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    ​Chapter One


    Humans evolve in their environment. If we can create environments that expand the human spirit, we have a chance of calling forward mankind’s better nature.


    THE WORLD DESIGNERS’ MANIFESTO


    Sydney: Xanthe


    The spacesuit pressed down on her like a lead blanket. The chair rattled and shook her violently. Xanthe felt the skin of her face grow taut and strained. Suddenly there was weightlessness. Relief. And the view of the world below: a soft, blue, mottled curve against the black forever of space. Awe swelled within her as it did every time she snuck in to the VR simulation hub for a joy ride.


    All too soon, they re-entered the Earth’s orbit, landed, and the lights burned bright, assaulting her senses. Back now in the VR room with its bland walls and disappointing reality. Xanthe trudged into the change room along with the other punters and stripped off her well-worn, hired sensor suit. She slipped out to the stinking hot streets of Sydney.


    Poor Sydney. A pale version of its former glorious self. The city had survived the long years of COVID-19, the first pandemic. But then subsequent viruses had sent city dwellers scurrying for the country. Towering office blocks stood empty like soulless sentinels. The ground-floor windows, at first bright with hopeful ‘For Lease’ signs, were boarded up and smattered with graffiti. The ‘For Sale’ signs came next and fell, like autumn leaves, trodden underfoot. The tsunami washed out the rest, wrecking the beautiful harbour with a devastating backwash. It was only when the drought and the rising inland heat sent people back to the coast that Sydney experienced its latest renaissance. Old commercial properties were repurposed for inner-city living. New density requirements crammed people into renovated eco-buildings, brimming inside with vertical greenery, coated on the outside with plants to keep the structures cool. These often formed a hydroponic sleeve, feeding the building’s inhabitants with a vertical farm.


    Xanthe stopped on a corner and looked up. It was one of her prized projects. As chief designer, she had turned this old corporate tower into a family oasis. The entrance was resplendent with trees and tropical flowers. The exterior heaved with plant life and a few remaining birds grateful for a cool haven. Her smartest innovations were the network of clear plastic tunnel slides that allowed people to navigate quickly between floors, and habitat stations with ladders on the outside. She had managed to create a community where all food, entertainment and social interactions were self-contained. No one needed to brave the heat of the day ever again. She called it ‘The Pantheon’. She smiled at the arrogance. Hell, she’d earned the right.


    Xanthe took another moment and squinted up at The Pantheon, then pulled the sunshade over her brow. It was barely dawn, but the heat was baking already. It was late to be out, and Simon would be waiting.


    Simon could always tell when she’d been to the VR Hub. Was it the longing she tried desperately to hide? The telltale stench of sweat from the overused VR suit still clinging to her? The disdain would crawl across his face. “Why do you bother? Falling into the crass, commercial claws of the Big Tech oligarchies. Such a betrayal…” and the lecture would continue, always the same, always bitter. He was an Earth Advocate, as she had been. Still was. Mostly.


    Simon was committed to the salvation of the planet. He believed that technology should be deployed to rectify the climate disasters that ravaged Earth, not for some billionaire’s folly to colonise other planets. He did appreciate the logic that life on Earth was ultimately doomed, since it would eventually boil dry as it approached the expanding sun. But that was still billions of years away. Life was happening now. Whichever philosophical or spiritual lens you put on it, Earth was humanity’s home, and we should embrace our fate alongside it. Why poison other planets with our ineptitude? Better to get the management of this one right.


    Xanthe heard his words echo from their last argument. She agreed with him on many points. Yes, Earth was sacred. Yes, it was beautiful and worth saving. But, she tried to add in spite of his eye rolling, consciousness was valuable too, and we had a moral obligation to help it survive our planet’s eventual doom. That usually sparked a diatribe about the responsibilities of the wealthy and the outrageous waste of money on space tourism. She often backed down at this point. It was hard to argue about the money side of things.


    Xanthe wasn’t quite ready for another confrontation. She took the long way home and headed towards the harbour. It drew her there. The sea’s siren songs plucked her heart strings, mournful. There on the harbour, the dawn licked the sky with a harsh red tongue. Xanthe remembered the rush of the tsunami once again. The dreadful roar and the incomprehensible power of the water that picked her up and threw her forward in a turbulence that choked all other sound. It was a moment, only a moment. The relief of breath. Then the awful realisation of loss. So much horrible loss.


    As a paramedic, the despair was overwhelming. So many people she tried to save and couldn’t. So many people lost. As the grief subsided, Xanthe found new purpose in the wake of the tsunami. She abandoned her job and dived into cleaning up the city. She worked first with the salvage crews, then trained with Gaia Enterprises to design new communities. She believed in resurrection, in renewal. The Phoenix, Lazarus and all those old tales. They would make something glorious of this wrecked, debris-strewn city. They would find beauty even as the world tore her heart in two. They would salvage what they could from the vengeful Earth and create something wonderful, beautiful and worth living for.


    “I thought I’d find you here.”


    Xanthe jumped a little, startled from her reverie, and turned away from the water she had been staring over.


    “Maja.” Though she was surprised, her voice came out flat. “What are you doing here?”


    Xanthe eyed the older woman with her impossibly smooth, brown skin, and noticed the trace of a few lines at the corner of her eyes, deeper now than when she had last seen her.


    “I’ve come to see you.” Maja’s face was gentle, filled with love, her dark eyes deep.


    You could swim in those eyes, thought Xanthe. Drown in them. She shuddered slightly.


    “How are you, Xanthe?”


    Xanthe considered Maja, then looked out again at the water. A wind stirred the surface. The hot wind rising already.


    “I’m fine.” They both knew it wasn’t true. But true enough.


    Maja took Xanthe’s arm in hers and steered her along the shore that was one of the first areas they had repaired. People needed a place to go. To think. To breathe.


    “Why are you here, Maja?” Xanthe knew Maja did not make house calls for former employees.


    “We’ve got a new project to tender for,” Maja said.


    Xanthe frowned. Why not use the holocall? Since when did a project tender require in-person visits? Xanthe waited and let the silence draw Maja’s words from her.


    “It’s something new for Gaia Enterprises. Something… audacious.”


    Xanthe found this surprising. “Audacious? Gaia has always been audacious, Maja. It’s why I joined in the first place. Land reclamation communities that span the globe. Floating worlds. Rebuilding flood-ravaged cities. And what could be more audacious than the underwater worlds?”


    Xanthe stopped to look Maja full in the face. What was she playing at? Gaia Enterprises had been one of the salvations of climate-change-ravaged Earth. After the droughts, the tsunamis, the rising sea levels, Gaia was helping humanity adapt to the devastation. It was creating new habitats. Although, not fast enough, thought Xanthe. Climate refugees were clinging to life, eking out an existence close to the water, living in the shadows during the day to stay out of the heat. Even now she could feel their eyes on her and Maja, hiding in the rubble of ruined buildings, in makeshift shanties. Xanthe and Maja were out too late in the day already. The sun burned the air around them. Xanthe felt the sweat soaking her thin cotton robe. Desert wear. In a city by the sea.


    “What new project, Maja?”


    Maja held her gaze, then looked away. “We are putting in a bid for the Moon.”


    Xanthe stared, aghast. “You’re kidding!” she cried. “The Moon? Since when did Gaia abandon Earth?” This went against all Gaia principles. As its very name indicated, Gaia was about the Earth, not space.


    “I know it sounds like a – a change.”


    “A change! This is sacrilege! Gaia Enterprises is about restoring human life on planet Earth! For years we’ve battled the Space Cowboys and their crazy quest to colonise Mars! All that money! All those resources that could be saving lives – here – on Earth.” Xanthe fumed. And she heard it too in her own words: for years we’ve battled… We. Even after all these years, she still felt the ‘we’. The pull back to her designer origins.


    Maja waited until Xanthe had vented her outrage.


    “I thought the same. At first.” Again, Maja hooked her arm through Xanthe’s and guided her towards some shade at the corner of an old building. “But this is an opportunity to promote Gaia’s work and vision here on Earth. A Moon project will show how beautiful Earth is. How it is worth preserving. Worth saving. There is no better view of the planet than from space. As you well know.”


    Xanthe froze. How did Maja know about her VR Hub visits? She kept it all a secret, except from Simon. Simon. Damn him. He must have told Maja. His own bitterness and frustration. The old wound between them, a heaviness like a scab on their relationship, big and ugly and misshapen even as it aimed to protect them both.


    “Why are you telling me this, Maja? I’m not part of Gaia’s pool of designers anymore.”


    “I know. But we’re making a special callout. We need skills like yours. You’ve got the medical background and successful world design experience. Perfect for the complex designs needed for the Moon – and I personally appreciate your community focus.” She paused and glanced at Xanthe. “I know you didn’t like the direction Gaia was heading with its commercial decisions, but sometimes leadership means making choices that look bad in the short term, if the long term is served.”


    “Come on, Maja, I don’t buy into the ends justifying the means. It looked like a sellout to me.”


    “I prefer to think of it as a ‘borrow-in’.”


    “Really? Gaia Enterprises agreed to build a new Disneyland for crying out loud! Hardly helping climate refugees, as far as I can see.”


    Maja smiled at that. “There’s always room for joy in the world, Xanthe. Besides, that project allowed us to invest in terraforming technology. Not everything that looks like indulgence has no value.


    “In any case, Gaia has gone from strength to strength. The worlds we’ve built are creating new hope for people around the planet. For its part, the Olympus Project is a little like the Disneyland one, except that the outcome isn’t just joy rides. It’s also asteroid mining and research. If we win the bid, it will give us another revenue stream that will advance our Earth salvage mission. And we’ll take an ongoing management fee once the base is established. That fee will fund multiple projects we’ve been longing to launch here on Earth.”


    Xanthe was quiet as she considered Maja’s elaborate business plans.


    Maja continued. “We’re opening up selection for the Olympus Project bid to applicants from other design companies. No more than one applicant per company to try and narrow the pool. We’re expecting a huge amount of interest. Gaia has never opened its doors to other designers and we suspect there will be a few wanting to get a foot in the door. We’re running a selection to put together a design and deliver team. The team will work the prototype as part of the project bid. If the bid is successful, that team will build the project together. On the Moon.”


    Xanthe gasped. Off-planet world building! It wasn’t just about the design, it was the build too! But regardless of what Maja said, it was the antithesis of Gaia. Why were they abandoning their principles? If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em? Selling the value of Earth, from space? Come on. There was more going on here aside from some possible future management fee.


    The Moon. Against her will, Xanthe’s heart pounded with excitement. The VR Hub had been her secret indulgence, a place to escape the pain that dogged her days on Earth. The chance to actually travel off-world, to space, to the Moon. Was she a hypocrite for wanting to experience the beauty of Earth from afar? Maybe it would help her to find some peace again. Or maybe she just wanted to run away. And the Moon was about as far away as she could get. For now. The Mars plan was not quite in reach, in spite of the billions the Space Cowboys had thrown at it, not to mention the twenty-six lives already burnt in the pursuit.


    “What do you want from me?” Xanthe asked finally.


    “I want you to be part of the core design team. We need three lead designers, and then a pilot, mechanic and life support specialist to make up the team of six. Gaia would like you to be the third designer. We need you. You’d balance the team nicely.”


    “Wow. I’m honoured. Shocked, but honoured. I need some time to think about this, Maja.”


    “Of course. It’s a big commitment.”


    “Just out of interest, who are the other two?”


    “Troy Bruin and Xavier Consus.”


    “Oh my God! The superstars!”


    Maja smiled. She was proud of these Gaia designers and was always delighted by the impression they made.


    Xanthe took a deep breath. “Okay, tell me more,” she said.
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    ​Chapter Two


    Perspective is a matter of viewpoint. Change where you stand, and the view changes too.


    ATHENA AI IN WISDOM OF THE AGES


    Sydney: Xanthe


    “You can’t be serious.” Simon leant against their apartment’s kitchen counter. He clutched a mug of coffee, though its contents had soured for him. Everything tasted off with Xanthe’s news.


    “Maja says it’s the best way forward for the future of Gaia Enterprises. For the Earth. People will want to invest when they see its beauty, its fragility.”


    “That’s total bullshit, Xanthe, and you know it. They’re selling out.” He was more furious than she’d ever seen him. “You left Gaia years ago, remember? And why? You didn’t like the direction, then – too much focus on commercial interests and not enough on design, on the human element. And now you want to re-join them? In space? Unbelievable!”


    Xanthe let him fume. She didn’t expect him to agree with her. His views on space tourism had been hardening year after year. He protested along with the others every time there was a new space travel announcement. He was a dyed-in-the-wool Earthist. Xanthe’s trips to the VR Hub and her joy in simulated space travel only widened the distance between them. Where they might once have leant into one another, nursing their aching hearts from the gaping wound the tsunami left, they now found themselves leaning elsewhere. Simon turned his gaze to the Earth, wanting to calm the fury that caused their loss, and make right the abuse of progress. As if by healing the planet, he might somehow heal his heart. Xanthe turned skyward: searching for meaning in the stars, away from the place that raked their lives with its claws. How could she reconcile nature and the pain that drowned her a little more each day?


    This project was a chance to bridge the grief. A new colony on the Moon so that Earth’s children might see it better, for the first time, and find some hope for a brighter future.


    Or maybe, her secret heart whispered, it’s a chance to escape.
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    ​Chapter Three


    A reputation is built brick by brick, moment by moment, over a lifetime.


    THE WORLD DESIGNERS’ MANIFESTO


    Sea Rover: Jonas


    Jonas dropped the heavy wrench, smashing the toes on his left foot.


    “Bollocks!” he blasted into the steamy enclosed space of the engine room. He uncoiled himself from the awkward position around the engine and stretched his back while the throbbing eased in his foot. He wiped his greasy hands on his overalls then retrieved the wrench.


    “Just one more nut, you bloody bastard, and we’re out of here.” Jonas was eager to go topside after the suffocating heat of the ship’s engine room.


    Ship. He knew he shouldn’t call it that. It was the Sea Rover. A floating mass and home to 1,843 citizens of a semi-autonomous community. His parents, Don and Jenny Seaborn, were particular about that. They were proud of being the first world designers to create a movable world. Even if it was really just two cruise ships webbed together, thought Jonas. Otherwise, they wouldn’t need him to service the damned engines.


    He cranked the last nut in place, untangled himself, and inspected his work.


    “She’s a beauty!” he said to the empty room, and smiled. His parents were disappointed he did not enjoy the more grandiose aspects of world design, like they did. They found his interest in mechanical engineering pedestrian. Such snobs! They even changed their name to ‘Seaborn’ when news of the Sea Rover’s success went global. So pretentious. They rode that wave of fame high, taking credit for the ‘groundbreaking’ designs. How the media loved their stupid puns.


    But it was Jonas’s innovations with the engines and steering mechanisms that were the secret to the ship’s manoeuvrability. And it was his damned designs that kept the webbing floor between the two hulls from ripping apart in heavy seas, maintaining the image of a landmass, rather than an oversized catamaran. They relied on his expertise more than ever now. Don and Jenny Seaborn had a lot to thank him for. But didn’t.


    He closed the engine room door behind him and took the narrow metal stairs two at a time until he reached the upper deck. He liked to test his fitness wherever he could. Good for martial arts training. He burst on to the deck with a nimble jump. The air was sweet after the confines of the engine room, but the sun seared his eyes, and he moved instinctively back towards the stairwell, into the shade. Even with the sea breeze, it was still damned hot. How the landlocked idiots coped he had no idea.


    He went quickly to his own quarters to clean off the engine oil. “Neptune. Read the headlines.” The AI responded:


    “Twelve new corporations join the Earth Alliance. Green Economy policies gain momentum around the world. Pressure mounts against the United States to sign the Asteroid Mining Agreement…”


    “Like that will ever happen,” Jonas mumbled as he discarded his sweaty, stained overalls.


    “…Earth First protests claim six lives in latest clash with European authorities. Mining heiress and Earth Alliance founder Aryanna Sharif rumoured to be behind the latest Moon Base bid—”


    “Holy crap! Neptune, bring up the last headline report on the holodisplay.”


    The hologram story sprang to life as Jonas stood in his underwear, gaping. It showed the reclusive trillionaire with her trademark oversized sunglasses and white silk robes, on the steps of the Lunar Commission. Her bodyguards escorted her through the throngs of protesters to her waiting self-driving car.


    Neptune continued: “Sharif refused to speak with reporters as Earth First protesters chanted ‘Sellout’. Sharif’s alleged tender for the controversial Moon Base is the third contender for the Lunar Commission’s Olympus Project. Earth Alliance spokesperson Eli Heltay did not deny the rumour, stating, ‘Earth Alliance remains resolute in its commitment to terraforming Earth and preserving habitat for humanity and all sentient beings. All projects remain committed to that end.’”


    “Sounds like tap dancing to me. Neptune, bring up stories on the Olympus Project.” Jonas scanned the article titles. ‘Lunar Commission signs Moon Base contract as addendum to the Outer Space Treaty Moon Agreement’, ‘First Moon Base to be built within five years’, Lunar Commission names the Moon Base “The Olympus Project” as protests continue’.


    “Neptune, who is tendering for the Olympus Project?”


    “The Olympus Project currently has three tender bids: Spaceward Bound, Human Habs and Gaia Enterprises.”


    “Hell’s bloody bells! Gaia Enterprises?!” No way. Space tourism was not Gaia’s thing; the Earth was Gaia’s thing. Besides, Gaia didn’t have that kind of money. Design and prototype with a twelve-month proof of concept would cost an absolute bomb. Maybe there was truth to the Sharif rumour. She had the funds for it. But space tourism? Was it a sellout after all? Couldn’t be. Sharif didn’t need the money. She didn’t have the ego either. Not like the other Space Cowboys. Jonas stared out the porthole window of his quarters to the vast shiny swell of the ocean.


    “Neptune, bring up Gaia Enterprises.” And there it was: ‘Gaia Enterprises is pleased to announce its bid for the Olympus Project. The proposed Moon Base will be an exciting hub for space research, asteroid mining and human development. Gaia Enterprises sees this as important infrastructure and a stepping stone for its Earth terraforming and world design projects. We are seeking the best world designers, engineers, food scientists, life support specialists, medical technicians, mechanics and psychologists.’


    “I’ll be damned! They’re opening the bloody gates!” Gaia had been a closed shop since its very beginning. They recruited and trained their own world designers, refusing graduates of other world design programs. Talk about elitism! But it had worked for them. They’d added terraforming to their design business, all along spruiking the future of Mother Earth as their main concern. They were the most successful world designers on the planet, with superstar designers like Troy Bruin in their midst. But not even Gaia had the funds to run a Moon Base tender without significant backing. Spaceward Bound had big tech giant Metasyn, Human Habs had the big pharma conglomerate Novartis Sun. And Gaia Enterprises had… Aryanna Sharif?


    But now here was a chance to get in! Jonas had applied to Gaia Enterprises straight out of high school but had been knocked back due to his reputation as an unruly kid. Fair call, too, he thought. He was an arrogant and spoilt little shit. It was only when the Don kicked him off the Sea Rover and told him to ‘shape up or ship out permanently’ that he got his act together. He went to the Netherlands to study land reclamation world design. Hated it. He missed the freedom of movement of the Sea Rover. But he stuck with it and added ship engineering, waste management systems and enclosed ecosystems to his world design quiver. He consulted on a few world design projects before heading back to the Sea Rover for a stint. That stint turned into two years. Long enough in Mummy and Daddy’s long, unappreciative shadow.


    “Neptune, open up the Gaia Enterprises application form for the Olympus Project. For mechanics.” Still in his underwear, shower now forgotten, Jonas Seaborn launched his own ship into uncharted waters.
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    ​Chapter Four


    Ambition can be a useful tool. It can redirect destructive energy for constructive ends.


    MAJA GARCIA, THE JOURNALS


    Los Angeles: Madison


    “Damn! That was some shit-hot flyin’, Mad Dog!”


    Madison Floyd removed her helmet and smiled broadly at her colleague. They bumped knuckles. P.J. finished fuelling the plane and returned the bowser to its cradle.


    “They don’t call me Mad Dog for nothin’, P.J.!” Madison thumped him on the shoulder, and he feigned pain. He followed her out of the hangar to the pilots’ lockers. She peeled off her flying suit and folded it neatly. P.J. tried not to look at her long lean legs as she stood in her shorts and undershirt and applied deodorant.


    “Those were some fancy turns up there. You teachin’ those goons at Spaceward Bound those tricks?” he asked, staring into her face and working hard not to let his gaze wander.


    “Not a chance! Those goons are barely passing the basics. Lord knows how they’re going to put a bid in for the Olympus Project. They think just because they change their name it qualifies them for something like space travel.”


    “What was their old name, again?”


    “Tech Surf.”


    P.J. scoffed. “So lame. Who’s runnin’ the show over there anyhow?”


    “It’s still Lincoln Ellison.”


    “He’s that woke surfie guy who made a ton of cash on NFTs and Bitcoin?”


    “That’s the one!” Madison pulled on her bomber jacket, put on her cap and aviator glasses. “Beer?” she asked.


    “Sure.” They headed to the pilots’ lounge. “What’s the deal with you and them anyhow? You’re training their pilots, but they won’t put you on the Olympus Project bid ticket?”


    “That’s right.”


    “Why are they jilting you, Mad Dog?”


    “Why do you think?”


    P.J.’s. face dropped in horror.


    “Not because – not because – you’re black, is it?”


    “No, you idiot. Not this time. It’s because Lincoln Ellison is banging some chick and he promised her a prime gig on the project. Turns out she’s always wanted to fly, and so presto, they hire me to train her up, along with a few backups, just in case.”


    “Just in case – why?”


    “Just in case she’s not up to it. Just in case he gets bored of her. Who knows what goes through the mind of someone who is that drunk on money and power?”


    “I hope you charged them a premium, Mad Dog.”


    “You better believe it. Top dollar. Plus 20 percent for pain and suffering – having to endure their ridiculous antics.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “They’re like a cult over there. Every morning Lincoln himself is there giving them a pep talk. He waves his arms all around like he’s some kind of preacher. He gets them to huddle in a big group hug and chant stuff. He tells stories about space-faring heroes of yore. He has pictures of old spaceships on huge posters all around the hangar. You know the ones – they all look like giant dicks.”


    “Really?”


    “No word of a lie. Who wants to fly a ship that looks like a giant penis for Chrissake? Except for maybe Mr Lincoln Ellison. Not sure what he’s making up for or trying to express with that design. After about half an hour of this bullshit, they break up and all pat each other on the ass.”


    “Really?”


    “Lincoln even tried to pat me on the ass.”


    “No!”


    “Not one word of a lie.”


    “He didn’t! What did you do?”


    “I gave him the Mad Dog death stare and he backed off.”


    P.J. snorted at the thought of anyone trying to use an ass slap to get chummy with Madison “Mad Dog” Floyd. At the bar, he signalled the bartender for two beers. He handed one to Madison and they clinked bottles.


    “To the wind beneath your wings!” she said.


    “May it always be at your back!” he replied. They savoured a long pull on the bottle. P.J. picked at the label as it grew soggy with condensation.


    “Hey Maddie… what about the Olympus Project? There is no better pilot for that project.”


    “Don’t worry, P.J. I got it covered. Not all my eggs are in the Spaceward Bound basket.”


    “What’s your plan?”


    “I sent my application to Gaia Enterprises weeks ago.”


    “What? But they only just announced that this week!”


    Madison tapped her nose. “It’s who you know, P.J. A little birdie gave me a heads up. Said they would put in a good word for me.”


    “Who’s that?”


    “Huw Chan.” P.J.’s eyes widened. “I flew him and a few business buddies around all the disaster zones after the tsunami down in Australia. I told him about some land reclamation projects I’d heard about that would be well suited to solving the crisis.”


    P.J.’s face was incredulous. “You planted the seed of Gaia Enterprises in Australia?”


    “I couldn’t say for sure I was the one to give him the idea. But he did like my thinking. Told him the tsunami was a blessing in disguise. We could rebuild communities where everyone had a secure home. Where people didn’t have to fight for scraps. Everyone had a place, something to contribute to, you know.”


    P.J. was quiet. He knew Madison was thinking of her mother. Gemma Floyd was a powerful campaigner for social justice. Until she turned militant and ended up in prison. Madison donned her mother’s social justice mantle after that but hadn’t really found a constructive outlet for her frustrations. Except to become the best damn pilot, in and out of the US military. Since she completed her service in the Air Force, Madison was a sought-after private trainer for all the big private corporations – especially the space tourism companies. She was an expert on suborbital flights.


    “When do you hear about the gig?”


    Madison shrugged as she sipped her beer. “Applications close this week. Selection is in about a month. So, anytime now.”


    P.J. nearly dropped his beer on the bar. “Damn! That’s soon! Imagine that! Mad Dog on the MOON!”


    They laughed and clinked their beers together.
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    ​Chapter Five


    There is no deeper pain than that inflicted by families.


    ATHENA AI IN WISDOM OF THE AGES


    Helsinki: David


    David Eriksson sat across from his husband, Sven. David’s mood boiled along with the kettle as their daughter Sophia fussed over making the tea. David would do that: sit grim and silent, letting his thoughts work into an angry roll before they escaped in steamy frustration.


    And it was always directed at the same person.


    “Sven. You must stop taking her money. She’s an adult for goodness sake. You must respect her rights, no? And this drinking is ridiculous. What did you get into this time? I thought we got rid of everything.” David clenched his fists, punctuating his sentences with little angry thumps on the table.


    “I only gave him a little money, Daddy,” Sophia said. “He was desperate for coffee. And I forgot about the gin we got last Christmas as a gift. It was up in the top cupboard. He obviously found it. We should have hidden it better.”


    “Three hundred Euros buys a lot of coffee, Sophia. You’ve got to stop making excuses for him.” He slapped a hand on the table, making them all jump. Hot water spilled from the kettle as she made the tea, burning Sophia’s hand. She set it down quickly and twirled to run cold water over the burn.


    Sven watched Sophia with bleary eyes as she dried her hand and inspected the injured area. Then she went to the cupboard, took a few mugs out and set them by the teapot.


    “The tea will help, Sven,” she said quietly.


    “Thank you Sweetheart. Always such a help.” Sven smiled and slobbered a little, flopping a hand over hers and squeezing.


    David watched him as despair strangled his heart.


    Get a grip! They don’t write your story, you do. David fought to control his whirling thoughts. You get to choose what happens next.


    “I’m stepping out for some air,” he said. He opened the door to their small deck and breathed in the city night. Somewhere above the haze he knew there were stars. Sometimes you could see them, if the smog cleared a little.


    He felt so stuck in this narrative. Always the same argument. Sven steals money from one of them, spends it at the casino, loses it all, drinks himself silly to blot out the remorse. It couldn’t go on. Something needed to change.


    He thought again of Gaia Enterprises and the call-out. Their promise of building better worlds. Well, this one sure as hell can’t get any worse, no? Ever since he could remember, David had wanted to be a world designer. He fell in love with the legends: Troy Bruin and his crazy architecture that had both flair and environmental savvy; Xavier Consus and his family’s innovations in vertical farming and seaweed products. He loved the idea that you could design communities that nurtured people’s bodies and minds. Communities that were peaceful and equitable. Resourceful and sustainable.


    It was a long shot, he knew. Very competitive. Plus, he loved the work he did with Archello in Helsinki. As a pilot, he had fantastic views of the archipelagos they built. He was proud of their designs. He always hoped to get into design school and saved carefully once he was a pilot. Then he met Sven. The gambling whittled away his savings and then raising a daughter… it kept them poor and struggling.


    But Sophia was an adult now. She could strike out on her own, get away from this disastrous family triangle.


    What they needed was a circuit-breaker. Maybe, just maybe, the Olympus Project could do that for them. If he was away on the project, then on the Moon, he couldn’t fall for Sven’s cycle of sin and repentance. His desperate, sincere apologies. The promises, broken again and again. He wouldn’t need to forgive over and over. They could send Sophia away to university, like she desperately wanted. With the project’s salary he could afford the tuition.


    It would be a fresh start. For all of them. David dared to hope. He felt the flicker of freedom as he imagined contending for a spot on the Project. Something else stirred within him. A memory of who he once was, before Sven’s gambling and booze and stress and endless debt. He remembered that man – he was fun, he was carefree, he enjoyed life. He enjoyed living.


    It might just work. He resolved to review the application process again in the morning. What did he have to lose? You can’t win if you don’t play, no?
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    ​Chapter Six


    There is nothing that compares to the freedom of the sea.


    DON AND JENNY SEABORN IN WORLD DESIGNERS: PERSPECTIVE AND PRACTICE


    Singapore: Pabi


    Pabi Gupta lit the incense stick and pressed his palms together in prayer. He murmured the words of the sutras over and over while the sickly sweet smoke coiled around him.


    “Beta! Come now for dinner! Chana dhal is ready.”


    His mother’s voice whined down the hall. Pabi wondered for the umpteenth time how everything she said could sound like a reprimand.


    “Yes, Mummy-ji,” he answered. He mumbled a few more prayers and steeled himself for the nightly ordeal.


    At the table, his father sat like a bloated frog, all jowls and rubbery lips. His hands were already sticky with curry, and he snuffled his food with obvious pleasure. His mother stood with a pan and spatula, waiting to serve her son.


    “Sit. Here. Chapati.” She slid the bread on to the mountain of dhal on his plate. Pabi reached for the salt. His mother slapped his hand with the spatula.


    “No salt! You haven’t even tried it yet! You think so little of my cooking, Pabi, you must smother it with salt?”


    “Mummy-ji – you know I like salt.”


    “You like it too much. It will harden your arteries. And then you’ll have high blood pressure like your Papa-ji.”


    Pabi glanced at his father. He knew it wasn’t the salt that contributed to his father’s high blood pressure, but the vats of ghee in his mother’s cooking. That and the sweet gooey desserts his father snuck every night that his wife pretended not to notice. Pabi wisely kept his thoughts to himself.


    His mother returned the pan and spatula to the kitchen and came back to the table. She watched Pabi tuck into his dinner. Then, satisfied he was eating enough and showing sufficient enjoyment, she served herself a small portion.


    They ate in silence. His mother refilled Pabi’s and his father’s plates without asking, eyeing their consumption. Fat husband, strong son, duty done. Her mantra was laid out silently each night alongside the cutlery and jumble of dishes.


    Pabi ate a little more than usual to make sure she was in a good mood for what he was about to say. He rarely spoke at the dinner table except when asked a question. He steadied his breath and began.


    “Mummy-ji, Papa-ji. I have applied to Gaia Enterprises for the Olympus Project.”


    His father’s jaw stopped moving, but his eyes remained fixed on his plate. He paused, swallowed, then wiped his mouth on his napkin and looked at his wife.


    Her eyes caught her husband’s and then she began to wail. “Pabi – not this nonsense again! When will you get married?! You are already thirty years old! I will be dead in my grave before I see my grandchildren! And Rechna – sweet Rechna – how long will she wait for you? First you disappear into the military and now this Moon story.”


    “Mummy-ji – I had to do military service. We have to in Singapore!”


    “Don’t interrupt your mother!” she scolded, waving a half-eaten chapati at him. “You make Rechna wait and wait. She is such a good girl – so smart, a doctor, beta. She is not getting any younger. She too is thirty. Her eggs are going mouldy. They will be useless soon. You go to the Moon, Rechna’s eggs will shrivel, and your mother will die with a broken heart. No grandchildren and an ungrateful son…”


    “Ishani! Enough.” His father’s bullfrog voice boomed across the table. She pursed her lips and threw down the chapati. She wiped her hands on her napkin and grimaced at Pabi.


    “Pabi. Son. We have already discussed this. Our opinion has not changed. We need you at home. To contribute. To make a decent living. It is time to settle down.” His father’s tone was gentle after his outburst.


    Pabi took a deep breath. He spoke quietly and looked at each of them in turn.


    “Papa-ji. Mummy-ji. I honour you as my parents. I have tried to be a good son. I do not drink. I do not go out. I study. I work. I pray. I will marry Rechna – I promise. I do not forget. This one thing – this Olympus Project – is something I have dreamed of since I was a very little boy. You know it! You’ve seen the pictures on my walls and screensavers. Every school holiday I attended Space Camp. I have always wanted to be an astronaut, but I know we could not afford it as a family. Being a pilot in the army was one place closer to that dream. And now Gaia Enterprises – the company that built this island, that built this community – they want to build on the Moon. And they need pilots.” His voice started to crack. “Papa-ji, Mummy-ji. I want to bring honour to the family. And wealth. If I win a place on the project, they will pay very, very well.”


    He felt his mother’s eyes flash wider then resume their scowl.


    “I will be a good son and provide for you. I will be a good provider for Rechna and for the army of children we will have. I will be able to pay for medical help if we need it, if we are not blessed naturally. It is only two years. And then a lifetime of fame and good fortune to follow. You see Mummy-ji, I have thought of everything.” Pabi surprised himself with the depth of his feelings and the candour of his words. He never asked for anything from his parents. He rarely spoke of his space dreams. And finally, he’d laid it all out for them, desperately making a last stand for the only future he’d ever wanted.


    “I see,” his father said. Pabi’s passionate pleading had tripped something in him. A snapshot perhaps of his own wistful youth, long since tucked and folded away in a drawer full of socks, underpants and an old man’s memories. He looked again at his wife. She returned his gaze with the wordless exchange of a long-married couple. “I can see you are set on this direction. So much so you would defy your own parents’ wishes.” His voice had a hard edge. He did not want to appear to cave too easily – not in front of his wife, at any rate.


    Pabi coloured and stared into his lap, crestfallen. He felt the door of opportunity closing. He knew that tone. Gone were his dreams. Gone was the reprieve from a loveless marriage with Rechna. Gone was his freedom. Gone was the chance to be his own man. The bright future of the Moon faded, and a grey tunnel of pre-destined drudgery loomed before him.


    “I will discuss this matter again with your mother.” Pabi looked up at his father. The eyes had softened. His heart dared to hope.


    “We will see if my son becomes an astronaut.”
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    ​Chapter Seven


    The best world designers are the ones who live fully self-expressed. In their work, there are no hidden corners, no sharp edges, only beauty and truth.


    MAJA GARCIA, THE JOURNALS


    Terra Verdi: Xavier


    Xavier Consus heard the holocall’s ring as he entered the management quarters at Terra Verdi. He hurried over and bashed his elbow on the couch as he leant over the comms unit.


    “Putain!” he swore and rubbed his elbow.


    “Call from Troy Bruin. Do you accept?”


    Xavier beamed, forgetting the pain in his elbow. “Accept! Accept!” he said waiting for the projection to appear. Troy’s image came to life in front of him.


    “Troy! How are you, mon vieux?”


    “Delighted to be speaking with you, my old froggy friend. How is life in the swamp?” he teased. Terra Verdi was a floating world for harvesting seaweed and hydroponic food production. It crawled with plant life, every surface green. Troy knew it grated on Xavier to refer to it as the swamp, but for his old Gaia classmate and colleague, Xavier made allowances.


    “Not bad, not bad at all. I am guessing you are calling about the Olympus Project, oui?”


    “Of course! I wanted to see what my old chum was thinking. I take it Maja called you already?”


    “She did, she did.” Xavier poured himself a glass of water and wiped his brow. It was always so steamy in the Terra Verdi halls.


    “And… you said ‘yes’?” Troy’s handsome face looked eagerly at his friend.


    “I said, ‘why would I want to spend all that time cooped up with an arrogant pretty boy like Troy Bruin’?” They laughed. “What do you think? Of course, I said yes! But first I have to clear it with Maryse.”


    “Ahh, the beautiful Maryse! How is she? How are the girls?”


    “Maryse is good. The girls are good. Maryse runs the hospital in Naples and the girls are teenagers now. But I spend so much time here on Terra Verdi, I don’t see them much, you know. The holo does not replace the touch of a fine woman.” Xavier sat down on a lounge chair.


    “That it does not!” Troy agreed with a knowing look.


    “Seriously though, do you think you’ll be able to commit?” Troy asked.


    Xavier picked up his glass of water, sipped, and balanced it on his knee. He sighed. “It’s a long time. It’s a long way. My girls will be adults when – and if – we get back. I always said I wouldn’t be like my papa – absent. But here I am. I am becoming him, you know?”


    “You’ll never be like François, Xavier.” Troy’s voice was cool and hard. His eyes narrowed. François Consus had built the family fortune through misdeeds and dodgy deals, and Xavier had worked his whole life to restore the family name and distance himself from scandal. Troy had seen up-front the sacrifices Xavier had made while they were students – and then colleagues – at Gaia Enterprises.“You’re a good father. You’re building a future for them, for communities around the world. And if we win the tender for the Olympus Project, you’ll have a whole new market that will last generations.”


    “You make it sound very easy, mon ami. Generations mean nothing when you are hugging your own child, your wife, for what may be the last time.” Xavier stared down at his glass, swirled the contents, and swallowed the last of the water.


    “That’s true. I don’t have such considerations.”


    “Still the eternal bachelor, eh? Not even Sexiest Human Alive can win a sweetheart? How many times have you won that award, anyway?”


    “More than you, my friend!” They laughed.


    “Xavier, I would be honoured and would find it a privilege to work with you on the Olympus Project. I know it’s a big decision for you and the family, but if it helps at all, I wanted you to know you were my first pick.”


    “That is very kind. I feel the same about you. Santé!” He raised his glass of water in a toast. Troy responded with a short bow.


    “What about you? What did you say, Troy?”


    “I said ‘yes’. I can think of no finer canvas for a world designer than the Olympus Project. A place for humans to peer into space, to create new industry, to discover themselves. It will be the grandest place for a party in the whole Universe! And can you imagine looking back at the Earth with my Vision tea? Mind orgasm, my friend.”


    “Are you still making that stuff?”


    “I have a whole new line of teas. Magnificent blends. One that has you dancing for hours. One that makes you sleep for days. One that makes you laugh like a kid. I’ll send you some. I’ll send you the French Tickler Tea – Maryse will love you on that!” Troy’s smile was salacious.


    Xavier blushed under his dark skin. He had never grown accustomed to Troy’s openness about sex.


    “Merci.” Xavier cleared his throat. “Seriously though – you are not reluctant? Not even a little bit?”


    “Reluctant? No. Truth is Xavier, I’m a little bored. Caracalla has been my passion project, but I’ve found that in working so much on passion – and all the other human emotions – I need new… stimulation.”


    “Stimulation? I think you have had enough stimulation to last a thousand lifetimes, Troy. I think you might need something else. Maybe you need some love. Not just a piece of cul.” Troy looked confused. “Cul. It means ‘arse’. You understand! Maybe you need the love of a good woman. Or a good man. Mon Dieu – maybe you need a heart, Tin Man?”


    “And you think I might find one on the Moon?” Troy laughed.


    “Not likely. There will only be six of us: three designers, a pilot, a mechanic and a life support tech. Not very sexy.”


    “Do you know who else they approached for the third design spot?” Troy asked.


    “I thought they might pick Li Len, for her work in the Arctic. But non, mon frère, Maja flew out to Sydney to speak to Xanthe Waters.”


    “Xanthe? But she left Gaia years ago. And Maja flew out there?” Troy was incredulous.


    “Oui, mon ami. Maja asked her personally. It seems there’s been enough water under the bridge, as they say.”


    “Xanthe. Well, she’s certainly a good designer. I liked her work on The Pantheon. Pretentious name, but good design.”


    “Oh and what are ‘the New Baths of Caracalla’, if not pretentious? You, mon ami, are the very definition of ‘pretentious’. And ostentatious.”


    “And delicious. Don’t forget ‘delicious’.” He posed a little for Xavier’s benefit.


    “You are too much, Prince Troy! ‘Sexiest Human Alive’ has gone to your head.”


    “Well?”


    “Well what?”


    “Well, what did Xanthe say?”


    “Ahh. Madame Waters said she would ‘think about it’.”


    “Truly? A personal visit from Maja Garcia and she’s ‘thinking about it’?”


    “You know, she’s an Earthist, like her husband, Simon. It’s not just the Moon, it’s her principles.”


    “Principles don’t feed the starving.”


    “Neither do Moon missions, mon ami! I understand her reluctance. She left Gaia because Maja broadened our project scope. It wasn’t just making new human habitats and rehabilitation of the planet anymore.”


    “Hmmm. I think it shows lack of imagination.”


    “Au contraire. I think it is because she can imagine that she does not jump to yes. She sees the dark tunnels we can go down. The Olympus Project needs to be ‘human first’, not just an ego playground.”


    Troy pondered this.


    “Well, if she turns down the project because of ‘principles’ – even if they are misguided – that’s one thing. But turning down the opportunity to work with us? Let me rephrase that: turning down the opportunity to work with me? That’s sheer craziness.” Troy winked.


    “Mon Dieu, your ego is the size of the Moon. We won’t need a spaceship to get there – we will just float up on all your hot air.” They laughed again.


    “Xavier, I’ve got to go. Let me know what you decide. And let me know if you hear anything more about Xanthe. And Gaia selection.” He blew Xavier a kiss.


    “Will do. Take care, mon ami.”
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    ​Chapter Eight


    Shadow and light: a world designer must allow for the interplay. As within, so without.


    THE WORLD DESIGNERS’ MANIFESTO


    Dubai: Gina


    The motorbike thrummed against her thighs, the heat radiating through her leather pants. Gina Casellatti tore open the throttle and the metal beast surged down the highway. She chased the bike’s headlight through the black screen of the desert night. Stars winked as the engine noise filled her senses. There was nothing but her, the bike and the road.


    Up the crest of the hill and down the long slope she rode until the surge of adrenaline left her and the voice in her head grew quiet. She released the throttle and let the bike drift to a stop. She pulled over, swung off the seat, kicked up the stand, and stood back, staring at the night sky. A puff of dust settled on her boots. She pulled off her helmet and shook out her long black curls; took a deep breath of petrol fumes and desert air. The smell calmed her.


    Gina loved this relic of a bike. She’d salvaged it from a recycling yard. Pieced it together bit by bit in her friend Scott’s garage. He let her crash there between her gigs at Space Adventures and her own travel escapades. Strictly speaking, these old bikes were outlawed. Only solar and electric were allowed these days. But here she was on the road to nowhere outside of Dubai, where things were a little more… flexible when it came to petroleum use. She had shipped her bike out of Rome under the pretence of it going to a museum, and paid a local Dubai kid handsomely to hide it for her in some underground storage unit.


    Every chance she got she came down here and indulged herself in the late hours of the night. Revving the antique throttle and burning up the road, chasing emptiness and the quiet in the roar of an outlawed engine.


    She looked up to the stars and felt the familiar longing fill her from head to toe.


    What’s out there?


    The blackness between the stars had nothing to say to her.


    The night sky was her puppet master. It dangled dreams just out of reach. She wanted to know. She wanted to understand the stars, the planets, the deep blackness of everything, the nothingness of space.


    Perhaps in response to the despair she felt at never knowing, she took apart the world around her. As a kid she had dismantled household appliances to see how they worked. The first time she did it, her mother had appeared in the kitchen to find the espresso machine laid out with all its parts neatly in a row, down to the last bolt. Gina had received a thrashing and a sound education in Italian swearing. The pain of the beating had been cushioned by the shock of her mother’s colourful language. After that, Gina had become skilled at taking things apart and putting them back together quickly – and in good working order. Once the kitchen appliances were mastered, she had moved on to electronics.


    While she had deciphered the mysteries of the built world, the celestial ones had remained elusive. She had decided to get closer to the stars by working in the space tourism business. She felt she was in service to the Great Mystery in her work at Space Adventures. She was their prime mechanic, on call whenever they had a launch. She tinkered with all the tech, making improvements in everything from engine design to cabin layout to instrumentation panels. They had even let her up in one of the Space Balloons. She had one short and mesmerising journey to the edge of atmosphere, just so you could see the curve of the Earth and the Great Black Mystery that held them all in its cold, dark heart.


    She felt the voice within start to kick in again. What are you searching for? it asked. She ignored it. Why so alone? She brushed the dust off her boots and inspected the bike to distract her. No nicks. Paintwork still good. Leather seat needed a bit of attention.


    The holo in her jacket breast pocket hummed to life. She slapped at it, annoyed. She craved solitude. The desert night was a step closer to the heavens and she did not like to be disturbed.


    Why so alone? the voice repeated.


    “Merda!” she said. She dug into her pocket to turn the holo off as it vibrated persistently. She pulled it out and caught a glimpse of the message sender. Xavier Consus.


    Xavier. She hadn’t seen him in – what was it – three years? She had been on a break from Space Adventures, riding her solar bike – the one she’d pioneered for the motorcycle industry. She’d been down around to Sicily and was heading through Naples when she’d nearly run the man over. Xavier had been in a heated discussion with a man at the docks, arms akimbo. Gina had sped up to get around them just as Xavier had stepped back on to the street. She had had to do a broadie to miss him.


    He had sworn at her emphatically in French and she had returned in kind in Italian. It could have got ugly. But he must have seen something of a kindred spirit in her. That, or he’d really liked the bike, she thought with a smile. In any case, he had invited her to Terra Verdi in exchange for a ride on her rig. She had spent a month there tinkering with his irrigation system, and re-designing the electronics for his seaweed processor and sensors. Xavier had been impressed. He’d offered her a job on the spot.


    “Sorry Xavier,” she’d said. “Unless you’re growing seaweed in space, I’m not interested.”


    And now Xavier Consus was sending her a holo. “Okay, you crazy Frenchman, what have you got to say?”


    “Gina! Bongiorno!” His dark face popped to life as she hit play. “Want to go the Moon?” He smiled broadly. “Gaia is putting in a bid for the Olympus Project and we need a good mechanic as part of the crew. You interested in getting a real astronaut ride? Applications close this week for selection. I’ll be your referee. Would love to work with you again. Call me.”


    Damn. Gaia was entering the Olympus Project bid. She’d been following all the news about it, hoping Space Adventures would put their hand up. But they were keen to stay in their lane – ‘tourism, not colonisation’, they’d told her. But Gaia, now… this was a major turn of events.


    And a major opportunity for Gina Casellatti, she thought. Mechanic, inventor, adventurist. And astronaut!


    “Grazie!” she roared. Her voice sailed through the crisp air to the stars. She put her helmet back on, turned up the music full blast in her earpiece, and let the engine rip.
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    ​Chapter Nine


    Loyalty is too often a trap built by the sticky strands of an emotional web. We get caught in it, if we’re not careful.


    MAJA GARCIA, THE JOURNALS


    Dubai: Dr Mohammad


    Dr Mohammad Rasheed heard the drone of a motorcycle engine cut through the dawn as he moved through his morning prayers.


    “Idiot kids,” he tutted to himself. How did they get onto the Palms? Access was meant to be closely regulated. Where were the guards? Sleeping? Incompetent fools.


    Mohammad bowed his head to the mat. As he said his prayers, his mind wandered to the letter that had been delivered by the envoy the evening before. An actual letter, with the Sultan’s seal.


    Before the letter was handed over, the envoy, in full regalia, expected a proper welcome. Mohammad bid him enter and hastily arranged tea and sweets.


    He poured the tea with dignity and grace befitting the envoy’s station, and with all the humility and honour of his own position. He had served for thirty years as physician on the Sultan’s special project: the rehabilitated Palms. After nearly sinking, the original land reclamation project had been revitalised. The Sultan wanted the Palms to be the centre of longevity and health. Dr Mohammad Rasheed was his pick for life extension research, and trusted to treat the Sultan with the new therapies as he developed them. Mohammad gave praise to Allah every time he thought about the good fortune he had had. And for none of the treatments having caused any poor side effects.


    Mohammad had toiled for long hours over many years to prove his loyalty and dedication. He was an acknowledged expert in his field, and he bristled with pride whenever he gained the attention of the Sultan.


    The envoy sipped the tea in silence. He ate a few sweets. Mohammad offered the tray of temptations twice more, and twice he refused it. Mohammad knew it was now acceptable to inquire after the envoy’s purpose.


    “Honoured guest, how may I be of service, today?” he asked.


    The envoy placed his teacup on the table beside him and retrieved a small, round object. A communication-jamming instrument. Mohammad recognised it instantly. Hard to come by, they were essential when meeting with the Sultan or any government official with sensitive information to be conveyed. The Sultan always activated one personally when he consulted with Mohammad.


    The envoy leant forward and in a low voice, spoke earnestly. “Dr Mohammad Rasheed, greetings to you from His Excellency, the Sultan. His Excellency requires redeployment of your services in a new venture.


    “You may recall an associate of the Sultan’s, Madame Aryanna Sharif. The Sultan remembers the care and discretion with which you treated Madame Sharif on her visit to Dubai, some years ago. Madame Sharif is funding the Gaia Enterprises bid for the Olympus Project and has inquired after your availability. She would like a trusted physician to participate in the project.”


    Mohammad fought to contain his surprise. He remembered the interaction with Aryanna Sharif as if it were yesterday. The dark smooth skin, the thin long limbs, the sharp black eyes. She was not to be trifled with. At the Sultan’s special request, he had administered Aryanna with some of his early longevity treatments. Knowing his reputation and career were on the line should there be any mishap, Mohammad took exquisite care of his patient for the few months that she underwent treatment.


    “I am deeply honoured,” Mohammad said, and bowed. “What does the position entail?”


    “The position is as medical adviser and researcher to the Olympus Project, under the Gaia Enterprises tender bid. The position is not guaranteed, in spite of Madame Sharif’s personal request. According to the terms of the sponsorship contract, Gaia retains full authority to select and train its crew for the project. You must apply and undertake their selection process – first at their James Bay training centre, and then their next round of training and selection at the New Baths of Caracalla and Terra Verdi. If successful, you will join the headquarters staff to monitor the health of the Project team as they build and live in the prototype for one year.”


    Mohammad let this settle in his jumbled mind for a moment. James Bay! He had never been to Canada. And he had heard so much about Terra Verdi. He had considered approaching them for joint research into nutrition and longevity experiments. The New Baths of Caracalla he did know about. He resisted the urge to scowl. They called it ‘an emotional mastery centre’. All reports suggested it was a licentious pit of immoral activity. He shuddered inwardly at the tarnishing his reputation might receive if he attended any program there.


    Then he asked, “Where is the location for the prototype?”


    “That is top secret. However, I do know it will be in the desert.”


    The envoy slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his suit and retrieved an envelope. He leant over and handed it to Mohammad.


    “The Sultan expects your answer shortly. Applications for the project at Gaia close soon.”


    Mohammad knew there was only one possible answer. One did not deny the Sultan a personal request.


    After the envoy left, Mohammad stood holding the envelope, running his fingers over the golden embossed letters. Such an honour! From the Sultan’s office!


    He found a knife and carefully lifted the flap without tearing the precious paper. He opened the trifold and slowly smoothed out the letter. He could smell the quality of the paper. The ink was crisp against the thick page.


    Dear Dr Mohammad Rasheed,


    Thank you for your long service to His Excellency the Sultan of Dubai.


    We look forward to your continued service.


    We anticipate your successful application to the Gaia Enterprises Olympus Project bid. We know you will honour the Sultan with your efforts.


    Yours faithfully,


    The Office of His Excellency, the Sultan of Dubai


    Mohammad savoured every line. He prayed with deep gratitude and fervour that evening, and now too, with the dawn prayers. He would serve the Sultan joyfully, be it in Dubai, Canada, the desert, or even on the Moon. The Sultan’s glory would raise up his own.
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    ​Chapter Ten


    The built world is more than a container for living. The built world shapes the lives it contains.


    THE WORLD DESIGNERS’ MANIFESTO


    Sydney: Serena


    Serena Fox stood at the top of the building reclamation site. She stared down into the dark abyss of the excavated foundations of a toppled building. She held a rescue knife above a taut abseil rope rigged around an old pillar.


    “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t cut these ropes, Devon,” she yelled to her colleague dangling beneath her.


    “C’mon, Serena! Don’t be an arsehole!” Devon’s voice echoed in the chamber below. She could see his head torch swing in looping circles in the darkness. Serena had him on belay and tied off so he could not descend any further to the cavern floor. He hung about twenty metres off the ground.


    “You’re the arsehole, Devon!” she hurled. “I trusted you, you son of a bitch! Those world designs were mine and you stole them!”


    “I told you, I thought we were collaborating! I pitched the idea and Dan went for it. I didn’t tell him it was my idea.”


    “You didn’t tell him it was mine, either.” Silence from the darkness below. After a few moments, Devon resumed his pleading.


    “C’mon. This is crazy. Let’s sort this out like adults. Stop messing around. Let me get down and finish the job.”


    “So you can take credit for that too?” Serena snapped. This whole project had been her initiative. While world designers everywhere were building vertical homes or out at sea, she’d focused on the opportunities below ground. These old buildings, wrecked by the tsunami, had great excavated foundations that were a whole lot easier to cool than those enormous towers. And at this site they’d discovered spectacular limestone caves. With careful design and management, they could incorporate some of the natural features into premium living spaces. And Devon was surfing her ideas right up the arse crack of their boss. He was firmly wedged up there. She’d be damned if she was going to let Devon screw her over.


    “I’ll tell you what. This is what you’re going to do. You are going to march into Dan’s office and tell him the designs were my idea. You will apologise for not making it clear from the outset. Then you’re going to take the Project Captain role.”


    “What? What do you mean?” She could see Devon wriggling at the end of the rope, trying to get a look at her.


    “You will take the Project Captain role, just as it’s been offered to you.”


    “Why do you want me to do that? You just said you’re pissed about me taking credit for the design. Which I didn’t actually do, by the way.”


    “You’re going to take the Captain role. In exchange, you are going to let me be the sole applicant from our company to the Gaia Enterprises call up.”


    “Ahhh. Shit, Serena! You can’t be serious! Everyone wants that gig! That’s not fair!”


    “You should have thought of that when you took credit for my work, you wanker!”


    “No way. I’m not doing it. I’m coming up now. Get me back on belay.” She could see him secure his rope climbing jumars and start to shimmy his way back up.


    She put her knife away and untied the rope to resume the belay. She watched him heave his way upwards, taking in slack as he climbed up. It was exhausting work, and she could see he was straining with the effort. Serves him right, she thought. She chewed her lip as she managed the rope, trying to keep her anger and sadness at bay.


    When she met Devon at their first job site, he’d been cool towards her. She wasn’t used to that. Women always prickled around her, intimidated by her looks and jealous of how she drew the admiration of the men. Blokes either hit on her or tripped over themselves for her attention. So she kept mostly to herself. Until Devon. He wasn’t fazed by her and dealt her a straight hand. Or so she thought. She’d been a fool to let her guard down. Against her better instincts, they became friends. They traded banter on site and gossiped about the salvage operators. They even had beers together after work. Then she shared her ideas for designs, and it all went tits up.


    Devon’s helmet appeared at the top of the ledge. He extended his hand to get an assist up the last step, but Serena just glared at him. He heaved himself up, flapping like a fish at the edge until he had his body clear of danger. He stepped away from the hole, removed his helmet and eyed her warily.




OEBPS/Images/Top.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/BebasNeuePro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/Title.jpg
THIE

OLYMIPUS
PROJECT

ZOE
ROUTH





