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    Prologue




    "Ahhhhhhhh! This isn't happening, this isn't....




    A spacesuited figure struggled to retain control of a vehicle that looked as if its assembly was incomplete.




    "Uh. Darn it, straighten out, straighten out!"




    Wire mesh, tubes and a few rotund cylinders seemed to be all that comprised the vehicle. It bounced out of control and threw up dust as its widely spaced serrated metal tires bit into the rocky and dusty surface. It spun around and became airborne. The driver held secure by an almost full-bodied safety net uttered several expletives, then sighed as the vehicle came to a jarring rest on its side. The electric motor released a final whine before some loose part rattled inside it, then silence.




    Rocks and dust, both the color of rust, covered the Martian plains. The dust covered everything and filled every crevice, like snowfall on a rock-strewn desert. The dust was so powdery in texture, it could be easily mistaken for snow were it white rather than red. Rocks littered the plains like toys in an eight-year-old's bedroom. The driver climbed gingerly out of the overturned vehicle. Taking extra care to not snag the all important spacesuit on any jagged or protruding piece of the vehicle. A mistake that would spell instant death in the hostile frigid and thin carbon dioxide Martian atmosphere. The figure worked its way out of the wrecked buggy, checked the suit for damage. Finding none, the driver stood fully upright. A name tag on the suit identified the figure as Dexter Arnold. Dexter Arnold threw his arms heavenward as if appealing to a higher power. Apparently, he received no response so shook his head dejectedly. Dexter was a geologist by training, but today he was just a stranded motorist a long way from home.




    Dexter was one of a nine person colony team. They were Earth's first attempt at colonizing another world. The colony lived in a structure of tubes and domes called a bio-habitat. Their stay on Mars began only seven Earth months ago. Today was a bad day, but Dexter wasn't overly worried about it. At least not for the moment.


  




  

    The Colonists




    The nine person crew survived a brief but fiery descent into the thin Martian atmosphere. Seven minutes riding in a falling conical vehicle at ultra-sonic speed and wrapped in frictional flame. Shaken and rattled, all but stirred by furious aero-braking. Eight recessed computer controlled exterior rocket motors flickered. They fired simultaneously, in quaternate, triplets, sometimes in pairs, but never singularly. Performing a fire spewing choreography to keep the descending craft stable. An excessive tilt or oscillation would result in the lander becoming a doomed artificial meteor. So the stabilizers fired, again and again. Stomachs threatened to exit mouths when the giant parachute assisted by six downward firing rockets hard braked the craft further. This concluded in a landing some crewmembers insist was a crash on account landfall occurred at twenty-eight kilometers per hour. Followed by the barely more gentle bouncing motion of the six widely spaced pneumatic landing legs. Legs that sent drill screws into the ground to make sure the lander’s footing was secure. Added to this was a second set of pneumatic cylinders mounted on the legs. Their job was releasing compressed air upward in measured bursts to absorb recoil and prevent the vehicle from bouncing off the surface and possibly overturning.




    Very little time was given to celebration as they had to get right to work. Namely checking the nearby base units for assembly. Units robo-landed and awaiting them five years prior to their arrival. These units were essential to their survival and mission. Consisting of housing, a medical bay, a research pod, a recycling segment, a rover buggy garage and a tool stocked repair unit, a food growing and processing module, and the list went on and on. Of course the crew’s two year long flight meant they were not yet accustomed to even Mars' weaker gravity. Fortunately they had lightweight but powerful robo-harnesses with interchangeable fittings that allowed them to function like bi-pedal forklifts, cranes, temporary pillars and buttresses. It did help a great deal that the base units themselves were wheeled and motorized which speeded assembly. One could either drive the units into the their assigned configurations or do it by remote control. Completed it would be a somewhat spacious bio-habitat.




    Accessories such as antennae, generators, solar arrays and various internal components required robo-harnesses to move and install. When fully assembled, the whole collection that comprised the Mars base was protected by a tough carbon fiber reinforced polymer dome. For all this to be accomplished, teamwork was mandatory. The colonial team itself was a careful selection of individuals who had proven they could work together. Not just work together but endure each other for extended periods in close quarters.




    There was Jeff Darr, a British subject with a skinny build with hands that looked too big for the rest of his body. He was a master electrician and meteorologist whose hobby was beekeeping. Bees being vital to pollination, hives were put into hibernation and brought along. More as an experiment than anything. No one knew how they'd perform in Mars’ lighter gravity or the bio-habitat's botanical section. The hope was the bees would spare the crew from having to manually pollinate flowering food plants they had to grow to be a self-sustaining colony.




    Rada Rudnitsky, the spacesuit and air recycling specialist hailed from Russia. Rada was also the colonists’ vice-CEO, Henry’s second in command. She sported auburn hair cropped in a sort of thick at the top crewcut. At four feet and six inches she was the smallest member of the crew. This proved to be a boon because for certain tasks, her small stature allowed her access to niches in machinery needing repair that others couldn't get to. She stoically endured Jeff's offhand reference to her as "she-man." Not that she looked like a man, she was very feminine in fact. However, she went about any task with a stern no nonsense approach and attention to detail. The only time anyone saw her smile was when off duty and watching old 1950 and 1960 era Russian and American children cartoons. Which prompted Jeff to claim that for all her sternness, 'she-man' was a child at heart.




    Frank Burns sported a mustache he maintained to look like an old time movie caricature of a villain. He was a pilot, nutritionist and cartographer from Tennessee. Somewhat tall and sinewy, he never went anywhere without his orange and white Tennessee Volunteers cap. Except when in his spacesuit. Of all the colonists, he spent the most time programming the routes of the remote flying drones and inflated floaters that helped map Mars' geography. He seemed to always be eating something. This resulted in the crew using 'munch' instead of 'much' when making almost any inquiry about numeral data.
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