MSS turned up.  Some guy spoke to us over a loudhailer. 
He said we could join them on full pay and help to build the new Mars, or
something.


“Screw
that,” said Greeley, and he got back to laying bricks.


“You don’t
fancy being a traitor then?” I asked.


“Nope.  I’m
thirteen months short.  I’m going back to an army pension and great employment
prospects with the skills I’ve picked up right here.”


He was being
facetious.  We hadn’t really learned anything much in the army, despite what
they liked to tell you in their ads.  I guess we’d learned a thing or two about
policing, so maybe Greeley could go back and become a security guard, or
something.  But he was right about not joining the MSS.  That was heavy stuff,
treason even.


I was
surprised to see a few people amble over to the MSS guys.  I guess some of them
had taken a shine to Mars and decided to stay.  They were taking a hell of a
risk, though.  They could never go back to the USAN, and if the USAN got out
here and took Mars back they would really be in the shitter, and deep.


It seemed
surprising to me that people would take a big decision like that on the hoof. 
I guess it takes all sorts.  It wasn’t for me, though.  Like Greeley, I thought
I’d see my time out here in the warehouse, get rotated back to Earth then walk
away from it all.  Maybe go back to England, maybe stay in the mainland.  Get a
job, settle down.


 


 


We’ve been here a few
months now.  The building is finished, and I guess it’s not that bad.  We have
a bit of space for training, and there’s IVRs and food and whatnot.  In a few
months there’ll be a launch window, and we’ll all get sent back to the world. 
We’re just counting down the clock to that.


Cooped up
with not much to do I’ve begun to follow the news streams more closely.  I want
to know how we’ve ended up in this situation, and what the USAN is doing about
it.  Well, it seems they’re doing plenty.


They have
this big ship, Ephialtes.  It’s the biggest spacecraft ever built.  It
had been made for the war on Earth, but they’ve rejigged it some and sent it
out towards us.


It’s nearly
half a kilometre long and carries twenty-four Commander Program dropships. 
Each single one of those is a nightmare in itself.  A dropship carries a squad
of twelve mechs, including the commander.  Each mech is four metres high and
armed like you wouldn’t believe.  And this massive warship, Ephialtes,
is stuffed full of them and it’s coming towards us.


It feels
sort of good that our guys are coming to the rescue, but I kinda think I’d
rather just wait it all out and go home.  Ephialtes, dropships, mechs
and commanders are all great, but if they start shooting the place up who knows
what might happen?  I’d happily take the ignominy of returning safely home as
part of a defeated force than risk death or injury in a heroic reassertion of
USAN power.


 


 


So that’s where I am now,
trying to decide whether this was a good idea.  I guess it all depends on how
it pans out.  The space travel was great fun.  The posting was cushy, and even
the move to the warehouse wasn’t so bad.  If we see our time out and get to
come home safely then I’d say yes, coming to Mars was, on balance, a good thing
and a great experience.


Only it
looks like that’s not how it’s going to play out.  Greeley doesn’t think so,
either.  He says the USAN are coming to retake their planet, and nothing is
going to stop them.


I hate to
think about it but I know he’s right.  The countdown has started and the USAN
are going to bring the fight to the Martians.  Ephialtes is coming, and
when that thing gets here, shit’s going down.










Codex II:  A Cold Wind Blows

















One


 


Lush green fields stretched all the way to the horizon, and a
pleasantly cool breeze blew through her loose auburn curls.  She decided to run
through the dappled sunshine toward the stream at the bottom of the hill.  She
couldn’t help but giggle.  There was a small copse ahead of her, and she
couldn’t wait to explore it.  What might in be there?  Rabbits?  Butterflies? 
Squirrels?


The shade
from the trees allowed her to stop squinting and reminded her of what she had
read; that the sun could damage skin and cause burns.  People, particularly
fair-skinned people like her, had to wear ‘sunblock’ to protect themselves. 
She let it go for now.  Practicality and fantasy made for uneasy bedfellows,
and at that moment she just wanted to relish the freedom and space, not dwell
on the tiresome realities.


There were
rabbits, squirrels and the rest, of course.  If she wanted it to be there it
was there.  At the other side of the copse she walked out into a glorious
brown-orange field of wheat, which seemed to go on forever.  She walked through
it, her hands outstretched, touching the heavy ripe husks.  She stopped and
took deep breaths of the cool, clean air.


The alarm
sounded.


She groped
behind her and grabbed her comdev.  Blearily, she looked at the time; 06:10, as
it always was when her alarm went off in the morning.  She swiped right for
‘snooze’ and rolled over.  She thought she could lie there awake and enjoy
coming around slowly over the next ten minutes, but she was very quickly back asleep
then awakened by the alarm again: 06:20.  Time to get up.


Over
breakfast she scanned the travel sites.  If she did manage to land a job, she
figured, she could probably save enough for the trip over about five years. 
What about organising a job the other end?  Damn, who would offer a job to
someone a hundred and forty million miles away?  Maybe she would have to wait a
further couple of years in order to save enough to pay for the trip with a
little bit extra set aside to support herself for the first few months while
she job-hunted.


Job-hunting. 
Shit.


The
interview that day would be the eleventh she’d had in the last three months. 
And this one was for something she was actually interested in; bioshelter
agronomy.  She knew she wasn’t great in interviews, but she equally knew she
wasn’t that bad.  Had she just been unlucky in the past?  She hoped so. 
She really wanted this one.  Not just because it seemed like a great
job.  Not just because she needed to start paying off her debts.  And not just
because she couldn’t face much more pretending to be confident in front of
panels of bland corporate suits.


It was
because she wanted to stop dreaming.


If she could
just land this job she could start putting some money away, and her plan would
cease to be an idle fantasy.  In however small a way she could start preparing
for the journey she longed to make - the journey from Mars to Earth.


 


 


Kimberly
Gooding had always wanted to go to Earth.  It was so ingrained in her
personality that she couldn’t even remember a time when she hadn’t been
obsessed with the blue planet.  From when she was a little girl she had always
been gripped by pictures and videos of the mother planet, which was so unlike
her own.  She saw images of vast bodies of water.  Amazing clouds, scudding
through vivid blue skies.  Fields and pastures that seemed to her impossible. 
All of this was real, she excitedly learnt as she grew older, but with a
catch.  It was millions of miles away, across a vast ocean of space, on the
other side of the solar system.


She had seen
images of people on Earth ‘outside.’  Postcard scenes of packed beaches and
public parks.  Musical concerts and sporting events.  There were no dome walls
- ‘outside’ just went on and on forever.  It was beautiful.


In her world
‘outside’ could only mean one of two things.  It was a trip to one of the domes
or a very rare excursion out into the Martian wastelands.  The various domes in
Marineris did have their own wonderful qualities.  They were built for the most
part as public parks, and the sense of space and the trees and grass and flowers
were intoxicating.  But it always felt like a tease, a hint at something much
more expansive and ennobling.


A trip into
the Martian desert was a waste of time.  It was necessary to wear a suit, so
one was carrying their own ‘inside’ about with them, and what was there to
experience out there anyway?  Just kilometre after endless kilometre of brown
rock, brown sand and brown dust.  Why bother?


Kim had
spent a disproportionate amount of her young life in IVRs.  There she could
roam about virtual fields, soar above virtual canyons and vicariously
experience all the famous places on Earth.  But IVRs were not reality, and as
impressive as the sense of presence was it could never substitute for the real
thing.  Touch, smell, feel were all absent and she always knew she was in an
electronically enhanced fantasy.  She longed so much to be there,
without an IVR headset, without a pressure suit, just walking in glorious
daylight towards a distant horizon she could never meet.  That was her
ambition.  That was her dream.


 


 


Her
cousin Kristen had managed to sort her out for the interview.  Kristen’s
ex-partner, Jason Hernandez, had worked at the farm for six years.  He’d tipped
Kristen off that there was an opening.  Kristen thought that, for the most
part, it was just another lame excuse for him to contact her - he’d been coming
up with a lot of them lately - but she’d let her favourite cousin know and Kim
had jumped at the opportunity.


Nepotism
wasn’t enough to secure the job in itself, but Jason had provided some great
coaching for the interview.  He knew the panel and he knew the role so he was
acutely aware of what would play well, and he made sure that Kim was up to
speed.  All she needed to do at interview was keep it together, do the
eye-contact thing, control her breathing, maintain positive body language,
remember all the don’t-talk-abouts, remember all the do-talk-abouts, and not
bump into the furniture.  If she had those licked she would definitely be in
with a shout.


As she
showered she tried not to think about it.  If she thought about it she would
worry and that would affect her body chemistry and that would impact negatively
on her chances.  She put it to the back of her mind, worrying instead that she
might not be sufficiently not thinking about it.


She tried to
think of a breakfast that would help her succeed at interview because everything
that day was about succeeding at interview.  Porridge seemed to be the most
interview-successful breakfast.  The complex carbohydrates would provide
lasting energy and sustain optimal brain function for the duration of the
interview, she reasoned to herself unreasonably.  She made herself porridge.


 


 


On
the journey to Venkdt Agronomy she thought about what she might like about the
job rather than the interview process she would have to endure to get it.  She
had always had an interest in botany.  One of many things that drew her to
images of Earth was the vast array of disparate flora.  It seemed to be a
subject without end.  Her bedroom walls were still adorned with posters not of
movie or sports stars but of trees and flowers.  A sequoia was as enthralling
to her as any teenage heart-throb.


She had
studied biology in college, but that was remote and theoretical.  This would be
hands-on, practical and real-world.  Mars had a growing population to feed and
the biodomes were an expanding concern.  The production of food and the
development of ever more advanced techniques to tease the most nourishment out
of the hardiest plants in the most unforgiving circumstances was of vital
importance to the ongoing Martian project.  Now fully independent of Earth,
agriculture was essential to the further development of the planet.


Venkdt Mars
had always seen food production as a crucial part of Martian development and
had a dedicated division to oversee it - Venkdt Agronomy.  While the settlement
was small the biodomes that grew its food were a sufficient, if expensive,
solution to the sustenance question.  Yields were maximised by genetic
modification as were tolerances for the low-pressure necessary inside the
larger biodomes and the lower intensity of any natural light.


Kim had read
that since independence Venkdt was planning a huge expansion of its food
production.  The biodomes were expensive, and in order to keep the necessary
supply in line with the expected growth of the Martian population it was
expected that new techniques would be developed to allow for even bigger
domes.  That would mean lower pressure and hardier plants.  


The job Kim
was going for was Junior Research Assistant.  In effect she would be a
farmhand, but a farmhand on a twenty-third century farm on Mars.  She would be
helping to raise crops to feed the planet and also documenting all procedures
and measuring all outcomes, feeding data back to the Venkdt Agronomy genetic
architects who were designing the crops of the future.  It was a peach of a job.
 She wanted it.


 


 


Venkdt
Agronomy was based on the outskirts of Marineris.  There were offices in
Central Marineris and that was the address on their letterhead, but the working
part of the operation was in the south-west.  It was necessarily at the edge of
the city, its low-pressure domes expanding out into the Martian wilderness at a
steady rate.  There was a ban on any other type of building in that area,
originally enforced informally by Venkdt, which owned all of the adjacent
property, but latterly enshrined in law by the new Martian government.


Kim had
expected the interview would be at the domes, since that was where the post was
based.  She thought there may be a tour of the facility as part of the
interview process.  In fact, she had learnt disappointedly, the interview would
be at the sterile uptown offices.  Her cab would arrive there in five minutes
time.


She tapped
her comdev to pay the cab as she stepped out at Venkdt Mars HQ.  She frowned
subconsciously as she walked to reception.  Though she felt herself to be doing
a good job of suppressing her anxiety it was still there and rampant just below
her conscious thoughts.  In her mind she was projecting confidence, but any
casual student of body language would be able to see just how stressed she
was.  Adding that to her uncertainty, her youth, and the distinct way she
didn’t quite mesh with her ‘smart’ suit, an astute person might have been able
to guess that she was on her way to a job interview.


She
approached the main reception desk.  “Hello.  I have an appointment with Venkdt
Agronomy?” she said to the receptionist.


“Just pop
your comdev over there,” the receptionist said, gesturing to a pad on the desk
in front of him.  Kim complied and he read from his terminal.  “Kimberly
Gooding.  Eleven-twenty with Scott Watson et al.  Do you know where you’re
going?”


Kim felt
foolish admitting she didn’t, but she thought she remembered from conversations
with Jason that it was on the second floor.  “Second floor, isn’t it?” she said
with as much confidence as she could muster.


“Third
floor,” said the receptionist.  He tapped at his screen.  “I’ve just sent the
details over, your comdev will take you right to it.  Have a good day.”


“Thanks,”
said Kim as she headed to the lift, the small defeat of guessing the wrong
floor stinging far more than it warranted.


 


 


Once
at Venkdt Agronomy Kim followed her comdev through some double doors and down a
corridor to a small open area.  There were seats and potted plants.  It seemed
a bit quiet, and Kim was wondering if she was in the right place when a door
opened and a woman leant around it.  “Ms Hansen?” she asked.


“No,
Gooding,” Kim replied.  “I’m eleven-twenty.”


The woman
stepped through the door, glancing down at a folded piece of paper in her
hand.  “Kimberly Gooding, yes,” she said.  “Would you care to take a seat for a
few minutes?  We’re running a little late, I’m afraid.”  She gestured to the
seats and disappeared through the door as Kim sat down.


The decor in
the seating area was corporate bland as it was throughout the building.  Kim
glanced about, noting the pine furniture and hard-wearing practical carpet,
which had been laid in squares.  In the middle of the room years of footfall
had merged the boundaries, and it was difficult to make out individual pieces. 
At the edges of the room you could still just about make out a grid.  Kim was
well aware that her hyper-attention was due to her anxiety.  Still, she felt
that giving her mind these pointless observations to chew on might distract it
from the well of dread that was bubbling just beneath the surface.


“Ms
Gooding?”  It was the woman again.  Kim stood.  “Would you just like to come
this way?” the woman said, and she led them down a short corridor to another
room.  She opened the door and said, “Ms Gooding for you,” holding the door
open while Kim entered.


‘Eye
contact,’
thought Kim as she walked to the empty chair ominously facing some desks,
behind which three people were sitting.  She smiled and looked each of them in
the eye as she sat down.


The man in
the centre spoke.  “Well, thank you very much for coming.  I’m Scott Watson,
I’m project lead on the Erebus Project and this,” he gestured to his left, “is
Stephanie Hart from HR.”


“Hello,”
said Stephanie.


“And this
fine young man,” said Scott, gesturing now to his right to a grey-haired man
surely nearing retirement, “is Doug Ball.  Doug is one of the Senior Operating
Officers at VA and is my boss, sort of, would you say, Doug?”


“For a few
more weeks, at least,” said Doug, jovially.


Kim tried to
smile along, like it was a dinner party and the host was making innocuous
pleasantries.  She forgot the names of Stephanie Hart and Doug Ball even as she
was hearing them, though she nodded seriously as each name was said, like she
was making a firm mental note.


The rest of
the interview was a blur.  She knew she had kept up the eye contact thing, and
she knew she hadn’t suffered from the dreaded mind-blanks at any point.  One of
her answers had seemed a bit waffly and irrelevant, but she’d caught herself
and wound that one up as soon as she realised.  She’d given answers to all the
questions, maintained positive body language (as far as she could tell) and
had, she thought, managed to sound competent but not cocky.  She’d been sure to
be honest about the extent of her capabilities - she felt that admitting some
shortcomings added to her overall credibility.


“So,” said
Scott Watson, “is there anything you’d like to ask us?”


Kim asked
him, as she had carefully planned to, where he thought Martian agronomics were
going.  Luckily, during his reply he mentioned something she’d read about in
her research for the interview, and she skilfully chipped in with something
meaningful, nodding and smiling as she did so.


When Kim
confirmed that she had no further questions Watson wrapped up.  “Thank you very
much, Ms Gooding.  We’ll be in touch.”


On her way
out Kim passed through the seating area again.  There was a tall, thin man sat
in one of the chairs.  He looked like he was in his late twenties, but he was
already bald over a large part of the top of his head, save for a few wispy
strands of hair.  He was wearing an ill-fitting blue suit and was clutching a
leather document wallet.  Kim quickly smiled at him as she passed.  ‘You got
no chance, sucka,’ she thought.


 


 


Kim
spent the evening in her room.  Her mother was on a late shift so she could
have used the living room to watch her streams on the wall there.  A nature
documentary from Earth always looked great on the wall, and if she sat close
enough she could almost imagine she was in the jungles, deserts or oceans
depicted.  But she spent the evening in her room, idly messaging friends and
listening to music.  As she listened she browsed her comdev, reading various
articles about biosphere agronomy, Earth flora and, just for a fleeting moment,
one about the latest video heart-throb.


When her
comdev buzzed again she assumed it was a reply to a light-hearted comment she
had messaged a friend a few minutes earlier.  On looking at the device she saw
it was a message from Scott Watson.


 


Ms Gooding, I take great
pleasure in offering you the position of Junior Research Assistant as per the
terms discussed previously. Initially, the position will be a fixed-term
contract for six months (Gregorian) with a further rolling contract at the end
of this probationary period.  We hope to hear from you soon, congratulations on
your performance at interview.


 


Kim let out a stifled
shriek and rolled onto her back on the bed.  She made excited little movements
with her arms and legs as she giggled to herself.
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