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I AM NOT on this beach. I see the waves and hear them smashing against the shore. I can even taste the salt on my lips and feel the grains of sand between my toes. I breathe in deep and for a few moments even believe that the crisp, fresh air is filling my lungs. I close my eyes and tilt my head back like a sunflower to the sky, letting the sun’s heat soak into my skin and turn the darkness into the deep pink of my eyelids.


But I’m not choosing to do any of this. I’m just going through the motions now. And it’s not enough.


There’s the dog barking, right on cue, the sound of his panting getting louder as he closes in. The first time this happened, I thought Basalt was going to crash into me, but now I know he is racing past. As I open my eyes again I see him, all wet fur and exuberance as he plunges into the surf and barks. Stupid dog, I think affectionately yet again. But unlike the first time, when he stank the car out on the way home, I feel a terrible longing to be with him.


“Mama!”


I turn to face my daughter, her chubby legs paddling in the shallows, arms stretched up so her little hands can hold on to her father’s thumbs. “Are you paddling, Mia?”


“Mama!”


I can’t see her face beneath the ridiculous sun hat’s frills. But I can see Charlie’s face already going pink, despite the sun cream. His ginger hair is already bleached white-blond in places and the freckles across his nose are a deeper browny orange than they were a month ago. He’s watching Mia, smiling at her staccato steps and the way her legs jerk up, forward and down, the walking too new to be smoothed into an easy gait.


“We should have come here before!” he says. “Mia loves it!”


I look away, seeking the horizon. We couldn’t come before but I won’t say it. And the reason we’re here isn’t as pure as he thinks it is. It’s not for Mia. It’s for me. Selfish as ever, I wanted to come to this beach and make the recording to capture something precious. Something to take with me.


“Anna?”


Charlie looks at me and I smile like everything is fine. I can see him searching my face for any signs of brittleness. We are reduced to this; even when I smile, he worries.


“We should go,” I say. “You’re starting to burn.”


“I’ll put on my hat.” He lifts Mia out of the surf and earns a squeal of delight as he swings her across the sand ahead of him while taking giant strides. I watch them go back to the towel and the remains of the picnic, and listen to the babbles that Mia makes as they go.


I crouch, scooping up a palmful of sand so I can examine the grains and tiny shells. It’s easier than watching my family. I know the first time I did this I was wondering when to tell them. How Charlie would take the news that I was leaving. I was lining up the arguments, ready to fling back at his inevitable anger and distress. Those thoughts weren’t recorded though. Just what I saw and smelled and touched and heard.


Using my lenses to zoom in on the sand grains, I study the tiny shapes and colors that only magnification can reveal. I let most of the sand fall through my fingers and zoom in again on the specks left stuck to my skin. They resolve into the calcified shells of organisms that once lived in the sea, chips of coral and a peach-colored fragment of shell. Minuscule lumps of olivine have been tumbled smooth by the violence of the ocean, along with a few specks of quartz.


Even as I studied the microscopic world in my palm, I knew I should have gone over to Mia and Charlie. But I tried recording them close up during the picnic and I kept wanting to cry. I don’t want to spoil today. I’ve done that too many times. Did; I did that too many times. I didn’t want to spoil that day on the beach. It was supposed to be perfect.


But it is not enough.


I brush the last grains of sand from my hands, just like all the other times, and look down the coastline. I cannot help but identify the different strata of rock exposed in the cliffs. It’s impossible to ignore the booming sound of the sea in a nearby cave that’s been carved out by so many thousand years of relentless energy from the waves. Farther down the coastline, I see a stack of rock left standing in the sea, now looking like it was never once part of the cliff. Shading my eyes, I stare at it, imagining the way the sea beat against its former connection to the headland, how it bludgeoned the softer rock and made it crumble. I picture a rugged hole between it and the rest of the cliff, a gaping wound where the sea has smashed space between the stack and its source, a thin bridge of rock all that’s left joining it to the land. Then I imagine that last connection collapsing, the roar of the rock plummeting into the sea, the stack left stranded out on its own.


“Anna,” Charlie calls. “Come and have a drink.”


I look at him and Mia, the stretch of sand between us, and feel as if my legs are rooted in place. I simply cannot cross the distance between us. “I’m fine, thanks,” I call and turn back to the ocean.


Like all mersives, even full-sensory memory recordings get stale. I have echoes of the feelings that flooded me when I recorded this day, triggered by the associated neural pathways being lit up by my chip’s playback, but weaker than when I first came back and sank into this recording. Those pathways have been distorted by all the other emotions experienced in the months since—not just diluted, but fundamentally changed, like those chips of olivine. The playback of this day on the beach has been tumbled by the wash of my thoughts and emotions, its sharp edges smoothed, its original raw shape softened. And now there is a new emotion being added to the churn, one I am trying my best to ignore.


I am afraid.


As soon as I acknowledge the fear, I try to suppress it. In some bizarre way I am surprised nothing is altering the force of the sunlight here. If this were a dream, a thunderhead would be blooming in the sky behind me. Its shadow would stretch across the sand, swallowing my own, whipping the gentle breeze into squally gusts and adding white crests to the waves. Mia and Charlie would look up at the gathering storm; she would probably start to cry, and he would hurriedly pack away the picnic as the sand stings his legs. We would all know something terrible is coming, something destructive that will end this fragile warmth and shift this haven of natural beauty into something that wants to scrub us from its presence with waves and rain.


But the sky remains blue and the cloud is nothing but an echo in my imagination, reverberating through mental corridors to where I am now, a long way away from its cause. Yes, I am on this beach and the sun is shining and my family are safe and happy. All is well.


Perhaps I could just stay here. Forever. Knowing my family are just over there, happy, better off without my being right there. Yes, better that I am over here, the water just a few steps away.


“Dr. Kubrin?”


The woman’s voice makes me jolt. This isn’t part of the recording!


“Dr. Kubrin, the connection has been made now. You need to end immersion and disembark.”


Stupidly, I look around for the source of the voice. Connection? What is she talking about?


“You need to end immersion now, Dr. Kubrin, or I’ll take steps to do that myself. It’s time for you to disembark. You’ve arrived.”


“Arrived?” I look around the beach. I’ve been here forever, haven’t I?


“Yes, Dr. Kubrin. You’re disoriented due to immersion, prolonged solitude from the trip and being in a low-g environment. There’s nothing to worry about.”


“Arrived where?” I ask.


There’s a pause. “On Mars, Dr. Kubrin. You’ve arrived on Mars.”


“END immersion.”


The waves pause, impossibly, and the sound of the sea ends with an awful, swift finality that feels frightening on a deep level. I go to turn around, to take one last look at Charlie and Mia before I leave the beach, but of course, I can’t. This is a recording, not a fully rendered virtual environment.


There is a moment of total darkness, and then I see the interior of the craft that’s been my home for the past six months. I look down at my body, encased in the flight suit I cannot wait to take off (and burn, if I had my way) instead of the blue summer dress from the mersive. I’m a stone lighter than I was when it was recorded, fitter than I’ve ever been in my life, even taking into account the inevitable decline caused by the journey here. I throw a glance at the door to the mini-centrifuge. I’d burn that whole section of the craft too, if I could.


It’s nothing like the spacecraft in the mersives I played when my chip was first implanted, and even just calling it that seems wrong. There’s no consideration of a pleasing aesthetic in the design, no smooth lines or sleek panels hiding all the tech behind them. Practically every inch is filled with equipment designed to keep me alive and, where possible, comfortable. There’s just enough space for me to stretch out my entire body in the main section, positioned right behind the seat I’m in now, but that’s it. The rest of the craft—little more than a glorified rocket—is filled with cargo and the pod that’s designed to keep my body working properly on the journey over. I’m just the sort of cargo that has more demanding needs.


The large screen in front of me is filled with the communication between my rocket’s AI and the Mars Principia base. I scan it, catching up on what’s happened since I immersed, in an effort to convince my brain that I am actually in the cockpit of a rocket recently landed on Mars and not on a beach on Earth.


Most of the “conversation” between the two AIs relates to a problem with the connecting corridor between the base and my craft—the connection that woman mentioned—which has been resolved. I’ve got a green light to disembark. It’s all I’ve wanted to do since I climbed into this bloody tin can, and now, strangely, I find myself reluctant. For a moment I consider looking through the external cams but decide against it. I’ve seen enough of Mars through a camera lens. The next time I look at it, I want it to be with my own eyes, with only the plasglass of my helmet between me and the view.


An icon flashes on the screen, indicating an incoming call. I’m confused by the lack of a corresponding ping from my neural chip’s Artificial Personal Assistant before realizing I must have disabled that feature. I haven’t needed it for months. I answer the call with a two-second-long stare at the icon and the screen shifts to show the face of a woman I recognize from my briefing. It’s Dr. Arnolfi, neurophysiologist and psychiatrist. Her hair is a sandy brown, her large eyes blue with long lashes. She looks older than I expected though, in her early sixties at least and tired enough that her face borders on haggard. I wonder how long ago the picture of her included in the briefing files was taken. Probably before she went to Mars. That was only a year or so ago and she looks at least ten years older. Shit, is this what this assignment will do to my face? Perhaps she was too vain to have a more up-to-date picture taken.


She smiles and I force myself to return it. I’m out of practice. “Welcome to Mars, Dr. Kubrin. I’m very sorry about the delay. Some dust interfered with one of the instruments, giving us a false reading so the umbilical corridor wouldn’t attach and form an airtight seal. It’s been resolved now.”


I nod. Then I remember I should reply straightaway. “I see. Good. Thank you.”


“It’s very common for new arrivals to feel a reluctance to disembark,” Arnolfi says, “no matter how much they’ve looked forward to leaving the ship. Leaving a place that has become familiar in a time of upheaval can be difficult. It’s perfectly normal to feel a variety of emotions that may seem contradictory.”


I frown, bristling at the way she has decided how I feel and commented on it as if I asked for a diagnosis. Bloody psychiatrists. They’re all the same. “I’ll be out in a couple of minutes. I just want to check a couple of things first.” I’ll leave when I’m ready.


She nods, but I can tell she doesn’t believe my excuse. “These will be a challenging few days for you, with a huge amount of new information to assimilate. We’re all looking forward to meeting you properly and will do anything we can to make your stay here rewarding and comfortable.” There’s a sense of her managing me, a firmness to her suggestions, probably to challenge my inertia. Her confidence and professional manner are impressive but they don’t make me warm to her.


“Thank you,” I say.


I don’t like her. I end the call and stare at the blank screen, trying to work out why I’ve made such a snap judgment. She seems friendly enough. Polite. I want to put it down to the fact that she’s the first person I’ve interacted with in real time for six months, but I know the truth. It’s because she’s responsible for my mental health here. She’ll have read my file. She knows me far better than I know her, and that sticks in my craw.


The hatch lock is displaying a green light for the first time since it was closed, indicating it is safe to unlock and open the door. I release the harness that holds me snugly in the seat and feel a small thrill at the fact that I don’t immediately start to float off. My head aches and I’m already tired, even with the weaker Mars gravity. I dread to think what I’ll feel like when I return to Earth and back to feeling gravity three times stronger. There’s a doctor here though, and I’ll be checked over right away. That, I’m not looking forward to.


Before I unlock the hatch I grab the tiny case I was allowed to bring with me into this section of the craft and check that everything is inside. I pull out the tiny plaited ginger and blond locks of Mia and Charlie’s hair, tied with a pale blue ribbon, and kiss it tenderly. “Well, I got here,” I whisper to it. “I didn’t die or anything.”


I want to go home. I’m not supposed to be here. I press the plait against my lips, squeezing my eyes shut. It doesn’t smell of them anymore. I’ve handled it too much over the past few months. Putting it back in the case, I look up until the urge to cry passes and then make my way to the hatch to press my palm against the lock display. It reads my identity and confirms that it is safe to leave, and with a hiss, the locks disengage. Gathering up every mote of courage I have left in me, I push on the hatch and it swings open, revealing a short temporary corridor linking the rocket’s life pod to the base. Its retractable segments are visible even when locked into position, and while it looks sturdy enough, I don’t stride out confidently. I’m feeling dizzy and strangely aware of all of my limbs. Then I recall how in the first few hours of flight I kept checking to see if my arms and legs were still there. This overawareness must be an effect of feeling gravity again.


The corridor is about five meters long and at the far end there’s a metal door that looks like the elevator. It opens and Dr. Arnolfi comes out with a man who has an empty wheelchair. I recognize him as the base doctor—though he’s trained in several disciplines, that’s his primary role. He has light brown skin, dark brown eyes and black hair. Dr. Asil Elvan smiles at me and I find it easier to return one to him. He pushes the chair down the corridor as Arnolfi hangs back in the elevator.


“Here’s your welcome-to-Mars wheelchair,” Dr. Elvan says, extending his hand. “Even if you feel fine, please accept the help. You need it just until I complete your physical assessment and get some things sorted out from the journey over.”


The handshake is brief and my hand tingles afterward at the first human contact since I left Earth. He notices me staring at my hand as he takes my case, slots it behind the chair back and straps it into place. “Need a hug?”


Amazed at myself, I nod and he embraces me. He’s warm and real and smells faintly of antiseptic soap. It is extraordinarily comforting. “This is your welcome-to-Mars hug,” he says quietly. “It’s going to be fine.”


I sag a little, with relief and fatigue, and he releases me to steer me into the chair. I plop down and let him put my feet into the rests. “Please keep your arms inside the vehicle at all times,” he says cheerily as he pushes me toward the elevator.


Arnolfi extends a hand when I get to her and I shake it. “It’s good to meet you at last.” She smiles. “Once you’ve had the all clear from Dr. Elvan and recovered a little more, I’ll speak with you about the trip over and settling in here. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask.”


“I won’t bother you with them,” I say. “The base AI must be . . .” I pause. There’s been no virtual handshake. I ping my APA and find that I haven’t put it back into active mode since the trip, even though I realized that when it didn’t alert me to the incoming call earlier. Damn, I’m more out of it than I realized. I activate it with a simple thought command and the handshake with the Mars Principia AI is confirmed right away. The familiar icons appear down the right-hand side of my vision: messages, notes, media and a new one for Mars Principia. I recall from the briefing that it’s the name of both the base and the AI that runs it. “That’s better,” I say as Dr. Elvan pushes my chair into the elevator, Arnolfi pressed into a corner as a result. “I’m fully online now.”


A new message arrives via the base AI as Elvan pushes the button to descend. It’s from Charlie. I want to open it instantly, but it’s a video file and I can’t give it the attention it deserves right now.


The elevator interior is plain and functional. The structure is exposed and the cable mechanism is visible behind a clear plasglass ceiling panel, to make access for repairs easy, I suppose. I marvel at my initial disappointment. What did I expect, Martian decor? A plush carpet the same color as its dust?


“How did you find the self-care regime on the way over?” Elvan asks. “I know there were some new meds you were testing out. Did it make the centrifuge easier to deal with?”


“I don’t know about easier,” I say. “I don’t have a basis of comparison. It didn’t make me sick though; I know that was a problem for some people.” I don’t moan about the centrifuge and having to spend a couple of hours in it a day so my body could be subjected to artificially created gravity. He would have gone through the same regime on his flight over, and I don’t want to form a bad impression. And better to be spun every day than go through six weeks of recovery time once I’m here. “I was kind of hoping I’d feel better than I do right now though.”


He nods. “It’s always a bit of a shock, but you could be much worse. By the look of you, and the fact you can walk, I reckon your bones and muscles aren’t too bad. Your brain and your eyes need to get used to this little bit of constant gravity again though; that’s why you feel dizzy. It won’t be too bad. I’ll get you back on your feet in no time—don’t you worry.”


I think back to the preflight training and the barrage of information about what six months of space travel would do to my body. The rocket was insulated well enough to shield me from the radiation and anything except the most extraordinary solar flare events, so no one was very worried about that sort of exposure. It was the weightlessness that was the real problem. I had no idea how much the human body was dependent on gravity to function well. I left that first training session in a complete mess and almost called it all off. Sod Gabor and his “wonderful idea”—he wasn’t the one putting his body through hell. I couldn’t muster the courage to say that to my multibillionaire boss in person though, so I went back the next day and learned more about how advances in medicine over the past ten years of people being flown to and from Mars were making it easier to protect people against long-term effects. It calmed me down. As one of the trainers pointed out, “If Gabor is going to spend all this money to send you to Mars, he’s going to want you in a fit state when you arrive, isn’t he?” It didn’t escape my notice that they told me all the horrors first, before explaining that the mini-centrifuge would protect me from most of them. I suppose they were just making sure that I would follow the daily regime.


The elevator reaches the bottom and the door opens. A corridor stretches ahead, lined with the same functional printed moldings that can be seen in any underground car park in London. The only difference is the color; instead of the ubiquitous gray of normal concrete moldings, these are a warm rusty red, thanks to being made from Martian concrete, using materials harvested on Mars and re-formed into building materials.


This base doesn’t look like anything in the gaming mersives. There are no panoramic views of the Martian landscape and there won’t be until I go outside; most of the base is built underground as the cheapest and safest way to protect the inhabitants from dust storms and the radiation that gets through the thin atmosphere. The most dangerous dust storms are fairly rare, but when they happen no one wants to be on the surface.


Even though it’s nothing much to look at, there is still a thrill. I’ve been watching the show they make here for years and when we start walking down the corridor it’s just like all the times I imagined being here, being one of the presenters, leading the viewer to see another aspect of life in Mars Principia. That was way before actually coming here was a possibility, when it had the fuzzy glow of a favorite daydream. Since then, I’ve walked around this base in virtual simulations so many times I know where everything is, and it feels odd to actually be here now. There’s a temptation to instruct my APA to end immersion, just in case I’m still on Earth and able to go home this evening. The thought that I can’t do that makes me crumple a little. Why did I say yes to this ridiculous scheme?


“You might be feeling overly aware of your limbs?” At my nod, Elvan says, “All normal. There are a few things we can do with your APA to help your brain remember how to process proprioception within a constant-gravity environment.” Perhaps he’s mistaken my silence for worry. “Did you keep up with the virtual program too?”


“Yes, I did all of it.” I don’t mention the days when I really didn’t want to. There were a couple, early on, but then MyPhys identified the early stages of depression, ran a neurochemical analysis without my permission and had the printer make me some meds. When I couldn’t muster the desire to take them, the printer included them in my food.


“Good. You’ll be on your feet in twenty-four hours, then. I’m not saying you’ll be able to run a marathon then, but I’ll be able to sign you off for trips in the rover in three to four days, if you follow all my advice.”


We get to the end of the corridor and through a set of double doors into the central hub of the base, from which all the different areas can be reached. There are several large screens (which puzzles me, considering we’re all chipped), chairs and shelves of equipment, which mostly looks like it’s all to do with exploration and surveying. It’s well lit and functional, rather than comfortable. Through the doorways off this room there are labs, as good as the ones back home, along with quarters for the team, of which I am now the fifth. Elvan starts steering me toward the medbay and fitness suite. I know Arnolfi has a lab in that area too.


“I’m going to make sure your personal belongings and cargo are put in your quarters,” Arnolfi says. “Then when you’re finished with the good doctor, you’ll have everything you need to settle in.”


“Thanks,” I say. “Where are the others?”


“Banks and Petranek are on an expedition. I was hoping they’d be back by now but they were delayed. They should be back soon.”


Hiding my disappointment at not getting to meet Banks yet, I watch Arnolfi leave, unable to shake my initial gut feeling, even though she’s been nothing but polite and welcoming. “Do you get along with her?” I ask Elvan as we head to the medbay.


“Arnolfi? Yes, she’s very easy to get along with. We all are. That was one of the recruitment criteria.”


It wasn’t for me, I think, but neither of us raises that point. I wasn’t subject to the same requirements as them and didn’t fight several thousand other candidates for the privilege to be here. Even though everyone in this base—on this planet!—is an employee of Gabor’s corporation, they still had to compete to earn their place here. I’ll be sharing this base with four of the brightest, fittest and most remarkable people in the corporation. Yet again, I question why I am here. Why did Gabor send me, and not one of the thousands of better-qualified people? There are better geologists and better artists than I. The string of events that led to my being here seems just as unlikely as it ever did. Some would say that having one’s art come to the attention of one of the richest men on Earth was good fortune. I am yet to be convinced.


The medlab is similar to the ones on Earth, thanks to it all being GaborCorp kit, and the concrete walls have been covered with turquoise blue panels that are easy to keep clean. The change in color is pleasant after the red corridors, and the examination bed is comfortable enough that I can rest while various test results come back. My bone density and muscle tone are pretty damn good and Elvan talks excitedly about the difference the new meds regime has made and how excellent my results are. He sends a recovery program to my APA and after overseeing a couple of hours of my trying the exercises out—all designed to help my brain recalibrate—he lets me walk around unaided.


“Okay, you can go and settle in, get a bit of rest, but then I want you in the gym at nineteen hundred hours so I can do a baseline physical. And nothing strenuous, no fast movements or attempts to work any machinery or lab equipment, got it?”


“Got it.”


He watches me as I shuffle to the door. I don’t feel too bad; I’m just being careful, but I am still thinking far more about which way is actually up and how my body is moving than I would normally.


When I leave the room and am alone again, I almost turn around and ask if I can stay a bit longer. I’ve been alone for six months, and the thought of going to my quarters to be alone there instead fills me with the same dread that I felt each day I woke up in the craft on the way over, facing another day of solitude. But I should see where I’m going to sleep and check that everything is there. Maybe if I can just put up a couple of pictures, I’ll feel like I’ve actually arrived. Maybe if I say that to myself a few more times, I’ll even believe it.


It’s strange walking to the sleeping-quarters section. It’s so familiar, even though this is the first time I’ve been here. It helps in some ways; I hate the feeling of being lost, but to have it replaced by this curious duality is unnerving. There are conflicting sensations of being newly arrived and yet so well rehearsed that I don’t know how to feel. It’s almost a relief to find my room, thanks to guidance from the Mars Principia AI, and I look upon it with the genuinely hungry eyes of a new arrival seeking comfort.


It’s basic but nice enough and the bed’s memory foam feels good when I sit on it experimentally. There are no wipe-clean panels on the walls in here, and three of them are dull red Martian concrete. The fourth wall is displaying a forest and there’s the faint sound of birdsong being piped through speakers somewhere. Did Arnolfi think that would make me feel less homesick for Earth? As I stare at it, my APA pops up a dialog box with options to change what’s displayed. All the usual things are there: seascapes, meadows, deserts that can be enjoyed without the dangerous heat. None of them seem right. I scroll down with a flick of my eyes and see a Mars option that makes me laugh. Discarding my previous decision to see it through my own eyes, I select it, and the pines of a Noropean forest are replaced by the brutally barren Mars landscape. With a thrill, I see a small plume of dust kicked up by the wind and I realize it’s a live feed from one of the external cameras.


I have arrived on Mars.


My little case rests at the foot of the bed and the crate that was stored in the cargo hold for the trip stands in the corner. Arnolfi must have used a drone to bring it here; it’s so heavy. I go into the tiny bathroom area and see everything I might need already there. A notice displayed next to the shower details the time limit and water-flow limitations, to ensure no one depletes the water supply faster than it can be replenished. I use the toilet, grinning at the simple pleasure of doing it the old-fashioned way, and wash my hands with the same delight.


I open the case and pull out the photo I printed of Mia and Charlie, taken a week before I left. She is sitting on his knee, pointing at a page in a storybook passed down from my great-grandmother, her little mouth in a perfect O shape. Charlie’s expression mirrors hers as he echoes her reaction, and it still makes the breath catch in my throat. As soon as I’ve unpacked, I’ll watch the message, have the inevitable cry that follows and then record a reply.


There’s a narrow ridge that runs around the room at about waist height, standing out from the wall by just a centimeter or two, presumably just the join between concrete moldings. I decide to prop my photo on it, in line with my pillow, while I look for something to use to stick it to the wall. I look away for just a moment and hear it slide down behind the bed.


“Shit.” I kneel on the bed to slip my hand down the side of the mattress and pluck it out. I find the edge of it with my fingertips and pull it up, only to find it’s not the photo, but a scrap of paper. I can’t imagine that anyone else here has this kind of paper; it’s too thick for notes, and anyway, hardly anyone uses disposable paper anymore. I can tell from the way it feels that it’s the real stuff, not printed. Charlie could never tell the difference, but I could. I cannot see how else this paper came to be here unless it came with me.


But I haven’t unpacked my cargo crate yet. Confused, I turn the paper over, wondering if it’s something a previous inhabitant lost and left behind. There are words painted on the thick stock, swirling like informal calligraphy.


DON’T TRUST ARNOLFI! the message reads, and my heart stops in my chest at the sight of the familiar style.


Even though they’re just words on a plain background, and not the usual landscapes that I paint, I know my own style too well. I painted this myself.
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I STARE AT the scrap of paper, the dizziness returning as I pay less attention to the room and how I am standing. I sit on the bed, staring at the brushstrokes, certain it’s my own style. Slowly, my spinning thoughts settle enough to try to fathom this. I can see several possibilities and the first one that leaps to mind is so frightening that I immediately push it away. Instead, I fixate on an alternative: that someone on this base is trying to play some sort of sick joke. But I’ve only just met these people. Why would they want to do that?


Another possibility is that I have been here before, left that note for myself to find by pure chance and then somehow forgot all about it.


Just the simple thought that I might have been in this room before—the only place that seemed unfamiliar on the base—sends a shiver down my back. That seems like the first stage of immersion psychosis and I know I’m at high risk for that. Covering my eyes with my hands, I feel sweat on my upper lip even as I try to fool myself into thinking I’m not afraid. But I can’t shake that thought, so I open the calendar via my APA to review my activities for the past six months. It’s all there: the date I left Earth, all the minutiae of my self-care regime during the flight, the media I consumed, the messages I received in transit and the replies I sent.


Of course, it could all be false data. But then, I remember it all. Not every single moment, but I recall it as well as any other six months I’ve ever lived through. Well, most of them anyway.


Even if those memories are real, I could still be on Earth and could have spent those six months in a fully rendered virtual environment. It makes a perverse sense; surely it would be cheaper to trick me into thinking I’m here than to actually send me?


I call up my v-keyboard and type, “End immersion.”


“No immersion in progress.” My APA flashes up a message in the lower half of my visual field.


It could be reporting that as part of the scheme to trick me into think—


No.


No. No. No. I am not going to fall into that spiral. That way lies madness, and I am not going to let a slip of paper make me lose my grip on reality. There has to be a more plausible explanation. Gabor wanted the real deal; he made that perfectly clear to me. Nothing short of my physically coming to Mars and doing his bidding was going to satisfy him. It’s not like the man couldn’t afford to send me here.


Instead of trying to work out whether the last six months actually happened the way I remember, I focus on the paper, and the first, terrifying explanation that occurred to me returns to mind. I have to face it rather than push it away; I know that.


What if this piece of paper isn’t even real? What if I think it’s there, but it isn’t? Seeing something that definitely isn’t real would be a step further than immersion psychosis, and I slide deeper into an old fear that has dogged me for most of my life. I breathe in deep and release the air slowly, calming myself, to avoid having an elevated heart rate reported to Dr. Elvan. I run my fingertip around the edge of the paper carefully, so I don’t cut myself, studying its dimensions and the way it feels in my hand. I zoom in, looking at the fibers. It is really there. This isn’t what happened to my father. I am in control and I know what is real. “I know what is real,” I whisper to myself. “This piece of paper is real.” The fear subsides.


The paper is the same weight and texture as that of my preferred sketch pads, four of which should be in the cargo box in the corner. A quick glance at the touch pad on the side of the box confirms that it remains sealed and locked. Only I can open it, and the lock date matches the day before I left Earth, so I couldn’t have taken the paper from this crate and neither could anyone else. I unlock it. The blank canvases are wrapped and packed in protective foam; my boxes of paints and pencils are strapped into place. After some effort, I move enough out of the way to find the smaller container that holds the sketch pads.


There are only three inside. That can’t be right. I’m sure I brought one more.


A quick check of the flight manifest, and the form I filled in listing all my materials, confirms I packed only three. I was warned this would happen: disorientation and loss of details due to the long period of isolation and probably far too much immersion. I scan down the list and note that there are also four fewer canvases than I thought I’d planned to bring. Shit.


Could this form and the flight manifest have been doctored?


Arnolfi said she was going to make sure my belongings were brought to my room. I type a request to my APA, asking it to check Principia’s drone records and see if it really was Arnolfi who arranged for the cargo crate to be brought here. In moments I receive confirmation that it was she. She could have followed the drones in, cracked the lock somehow, stolen the—


“Stop it,” I say to myself out loud. I don’t like the woman, but I know that’s my problem with psych professionals more than anything else. How could it be because of anything else when I’ve only just met her? And anyway, if she went to all this trouble to screw with my brain, why the hell would she want to seed even more distrust between us? It makes no sense.


She could be fishing for more work, a pernicious little voice whispers at the back of my mind. She could be deliberately sending me over the edge so she has something to do. All these perfect, balanced people here must make life as a shrink so dull. She’s—


I rest a hand on my chest and focus for a few moments on the breath filling my lungs and then leaving them, consciously pushing those thoughts away. I have to keep it together. I can’t screw this up on my first bloody day!


“Just because something is possible, it doesn’t make it plausible,” I say to myself. “What is the most plausible explanation here?”


I packed that crate months ago; it’s more than plausible that I misremembered a couple of tiny details. I was so nervous when I packed, and when I filled out that form, that it’s no wonder I’ve gotten confused.


I rub my thumb over the scrap of paper again. Am I really certain it’s the proper stuff? I could take a look at it in the lab when I’m able to use the equipment and then do an analysis of the paint too. That will confirm whether it’s from my supplies—or at least the same brand.


But leaving aside human error and the preservation of healthy, scientific doubt, this note is still here and still doesn’t make sense. If I don’t want to spiral off into some endless fractal of self-doubt, I have to assume I didn’t paint this—I have no memory of doing so, nor have I had the time to do so since my arrival, after all—so someone else did. That person could have hacked the lock and forged the opening date. The thought that someone here is screwing with me slithers back. Not Arnolfi—that would make no sense—and I can’t believe that Dr. Elvan would either, though I barely know the man. Besides, I was with him from the moment I disembarked and came to this room. The person who had this room before me left for Earth months before Mars Principia was told I was coming. Hell, before I even knew I was coming. That leaves Banks and Petranek as the only other candidates.


I know the decision to send me here was controversial—not just in my home but also here in Mars Principia—but this just seems . . . childish. Why would anyone here want to freak me out like this? And to take the time to find an example of my art, and then create such a good forgery of my style . . . it seems ludicrous. Almost as ludicrous as my having painted it myself and planted it behind the bed. It could have sat there for the entirety of my stay without being discovered.


The implausibility of either explanation frustrates me. I toss the scrap onto the bed, uncertain of what to believe about it. Strange that it resonates with my dislike of Arnolfi though . . .


I snatch it back up and stuff it down the side of the bed, as if putting it back where I found it can make it go away. I don’t want to think about it anymore. I need to settle in, find a sense of normality, before I start poking at that puzzle again. I find the photo that slipped down in the first place and prop it up on the small desk on the opposite side of the room.


Once I’ve unpacked the handful of personal belongings, showered and dressed in a set of the superlight clothes I packed in the cargo box, I stuff the flight suit into the chute for dirty clothes with no small amount of satisfaction. I’d recycle the damn thing if I didn’t have to wear it again.


Lying on the bed, I open the message from Charlie and have it played on the screen. His face looms out, huge, from where the Martian landscape was just moments before. He looks tired.


“Hi,” he says into the camera, running a hand through his hair. It’s longer than he normally wears it. I suppose I’m not there to remind him to get it cut. “So, I guess you’ll either be just about to land or just arrived. I’m hoping to get a confirmation that all is well any minute now, and it’s making me worry, so I thought I’d message you. It’s . . . just after three in the morning. Mia was up earlier and I just couldn’t get back to sleep.


“Your mum says hello, by the way. I keep telling her she can send you messages but she said that every time she tries, she starts crying, so . . .” He shrugs. “It’s like you died or something. Maybe you should send her a message? Just to tell her you aren’t dead? She doesn’t seem to believe me.


“What else . . . well, work is stupid at the moment, with all the capsule bollocks going on.” It takes me a moment to remember what he’s talking about, as I stopped reading the news feeds about halfway through the journey. The capsule was one of the reasons I stopped, as the endless speculation about what was inside was getting boring. The fascination with it is understandable though; when a genius claims to know where to find God, builds a spaceship to go there and leaves behind a locked time capsule to open forty years later, it’s natural to be excited about what could be in it. I remember the bet I had with my neighbor and wonder if he’ll honor it if I win, seeing as I’ll be on Mars when it’s scheduled to open. He’s convinced it will contain the blueprints of Atlas, the ship the “Pathfinder” built, whereas I think it will just be a collection of her memoirs. Charlie was so fed up with it all he refused to join in. That’s what he said, at least. I had the feeling he didn’t like finding me out in the hallway talking about it. Not that I ever said that to him.


“We keep getting customers asking if the prices are going to change when it gets opened,” the message continues. “It’s just batshit crazy. The AI hasn’t had a clue about how to respond to the calls, so I’m having to teach it how to handle this sort of speculation. It means I get to listen to all these weird calls, which is kinda fun actually. There was this one bloke who called and I listened in live. He said, ‘If the Pathfinder left coordinates for where Atlas went to, will you be relocating to that planet?’ I mean, what the fuck? Even if we did get the coordinates and another Atlas was built and was sent off to follow the Pathfinder, I doubt an insurance brokerage service would be relocating there. So the AI said that it was a highly unlikely scenario and this guy was like, ‘But why not? It could be a very lucrative opportunity for your business.’ And the AI was like, ‘Okay, sir, thank you for your suggestion. I’ll pass that on to my manager.’ The whole time I just wanted to jump in on the call and make some comment about the most intelligent people having left on the first Atlas, but then I figured that wouldn’t reflect very well on our parents, so . . .”


His shrug and lopsided smile make me yearn to reach over and touch him. He looks so tired, so drained, I want to hold him and tell him I’m sorry I had that conversation at the stupid dinner party, sorry that I was forced to host it and that I wasn’t strong enough to refuse. I want to tell him that if I could start over, I’d take down the paintings in the flat and replace them with the ones that used to be there, foul as they were. But I can’t.


“Mia’s fine,” he continues. “Walking is nothing; now it’s running. Everywhere. And she worked out the manual controls for the printer, which I only discovered when I came back from the bathroom and found her covered in ice cream that she’d printed and then tipped over herself. I freaked out a bit, I have to admit. What if she’d said stew? JeeMuh. She could’ve been burned! Anyway, I’ve disabled the manual controls now and it all goes through my APA, which she isn’t happy about. I haven’t told my mum about it; she’d do her nut. She’s getting on my tits actually. Nothing I do is good enough at the moment. It’s like being a fucking teenager all over again.”


That’s my fault. In my absence, my mother-in-law has taken it upon herself to step into the breach, even though Charlie was the primary caregiver when I was on Earth. We got along fine even when I was at the lab all hours and generally absent for the rest. She was furious with me when we told her I was coming to Mars. I didn’t even get a chance to explain how it all happened. She judged, she found another reason to condemn me as a terrible mother—which she has had good reason to do, in fairness—and I haven’t heard anything from her since. Not that it bothers me. That sour old bag is probably responsible for all the bits of Charlie that I could do without. I’d never say that to either of them though.


“I can’t believe how far away you are,” Charlie says, looking down so all I can see is the top of his head. In the darkness of the living room, the lights of the city behind him are bright through the window and the glow from the screen plays over his hair. “I keep trying to get it straight in my head, you know? I looked for Mars through the telescope your mum lent me and I couldn’t see a bloody thing with all the light pollution, but even when I was trying to find it, I couldn’t really believe I was looking for where you are.” There’s a long pause and he sucks in a breath and I realize he’s crying. “I miss you, Anna. It’s . . . it feels like you’re dead. I know that’s total shit and it’s just that it’s like three in the fucking morning and I’m knackered, but that’s what it feels like. I’ve stopped waiting for you to come through the door at the end of the day. I’ve stopped wondering where you are when I wake up. This is . . . it’s just shit, you know? And I’m trying not to be a total dick about this, and I know why you’re doing this but . . . fuck. It’s really hard doing this without you.” He wipes his face, still hidden from view, and looks back up at the camera. “Just send me a message when you get there, okay? I know Mars Principia will ping to let me know you’re there, but I need to see your face, okay? Okay. Bye, then.”


The message ends and I find myself wiping tears from my own face. I knew this was going to be hard—we both did—but that doesn’t offer any comfort now.


“Oh, come on,” I say to myself. “Get a grip, woman. Just a few months; then you can go home and it will be done and everything will be so much better.”


I don’t let myself dwell upon the dread that flickers to life at the thought of returning to that flat. Nor do I allow myself to question the real reason behind those tears I saw on his cheeks. I need to be careful. Stay positive. Be what I need to be here. Who I need to be.


And I can’t forget how lucky I am. I didn’t exactly choose this, but so many would do anything for the same opportunity. I’m on Mars! That’s amazing! I have to focus on the adventure, on the potential. Otherwise I’ll never make anything good and I need to not fuck this up. “Just once, Anna,” I whisper. “Just once in your life don’t fuck this up.”


I pat down my hair, still fluffy from the shower, check that I don’t look blotchy from crying—I don’t want Charlie to see that I’ve been upset—and instruct my APA to record a message. A prerecording icon flashes up on the screen and invites me to select the amount of the room that I want included in the shot. I expand the boundary to its farthest edges, sit on the edge of the bed and tap the record icon.


“Hi, Charlie. I’m here! This is my new room. Nicer than the rocket and it’s got a proper loo. It’s the stupidest things you miss in space. I’m not saying that missing you is . . . Ah, shit.” I stop the recording and tap the delete option floating in the lower-right quadrant of my visual field. After a moment to think through what I’m going to say, I tap the record button again. “Hi, Charlie. I’m here! This is my new room on the base and I’m really pleased with it. I just had a shower, which was amazing. I got your message. I really wish I could hold you right now. I’m so sorry things are tough. Tell your mum to bugger off if she’s giving you a hard time.


“So, I’ve only met two of the base crew, Dr. Arnolfi and Dr. Elvan. They’re nice enough. Remember me moaning about the spinner? I take it all back; it really was worth it.


“Mia is still into the ice cream, then? Ummm . . . I’ll record a separate message for her. Later on. I have to go to the gym and have my baseline physical tests done. Another couple of days and they’ll let me out in one of the rovers. Then I’ll start painting, obviously, but I’m most excited about being able to go out to the Gale crater. I’m gonna take a selfie with Curiosity. Poor old lump. If there was a museum on Mars it would be pride of place, but I think they’re just going to leave it there to fall apart. I’ll finally be able to get some decent samples that haven’t been dug up by some fucking drone. I cannot wait to get cracking on all that. And don’t worry—I’ll be painting too, obviously. I just . . . I just . . . I guess what I’m saying is that I’m excited about being here and I feel bad about that, because I know it’s tough on you. It’s been tough for me too, but I’m so close to being out there, on the surface, after all these years of blathering on about it!” I pause, wondering if I should delete that. “I don’t know whether to send this to you now. I don’t know whether it’ll make you angry, seeing me happy to be here. I hope not. I . . . I know I wasn’t happy when I was home and . . . that was nothing to do with you. I mean, it wasn’t because of us. It was . . . shit. Look, I’m still a bit knackered from the flight so I’m gonna sign off, okay? Tell Mum I’m not dead and I’ll message her in the morning. I love you. Bye.”


I end the recording and send it without reviewing it; otherwise, I’ll never send the damn thing. I check the time and there’s still more than an hour until I need to be in the gym. I have time to record for Mia, and in all honesty, I knew that when I lied in the message. I shake my head at myself and print a hot chocolate.


Left without distraction, I become aware of my nervous excitement about meeting Dr. Banks. I’m not ashamed to admit to myself that I’ve had a bit of a crush on him for ages. I’ve watched what must be hundreds of hours of him presenting the show over the past seven years, and I’m worried I’ll be all starstruck when we finally meet. I remind myself that he probably won’t be anything like he is as the presenter, but it doesn’t stop the anticipation from building.


Banks is the backbone of the show, having been here for so long the crew changes around him. They get far less screen time, probably because they’re not natural presenters like he is. Charming, eloquent and often funny, he’s easy on the eye and has the most gorgeous voice.


I try to work out what I’ll say to him when we meet. I don’t want to just gush and be all fannish at him; he’ll write me off as one of the thousands who send him love emails every week. I want him to respect me as a professional. An equal. Maybe not that . . . oh shit, I’m getting really nervous now.


Perhaps I could make some witty allusion to one of the latest season’s episodes, just enough to signal that I watch it but not so full-on that he’ll think I’m a stalker. I scan through the list of episodes I watched most recently and find the one where he’s gone outside to watch one of the dust devils passing near the base.


Skimming through the frames, I find the part where we are seeing exactly the same view as he does through his chip as he walks closer to the swirling tower of dust.


“Principia is giving me various warnings now, but this isn’t a very powerful one. The winds aren’t strong enough to blow me off my feet or anything, so I’m going to go closer. The strongest devils can be a real problem here, but Principia was built in a region that is relatively stable and—Oh for the love of . . . Principia, will you just shut up? Honestly, it’s freaking out at me about the moving dust. It’s acting like a nervous mother watching her child about to walk off a cliff. There’s more risk that this AI will drive me mad than there is in anything that could happen to me here. Right, that’s it!”


The stable view of the dust devil starts moving as Banks runs toward it. I remember holding my breath when I first watched this, thinking that as he got closer, it looked far more dangerous than it had farther back. But he runs right into the center of it, filling the screen with a messy soup of fast-moving dust that obscures the view of the surrounding red landscape. He laughs, then cheers until a few moments later the dust devil moves on.


“And that is a Martian dust devil,” he says, breathless with excitement. The view switches to that of a cam drone, showing his suit and helmet covered in fine red dust. With that dazzling smile of his, he adds, “And remember, kids: don’t try this at home.”


As I smile, there’s a flash of the messages icon, superimposed over his shoulder, indicating an incoming call. It’s Arnolfi. I end the mersive and accept voice contact. “Sorry to disturb you, Dr. Kubrin, but I thought you might like to meet Drs. Banks and Petranek. They’re back in the base and will be in the communal area shortly.”


“Great, thanks. I’ll come and say hello.”


I end the call and finish the drink, trying to still the flutter of excitement in my chest. Above all else, I mustn’t gush at him. I wonder whether I should put my wedding ring back on. It’s still in the small velvet box it traveled in, as jewelry wasn’t permitted for the flight. Just as I’m about to put it on, a ping comes through my APA, signaling that everyone else is in the communal area.


A brief check in the mirror confirms that I still look horribly pale and tired and that my hair is still a fluffy blond mess from the shower. I head out, hearing the murmur of conversation and occasional bursts of laughter from the room at the end of the corridor. I pause, taking a moment to gather my wits before I meet Dr. Banks. What if he doesn’t like me? What if I’ve forgotten how to be sociable? I shrug off the concerns. I don’t want to be that person, the one I was before Manchester and Charlie and the corporate life. Being sociable has never come naturally to me, but I’ve learned how to do this before, on Earth. It will come back to me.


On the other side of the doors in the central-hub room I find Dr. Elvan and Dr. Arnolfi with the last two people I need to meet. Dr. Banks, thinner than he looks in the show, is a tall multiracial man with both European and Chinese heritage. His primary specialism is corporate law, with a second in UX design, and if it were possible, he’d have substantial qualifications in being a media darling. He holds the record for the longest-serving member of the base, and also the longest single period a human being has lived on Mars. He hasn’t been back to Earth in more than three years now.


Standing next to him is Dr. Petranek, nonbinary, in hir mid-thirties with the broad cheekbones of Eastern European heritage and curly brown hair. Ze, too, is tall and confident, standing with hir thumbs hooked into hir belt loops and laughing heartily at something Banks has said. Dr. Petranek is one of the best Noropean engineers of hir generation and the designer of several systems used to keep us alive here, I recall from the show. Secondary specializations in synthetic biology and human biology.


“Hello,” I say, taking a step farther into the room. “I’m Anna. Pleased to meet you.”


Petranek’s smile doesn’t falter. “Hi,” ze says brightly. “Welcome to Mars.”


Banks turns to look at me, the cheerfulness dropping from his face. “Oh, the artist,” he finally says. “Just who we needed,” he adds beneath his breath, but my augmented hearing picks it up.


It feels like a physical shove to my chest and I’m momentarily off-balance. “The geologist,” I say. “That’s my primary specialty. The painting is just a hobby.”


The snort adds punch to the derisory smirk on Banks’s face. “Oh yes, my mistake. Well, I’m sure you’ll make such a crucial contribution to the—”


“Don’t be such a dick, Kim,” Petranek says.


“Anna has excellent references and has been working on the samples sent back from Mars Principia for the past five years,” Elvan adds. “She—”


“Thanks, but I don’t need you to defend me,” I say, closing the distance between me and the group. “There hasn’t been a resident geologist here for the past four years and it’s long overdue. Why do you have a problem with me being here?”


Banks faces me fully now, arms folding over his chest. “Don’t try to pass off your jaunt over here as something for the greater good, or even just for the corporate advancement of scientific knowledge. We all know that Gabor wants you here to paint pictures for him and his rich friends. You’re just benefiting from his lack of taste in art.”


“That’s enough, Banks,” Arnolfi says, stepping forward from the shadows. “We all make multiple contributions to the profitability of Mars Principia. You have a problem with the decision to bring Dr. Kubrin here, that’s for you and me to discuss in session. It’s not appropriate for you to treat anyone in this team with anything less than the utmost respect, regardless of what you might think you know about the reasons they’re here.”


Banks looks away, an eyebrow twitching as he thinks it through.


“I have as much right to be here as anyone else,” I say. “I passed the tests and I—”


“And you will make a fuck ton of money when you go back home after your jaunt,” Banks says, rounding on me again. “Don’t try to pass yourself off as the noble scientist. You’re here to make a quick buck and to give Gabor and his cronies something to wank over at dinner parties.”
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