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Maria’s fingers were raw and bleeding from fumbling with the exposed wires. She tried not to look at the monitor above her, which showed the Water Extraction Centre’s purification laboratory, currently flooding, and the three Scientists trapped in it. She had hoped that rerouting power to the lab’s emergency airlock doors might at least let the scientists out while she looked for the leak, but that was seeming less and less likely. The small observation room in which she found herself was crowded, full of workers and researchers, all watching and waiting for her to save three lives. Breathe.

This had been her responsibility. She’d been assigned to monitor the emergency systems of this Water Extraction Centre last month, and it should have been an easy job. A well-established facility whose emergency systems had been designed with the utmost care. Usually looking after these systems was an afterthought, and the Technologists’ Guild saved jobs like this for trainees. It felt like a punishment, which Maria had to admit wasn’t totally undeserved after her mistake at the Isidis Dorsa Research Station. But at least no one’s life had been at risk there.

She felt a familiar stab of panic and smiled. The red emergency lights flickering, the evacuation alarms, the onlookers behind her watching the trapped scientists on the video monitor... it was a rush. “What are you going to do?” one researcher yelled at her. “We need to get them out!”

She turned to face the bespectacled man. He was taller than her and stood uncomfortably close, with his bushy ginger-tinged beard directly at her eye line. A single bead of sweat ran down his bald head as he glared down at her. Maria’s soft featured oval face sometimes gave aggressive men like him the impression that she was a pushover. Fuck this guy.

“I’ve been trying to restore power to the airlock doors, but it looks like something is fried.” She kept her fear and excitement hidden under a layer of cold professionalism.

He gaped at her. “But aren’t you here to stop these problems before they happen? I swear the Guild is sending us rejects these days! These are important sys—”

“You’re right, citizen,” she interrupted. “This is important, and right now you are getting in my way. This isn’t working and I need to get down to the airlock’s local controls. Kindly step aside.”

“But—”

“You’re in my way.”

He looked shocked and was about to say something else, but she was done talking. She pushed past him and the others who were crowding around her, and headed out of the room’s arched doorway into the outer hall. The flooding lab was three levels down, deep beneath the Martian surface. The trapped Scientists had about five minutes before the leak destroyed the water tank’s structural integrity and flooded the room.

Maria ran down the cold metal hallways and staircases, her clanging footsteps echoing through the long empty shafts. They weren’t especially large, but she was shorter than most Martians. The ceilings, like all Martian architecture, towered above her in an oppressively big way. She narrowed her eyes as she ran through the evacuated corridors, with the flashing red emergency lights, spaced far apart, being the only source of light. If she hadn’t memorized the blueprints to this facility before she’d arrived, she might have gotten lost. I did that part of my job at least. I can get this done, she thought, a smile returning to her face.

The scientists weren’t responding to her comms attempts. The water must have fried more than just the airlock. She could hear them banging on the other side of the large sliding doors as she came up to the controls and hit the emergency release. The doors didn’t move. She should have inspected this console as soon as she had arrived. I can’t open the door, she thought for one panicked moment. Not electronically.

“I need help down here. Now!” she yelled into her lapel-comms. “We need to pry the doors open!” This would look horrible on her after it was all over, whether the scientists made it out or not. She couldn’t think about that now, though. She just had to hope that the airlock hadn’t been fully sealed when the system had fried. If it had sealed completely, then no number of people would be able to pry the doors open. She pulled her multi-tool from her pocket and manipulated it into a flat pry-bar shape, fitting it into the crack between the doors.

As she was trying to find some leverage, three Security workers thundered down the hallway with crowbars and added their weight to hers. She needed to feel the door move. She demanded it. Her smile grew wider. Move, you bastard!

She pulled as hard as she thought she could, then pulled harder. It was like trying to move a rock that was twice her size. Her palms and fingers felt like they were being crushed, and she knew her elbows were about to separate from her forearms. Sweat stung her eyes and the black hair that she had tied back was coming loose, obscuring her vision. The four of them were grunting from the exertion while the scientists kept pounding on the thick doors in dull, faint thuds. The red emergency lights flashed and alarms were blaring. If the tank burst, those inside would be crushed by the initial blast before they even had a chance to drown. At least they’ll be dead before they can feel anything, she thought hysterically.

The doors moved.

GRRRRRRRR-POP!!!

They snapped open and Maria was flung backwards, hitting her head on the sharp corner of the steel control console. She crumpled to the floor, groaning. I’m going to be sick, she thought as her head swam, and her ears became overwhelmed by a piercing ring. Cloudy whiteness took over. Where am I?

“Whuughghhln...” Her stomach contracted, trying to force out anything it contained, and the muscles in her neck and face burned. There was a metallic taste in her mouth. I must have bitten my tongue, she thought as pressure built up behind her eyes. 

There was sudden release, and all went quiet. Her senses faded away, one-at-a-time, until there was nothing. No colour, no pitch, no scent. But her awareness remained. She floated, still and alone in the void. Faint vibrations gradually revealed themselved, and as they grew more prominent, they entered her mind and emotions. They touched her body, but that feeling was dulled, as if separated from her true being. Through the darkness, faint colours emerged from the vibrations, swirling with liquid complexity. They were a warm blanket, enveloping everything. Is this what dying feels like? It’s so nice.

But there was something driving, cutting through the wonderful vibrations. A high-pitched buzzing that was getting louder, digging into her brain. It rose to a crescendo, full of tension, until...

POP!

The world came screeching back with painful ferocity. She could see only the grey ceiling above her, with its red lights rhythmically flashing. It was fuzzy, obscured by the blood in her eyes. Cold water rushed over her. She heard people gasping for air, and the sound of approaching boots pounding on the metal floor.

“Is everyone alive?” she could hear the annoying voice of the bespectacled Researcher asking. “Get her out of here now. She’s injured. Them too. And comms the Technologists’ Guild. Someone needs to be held responsible for this!”

She could see him now, looking down at her with a face full of pure loathing.

“You’re gone.”
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“This is bad, Maria.”

Galina Nkosi’s humourless brown eyes were staring straight through Maria. She was tall, thick and box-faced, her jawline seemingly cut from steel like the rest of the city. Her short, once-blond-now-grey hair added a weight of experience and wisdom to her, and she was the one person who genuinely intimidated Maria. She’s fucking terrifying right now, she thought, taking an uneasy breath.

They sat across from each other in Galina’s small office. Like everything that was operated by the Technologists’ Guild, it was all black. A deep matte that covered the walls, floor and ceiling, interrupted only by the long, rectangular window that overlooked the city. Maria found the way the blackness absorbed the Martian light to be quite calming. A relief from the constant hazy red that shone through the foggy, transparent outer dome of Terra Nova, the capital city of the Hellas Planitia Colony.

“I assigned you to that Extraction site so you wouldn’t get an even worse punishment for the damage your negligence caused up at Isidis.”

“You’re right. I...” Galina’s unblinking stare was so intense that it interrupted Maria. “I don’t know what happened. I did what I was supposed to do at first. I memorized the blueprints, made notes on the all the possible danger zones. The Extractionists were assholes, but I didn’t let my personal feelings get in the way of my role. That first month was mostly pretty smooth.”

“Until it wasn’t,” Galina said.

“Until it wasn’t.” Maria looked down. “I guess... I got bored, as bad as that sounds. I checked that tank’s integrity right when I first got there. I checked all the tanks. They seemed fine.”

“You gave them a cursory look, yes. Your notes don’t indicate that you checked the tanks again after that though. You were supposed to every two weeks. Why didn’t you? Because you were bored?”

The directness of her questions was always so brutal. There was no evading them. “Yes.”

“And you know what the consequences can be for negligence.”

“Of course. I—”

“People can die. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “People almost did die, Maria, including yourself.” She stood up and walked to the window, gazing out across the city. “How is your head?”

The question sounded almost warm, the anger in Galina’s voice having dissolved. I thought this was supposed to be about my mistakes, not my injury.

She’d been in a Healing Centre for a week, and even then, the Healers had been reluctant to let her go. When she’d first regained consciousness, everything had been hard. Light hurt her eyes, moving made her dizzy, and thinking about what had happened hurt her ego. The Extractionists had sent her away on the first available train leaving the Extraction site. The submarranean tube train ride back to Terra Nova had not been kind to her head, and then she started having intense headaches during her week in the Healing Centre. She lost her vision and vomitted from the pain each time it happened. Fuck. Breathe, she thought, trying to ignore the pressure that was slowly building behind her eyes.

“My head’s fine. I had to get out of the Healing Centre.”

Galina sighed and turned back to face her. “Listen, Maria. This is serious. You have caused important, specialized equipment to be damaged. Twice in short succession. That means important geological data was lost at Isidis. It means vital water was delayed in getting to the farming district. The city of Lenia has been suffering a shortage and was depending on that shipment.

“Four people, yourself included, were seriously hurt. I’ve had reports that the scientists are recovering well, but not back to work yet. You are extremely lucky no one died, and all the damage is mostly reparable. You were a fantastic Emergency Systems Technologist. The youngest person to achieve the rank. You—”

“I was the best.” Maria hadn’t meant to interrupt, but it just came out of her somehow. Galina’s eyes narrowed. Oh fuck.

“No. You were never the best. You were good, and you were willing to put yourself in dangerous situations when others weren’t, but that’s it. Far better Technologists than you have served and continue to serve both colonies on this planet. I’m realizing now that you haven’t been risking your life to avert danger. You’ve been seeking it out.”

She thought she should say something, but Galina wasn’t finished.

“The role of an Emergency Systems Technologist is to avoid danger. To see it coming before it arrives and to stop it. You’ve been effective in emergencies, Maria, but the fact is that you aren’t supposed to let things become emergent. The world is deadly, and your role is to protect the citizens of the colonies from it. You can’t be this selfish!”

Galina hadn’t been shouting. It had been closer to a whisper by the end, but there was venom in it. Maria felt the impact of the words in her head. She heard a faint buzzing, and the edges of her vision became cloudy and white. She had to calm herself down before the pain hit. She breathed deeply.

“So what do we do now, Citizen Nkosi?” It was best to use formal titles and be as professional as she could. Her head and heart were pounding.

“What do we do, Citizen Earl? You will turn in your multi-tool and go home, while I try to figure out what to do with you. You are suspended from the Guild and stripped of your role for the time being.”

When she spoke next, her voice had softened again. “Take care of yourself, Maria. Rest, meditate and wait for your reassignment. I’ll contact you in a week or two and let you know what decision the Guild comes to about your future.”
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