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			[Internal memo: Gerardo Avila, Panopticon, to Data Resources, Panopticon, 10/2/2046]

			

			We are seeking inmates who fit the following profile:

			

			
					
•	 serving either an indeterminate life sentence(s) or a fixed-term sentence(s) that extend beyond the inmate’s natural life-span.


					
•	 has had a prolonged period (5 years +) of no contact with anyone on the outside: this includes, but is not exclusive to, family, friends, previous employers and/or employees, lawyers, journalists and authors, advocacy groups, external law enforcement, FBI, CIA, other federal organizations including immigration services.


					
•	 has professional qualifications, previous employment, or transferable skills in one of the following areas: transportation, construction (all trades), computer science/information technology, applied science, medicine, horticulture.


					
•	 is not suffering from a degenerative or chronic physical or mental condition that would cause death or debilitation in the immediate (5 years +) future.


					
•	 is currently in reasonable physical and mental health, between the ages of 21 and 60.


			

			

			Please compile a list of potential candidates and send them to me by Friday.

			

			Gerardo Avila, 

			Special Projects Coordinator, Panopticon

			“Put your hands on the table.”

			Frank’s hands were already cuffed together, joined by three steel links. His feet were also shackled. The seat he sat on was bolted to the ground, and the table in front of him was the same. The room was all wipe-clean surfaces. The smell of bleach was an alkaline sting in the back of his throat and on the lids of his eyes. It wasn’t as if he could go anywhere or do anything, but he still complied with the order. Slowly, he raised his hands from his lap, feeling the drag of the metal biting into his skin, and lowered them onto the black vinyl covering of the table. There was a large hole drilled in it. Another length of chain was run through the circle made by his cuffed arms and into the hole. His guard put a padlock on it, and went to stand by the door they’d both entered through.

			Frank pulled up to see how much slack he’d been given. The chain rattled and tightened. Ten, maybe eleven inches. Not enough to reach across the table. The chair didn’t move. The table didn’t move. He was stuck where he was for however long they wanted.

			It was a change, though. Something different. To his left was a frosted window, bars on the outside, a grille on the inside. He looked up: a light, a length of fluorescent tube, humming slightly and pulsing in its wire cage. He could see the guard out of the corner of his right eye.

			He waited, listening to the nearby hum and the more distant echoing sounds of doors slamming, buzzers rasping, voices shouting. These were the sounds that were most familiar to him. His own breathing. The soft scratch of his blue shirt. The creak of stress as he shifted his weight from leaning forward to sitting back.

			He waited because that was all he could do, all he was allowed to do. Time passed. He became uncomfortable. He could only rest his hands on the table, and he couldn’t get up and walk around. Eventually he grunted. “So why am I here?”

			The guard didn’t move, didn’t smile. Frank didn’t know him, and wasn’t sure if he was one of the regular staff anyway. The uniform was the same, but the face was unfamiliar. Frank eased forward, twisted his arms so he could put his elbows on the table, and put his weight on them. His head drooped forward. He was perpetually tired, from lights on to lights out. It wasn’t an earned tiredness, a good tiredness. Having so little to do was exhausting.

			Then there was the scrabble of a key at a lock, and the other door, the one facing him, that led to the free world, opened. A man in a suit came through, and without acknowledging Frank or the guard, put his briefcase on the table and pushed at the catches. The lid sprang open, and he lifted it to its fullest extent so that it formed a screen between Frank and the contents of the case.

			The briefcase smelled of leather, earthy, rich in aromatic oils. The clasps and the corners were bright golden brass, polished and unscratched. They shone in the artificial light. The man pulled out a cardboard folder with Frank’s name on it, shut the briefcase and transferred it to the floor. He sat down – his chair could move – and sorted through his papers. “You can go now. Thank you.”

			Frank wasn’t going anywhere, and the guard was the only other person in the room. The guard left, locking the door behind him. It was just the two of them now. Frank leaned back again – the other man was close, too close – and tried to guess what all this was about. He hadn’t had a visitor in years, hadn’t wanted one, and certainly hadn’t asked for this one, this man in a suit, with his tie and undone top button, his smooth, tanned skin and well-shaved cheeks, his cologne, his short, gel-spiked hair. This free man.

			“Mr Franklin Kittridge?” He still hadn’t looked up, hadn’t looked Frank in the eye yet. He leafed through the file with Frank’s name on the cover and California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation stamped on it, turning the translucently thin pages covered with typeface. Paper and board. Everybody else would have used a tablet, but not the cash-starved CDCR.

			“Well, if I’m not, both of us have had a wasted journey.”

			It wasn’t much of a joke, but it seemed to break the ice, just a little, just enough for the man to raise his chin and steal a glance at Frank before looking down at the contents of the folder again.

			Of course, no one had called him “Mr” Kittridge for years. Frank felt a long-dormant curiosity stir deep inside, where he’d shut it away in case it sent him mad.

			“Can I get you anything?” the man asked. “Something to eat, drink?”

			Frank cocked his head over his shoulder at the locked door behind him. Definitely no guard. He turned back. “You could start by telling me your name.”

			The man considered the request. “You can call me Mark,” he said. His tell – a slight blink of his left eye – told Frank that he wasn’t really a Mark.

			“If we’re on first-name terms, Mark, why don’t you call me Frank?”

			“OK, Frank.” The man not called Mark closed the folder, opened it again, turned some pages. “So what are you in for, Frank?”

			“I’m assuming you’re not carrying that file in front of you because you’re short of reading matter. I know you know what’s in it. You know that I know. So while this is a pleasant change of scenery, I’m still going to ask you why you’re here.”

			Mark finally looked up, perhaps surprised by the directness aimed at him. “You know you’re going to die in here, right?” he said.

			“I’m eligible for parole in eighty-five years. What do you think, Mark?” Frank twitched the corner of his mouth. That was his smile these days. “Do you reckon I’ll make old bones?”

			“You’d be—” Pause. “—one hundred and thirty-six. So, no. I don’t think so.”

			“Well, dang. I was so looking forward to getting out.”

			“You killed a man.”

			“I know what I did. I know why I did it. But if you’re looking for contrition, maybe you should have asked for someone else.”

			Mark put both his hands on the file. His fingers were long, with buffed, tapered nails. They glowed as brightly as the brass furnishings on his briefcase. “I want to know what you think about the prospect of dying in jail, Frank.”

			After a moment’s reflection, Frank concluded: “I’m not a fan. But I factored the possibility in when I pulled the trigger, and now? I don’t see I have much of a choice.”

			Mark took one of his elegant fingers and circled it around the seven-pointed star on the cardboard file’s cover. “I might be able to help you,” he said. “I might be able to give you a choice.”

			“And how would you do that?” Frank raised his hands, and eased them down again, slowly enough for every link of the chain that bound him to the table to catch against the edge of the hole, then fall. “Why would you do that?”

			“A private company owns this prison, and runs it on behalf of the state.”

			“There’s a logo on everything I’m wearing. Few years back, the logo changed, but it was the same old prison walls. You’re telling me a lot of things I already know, Mark. I’m still waiting for you to tell me things I don’t.”

			“You don’t want to hear me out?” said Mark. “That’s OK. That’s your right. But what if it’s something you might be interested in?” He sat back in his chair, and examined his pampered hands.

			Frank put on his compliant face again. Inside, he was mildly irritated, but no more than that. “You asked for me, remember? Not the other way around. So, this company, this Panopticon? You work for them?”

			“Technically, no. But I’ve been authorized by their parent company to see if you’d be interested in an offer. And before I tell you what it is, I want to tell you what it isn’t.” He left a gap to see if Frank said anything, but that wasn’t Frank’s style. “This isn’t a pardon. You’ll remain guilty of second-degree murder. This isn’t commuting your sentence. You’ll serve the rest of your hundred and twenty years. This isn’t parole. You’ll be at all times under a prison regime. Neither will you get time off for good behavior.”

			Frank considered what he’d heard so far. “Go on,” he said. “You’re really selling it to me.”

			“We can’t give you any of those things because we’re not allowed to. The State of California – the law – wouldn’t permit us to cut such a deal with you. What we can offer you is a transfer.”

			“Panopticon have another jail somewhere else?”

			Mark pursed his lips. It was the first emotional response he’d really shown. Frank thought him, despite the expensive suit, the leather briefcase and the manicured hands, or perhaps because of them, a cold fish. A dead fish, even. “In a manner of speaking.”

			“So why don’t you just transfer me? You don’t need my permission to do that.”

			“No, that’s true enough. We need your co-operation, though.”

			“Do you? I’m not really getting this whole thing, and you seem a straight-up kind of guy, so why not just lay it out?”

			Mark doodled with his finger on the cover of Frank’s file again. “Given everything I’ve said, are you still in?”

			“In for what? All you’ve told me is that I’m still going to die in jail. Does it really matter where the jail is?”

			“You weren’t just chosen at random, Frank. You have skills. A lot more than many – most – of the inmates incarcerated here. Skills that are going to waste. Would you like to use them again?”

			“You want me to build you the prison that I’m going to die in?”

			“In a manner of speaking,” Mark said again.

			Frank tried to sit more comfortably in his chair, but his chained hands wouldn’t let him. He frowned at the pristine Mark opposite him. “And this is to save you money?”

			“To save the parent company money,” Mark corrected him. “Yes, that’ll happen.”

			“Mark, I have to say I’m struggling to understand what’s in this for me.”

			“The benefits will be: better food, better accommodation, a small team to work with, a challenging, stimulating environment, an utterly unique project, and considerable personal autonomy. It won’t feel like jail. It certainly won’t feel like the regime you’re under now, that I can guarantee you.”

			“But I still wouldn’t be able to leave, would I?”

			“No. This would be a transaction where you’d have to remain on the site in order to help maintain it,” said Mark. “That doesn’t mean there wouldn’t be free time for you to, how do I put it, enjoy the surrounding countryside. You’d always have to return, though. It’s in a somewhat isolated position, and there’s literally nowhere else to go.”

			“Where is this, then? The desert?”

			“Initially, yes. You’ll need to undergo some specialist training at a privately owned facility. Medical tests, too. If you refuse to co-operate in or fail to complete any of the tasks the company set, you’ll be bounced straight back here. No appeal. No hesitation, either. Likewise, if you fail on medical grounds.” Mark put his hands back flat on the folder. “Are you still interested?”

			“Without committing myself, yes, sure. I’m still waiting for the sucker punch, though. Tell me there’s a sucker punch.”

			“If you accept the conditions I’ve already stipulated, then I’ll outline the project more explicitly.”

			“You’re starting to sound like a lawyer.”

			Mark gave his tell again, and said nothing other than: “Do you accept the conditions?”

			“OK.”

			“Yes?” He was playing games with the language, and it seemed Frank had to play along too. This was legal boilerplate, and it had suddenly become obvious that this whole conversation was being recorded.

			“Yes. I accept the conditions,” he intoned.

			Mark took a deeper breath, and Frank felt like he’d crossed some sort of threshold, an invisible line in his life. A faint wash of sweat broke out across his face, and his hands grew slick.

			“Your training will take almost a year. There’s a specific deadline we can’t go beyond, and either you’re ready, or you’re not. The training facility is, yes, in the desert. There’s some very specialized equipment you’ll need to be totally familiar with, and your background in construction and project management will hopefully mean you won’t have a problem with that. You’ll be introduced to the rest of your team, and you’ll learn to work together, learn to trust each other, learn to rely on each other.”

			“How many?”

			“Eight altogether.”

			“And are they in the same position I am?”

			“Seven of them, yes. One company employee will be on site to oversee the project.”

			“Will the others be ex-prisoners too?”

			“Serving prisoners.”

			“And they have to stick around after we’ve finished this building work, too?”

			“Yes.”

			Frank looked over to the bright window, then back. “I’d better like them, then.”

			“That’s not the company’s concern. Merely whether you can work with them.”

			“So where is this place, that you want to send seven cons to, to build you a prison and then stay there for the rest of their lives?”

			“Mars.”

			Frank turned to the window again, and stared at the blurred parallel lines of the bars that divided the outside from the inside. There were seven of them, maybe six inches apart. They’d be iron, swollen with rust, peeling and flaking paint pushing off their surfaces like sloughing skin. “You did say Mars, right? As in the planet?”

			“Yes. The planet Mars.”

			Frank thought about it a little longer. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

			“I assure you the offer is most genuine.”

			“You want a bunch of cons to go to Mars? And build a prison? And then stay there?”

			Mark wiped his hands on his suit trousers, a luxury that Frank didn’t have. “It’s not designated as a prison, but as a federal scientific facility. Let me explain, in order. A convict crew will be sent to Mars. Once there, they will construct a base from prefabricated parts and make it habitable. When the facility is finished, the crew will continue to live on Mars and serve out the rest of their sentences, helping to maintain the facility, expanding it as and when required, and assisting visiting civilian scientists in their work. That the facility will also be your prison is, I suppose, a somewhat technical detail. But as I’ve already explained, there’ll be nowhere to escape to.”

			Frank nodded slowly to himself as he digested the information.

			“You haven’t rejected the idea out of hand,” said Mark.

			“Just give me a minute. I’m thinking.”

			Once the insanity had been stripped away, it was actually a straightforward offer: die in prison or live on Mars. He was never getting out of this penitentiary alive: he’d been sentenced to a hundred and twenty years for shooting a man in the face, in broad daylight, in front of a crowd of witnesses. Only the fact that he could prove that the dead man was his son’s dealer saved him from going down for murder in the first, and onto death row.

			He hadn’t contested the charges. He hadn’t spoken in his own defense. He’d taken what was coming, and he was still taking it. By mutual consent, his wife and his son had disappeared after the trial and they’d both moved a very long way away. Bad people, like the associates of the man he’d killed, had long memories, and longer reaches. No one had ever contacted him subsequently, and he’d never tried to contact anyone either. No, tell a lie: he’d had one message, maybe a year into his sentence. Divorce papers, served out of a New Hampshire attorney’s office. He’d signed them without hesitation and handed them back to the notary.

			There was literally nothing for him here on Earth but to die, unremembered and unremarked on.

			But Mars?

			He’d heard the news about the plans for a permanent Mars base, back when he was a free man, but he couldn’t honestly say he’d paid much attention to it: he’d been in the middle of hell by then, trying to do the best thing for his family, and failing. And afterwards? Well, it hadn’t really mattered, had it? Someone was putting a base on Mars. Good for them.

			He hadn’t thought for the smallest fraction of a moment of a second that it might include him.

			Now, that would be a legacy worth leaving. Somewhere, his son was grown up, hopefully living his life, hopefully doing whatever he was doing well. He’d been given a second chance by Frank, who had loved him more than life itself, even if he’d had a strange way of showing it.

			Did the boy think about his father? At all? What would it be like for him to suddenly discover that his old man was an astronaut, and not a jailbird? “This is the big Mars base, right?” Frank asked. “The one they announced a few years back?”

			“Mars Base One. Yes.”

			“That’s … interesting. But why would you pick cons? Why wouldn’t you pick the brightest and the best and let them be the goddamn heroes? Or did you already throw this open to the outside world, and there weren’t enough young, fit, intelligent people with college educations and no rap sheet beating down your doors for an opportunity like this. Is that it? You’re desperate?”

			Mark stroked his top lip. “It’s because, while the company wants to minimize the risks involved, it can’t completely eliminate them. And when a young, fit, intelligent person with a college degree dies, the publicity is terrible. Which is why they’ve offered you this opportunity instead. There’s also the need to prove that this isn’t just for the very brightest. Antarctic bases need plumbers and electricians and cooks. Mars bases will too. The company wants to show the world that, with the right training, anyone can go.”

			Frank hunched forward. “But couldn’t you just hire the right people?”

			“Frank, I’m going to level with you. Arranging a big spaceship, that costs a lot of money and time to build, which will take people out there, and will also bring them home? That isn’t a priority right now. As it stands, the company get something out of this, and you get something out of this. They get their base built, quickly and yes, cheaply. You get to spend the rest of your life doing something worthwhile that’ll benefit the whole human race, rather than rotting to death in here. Quid pro quo. A fair exchange.”

			Frank nodded again. It made some sort of sense. “OK, I get that you don’t want the pretty people dying up there, but just how dangerous is this going to be?”

			“Space is a dangerous place,” said Mark. “People have died in the past. People will die in the future. Accidents happen. Space can, so I’m told, kill you in a very great number of different ways. We don’t know what your life expectancy on Mars will be. We’ve no data. It may well be attenuated by a combination of environmental factors, which you’ll learn about in your training. But you’ll be able to minimize the risks and increase your chances of survival greatly by following some fairly straightforward rules. Whereas the average life expectancy behind bars is fifty-eight. You’re currently fifty-one. You can do the math.”

			“Mars.”

			“Yes, Mars.”

			Frank poised the tip of his tongue between his teeth, and bit lightly. He could feel himself on the threshold of pain, and that was the closest he ever got these days to feeling anything. But to feel pride again? Achievement? To think that his son would be able to look up into the night sky and say, “There he is. That’s where my father is.”

			Were those good enough reasons? He wouldn’t be coming back: then again, he wasn’t really here either. It’d be a second chance for him, too.

			“Where do I sign?”
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			From: Bruno Tiller <bruno.tiller@xo.com>

			To: Xavier Hildestrom <x.hildestrom@xo.com>

			Date: Fri, April 29 2039 15:35:02 +1000

			Subject: Big news

			

			Xavier,

			Just a note to say how much of a pleasure it was to meet you and the rest of the gang down at Gold Hill. You’ve got some fantastic facilities to play with down there, and the views are incredible! You’re so lucky to be there, and while I realize that you’ve been plenty busy, I know how much of a wrench it must be for you to be away from Maria.

			

			As you know, Paul’s now put me personally in charge of all aspects of the project, and we’re moving on to the next exciting phase. You’ve excelled at everything you’ve done so far, and I think it’s high time you got your reward. There’s a position back here in Denver I need someone of your caliber to fill – no one else will do. What’s more, I want you to bring your whole senior team with you.

			

			That’s right: you’re all coming back to the Mile High City! I’m going to oversee your replacements at Gold Hill, and we can have a smooth transition in, say, end of July? I can’t tell you how jazzed I am at the prospect of having you back here at XO HQ. And you are going to love your new project. Trust me. It’s a doozy.

			

			Bruno

			It had taken all day. Ten hours in an unadapted minivan, with him sitting in the back seat, handcuffed but otherwise free to move around, just one man in with him to nominally drive – once out of the prison gates, the autopilot had dealt with most of that – and frequent stops for him to use the restroom or just stretch his legs, and be asked what he wanted to eat.

			Tosh, the driver, wasn’t even armed. He was just a guy who punched buttons on the dash and sat behind the wheel in case something happened that the car couldn’t cope with. Most states had done away with that requirement. Not California.

			The men in the other two cars were armed, though. The black SUVs went in front and behind in a linked convoy, always pulling in and driving off in a synchronized ballet of speed and direction. Tosh had warned him that if Frank had it in mind to jump him and try to redirect the car, he’d be rammed off the road, dragged out, and unceremoniously shot in a ditch. Otherwise, Tosh was good enough company. He knew when to speak, and he knew when to shut up.

			Once they’d left the prison behind and crossed the bay on the snaking, uppy-downy Richmond Bridge, they’d headed east, into the mountains, where there was still snow piled up by the sides of the roads from plowing. The blue sky of the coast, with its salt smell and warm breezes, was exchanged for low cloud and a gaspy, blustering wind.

			Frank watched the landscape slip by. The cars, the houses, the side-roads – especially those, because he was left perpetually wondering what lay along them. He’d never know. This was the free world, just outside the tinted windows of the minivan. He could reach up and open the door and throw himself out into it. Or, if the van had central locking, his window was electric and he had the controls; he could probably squeeze through it, though he’d end up head first over the roadway. If he’d wanted to kill himself, there’d been opportunities before, and he hadn’t taken them. No reason to get fixated on it now. Plus, assuming he survived the fall, he’d be shot for his efforts.

			And it was the built environment that held his attention, not the rolls and folds of the land. He was disappointed that not much had changed since he’d gone inside. He supposed it hadn’t been that long, objectively. It had just felt like it: prison had started as a novel experience, then had blurred into an endless rhythm of incarceration. Next to him on the seat was a brown cardboard box, containing the few items he’d salvaged from his former life that time, other prisoners and vindictive guards hadn’t whittled away. He didn’t open it on the journey, not once; he knew everything that was inside it. But he did touch it every so often to make sure it was still there.

			The road had started to rise at Roseville, flattened out briefly at Reno, then wound its way along cold, high river beds between the ridges. The sky cleared once more, and long ribbons of cloud tore themselves out above the gray-brown earth. At some point, trees made a comeback, and the road tilted gently downwards.

			The I-80 was bounded by extraordinary areas of just nothing, punctuated by places that appeared to have little reason to exist, except to serve the travelers along the road and the few people who lived in the hinterland.

			And he was going – hoped to go, intended to go – to a place that, even with his presence, would be essentially uninhabited.

			They stopped for the last time at a tiny rest area placed at the highest point on a pass. It was late in the afternoon, but the air was cold. Frank’s shirt wasn’t enough, and Tosh had simply draped his own coat over Frank’s shoulders before he escorted him to the john. The other two cars in their convoy had pulled over together, a little way away. A man stood by one of them, mirror shades glinting, watching them make their way towards the neat wooden building where the stalls were.

			As before, Tosh didn’t go in with him, didn’t harass him to hurry or denigrate him in any way. While Frank went in and did his business, he just sat down on a white concrete wall outside and took in the scenery. There wasn’t much to look at: the road and its sparse traffic, the communications tower on one of the adjacent peaks. A narrow glimpse into the valley beyond and the valley behind. Drifts of shrinking white snow.

			It wasn’t a taste of freedom. What Mark had told Frank all still held: no reprieve, no parole, no license. His cuffed wrists were an honest reminder of that. But he could get used to being treated like a human being once again. That wouldn’t grow old.

			He washed his hands in the cold water, and splashed some on his face. His skin felt waxy, preserved, like he’d been dipped in chemicals. He scrubbed harder, using his nails, and it took effort to stop before he clawed himself raw. There were a lot of feelings hanging in the air around him. He’d better keep them in check, or he’d find himself heading back this way.

			He dried his hands as best he could, and unlocked the door to the outside. Two of the men from the convoy were talking with Tosh, but the moment he emerged, they separated from him and stood well back.

			Frank walked straight back to the minivan and leaned against it. Tosh, approaching, used his key fob to unlock the doors.

			“Your friends seem to think I’m contagious,” said Frank.

			“It’s SOP,” said Tosh. “Nothing personal. They figure if they’re far enough away, they can draw, aim and shoot in the time it takes for you to rush them.”

			“You could just chain me, or fit me with a shock collar. That’d work too.”

			“It’s also a lot more work for us. You’re a straight-up kind of guy. I trust you, at least as far as this is concerned anyway.” He opened the door for Frank, and lifted his coat off Frank’s back as he got in. He waited for him to be seated. “Less than an hour now.”

			“Thanks, Tosh.”

			“My pleasure.”

			They started off again, the three vehicles falling into line, still on the I-80, but angling south-east. They crossed the flat land, and just as they were approaching the Utah state line, they left the freeway. 

			Then it was south, bordering the luminous salt flats, and up into yet another line of hills, going deeper into the wilderness.

			Frank watched the scrubland slide past. The only indication that they were going somewhere was that the road was broad and smooth, freshly tarmacked and well maintained. This wasn’t some dirt track in the wilds, marked out by two tire tracks.

			There was nothing outside but bleakness. That, it had by the spadeful. And just when it didn’t look like anyone but the damn fool roadlayers had ever headed that way before, they rounded a corner on a small town. Identikit prefab housing was stacked up in neat, ordered rows, and there were people out on the slush-colored concrete, walking between buildings. Lights were on in the small, square windows.

			“Is this it?” asked Frank.

			Tosh consulted the satnav. “Zero point two miles to go. So it looks that way. This is where I leave you. Where you end up is a different thing.”

			The convoy drove into the town, and flawlessly came to a halt in front of an anonymous impermanent structure. No one got out.

			Just as the journey had started with a single phone call – Tosh had it on speaker, so that Frank could just hear the word “acknowledged” – so it ended with a repeat. The driver dialed a number, and told the soft breathing at the other end they were at their destination. “Acknowledged,” was all that was said again in response.

			Both SUVs stopped so close they effectively blocked the minivan in. People walked by, close enough to touch, men and women. Frank hadn’t seen that much of women the last few years. It was difficult for him to tell if his perception of them had been recalibrated, but rather than finding them all clichédly beautiful, he discovered from the few minutes he was waiting there that the more feminine they looked, the more alien they were to him.

			Nothing stirred. Not even his emotions. He frowned at himself, and looked out of the other window, across the street. The population could be roughly divided in three: the suits, the casuals and the overalls. Assuming this was a company town, then the casuals would be off-shift. The overalls would, depending on the nature of the work, do one of as many as three shifts. And the suits? They’d have it easy, as those in suits usually did. Get up, go to work, come home, kick back.

			So where did a bunch of astronauts fit into all that?

			Frank was blue collar. Proudly, unashamedly blue collar. He guessed he’d be with the overalls. They were going to work him like a dog, getting him up to speed on all the stuff he needed to know. And all the other things they had to do in order to get that prison pallor off him. Food with actual nutrients in. Sunlight. Exercise other than lifting weights or doing circuits.

			How long did it take to train an astronaut? A year, Mark had said. He didn’t know if that would be enough, even though he wouldn’t be doing any of the flying-the-spaceship heroics. For him, the actual astronaut bit would be, what? Zero gravity? Maintaining the electrical systems and the pipework? A spaceship was just a complicated, compact building, with a big motor at one end, right? Spacesuit wearing, too. Mars had an atmosphere, though the guys he’d seen on the prison television kicking up the red dust were all wearing spacesuits.

			They wanted him for the skills he already possessed. Using machinery to build buildings. Frank told himself not to overthink it. See what the job was, work out a schedule, assign the team, get the work done. Pretty much what he’d done his entire adult life.

			There was a knock on the window, right next to his head. He didn’t jump, just looked round to see a couple of men standing there, one in a suit, one in overalls.

			“Have a nice life, Frank,” said Tosh. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.” He got out and walked to the car in front.

			He left the door open, and all the warm air stole out. Tosh was replaced in the driver’s seat by the suit, and the other man threw the side door open and joined Frank in the second row. The car in front pulled forward, and driving-suit twisted the wheel so they drove around it and on down the road, fully manual.

			Frank looked sideways at the man sitting next to him. The cardboard box was between them, but suddenly that didn’t seem quite enough distance or quite enough of a barrier. He pushed with his feet so that his back was against the door. This man seemed to trigger all Frank’s fight–flight responses, and he didn’t understand why. He strove to remain calm, despite his skin itching like it was about to slough. The man continued to stare at him.

			“Making you uncomfortable?” he finally said. His accent placed him to the south and east. Texas, maybe.

			Frank was struggling with his comeback. The other cons had mostly left him alone: old guy, nothing to prove. When he had been threatened, he’d usually blown them off and walked away. In the back of a car, he could do neither.

			He had to rethink, work out a strategy. He wasn’t used to that. “Is that what you want?”

			The man blinked. Perhaps he couldn’t work out what that meant. He shifted his position, from ramrod straight to a just-as-threatening lean against the upholstery. “Get used to it. I’m here to make your life hell from now on.”

			Frank swallowed. This guy was going for his ribs: in prison, he’d have had to respond somehow, let the other guy know he wasn’t going to be a pushover. But this wasn’t a fight he could settle with his fists and his feet.

			Instead, he said: “Does that mean you’re my new cellie? You taking the top or the lower tray?”

			The man was again confused by Frank’s reply. “I don’t think you quite get it, Kittridge. I’m in charge of you. Everything you say or do from now on, you say it in response to something I’ve said, you do it because I’ve ordered you to do it. I tell you when to get up and when to go to bed. I tell you when to start and when to stop. You understand me, Kittridge? I own you.”

			“I thought the company owned me. And unless you own the company, maybe they own you too.”

			The man clenched his fists and his jaw, working it as if he was chewing gum. “You giving me sass? You?”

			Frank’s hands were cuffed, but if it came to a fight, he could still use them. The chain between them might even be useful as an improvised garrote.

			He needed to calm that right down. That was prison Frank talking. He hadn’t always been prison Frank: he’d been someone else before, and he could go back to being that, if only he could remember how. The man was attempting to intimidate him, make him afraid, assert his authority, and the only entry in Frank’s ledger on the credit side was that they’d recruited him. They needed him. It had to mean he wasn’t going to get beaten, because who beats up an astronaut, right?

			“Hey.” Frank raised his arms, bumped his wrists together with a clink. “You’re the boss.”

			“And don’t you forget it.” The man unclenched his fists again, and continued to stare at Frank. “You want to go back to prison?”

			Frank said nothing. It seemed like one of those questions that, whatever he answered, the response was already prepared, and designed to humiliate him.

			The man leaned forward and straightened his finger like a gun at Frank’s head. “OK. Time for some truth, let you know what’ll happen if you crap out here, for any reason. Supermax. Pelican Bay. Security Housing Unit. You know what that is, don’t you, boy? For the rest of your sentence, you’ll never get to speak to another human being again. You’ll be buried. Do you understand?”

			It took a moment for it to sink in. He wouldn’t be returning to his cell, to spend his life turning gray and desiccating like dust. He’d be in the SHU, the Hole, locked away out of sight and out of mind. The Hole sent men mad.

			Frank stiffened in his seat. “That’s not the deal I signed.” He didn’t want to let his fury and terror slip out in his voice, but it did. There was nothing he could do to stop it. He’d been played and he was burning.

			“That’s changed your tune, hasn’t it, Kittridge? That’s made you afraid of me. You remember that, now. When I tell you to jump, what do you say?”

			His silence was all he had left. That and the Hole. The goddamn Hole.

			“I asked you a question, Kittridge. When I ask you a question I require an answer, an instant answer, because I’m not asking twice.”

			“How high?” said Frank, reluctantly, almost tearfully. Apparently, his decision to go to Mars, freely made, now left him on the precipice of a lifetime of solitary confinement. He wondered what would have happened if he’d turned Mark down in the first instance. Would he already be there, in a tiny, windowless cell, a ball of rage and regret knotting his insides? 

			He’d dodged that bullet. He had no way of knowing, no way of finding out, how many others they’d asked before him. Perhaps he was the last on the list. He might have been the first. Any feelings of being special, and somehow too valuable to kick to the curb, were gone.

			His position was precarious. Yes, he’d remember that. And resent it. Always resent it.

			His expression had slipped to briefly unmask his true horror. He tried to drag his impassivity back into place, but the damage had been done. The man had seen it all, and knew him now.

			“Tell me you understand,” said the man.

			Frank understood all too well. “Yeah. I got that.”

			The man gave a giggle, and only belatedly tried to hide his smirk behind his hand. It was an act, nothing more, nothing less, even if the threat was real. Frank, who’d never really had much cause to hate anyone, even the man he’d shot, realized that he genuinely, viscerally hated this grinning malevolent idiot already.

			“At least you won’t go forgetting.”

			Frank was still churning inside. He’d never not be scared now, at least until he got on that rocket and was on his way to Mars. Then, and only then, would he be free of that particular threat. 

			He turned his head away, so he didn’t have to look at the man for a while. They drove around the side of the mountain peak. As the sun slipped westwards, the color leached away, and left a cold monochrome landscape.

			The road went on, now turning southwards. 

			In the middle of precisely nowhere, a double fence barred their way. There were signs with dire warnings about dogs patrolling, of deadly force being used against trespassers, how secret the area was and how many violations an unauthorized person might clock up. But the fence was all that was needed, really. Fifteen, maybe twenty feet tall, topped with a coil of razor wire, and inside that, across a bare kill zone, another identical barrier. If anyone was looking for a hint, it was right there. This was where the world ended. Beyond was … there was nothing. No buildings, no people, just the single track.

			They could do literally anything to Frank here, and there was nothing he could do about it.

			The car rolled to a stop. “Out,” said the man.

			He left the car without looking to see whether Frank would follow, presumably because he knew he would. Frank opened the door on his side, picked up his box, and stepped out. It was cool, rather than cold, but the air was dry and strangely thin and it tasted of salt and stone. The wind tugged at his shirt, swirling and directionless.

			He pushed the door shut with his foot, and the moment it had closed, the car just reversed back up the road before executing a turn. As if it was afraid. The tail lights receded, and the headlights soon faded. They were left alone with the wire gate that rattled, singing and shivering in the desert breeze. A camera mounted on top of a pole, halfway across no-man’s-land, angled up, and whirred.

			The first gate clacked and drew aside.

			The man walked forward, and Frank trailed after him, looking backwards, clutching his box tight against his tightening chest. The gate behind them closed before the second gate opened in front. The wirework rattled.

			This hadn’t been what he’d expected when he’d left Cali. Not welcomed with open arms, maybe. But not this. He’d been … he didn’t even know what the word was that described what had happened to him. Kidnapped didn’t cover it. Disappeared didn’t either.

			Another vehicle was coming down the road, from the inside, to collect them. Dust rose from the tires and hung out the back like a silver cloud. It pulled up, and he was goaded in. They were driven away, further in, deeper and down.

			Enslaved. That was it. He was their slave. They owned him, body and soul.

			Frank clutched his small box of belongings. In the distance was the bright airglow of floodlights, growing closer. 
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			[NASA briefing to Xenosystems Operations 2/23/2035: NASA Headquarters Room D64, Washington, DC. In the public domain.]

			

			1. Facility located in environmentally and geologically stable region.

			2. Facility located in resource-rich location.

			3. Facility in well-mapped location.

			4. Facility in area of diverse morphological and geological features.

			5. Facility must be self-sustaining.

			6. Initial facility must be expandable to include workshop facilities, manufacturing and fabrication using local materials.

			

			Frank was getting used to the taste of acid bile in his mouth, the burning in his chest and the deeper agony of feeling like he was running on knives. He was even beginning to enjoy it, after years of being numb. It was sharp and hard and relentless, a world away from the stultifying atmosphere of prison.

			Even the air was different: it was needle-thin and austere, and it hurt to haul it in by the lungful. He’d never been a runner. He’d always thought himself too big and too heavy for that. What he thought, what he wanted, was no longer a consideration. He did as he was told, and right now he was being told to run up a big-ass mountain, as fast as he could. He could run down it again at a slower pace, but up was for speed-work, and his achievement was marked in splashes of vomit by the side of the trail.

			He was unfit. He was a fifty-one-year-old man who’d done pretty much nothing for eight years, and eaten some pretty crappy food while doing it. Just how unfit came as a surprise: as it did, he supposed, to most.

			The implant they’d inserted under the skin over his sternum talked to a computer, while the earpiece he wore told him to run to the limit of his ability. They – the medical team – wanted to know those limits. They wanted to push him right to the edge, without killing him. And sometimes, times like now, he wondered if they’d really mind if his heart burst and he dropped down right there, down among the mine tailings. For a bunch of doctors, they didn’t seem to care that much about his physical well-being, more about how best to manipulate him, puppet-like, to get more work from him.

			The sky above was a deep dark blue, fading to a pale ribbon round the horizon, where the land was gray and rough-edged. His feet, encased in some surprisingly light running shoes, seemed to move of their own volition up the dusty path. A beep coincided with every second footfall, and he unconsciously fell into that rhythm. It was faster than he wanted to go, and with his position tracked by GPS, it wasn’t just his pace he needed to watch, but also his stride length. A certain speed was required. Every stride was a stretch.

			He climbed. His toes dug in to the cushioning, as if trying to grip the cinder-rock trail. Sweat washed down his face, into his eyes, making them sting, into the corners of his mouth, where he tasted salt. His breathing was one-in, one-out, a pant, timed to his cadence, but never quite enough.

			His calves ached like they were being flayed. And still he ran.

			He ran to avoid the Hole. He ran because Mars was just over the next hill. If he could just get off the planet, then it’d be OK. He wasn’t going to crap out. He wasn’t going to fail. He’d run up and down the mountain. He’d show them what he was made of. He wasn’t going to be broken.

			There came a point where all of those thoughts just faded into the background. All that was left was the road to the top, and him. It was pure and clean, and also terrible in its purity and cleanliness. Nothing existed but pain and path. The beeps were just noise, the voices in his head just static. One hundred yards. Fifty. Ten. Five. One.

			He stopped, loose-limbed, leaning over. He spat on the ground. Hardly anything came out, he was so parched. He put his hands on his knees and watched the sweat drip down his nose and onto the ground. The beeping had stopped. He coughed and spat, used his already damp shirt to wipe his face, and hauled air, in a controlled, deliberate way that stopped him from hyperventilating.

			He had an uninterrupted view to the east, over the salt pan in the valley and into the far distance. There was no habitation visible, and the only indications that people existed there were the contrails of planes far above him. Even the double line of fencing was invisible to his fatigue-etched sight. He was alone.

			He straightened up, his hands on his hips, and lifted his chin towards the sun. There was heat in it, despite the chill wind. He had tried to forget. But the moment had gone. He’d dragged all his problems up the mountain with him, and now he had to drag them all back down.

			The beep started again, and he knew better than to ignore it. The Hole beckoned. He dreamed of it most nights. The door locking behind him. The close silence. The four windowless walls.

			He turned around and pointed himself down the track. Trying to get his legs to work again, trying to remember how to breathe. Beep. Beep.

			Going down was a different discipline to up. He had to use his heels on the loose-surfaced path. Too fast, and he’d career head-first down across the rocky slopes, certainly injuring himself, possibly killing himself, but crapping out one way or another. Too slow, and he’d be made to do it again. And he didn’t want that either.

			He ran, each foot-strike jarring his toes against the front of his trainers. Several of his toenails had already turned black. One had bled so profusely he’d had to soak the sock off, and the nail had come with it. The medical team hadn’t cared. Just as long as he could carry on with the battery of tests and exercises they threw at him.

			He hadn’t met any of the other astronauts yet, so he had no way of comparing experiences. He had to assume there were others. There was no good reason for him to be first and only. They’d promised him a team. All it meant was that they were keeping them separate, for whatever purpose, and they’d bring them together at some point. Perhaps it was just until they’d completed their medical tests – no point in integrating someone into a group only for them to crap out on health grounds.

			And maybe there were more than seven of them. Maybe they were competing against each other, unseen, as to who filled the crew slots. Those that didn’t make it would end up in the Hole. That wasn’t a happy thought. He was a middle-aged man, up against potentially younger and fitter specimens from Panopticon’s jails. He could lose out through no fault of his own.

			He concentrated on running for a while, feeling the solid impact of each footfall, the way his body adjusted to the changes in contour and surface. Simply winning this race could mean he was condemning someone else to life in solitary. He wasn’t comfortable with that, either.

			Yes, he’d shot a man. Yes, he’d done it deliberately, in a planned act of violence. He’d put him in the ground, and he’d had no qualms about it. Someone else might have continued looking for ways to solve the problem of his son’s addiction and his slow and inevitable enmeshment with dealing and criminality, but there’d been other things they’d both tried over the years, and none of them had worked.

			Frank’s decision to put a bullet in the brain of his boy’s dealer had been coolly calculated and carefully weighed. They were all someone’s son, but he’d decided that his own was the one who mattered most. There’d been no innocent parties. Not the perp, not the victim. That, he’d come to terms with.

			Sending someone to the Hole, though, just for being beaten to the punch by a determined, driven fifty-one-year-old? That wasn’t on the level. Another black mark in Panopticon’s ledger, making them fight each other for the limited spaces available. Were they running a sweepstake on it? Did bears shit in the wood? Someone, somewhere, was betting on him blowing up and failing.

			The path started to flatten out. His feet hurt. His throat was raw. His shoulders ached. Why would they ache so much? Then he caught himself throwing his hands forwards and backwards, forwards and backwards, as a counterweight to balance his body. Every step, he swung. Could he do that more efficiently? Probably. As if there weren’t enough things to concentrate on already, there was now his form. He couldn’t afford to waste energy in exaggerated movements, because he had less of it. He had to be wise, and conserve it.

			He couldn’t do anything about the others, he decided. They couldn’t do anything about him, either. He wasn’t going to slow down, stop, give up. So sorry, unknown person, even though they weren’t Frank’s enemy, and he wasn’t theirs. It was Panopticon, and this other company, this Xenosystems Operations, who owned them. It was the man who’d intimidated him on that first day here. Brack. He’d overheard that name. At least, that was what he thought he’d heard. Brack, the shaven-headed smirker who delighted in Frank’s struggles and went thin-lipped when he jumped another hurdle.

			Frank wouldn’t try and take him on. He had excellent impulse control. Certainly compared to the average con. Someone else would try, though, even if it meant disappearing into the Hole.

			He was on the flat. The beeps slowed slightly, but that just meant he had to take longer strides, go a little faster. Just not as punishing as the climb. They’d really pushed him on the ascent today. And still he’d made it, through willpower alone. That wasn’t going to show up on any medical chart, was it? Courage, fortitude, grit. He’d deliberately shot a man to save his son, knowing that he’d have to endure whatever sentence they handed down. He had courage by the bucketful. It was his aging body he was worried about.

			He carried on, down the path, listening for the beeps, pre-empting them, and then into the long slow descent into the valley where the training base was. Squat concrete slabs as yet unbuilt on. Stainless steel pipework extruding from pressure vessels. Long, low hangars, large enough to swallow a jet. Blocks of identikit offices. Electric carts going from one to another, hauling trailers or people. Caverns in the side of the valley, with wide trackways leading to them. Some of the structures he’d been in. Most of them he hadn’t. Given that his every hour was dictated, there hadn’t been the opportunity to look around, let alone explore. Doors were locked, and opened only on a fingerprint. His finger worked only for the doors he was supposed to use, and no others.

			His waking and sleeping, his resting and his activity, what he ate and drank and when, were all strictly timetabled. When he wasn’t tossing his cookies out on the trail, he was on the treadmill with a mask over his face, or making simple models out of building blocks from pictures on a screen, or watching yet another instructional video on Mars. The medics had spent longer than his wife – ex-wife – had staring into his eyes, and X-rayed him top to bottom.

			And speaking of bottoms, they’d gone in with cameras: but at least they’d had the decency to lube up first.

			Mental tests. Physical tests. Everything they could throw at him, they did. He had no idea if he’d passed or failed, but he was still there, so that had to count for something.

			He reached the post. It was just that, a metal post in the ground, at the corner of two concrete paths, but it marked his beginning and end points. He knew better than to slow down for it. He slapped his hand on it as he passed – that did nothing, he just did it because he could – and then eased off. He felt a deep and abiding weariness steal over him as he stopped, and he wondered how long he could keep it up for. Long enough to get to Mars, for certain. There wasn’t an alternative.

			The beeps ended, and a voice spoke. He had no idea if it was a computer-generated voice, or someone with such precise diction that it sounded like a computer. Either way, it never seemed to respond to his replies. “Report to Building Six, Room Two-zero-five. Acknowledge.”

			“Acknowledged,” said Frank. That was mostly all he ever said. It was mostly all he was required to say. Brack needed more, but encounters with him were usually only once every few days, which was more than enough.

			Frank wiped his face with his top again, pressing the cloth against his skin, drawing it roughly down to his neck and letting go. Building Six was that one, over there. He wasn’t expected to run, but he wasn’t to dawdle, either. The staff used carts to get around, but they were print-activated too, and he didn’t have the authorization.

			He’d named things, in the absence of being told their official names. He was currently stood in the Valley. The decaying, mine-ridden mountain was the Mountain. There was also the Wire, which confined him, and the Bunker, where he slept in Building Three. The medical center was officially Building Two, but he called it the Blood Bank, on account of what they did to him there.

			He walked up the ramp to Building Six, pressed his finger to the glass plaque and waited for the door. There were people walking backwards and forwards inside the foyer, but he knew better than to engage with them, or tap on the frame to get them to let him in. It wasn’t going to happen.

			The door’s lock clicked. He pushed against it, went through, and waited for it to shut behind him. He’d get a ticket if he didn’t. If he collected too many tickets? He didn’t know: he couldn’t ask anyone to find out. Not the medics. Not the other staff. Especially not Brack. But he could guess. 

			Room Two-zero-five was on the second floor. He pressed his finger against the lock, waited for it to cycle, and went in. He’d been expecting another training video – but not a roomful of cons as well.

			That was what they all were, clearly. They’d arranged themselves in the room in a way that was instantly familiar to anyone from prison: the stronger, more confident ones asserting themselves by taking space, the weaker going to the corners. Six of them. They looked at him, stained with sweat, out of breath. The older, gray-haired woman with the cheekbones and the eyebrows, who’d taken center-stage on one side of the boardroom-length table, wrinkled her nose at him. The thin black kid and the curly-headed white boy – and he was just a boy – were down the far end. Opposite Grandma was another woman, coffee skin and spiral hair. A moon-faced man was right by the door, and the last member was … vast.

			Huge arms, huge legs, neck like a tire. Blond stubble on his scalp. And the tattoos. It took a moment for Frank to scan them all. 1488 on his forehead. HATE on the knuckles of the one visible hand. Swastika on his neck. Aryan Brotherhood.

			Frank looked a little too long, and the man caught his stare. He gave a slight nod – I see you – then returned his attention to the short wall at the end of the room, which was one big screen.

			“They made me run up the Mountain,” said Frank. “Sorry I’m late. And a bit funky.”

			The moon-faced man kicked out a chair next to him at the same moment that Frank’s earpiece told him he needed to sit down. They were all wearing earpieces. They were all wearing identical uniforms. Frank realized with a start that this was his team, his crew of seven.

			He slid into the proffered chair, and the moment his backside hit the plastic, the screen flickered and lit up. A commentary started to play in Frank’s ear, and judging by the expression of everyone else, in theirs, too. “This is a Xenosystems Operations training video. You will find the following orientation information vital for the successful outcome of your mission. Please pay close attention throughout.”

			They all started like that. 

			“Congratulations. You have been selected as trainee crew for Mars Base One, mankind’s first permanent presence on the Martian surface. This prestigious project will be built and staffed by Xenosystems Operations on behalf of NASA, for the good of our nation, and all mankind. You have been recruited to help XO to fulfill that contract. You will leave Earth in six months’ time—”

			Six months. Among those who realized just how short a time that was, there was a murmur of consternation.

			“—and travel to Mars. You will be placed in suspended animation for the duration of the journey, which will take in the region of eight calendar months—”

			More murmurings.

			“—and on arrival, Phase one will begin immediately with assembly of the prefabricated module units. Establishing early self-sufficiency of the base is an absolute priority. Synthesizing enough oxygen and water to provide yourself with life support, growing your own food, and generating your own electricity will be critical milestones on this path. Your complete co-operation is needed in order to complete the base within the time allotted.

			“NASA astronauts will already be in flight on your arrival. There is no facility to allow for, nor is there expectation of, a delay in the base’s readiness. After the base has been constructed, you will spend time rigorously testing the structure and infrastructure, and then enter Phase two, a maintenance mode which requires you to maintain your particular aspect of the base’s systems. If necessary, the delivery of extra materials to extend and re-equip the base will require you to resume your original Phase one functions.

			“Visiting scientist astronauts and other NASA staff will have priority over your time. You will treat them with the utmost respect and assist them when and where required, remembering that you will remain serving prisoners and subject to the Californian penal code for the whole length of your sentences.”

			The graphics playing on the screen showed the landing ship touching gently down on a brick-red plain, already scattered with supply canisters. People – it could only be Frank and the others – emerged and went to the nearest canister and constructed a towing vehicle. While that drove off and corralled the other supplies, the rest of the white-spacesuited crew set to and built the first module. In a slightly improbable time, they connected it to a second, and pressurized it.

			Almost as if by magic, solar panels appeared, and a satellite dish. More modules popped up, with parts coming from the recovered and neatly laid-out rows of canisters. The landing craft was off to one side, and nearby there were three parallel lines of modules nestled together on the Martian surface.

			Frank turned his head sideways. The base was bigger than he’d thought. Fifteen separate sections, with another couple of independent units close by. Big set of panels, dish, antennae. Other machinery he didn’t yet know the function of.

			Six months to learn how to do all that? They needed to all train on how to fit the airlocks, and the structural flooring of the modules. There’d be more specialized work inside: bedrooms and a sick bay and maintenance bays and the greenhouse, and they needed power and water and air before they could grow so much as a single potato.

			He glanced at the others. The black woman opposite was staring at the screen, one eyebrow arched and the muscles at the side of her jaw flexing. Down his end of the table, they all appeared to be either stunned or frowning. Being exposed to the enormity of the task had put their meager training so far into grim perspective. Frank had been there since … when? The end of February? It was, was— Did he even know? April? May? Three months, tops. They’d told him pretty much jack, and he guessed that went for the others too.

			The graphics continued. Once the base was mostly complete, another ship arrived in the vicinity. Buggies went out – though Frank couldn’t see where the additional buggy had come from – and collected the crew.

			The film finished. That was it. That was all they were going to get for now. Frank leaned back in his seat so far that it creaked.

			“Well, that was a crock of shit,” said the gray-haired woman.

			“Six months?”

			“A year asleep in a spaceship? Is that even legal?”

			“We can’t learn to do all that. The regular astronauts are like, trained for years.”

			Frank tilted his head until he was staring up at the ceiling. “We’ve got a choice,” he said. “We can either do it, or we spend the rest of our lives in the Hole.”

			“The way I’m looking at it,” said the moon-faced man next to him, “that might be more certain.”

			“How many teams do you think they got doing this?” Frank slowly winched his body back until he could rest his elbows on the tabletop. “How many other groups like us do you think they have?”

			“What do you mean?” asked the thin black kid, and Gray-hair rolled her eyes.

			“God’s sake, it’s obvious what he means. You think we’re the only ones? You think that if we get our panties in a bunch here, it’ll have any impact on them at all? They’ll pick another team of people who might actually want to go.”

			“You all heard what I’ve just heard: selected as trainee crew. Trainee. We can still flunk this,” said Frank. “But let me tell you now: every one of us in this room is going to Mars. It doesn’t matter if none of us likes anyone else. If the only way I get to Mars is by you getting to Mars, that’s how it’s going to happen. Works both ways: you’re relying on me to get you there, too. That’s pretty much the bottom line.”

			“So you,” and Gray-hair gestured at Moon-face, “whatever your name is: I’m not going in the Hole for you, and neither is anyone else. You get your shit together right now.”

			“Or what, lady?”

			“Or Adolf over there will rip your head off and stick your tongue up your ass.”

			Everyone looked at the neo-Nazi man-mountain. He shrugged. “I don’t do that any more. But neither do I want the Hole.”

			Moon-face tapped his fingers on the table. “You got a potty mouth, lady.”

			“Doctor, or Alice.”

			“You don’t even know my name.”

			“But you’ll remember mine.” She stared around the table. “No one craps out. Everyone got that?”

			“Who said anything about crapping out?” said the black kid. “I’m going to goddamn Mars.”

			“We’ve got six months to get this right,” said Adolf. “I’m not going to let anyone down.”

			“Yeah. I guess so.” The black woman held up her hands. “It’s not like we’ve anything left to lose, right?”

			The white boy squirmed in his seat when he realized people were looking at him. “It’s, it’s, it’s … fine, it’s fine. OK. It’ll be fine.”

			Moon-face nodded slowly. “OK. If that’s what everyone wants. Just don’t blame me when you hate it up there.”

			Frank steepled his fingers. “We’ve been bought and sold. Xenosystems owns Panopticon. Panopticon owns us. But we all said yes when they asked us to go to Mars. It’s going to be as good as we want to make it. It’s going to be our home from now on. You want to shit the bed? You know where the airlock is.”

			“That,” said Doctor Alice, “sounds like a threat.”

			“No. Just the truth. It goes for me as much as it does everyone else. We do our jobs, we take care of ourselves, respect each other as human beings. You wanted more out of life than that? Maybe we should have all thought just a little bit harder about our life choices.”

			“He’s not wrong,” said Adolf, into the silence that followed. His voice was like a truck passing too close. “Now, I got the little voice in my ear telling me I got to be somewhere else. Play nice.”

			He slowly got to his feet, seemingly filling the room as he did so, and then ducked out of the room with one more word: “Acknowledged.”

			The black woman pushed herself away from the table. “Me too. Acknowledged.”

			Then the kid. “I’m going to fucking Mars. Don’t forget that now.” Followed by, “Acknowledged, already. Acknowledged.”

			One by one, they left, until it was just Frank and Alice. He waited for the door to close before speaking. “I remember you,” he said. “I know what you did.”

			“No one else seems to,” she said. She looked at Frank, held his gaze. “We can keep it that way if you want.”

			“Sure. Maybe they didn’t read the same news sites I did.”

			“You can read? That sets you apart from the rest of the lumber they’ve swept up.” Her stare, her contempt, was unflinching.

			“Filed my own taxes too. Didn’t need some fancy-ass accountant to do it for me.”

			“I’ve got some cookies you can have as a reward.”

			“You don’t have any cookies. None that I’d dare eat, anyway.”

			“We all have a past. We all have a future.”

			“Report to Building Four, Room Seventeen. Acknowledge.”



OEBPS/font/Gridnik.otf




OEBPS/font/RotisSansSerifStd-Bold.otf



OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf



OEBPS/font/RotisSansSerifStd-Light.otf



OEBPS/font/Purista-Medium.otf




