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    July 14th, 2104
    

    
      
    

    
      Administrator Stelan gasped as he awoke, freezing in his cryo tube. He felt a warm air blowing over him, but he couldn't enjoy it. He felt his body convulse and he opened the tube and fell onto his hands and knees on the cold metal floor.
    

    
      He coughed, fluid exiting his lungs.
    

    
      
    

    
      As his system started to settle, he became aware of others having the same reaction.
    

    
      They were all completely naked, and once they'd verified that everyone was okay, they went to the lockers to get dressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were five of them- one administrator and four sub-administrators. The sub-admins had different specialties. One was a captain, one an engineer, one a botanist, and another a doctor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The New Horizon was over a thousand meters long, contained tens of thousands of pods, and was designed to be taken apart and used as a shelter at their destination. That is, if their destination was what they hoped.
    

    
      
    

    
      They still had no idea what the star system they were heading towards held. They knew it was a good candidate of course, there was very little chance of a serious issue, but the possibility still remained that they could find nothing at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      The administration staff were in the only habitation area while the ship was in flight, a section set apart from the main bulk of the ship, spinning around it. They would survey the system while the others slept.
    

    
      
    

    
      They headed to the mess hall and ate in silence. There was nothing to say, yet- there were no alerts so there was no need to rush.
    

    
      The four men and one woman felt no particular affinity for one another. This was really just a business arrangement- they would do their time as the admin staff while the colony got set up, then they'd go home to a significant windfall. Or they would go home empty-handed and receive nothing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once finished, they headed down through the corridor that transitioned to zero gravity. Once on the bridge, the captain, Tom Crawford, floated to the captain's chair. He was technically in charge of decisions until they landed, but in reality would always defer to Stelan.
    

    
      
    

    
      He reported, “One candidate. Spectroscopy confirms a 95% chance of a breathable atmosphere.”
    

    
      The botanist, Lucius Frenz, told them, “Biosphere identified. Chlorophyll-analogue, looks like. Lots of green.”
    

    
      The captain nodded and told them, “ETA of nine days to orbit.”
    

    
      “Why couldn't it wake us up when we get there,” their doctor, June Prentiss, complained.
    

    
      Tom replied, “You know why. Fuel.”
    

    
      She grumbled a bit but the others ignored it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They spent most of the next nine days checking the ship. They had systems that would alert them if something went wrong, but they needed to perform manual inspections of everything. The work was done by day seven, and then they were able to relax for a couple of days. They barely spoke during this time, holed up in their own quarters.
    

    
      
    

    
      They gathered an hour before their burn, checking systems to be sure. Then it came time.
    

    
      Tom told them, “Five seconds to burn. Four. Three. Two. One.”
    

    
      They were pushed back in their seats. They could hear the almighty roar from the engine as it burned retrograde to slow them into an orbit. It was a high orbit, but that was all they needed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The engine was slow, so it took close to thirty minutes to get their orbit circular. Then the captain told them, “Deploying probe.”
    

    
      He rechecked the numbers for the probe’s entry to the atmosphere, then pushed the button.
    

    
      It took a few minutes to enter the atmosphere, its methalox thruster slowing it so it wouldn't burn up or miss the planet completely. Then it jettisoned the engine and parachuted down.
    

    
      
    

    
      The probe had various facilities for measuring the planet’s ability to support life. The atmospheric analyser immediately reported good news- everything was in the right amounts. The oxygen content was higher than they were used to, but it was safe to breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      When it got to the surface, it jettisoned the parachute and started moving on its treads. It took samples of the plants, reporting that they were compatible with humans.
    

    
      
    

    
      The occupants of the New Horizon watched the readings avidly, and cheered at each bit of good news. The planet was everything they wanted.
    

    
      
    

    
      With that task completed, Tom released the satellites. The satellites were on a small rocket that would slowly release five miniature relay satellites into appropriate positions in orbit of the planet. It would also release a larger relay capable of sending a radio message to Earth. In a few years, they would get the message.
    

    
      
    

    
      The satellites didn't take long to get into position- within a few hours, they were deciding what to do next. Or, rather, making sure everyone was on board with what they'd already decided.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom told them, “This is it. Last chance if anyone wants to back out.”
    

    
      Stelan replied, “There is no backing out. We don't have that option. We already agreed to it. If we don't go through with it, we'll get nothing.”
    

    
      Prentiss said, “I'm sure we'd still get paid. But after that…”
    

    
      Stelan nodded. “We would be betraying a lot of people.”
    

    
      Tom shifted in his chair uneasily. “We are betraying a lot of people.”
    

    
      “A lot of powerful people, I mean, not some colonists. Look, there's no point in discussing it. Send the message.”
    

    
      Tom did so. The message had been prepared before they'd left the space station orbiting Earth- readings showing a planet that had had a calamity befall it. No atmosphere, no life. It was realistic enough for scientists to agree that the system was worthless.
    

    
      The message also contained a report that they had had a malfunction in the fuel line that meant there wasn't enough fuel to get back. Nobody would question their absence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tom looked at the gleaming marble beneath them. This was going to be their home for a while, but when they got back, they would be rich beyond their dreams.
    

    
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
    

    
      When the ship landed and the colonists were decanted, they had no idea about the transmission that was on its way to Earth. They disassembled the ship as planned, the colony taking form as anticipated.
    

    
      
    

    
      The planet itself was very hospitable, the life having formed similar to Earth’s. They were able to quickly and reliably do the testing to determine what was edible and what was poisonous.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took months for them to decide to move the computer core from what was left of the ship to the basement of the building used for administration. It went well, but during testing, an engineer discovered the transmission.
    

    
      
    

    
      Within an hour, an angry mob had converged on the building. Stelan addressed them from the balcony- a fact that was not lost on the mob, interpretable both as a statement of position and a sign that Stelan didn't feel confident that they wouldn't get violent.
    

    
      
    

    
      When Stelan appeared, one of the mob shouted, “Administrator! We were told we'd be getting a second wave of colony ships! Was that a lie? Are we being left to rot here?”
    

    
      Stelan shook his head. “Nobody is being left to rot. The transmission was just one scenario, it was planned but never sent. Of course we sent the real data.”
    

    
      “He's lying!”
    

    
      The engineer was there, long blonde hair waving as she whirled around addressing the others. “It was a record! I saw it!”
    

    
      Stelan shook his head again. “You're quite mistaken.”
    

    
      The original speaker spoke up again. “So let us in to check!”
    

    
      “I'm very disappointed in you all. You're letting your fear get the better of you. If you can't trust us, this colony will never work. Please, trust that things are going according to plan. The second wave will get here on schedule.”
    

    
      The crowd reacted by throwing things at Stelan, and he retreated inside. The crowd started banging on the door, and the last resort procedure rang through Stelan's mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      The company dictated that when they were about to lose control of the colony altogether- in the case of full-scale rebellion- they admin staff were to delete the data banks. It was an irreversible action that would make the colony unviable. Then, the admin staff would use the escape craft that was currently in orbit to get back to Earth. Obviously he didn't care about the company itself, but their replacement would. They hadn't discussed this scenario but Stelan was sure it was what they would want.
    

    
      
    

    
      The others were out doing god-knew-what, and Stelan wasn't going to risk his hide for them, so he went to the basement, executed the protocol, then headed for the pad on the roof, where there was a shuttle ready to take him to the escape craft.
    

    
      
    

    
      In truth he didn't mind the idea of not having to spend years working on the planet. He could retire early!
    

    
      But as he got into the shuttle, the door to the roof flew open and the mob came. They quickly removed Stelan from the shuttle, and he was beaten to a pulp. When they realised what he'd done, he received worse than a beating.
    

    
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
    

    
      Discovery Inc. shares plummet
    

    
      
    

    
      In the wake of the report received from Proxima Centauri yesterday, Discovery Incorporated has seen a precipitous fall in its share price.
    

    
      
    

    
      Discovery has been the leading initiative for new colonies for many years, but has recently been beset by a series of setbacks, starting with the failure of their shipyards in the asteroid belt and culminating in their monopoly being broken in favour of Interstellar Landings, the initiative started by multi-trillionare Ionia Tyler.
    

    
      
    

    
      Discovery’s share price has now dropped below that of IL and is expected to plummet much further. Some experts are predicting a buyout, leading to Tyler’s domination of the industry. This would give IL access to the infrastructure required to achieve their name and reach other solar systems.
    

    
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
    

    
      Encyclopedia Galactica entry on Marcelle City
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcelle City is the second-largest city on Mars by population. It is owned and run by Interstellar Landings, the largest corporation in human space. Marcelle City was originally founded by the Earth Congressional Directorate to carry on the success of the capital city and original colony, Hellas Planitia. Due to underfunding, however, the city was acquired by Interstellar Landings.
    

    
      
    

    
      It is commonly described by proponents as the greatest success of the corporate world. Critics describe it as a means by which Interstellar Landings gains increased influence and wealth. Especially controversial is the laws introduced by the ECD as part of the deal to sell the city- they allow Interstellar Landings full autonomy in its borders, with very few guaranteed rights. Some have claimed the only rights granted are in name only, and that slavery in indentured servitude is merely redefined.
    

    
      
    

    
      The city is notable for its lack of public advertising, as well as its simple architecture. After the acquisition, it was redesigned by architect Kumar Kareem Diaz, who was inspired by early 20th century styles to create tall, simple buildings using primarily steel and concrete, with few windows. City life would happen primarily in these buildings, with the Martian exterior only being travelled through, either by air or on the high-speed roads that take inhabitants inside the buildings themselves. A notable exception is the addition of the Sky Plazas- areas supported by surrounding buildings, near the top of those buildings, which provide various amenities.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcelle's guiding principle during construction was to lead from the top- Interstellar Landings advertised the city as built for the most successful in society to maximise their potential. The intention was to add the wealthiest residents first through advance commitments, and then find support staff to fill the lower ranks. The city's design is such that instead of the usual horizontal divide between the upper class and working class, the upper class would instead be housed in the higher floors of the many tall buildings in the city. It is generally held that the higher in the city you are, the more wealthy- although that is less the case in the slums.
    

    
      
    

    
      The slums were not designed into the city at all, but have become a necessary part of it. Those that officially work for Interstellar Landings live outside the core of the city in an area that has been built by its inhabitants- a set of structures sometimes compared to the Kowloon Walled City in 20th century China.
    

    
      
    

    
      The inhabitants of the slums are part of a system of underground labour not officially recognised by Interstellar Landings. Much of it is illegal but the laws are rarely enforced- ECD laws prohibit IL from enabling these trades, but they nevertheless persist. These include drug trafficking, prostitution, child labour, and others.
    

    
      
    

    
      The city boasts some of the tallest buildings in the galaxy. Due to Mars’ low gravity, the tallest buildings in Marcelle are around twice the height of the tallest on Earth. The tallest overall is the Executive Building, which hosts the offices of the highest-ranked executives in Interstellar Landings. At the very top floor is the office of Siobhan Mason, CEO.
    

    
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcelle City, Mars, January 28th, 2576
    

    
      
    

    
      Jake Davis stepped out of his car onto the car park of his apartment building, his shoes hitting the concrete with an echoing sound. He shut the door and headed toward the elevator, ignoring the youths spray-painting onto the walls. He could call the cops again, but they never cared. The people in the Highers didn’t drive, they used aircars, so they never came down to be bothered by it. And if the Highers don’t care, neither do the cops or any other service. The roads got cleaned to the precise degree where the Highers couldn’t see the garbage. Anywhere out of sight of the aircars or the Highers got ignored.
    

    
      
    

    
      If anyone ever complained, the answer was the same: focus on your work so you could move to the Highers and not have to see it.
    

    
      
    

    
      As his elevator climbed, he looked out of the glass wall to the city. Marcelle wasn't the prettiest city out there- just concrete, steel and glass, a dark blot against the red-brown dirt of the planet. But it was owned by Interstellar Landings, and they were great for those that wanted a career in space.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jake was a ship captain, working for Interstellar Landings. The company paid a decent salary, and he took people and things to the colonies. They provided a ship with an A-drive, and he got it to where it was supposed to go. Currently he was waiting for a job, so he got to spend time with his family, on solid ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jake wasn't poor, and this wasn't the worst place to live. The worst place to live was in the slums, where makeshift shacks were put up until some administrator ordered them cleared out because the smell had annoyed them one day or something. He lived about midway up his building, his apartment provided for him by the company. Unlike many he didn’t really have any ambition to go any higher, and couldn’t have done so without changing jobs, and he liked his work. Sure, changing to one of the larger convoy ships, the ones that took high-value cargo and people, was less risky and paid better. But he had a lot of flexibility, and that suited him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The elevator stopped, and Jake stepped into his home. His wife, Jocelyn, wasn't home yet, but his daughter Suzie was. He popped his head in to her room and saw her hard at work. That was pretty normal- she knew she had to work hard to get ahead of the others in her class. He'd made sure of that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Suzie was fifteen years old- at the point where many of her peers had already finished school and gotten to work. The company stopped providing education at fourteen, so Jake was paying for extra classes. He hoped one day she would be able to get a job in administration. A lot of those were pretty cushy and had decent benefits.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey Suzie,” he said, sitting on her bed. “Learn anything interesting?”
    

    
      “Hey, dad. Just history, it's pretty boring.”
    

    
      He always tried to get her interested in her schoolwork, so he said, “Nah, lay it on me.”
    

    
      She spun in her chair. “We were learning about the early ships, from before the A-drive. It took years to get to other stars. They had to put people to sleep and everything.”
    

    
      Jake nodded. “No gravity plating, either. Back then they built rotating sections into their ships. You can see a life-size replica in the Museum of Space Travel.”
    

    
      His eyes glazed over as he remembered what he'd been told long ago. “The corporations had a lot of trouble finding people to set up colonies. It was risky, so they had to pay them a lot.”
    

    
      Suzie asked, “I don't get why it's any different to now.”
    

    
      “Well now they use the contracts. Contracts back then were a lot more limited. Governments stopped corporations from using those sorts of contracts.”
    

    
      “A lot of people are forced into things they don't want to do,” Suzie said. “I don't know why they stopped restricting that.”
    

    
      Jake made a dismissive gesture. “People always need to be made to do what they don't want to. Personally I think they just realised that all they were doing was getting in the way of progress. We were spreading humanity throughout the stars. If someone's too lazy and selfish to want to go, of course you need to make them.”
    

    
      Suzie made a “hmm” sound. “Corporations do go too far though, sometimes. I often wonder if governments need to keep them in line.”
    

    
      “Well, that's what the market is for. These things all balance out. If they do things that are bad for them, they'll get less business or have higher costs. All governments ever do is get in the way. Things run much more smoothly when they butt out.”
    

    
      Suzie didn't look convinced, but she shrugged and replied, “Okay.”
    

    
      Jake told her, “The important thing is to keep these questions between us. You know they don't take kindly to those kinds of ideas.”
    

    
      She said the line kids were always made to say every day in school: “The company is always right.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He considered as he left that he needed to check his messages. The company wasn't always right, but that was the message drummed into them. They had to toe the line, or lose everything. It sort of made sense- questioning the company led to disobedience, which led to laziness. They had to do their best for the company or everything would fall apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      There it was! The message he'd been waiting for! He finally had a job! Not that he wanted to leave Suzie, but he had been getting concerned. This kind of inconsistent work paid well when he had work, but in dry spells he sometimes worried about whether the next job would come before their savings ran out.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was still reading about the job when Jocelyn came through the front door. “Honey, I got a job!”
    

    
      She glanced at him and replied, “That's great, let me just settle in. I'm exhausted.”
    

    
      Jocelyn worked as a waitress in a restaurant in the Highers. It wasn't well-paying work, but it helped keep them going.
    

    
      She sat on the sofa in the living room. Jake told her, “This job should take a few weeks, maybe a month to complete. Then another month to get back, there's a return job as well.”
    

    
      Jocelyn acknowledged that with a nod. Jake observed, “You don't seem all that happy about it.”
    

    
      She sighed heavily. “Obviously we need the money, and with your job being unstable we can't turn it down. It's just… a lot of work, whenever you're not here.”
    

    
      Jake relaxed into the seat beside her. “I'd think you'd like not having me underfoot.”
    

    
      She gave him a strange look, then smiled, clearly having decided he was joking. He smiled back to confirm.
    

    
      Then her smile faded. “You’re a great father, Jake. Suzie likes having you here.”
    

    
      “I know. And I know you struggle. I wish I could do something about that.”
    

    
      Jocelyn sat back, frowning. “I just don’t know that this is sustainable. Eventually…”
    

    
      He cut her off. “Eventually she’ll be leaving us. She’s becoming an adult.”
    

    
      She acknowledged that with a slight nod. “Of the two of us you’re better at all this. I just wish…”
    

    
      She cut herself off, and Jake waited for a moment, before finishing, “You wish it were you going away.”
    

    
      Jocelyn nodded, guilt on her face. “It’s an awful thing to think.”
    

    
      He thought about it for a moment, then replied, “It’s just how it is. I know the two of you have never really gotten along.”
    

    
      She wiped a tear away. “I just feel… trapped. Like I have no options to make things easier. None at all.”
    

    
      Jake frowned. “I know it’s harder for you than it is for me. But we were always trapped, right? And we just found the best option open to us.”
    

    
      Jocelyn rubbed her face. “I don’t know that we’re ever going to not be trapped. I mean we got together because it made things easier. We had Suzie because it made things easier, due to the subsidy. When that goes, when Suzie moves out, it’ll just make things harder again.”
    

    
      He didn’t know what to say to that for a moment. But then he replied, “At least we’re giving Suzie a good start.”
    

    
      After another moment, he added, “You know I’ll do whatever I can to help out.”
    

    
      She leaned in for a kiss, and he kissed her back and then told her, “I appreciate everything you do for us.”
    

    
      She smiled. “Thank you for saying that. I’ll get dinner ready.”
    

    
      She asked what Jake and Suzie wanted, then got out packages of food and put them in the hydrator. A minute later, they were ready to eat and everyone sat down at the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jake had chicken and mushroom pasta. It wasn't the kind of food Jocelyn served at work, by any means- fresh ingredients, prepared using an oven or stove, maybe even with natural meat- but it was good enough. They said it had all the right nutrients and vitamins.
    

    
      
    

    
      He continued telling them about the job. Jocelyn replied, “Sounds like a good opportunity. How much are you getting for it?”
    

    
      He took a gulp of his drink. “Standard rate.”
    

    
      She nodded. It was over twice what she got in a year.
    

    
      Suzie asked, “Dad, can you help with my homework after dinner?”
    

    
      Jake replied that he would and the conversation turned to other topics.
    

    
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
    

    
      Mars Space Elevator, February 1st, 2576
    

    
      
    

    
      The space elevator was about a hundred metres across, with windows showing the rapidly darkening atmosphere. Around Jake were probably two hundred passengers, some sitting, some standing, and a VIP area that was closed off.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jake had taken this trip dozens of times in his career, so he just tried to get a seat and kill time on his tablet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next to him was a documentary playing on a screen on the wall. It was about the CEO of Interstellar Landings and richest woman in the galaxy, Siobhan Mason. IL owned the space elevator, so it played these things to put a friendly face on the company. It showed a familiar picture of her, one he’d seen countless times. She was an attractive woman with dark, long hair and sharp features. If she were a poor woman, he’d say she was in her mid-forties, but people like her had all kinds of drugs and genetic therapies that could make them look much younger than they were.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mason is now known for building communities, leading to the expansion of the company’s ownership of colonies and cities, and this streak showed from an early age.”
    

    
      A man showed on the screen, labelled as her teacher in business. “Yeah, little shiv was always in control in the class. All the other kids looked up to her, and she ran a tight ship.”
    

    
      The screen switched to a picture of a teenager. “
      Mason transitioned in early adolescence, coming to terms with her identity as a woman. She made her start in business with a modest contribution from her father, and by twenty, her company was flourishing. When she was twenty-five, he retired, recognizing her potential to lead and making her the first trans woman to top the Fortune 500.
    

    
      The past forty years have seen a period of unparalleled growth. Mason’s characteristic talent for building communities has brought two Martian cities and eight other settlements all over the solar system under the ownership of Interstellar Landings. And true to the company’s origins, IL has led the way in founding new colonies, forming partnerships with…
      ”
    

    
      The picture changed to show various colonies as the documentary droned on. Jake tuned it out and looked down at Mars through the transparent floor of the elevator.
    

    
      
    

    
      After centuries, it was still the Red Planet, easily distinguishable from any of the planets he had visited. It was, of course, because of people like Siobhan Mason. People with vision. She was the reason the Martian government had retreated from much of the planet. She was the one that would defend Mars if it were ever attacked, although nobody would dare. Jake reflected that it was people like her that drove the species forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was distracted out of his thoughts by the elevator arriving at Jean-Pierre station in orbit. He headed to the docking bays, where his ship, the 
      Harcourt
      , was docked. He saw it out of the window- an Alabaster-class passenger ship. Not the biggest that carried passengers, nor the most luxurious, but it was very fast.
    

    
      
    

    
      He thought of it as his, but in reality he didn't own it. It was convenient for Interstellar Landings to keep crew and ship together, that was all. One day, either the ship would get too old for him, or he would get too old for it. Probably the former, since it only had about a decade of life left in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      As he waited for the airlock to cycle to let him in, he heard one of the crew speak on the intercom. “Welcome back, Captain.”
    

    
      That was the first mate, Schloss. They were diligent, always there before him, and always backing him up. He was glad to have them there. The two of them had worked together for almost a decade.
    

    
      Schloss continued, “Still waiting on Talus, Cooper, and Harry. Passenger boarding is at 13:00.”
    

    
      They had both gotten in early, but Schloss had high expectations. Jake didn't mind.
    

    
      The airlock finished and the door opened, Jake walking through the tight passageway to the bridge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything seemed normal. All the systems looked green, although Talus would confirm that.
    

    
      Jake spent the morning confirming the details of their route, making sure they had everything cleared both with local docking control and at their destination, and killing time until the passengers arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of the passengers arrived in a group, and Jake showed them to their seats in the regular cabin. However, there was also the VIP module. This module arrived with the passengers already inside. This was normal procedure- it meant that only the source and destination needed to know the passengers' identities. It was very costly to travel that way, though, so it was usually high-level executives.
    

    
      Jake had only seen inside such a module once. He had heard that they were highly customisable, but the one he'd seen had been outfitted like a medical bay, with a dedicated power source and a bed with medical equipment attached.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wondered briefly who was aboard as he instructed the computer to load the VIP cabin to the right module slot. He figured he'd never know, but he always wondered.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the module was docked, he told Talus to take a look at it and make sure it was secure.
    

    
      With that, he brought up the intercom and said into it, “Hello everyone, I'm your captain, Jake Davis. We'll be departing in no more than half an hour. Everything looks to be on-schedule, so we should be at Adams Colony in three weeks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      It took twenty minutes to undock. Longer than usual- in theory they should leave at their appointed slot, but sometimes there were mechanical issues with the station or some top-priority ship had muscled its way in.
    

    
      
    

    
      When they were clear of the station, they engaged the A-drive. The A-drive- originally called the Alcubierre drive, although nobody called it that- was housed in a ring around the main fuselage of the ship. It functioned by warping space-time around the ship, compressing it at the front and lengthening it at the back. It took a tremendous amount of energy to make it run, and it was affected by gravity so that they could only safely run it at full when out at two hundred times the orbit of Earth. They had to run it at a small fraction of its potential until then, and it took almost a day to reach that 200AU mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      There wasn't a lot to do on these trips, other than neurotically checking and re-checking things, so Jake just sat in his chair on the bridge and read a book, this one a historical comedy about an early colony.
    

    
      
    

    
      It took less than an hour for a fight to break out among the passengers. Fights were common, but rarely started this quickly. The combination of a lack of external comms, plus the fact that often the travel wasn't their choice, often caused problems.
    

    
      Cooper generally handled it. He was their security guy, but really that just meant a combination of firmness and tact. He would never allow anyone to be hurt, but he always made sure they knew that cooperation wasn't optional.
    

    
      However, this was one of those times when someone refused to talk to anyone but the captain. He was in charge, so of course.
    

    
      A dark-haired man was in a fight with another man, who was blonde and had dark skin.
    

    
      Jake could tell they were slum-crawlers, residents of the slums. They sometimes got work from IL, but it was unstable. Such people often floated in and out of prison. Travel usually happened because they’d decided to leave or had been made to leave. IL needed the slums, but often the population got out of control and they forced some of them to take a one-way trip out of the city. Sometimes they’d racked up debt and been forced to take a job nobody wanted, the kind they would be unlikely to return from. Those kinds of passengers were the worst trouble, because they had little to lose, so their behaviour could be unpredictable.
    

    
      Jake asked Cooper what was wrong. “This gentleman”, he indicated the blonde man, “is demanding another seat.”
    

    
      Blondie said, “He ratted me out to the company!”
    

    
      
        The dark-haired man seemed much more calm, and started saying, “He-”
        

        Jake stopped him. “I really don’t care what your fight is about. There are no other single seats. The others are families or other groups. Sorry, but you'll need to live with it.”
        

        The dark-haired man said, “I want you to hear this anyway.”
      
    

    
      He looked at Jake curiously and continued, “You don’t want to know. You’d rather we’re faceless. But I’m going to tell you.”
    

    
      He glanced at the other man, then back. “He sold me drugs. I didn’t have anything else. Nothing felt right, except that. It was the only thing in my life that made me want to live. And in the end, I got into debt getting what I needed. The only way they’d pay to have my addiction cured was if I sold him out.”
    

