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Sanji held the crumpled hard copy in his
hand. He knew it had been coming. He just hadn’t expected it so
soon. When the message came up on his computer console, he printed
it out rather than reading it off the screen. It seemed very old
fashioned to him, but he had to have a physical copy of the letter.
That somehow made it feel more real.

“What are you going to do?” his father
asked, looking up from his breakfast of synth-eggs and
synth-bacon.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you think you should
do?”

“I know what I should do,” Sanji said,
staring out at the red sand. “I just don’t know if I
can.”

“Why?”

“It would take too long to
explain.”

“Try me,” his dad said with a
smile.

“Dad, trust me, I’ll do the right
thing, even if it kills me.” As soon as he said it, he regretted
it. He suddenly thought of Jarvin, Rog, and Bienna. He could see
their faces as clear as if they were standing in front of him.
They’d all gone to Tharsis and died. Now it was his
turn.

Rebellions had been popping up all over Mars
for the last eighteen Martian years. The one at Tharsis had been
the first. Government troops were yet to quash it. The guerilla
tactics of the rebels made fighting them difficult. They hid in
pressurized tunnels the government didn’t know about, only emerging
to make political statements-breaking habitat seals, destroying
archaeological sites, and attacking troops on the surface.

Sanji looked at his father who was still
staring intently at him. “How did this all start?”

His dad shrugged. “People are never happy
with the government they have.”

Sanji shook his head. “There’s got to be more
to it.”

“Probably,” his dad said. “But I barely
remember. I guess it had something to do with the trade agreement
with Earth back in 48.”

“The one that screwed us
over?”

His dad laughed. “You sound like one of the
rebels…but yeah, it was the one that screwed us over.”

The trade agreement with Earth of 48 had
basically sold all of Mars’ resources to Earth in exchange for the
delivery of parts to keep Mars operating. The planet was still more
than fifty years away from autonomy, at least that’s what the
politicians told people. Of course, the politicians were all
Earthlings.

“I ship out in three days,” Sanji said,
although he said it so quietly, he wasn’t sure his father heard
him. “I guess I better start getting things in order.”

 


Basic training wasn’t as bad as Sanji had
expected. The physical aspects were easy. He’s tried to keep
himself in shape and it showed. The mental stress was a bit harder
to deal with, but Sanji got along fine until the final week of
training.

“Recruits,” a captain said from the
front of the lecture hall. “You graduate in one week. After that,
you will be helping us to retake Tharsis, as well as defend the
rest of Mars if the need arises.”

Sanji admired the man. He was a tall and
tanned white man. Tans were rare on Mars, or any other place where
people were domed in. He was also very muscular, which immediately
told Sanji he wasn’t a native. He kept his head bald, and his skull
seemed designed to be in that state. He had perfect bone
structure.

“We want to show you some vid shot
three days ago,” the captain said. “I have to warn you that this is
gruesome. I’ve been in the military for a long time, and I’ve never
seen anything like this before, and I wish I’d never seen it this
time.”

The lights dimmed and the wall-length
computer screen behind the captain came to life. “The rebels have a
new weapon,” he said. “What you’re looking at is a group of our
soldiers on the lower reaches of Ascraeus Mons.” The video showed
half a dozen people searching through holes in the Martian surface.
Most would be natural; a few would lead to airlocks that dropped
into the rebel strongholds.

“We thought we’d finally found a way to
get into their warrens and eradicate them until this happened.”
What Sanji saw was a small hole open where before there had only
been rocks and red sand. There was rapid weapons fire as a man,
obviously a rebel, in a red surface suit threw several objects onto
the sand. They looked like grenades. The troops seemed to agree and
took what cover they could.

The grenades didn’t explode, however. More
than a minute passed as Sanji watched, holding his breath. Finally,
the troops cautiously began to advance on the grenades. One of them
bent down and activated his suit’s camera. The new image showed a
grenade lying on the red sand. There was a sudden babble of voices,
most expressing relief that the objects hadn’t exploded. Without a
sound, the grenade the soldier was looking at popped open. The
camera jerked back, but nothing happened.

Within seconds, there was nothing but
screaming as the man flailed around on the ground. His com picked
up the screams of the other troops. “Nanoprobes,” the captain said.
“The rebels used nanoprobes to break through the soldiers’ suits.
Unfortunately, this wasn’t what killed them. Once the probes passed
through the skin of the suits, the suits sealed themselves, as
they’re designed to do with small punctures. Once inside the suits,
the probes invaded the soldiers’ bodies. Once there, they broke the
soldiers’ cellular structure down. All we recovered were small
pools of flesh, blood, and a little bone…like this.”
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