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    Terraforming Mars


    Mankind is on the brink of achieving a second planet to live on: Mars. 


    Vast corporations spend fortunes to compete to transform the Red Planet into an environment where humanity can thrive. The potential rewards are enormous, the risks colossal. 


    As the biosphere becomes habitable, immigration from Earth increases, and social and political pressures stress the already fierce corporate rivalry. While scientific advances are daily miracles, not everyone is working toward the same future. 


    In a savage place like Mars, the smallest error can be lethal.
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    Chapter One


    Zambrotta Kaspar stared out the viewport at the familiar rocky red landscape, a few dots of green speckling the ground as the newly planted cactus began to take root. It was not a window, and if it had been, there would be nothing to see but the side of the neighboring Zero Gravity Engineering building. The port was a screen set in the wall of Zammi’s office and it could have shown anything – a live view of the Oort cloud, scenes from Earth, the latest Lovzansky film – but Zammi preferred a closer approximation to real life. It was the view out someone’s window, at least.


    The brief flash of a visual notification warned Zammi moments before there was a loud knock at his door.


    “Yeah,” he said, and the door slid open.


    “Congratulations, professor!” Beryl Fernandez strode into the small room and pinched the fingers of her left hand together, then flung them apart, releasing a holodisplay which hovered over her open palm. The garish logo of Mars University sat in the space before Zammi’s eyes, the year’s tenure list in a dull sans serif font below. He spotted his own name near the middle of the page.


    “Thanks, Fern,” Zammi said, not sure how to feel. “I really didn’t expect it this year.”


    “Because you’re under thirty? Come on, it would have been ageism pure and simple if they’d made you wait,” she said, folding her large frame into the single free chair in the office. She was one of the few people Zammi had ever met who he didn’t tower over. “You’ve been doing great work.”


    “The department is full of great teachers and researchers,” Zammi demurred, but his colleague made a rude noise.


    “Whatever. There are, what, three full profs in Earth Studies?”


    Zammi nodded, even though Fernandez knew the number perfectly well – as the department chair of Engineering, she was on the university’s Chairs’ Committee and there was little that went on without Fern noticing. “We need a full professor who focuses on the Exopopulation Period,” she continued, “and there’s no one else for that job.”


    Zammi shrugged, knowing she was right. Still, it felt vaguely unreal. He wasn’t sure if he was the university’s youngest ever tenured professor, but it was probably close.


    “Come on,” Fernandez said, launching herself out of the chair. “There’s a party in the faculty café. Let’s go before the cake is all gone.”


    “Ugh,” Zammi said, making no move to leave the office. “Cheap wine and departmental heads bloviating on about their own ascensions to the vaulted halls of higher learning? No, thank you.”


    Fernandez shook her head, dark curls bouncing into a froth around her brown face. “It wasn’t an invitation, Dr Kaspar. With great power comes great responsibility. Up you get.” She grabbed him by the arms and lifted Zammi bodily out of his chair.


    “Spider-man? Really?” Zammi said, eyebrows meeting in mock derision.


    “You aren’t the only one who took an Old Earth Media elective,” she said, grinning. “Come on, let’s go.”


    Zammi held up a forefinger. “One glass of wine, then I’m out.”


    Fernandez shrugged gleefully and said, “We’ll see,” then she pulled Professor Kaspar into the hall.


    There was plenty of cake still sitting on the serving counter, with a stack of plates waiting to be filled. Fernandez lifted two off the top and artlessly dumped a chunk of the heavily iced pink sponge on each. Zammi lifted a hand, palm out, as she thrust a plate toward him.


    “Suit yourself,” she said, and dropped one of the forks back into its tray, before scraping a slice of cake onto the other plate. She dug her fork in and took a bite. After swallowing, she said, “You better get something. It looks weird otherwise.”


    Zammi nodded and selected a chilled clear pouch of pale beer. “They really pulled out all the stops.” He smirked at Fernandez. “Beer and wine.”


    She chuckled and polished off the first slice of cake. “Told you it would be fun.”


    Zammi shook his head and scanned the room. He recognized about half the people, mostly other members of the History Department or chairs of other departments. Marius Munro, the History Department chair, caught Zammi’s eye and waved him over. Zammi didn’t recognize the two people Marius was talking to, but the three were of a similar vintage and looked like they shopped at the same tailor’s.


    “Department heads,” Zammi whispered derisively, while forcing a smile in Marius’s direction.


    “You get on with Munro just fine,” Fernandez said.


    “Yeah, I do. But he’s the exception that proves the rule.”


    “That’s not a thing,” Fernandez said, and shoved Zammi firmly toward the knot of people. “Go get congratulated.”


    Zammi acquiesced, and Marius slung an arm around his shoulders when he approached. It was awkward in more ways than one – he was a head shorter than Zammi.


    “Here’s to our newest rising star,” he announced to anyone within earshot. “Finally a voice for Exopop, eh, kid?”


    Zammi tried to smile gamely and sipped from the pouch of beer. The liquid went down wrong, and he coughed, sputtering. Marius slapped his back, and he managed to get his diaphragm under control. What a nightmare.


    “I remember my first beer,” a stranger in a tweed, floor-length tunic said, not entirely unkindly, as the others chuckled. “It will be good to get some fresh blood in the place.” Zammi glanced around for an identification panel and saw the translucent holo floating just over the person’s left shoulder.


    Dr Lora Evistar


    Linguistics, chair


    “Thank you, Dr Evistar,” Zammi said, after clearing his throat one more time. “I hope to be useful to the department.”


    “I’m sure you will be, Dr Kaspar,” she said, then took a deep pull on her drink. “I remember when I got tenure, back – oh, it must have been nearly twenty years ago, wasn’t it, Marius? – we were still such a new institution in those days…”


    Zammi tried to keep his face neutral as he tuned out the droning reminiscence. It wasn’t a conscious choice. He just naturally stopped being able to process boring, self-referential exposition. At least, that was what he told himself. He nodded at random intervals, then made a show of catching a glimpse of something in the distance.


    “Please excuse me,” he said when Dr Evistar paused to take a breath, then Zammi strode purposefully over to the corner of the nibbles table where Beryl Fernandez was parked.


    “I hate this,” Zammi said.


    “Hummus?” Fernandez held up a flatbread smeared with a paste so strongly flavored that Zammi could smell it from a meter away.


    He shook his head, with a wry smile at Fern’s gambit. “No, you know I don’t hate hummus.” He dipped his own chip and popped it into his mouth. Creamy, garlicky, peppery. He took another one. Across the room, someone laughed a little loudly and Zammi flinched.


    “Whoa,” Fern said, dropping a hand lightly on Zammi’s arm. “You are jumpy.”


    “I’m fine.” He shrugged and turned away.


    It had been over two decades, surely he should be over it by now. But no, every party was always the same, every ostensible celebration internally morose. A reminder of that night.


    •••


    He’d been just a kid and so excited to be at a grown-up party with his big sister and all three parents. And when Mom and Papi had left early, it had been even more exciting to be allowed to stay behind with Val and Dad.


    The music was loud and people were laughing and dancing. There was a buffet of food on one table, glasses and drinks on another. Dad got them each a plate and filled it with little pastries, mini quiches, and veggies with dip, then told the kids to go have fun before he went off to talk to a group of adults Zammi didn’t recognize. He turned to his sister, worried she would abandon him for the small knot of other teens awkwardly milling around near where people were dancing, but she grabbed Zammi’s hand.


    “Come on, kiddo,” she said, grinning, “you heard Dad.”


    They wove through the crowd and, when she thought no one was looking, Val grabbed a half-finished glass of beer and led Zammi over to where some of her friends were sitting on the floor near the speakers. She held a finger to her lips, then sipped from the glass. She made a sour face but took another drink anyway.


    Zammi sat cross-legged and nibbled on his food as he watched the older kids dance. The music was loud but in a fun way. Val was laughing and maybe even a little tipsy from the purloined beer. She’d become so much more grown-up lately, never wanting to play puzzles or hide and seek with Zammi anymore. But now she grabbed his hand again and pulled him to his feet. She was gripping Zammi’s hand so tightly he just went along with it. Zammi didn’t dance very often – he was shy, and more than a little awkward in social situations – but he tried to follow along. He wanted to be part of the group, part of Val’s new life. She twirled, pulling Zammi along. The other kids were all laughing and smiling as they danced together. Zammi felt like he belonged, like he was on the cusp of something new.


    They were laughing so hard that when they heard the sound of a plate breaking, it took them both a while to realize something was wrong. But then he saw Dad’s face from across the room, and it was like the whole planet stopped. The party went completely silent. All the kids were staring at them, as Val’s face morphed from the cool teenager back to a little kid, running over to their father.


    •••


    The implant in Zammi’s left hand vibrated and for a moment he wasn’t sure if it was real or part of the memory. But, of course, he hadn’t had a communicator back then, and it had been Dad who’d received the notification. Dad who’d dropped his plate of cake on the ground before sinking to the floor next to it, his face a mask of disbelief.


    Zammi shook his head as if clearing the image away. He gestured a holo open with his fingers and saw a message from the UNMI. The United Nations Mars Initiative had begun as an arm of Earth’s world government, but over the hundreds of years since its inception it had become more inherently Martian. Now, in addition to carrying out terraforming projects of its own, the UNMI took on many administrative roles on Mars, including supporting the relatively new independent and impartial Citizens’ Oversight Committee.


    The message was from the Committee asking for someone to take point on investigating a new incident. Some shipping crash on an unnamed asteroid – maybe an accident, maybe something more sinister. The memory of that night came back to him again, and the terrified heart-stuttering feeling returned too. His vision blurred around the edges and if he didn’t do something about it, the panic would take over.


    “I have to go,” he said to Fern, handing her his unfinished beer.


    “Anyone else would have planned this,” she said, a smile on her wide face. “You should think about that for next time.”


    “I don’t know what you mean,” Zammi said, genuinely confused and still reeling from seeing the words “fatal crash.”


    “I know,” Fern said, patting his arm. “Off you go, then.”


    Zammi nodded earnestly and made for the door.


    •••


    Once he’d gotten away from the hubbub of the party, Zammi’s heart slowed and his breathing evened out. Twenty-two years had compressed to a singularity in that crowded cafeteria, but now he was able to put some space between himself and the memory. The two parent-shaped holes in Zammi’s life were always present, but the edges lost their sharpness as Zammi walked toward his office. By the time he was seated at the desk, he was almost able to read the details of this new crash without feeling like a bewildered and bereaved seven year-old.


    Lupa Capitolina was a private vessel, larger than a personal shuttle but smaller than a yacht. It was an unusual design, but wealthy prospectors and corporate officers could afford to commission unique ships and often did. When humanity had first taken to the stars it was almost all under the auspices of corporate ownership, the search for profit at least as strong a draw as the search for adventure. Years of conflict and progress had reshaped the governance of the human exopopulation, but the asteroid belt was still a wild mix of private enterprise, corporate exploitation, freehold settlements, and general lawlessness. If anything shady was going on, it probably had something to do with The Rocks.


    The ship had been en route from Mars to one of the asteroids when it suddenly veered off course and crashed into a small ice asteroid. There were no survivors.


    The cause of the crash was still unknown, and some unusual aspects had been flagged. First, it appeared that the ship’s transponder had been disabled, making it difficult to track. Secondly, the debris indicated that the ship was carrying a large amount of specialized mining equipment which was highly unusual for a private vessel.


    The asteroid belt was a well-known danger zone, and most private vessels were equipped with state-of-the-art navigation and safety systems. But this ship was old and had apparently been flying without any of those things. Honestly, it was a miracle it hadn’t crashed sooner. Zammi couldn’t help but wonder if somebody had deliberately sabotaged the vessel from the jump.


    But who would do such a thing? And why? There were so many questions, and Zammi knew that getting to the bottom of this crash was going to be a long and difficult process. But he also knew what he’d signed up for when he joined the Oversight Committee.


    Spaceflight was inherently dangerous, and just because it was commonplace, that didn’t change the reality. You simply got used to the risk. The void of space was incompatible with life, and there was only so much technology could do to insulate people from that fact. Still, the few times he’d done it, Zammi never worried about traversing space per se. So long as your ship kept the air inside and the vacuum outside, it would be fine. It was interaction with matter where things went wrong – takeoffs, landings, running into rocks.


    It had been a small, pebble-sized meteor that got Mom and Papi. Something that would easily be dealt with by modern safety features, but in those days private crafts weren’t as protected as they should have been.


    Progress, Zammi thought, forcing himself to focus on the positive. Learning what had happened wouldn’t bring back the people who died, but it might lead to changes so that the same thing didn’t happen to anyone else.


    You can’t change the past, but you can learn from it to make the future better. It was what drew Zammi to history, what made him volunteer for the COC. The desperate hope that one day he would truly believe that something good could come from tragedy.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    “I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this.”


    It was the day after the party, and Zammi was sprawled on the couch in Marius’s office, his tall frame taking up both seats as he leaned against the armrest. The space between Zammi and Dr Munro was filled with a large holo, showing dozens of documents, images, videos, and three-dimensional reconstructions.


    “The days when the Committee had to fight for access to data are mostly long past,” Marius said. “I’d like to think it’s because people have begun to realize the utility of having a third party involved, but I suspect it’s nothing so noble.”


    “We’re supposed to sort through the data dump for them?” Zammi suggested, idly flicking through the mountain of material on the holo which had been sent from Utopia Invest, the owner of the mining rights to the asteroid where the wreckage of Lupa Capitolina had been found. “They’re trying to use us as free data management.”


    Marius snorted, the corner of his mouth barely twitching in his version of a wry smile. “They’re trying to drown us in crap,” he said. “They’ve forgotten that manure makes a great fertilizer.”


    Marius was a dapper, brown-skinned man somewhere in his fifties or sixties. The slate gray handlebar moustache he wore was really the only indicator of his age, other than his stories from the old days and his early years at Mars University. Of course, he wasn’t a professor then, rather one of the students in the relatively new history department. He’d never left, going on to graduate work, then tenure, then department head. He was personable, passionate, and his students generally loved him. Of course, Marius roped his favorite student – now colleague – into his pet project as soon as he possibly could, convincing Zammi to sign on with the COC.


    “They’ve obviously been busy,” Marius said, indicating the dossier with his finger. “The first thing to keep in mind is that this is just a preliminary report. It’s a compilation of everything that’s known about the crash to date, but it’s not complete – it never is. And, in case it wasn’t abundantly obvious, there probably won’t be another report. Anything else we find, we’ll have to get on our own.”


    “On our own?”


    Marius shrugged. “It’s a free system. Even more free in the Rocks. There isn’t a single authority out there – anyone can ask questions.”


    “You mean on the ground investigating?” Zammi’s voice rose in pitch. “Like actually go out there and sift through debris?” The thought of trawling through a crash site made his stomach tighten.


    “If you like, sure, though that’s not quite what I was thinking. What we really need is a proper scan. It won’t take long before the site is contaminated or, worse, ‘cleaned up.’ We need to get someone there before that happens. If you were inclined to ask a few questions… well, that would be fine, too.”


    Zammi nodded. That was more like what was in his wheelhouse. “I guess I was assuming that everything would be in the data dump.”


    “Even in the best circumstances things get missed, and this is anything but the best circumstances. You never know what gets overlooked in the rush to make a buck out here. You want to start with the report?”


    Zammi leaned forward, pulling his long dark hair up into a knot, an unconscious habit before he set to work. The holo showed a standard virtual desktop, with the deep green logo of the company that owned the mine floating in the top left corner. The data was divided into several categories. The first, a so-called executive summary which was distinctly lacking in detail.


    The rest of the report contained a description of the ship as well as a list of the wreckage found at the crash site. There were images of the ship, several renderings of the debris field, schematics of the vessel’s components, timelines of the flight. It was all pretty standard stuff and at a cursory glance told Zammi nothing.


    He glanced over at Marius, whose gracefully curved eyebrows were knitted as he peered at some part of the report, deep in thought. Ever since he’d taken his first class with Dr Munro as an undergrad, Zammi had thought of the teacher as a vaguely parental figure. He’d had two fathers of his own, one of whom was still alive and well – at least as far as Zammi knew. But while Dad had never stood in the way of Zammi’s scholastic endeavors, he’d never understood them – or him. The only history that had mattered to Ivan Michelson then was his personal history, and maybe that of Helion, where he’d worked his whole life. Who knew what mattered to him now?


    Zammi remembered when they’d been a happy family of five: Ivan and his wife, Hadley; their husband, Julián, and their two kids. The Kaspar-Vallejo-Michelsons on official forms, though the adults all stuck to their original surnames and Zammi and Val were Kaspars, their mother’s name. When she and Julián died and Dad had disappeared into himself, there hadn’t been much to connect Zammi or his sister Val to Ivan Michelson beyond the home they shared and the rudimentary conversations they had in the evenings over awkward dinners. Until even those became rarer, then Val left, and then…


    Zammi shook his head. This was typical – getting lost in the connections between thoughts, falling down the gravity well of cause and effect, the weight of history as massive as a star. He needed to use that ability to find connections to help figure out this crash, not to zone out thinking about his childhood.


    “I’m thinking,” Zammi tapped the holo with a finger, dragging the report back into focus, “that there’s nothing terribly strange here.”


    “That’s because you’re looking at the forest, not the trees,” Marius replied. Zammi understood the reference, even though there was nothing even remotely like a forest anywhere other than Earth, and there were precious few of those left where people tended to live. The temperature and atmosphere on Mars was getting to the point where it might have been possible, but there was nowhere near enough water yet. Maybe in Zammi’s lifetime, though. Mars was still a work-in-progress, but that progress was visible and active. Change was the only constant on the planet.


    Marius pointed at the holo. “Take a look at reference SR073-27. That’s where the weird stuff starts.”


    He entered the reference and a section title “Causal Factor” popped up on the holo. The preliminary report blamed the accident on navigation error. The ship’s approach was awkward, attempting to land the craft on the asteroid’s surface after a too shallow approach. Unable to compensate, the ship plummeted to the ground, breaking apart upon impact.


    “The debris field covers an area of about six square kilometers,” Zammi said, gesturing toward the holo in a circular motion, trying not to think about other crash sites. Other people lost. “That’s a lot of wreckage.”


    “Indeed,” Marius replied. “We shouldn’t rule out an explosion prior to impact.”


    “Could there have been something onboard that caused the navigation system to fail?”


    “Sabotage?” Marius asked.


    Zammi shrugged. “Maybe. Or something fried the control system…” He squinted at a table of data. “Look here – the nav system was offline at the time of the crash. And had been off for nearly an hour.”


    “So they’d been running manually long before whatever happened to cause the crash,” Marius said. “So much for nav system error as the causal factor, eh?”


    Zammi pursed his lips. No one wanted to pin the blame on a person when a computer could shoulder the load, but why would they have turned off the navigation system in the first place? Hand-steering was a nightmare combination of being both tedious and difficult. No one would have chosen to do it for a second longer than absolutely necessary.


    “You think there was some kind of failure on board that took out navigation?” Zammi conjectured, flipping back to the report’s index to try to find an explanation. The error logs showing nothing untoward at the time navigation was turned off… except that it was turned off. Not a failure, not a system crash. It was manually, deliberately, terminated.


    “It’s a possibility,” Marius said, but he sounded dubious. “But there’s something else that’s bothering me.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Look at the ship’s layout. It’s not big. It’s made for cargo, not passengers. And look at the crew manifest – you’ve only got a captain, flight engineer and technical specialist listed here.”


    “Three people is a reasonable crew for a machine like this.”


    “Sure.” Marius flipped through screens rapidly. “But who else was on board?” He pointed at a line in a table. Personnel Loss – based on debris data: 5 – 7.


    “Who were those extra people?” Marius asked. “This was listed as a private run.”


    Zammi nodded, but all he could think about was how those five, six or seven lives had been reduced to a line in a database. The math that had to have been employed to guess at the number of people on board. People, who doubtless had families, friends, colleagues. Others who cared about them, but now they were not even statistics.


    Zammi swallowed and shook his head, trying to dislodge the morbid thought. “So maybe they were all crew,” he said, trying to focus on the problem at hand. “Could be they were short-handed and took on a few extra bod– er, people.”


    “Possible,” Marius said, seemingly oblivious to Zammi’s discomfort. He flipped back to the executive summary, pulling it into focus and tapping it with his finger. “But we’ve got no names here. Just stats. According to the story, the flight had no fixed destination, but I must assume they collected a privately negotiated cargo from the Utopia Invest outpost. There’s nothing else in the vicinity and the UI operation is the only one on that asteroid. They must have smelled an opportunity for a quick payday – short term speculation is their bailiwick. There are no details about that here, of course. No registered flight plan, no cargo manifests. All because of industrial confidentiality, no doubt.” Marius blew a stream of air from his nose, forcefully enough to cause his otherwise solid moustache to tremble. “What a load of insufferable, ludicrous nonsense. They redact almost as much data as they send us in these things, all legally, in the name of protecting their competitive advantage. These investment brokers… they’re nothing more than parasites.”


    Zammi was familiar with Marius’s many strong opinions about the power and authority that Martian corporations enjoyed, and he didn’t bother to argue.


    The human exopopulation – everyone, everywhere throughout history who had lived and died somewhere other than planet Earth – owed its existence to a series of corporations taking a gamble on space really being the final frontier. It wasn’t only business, of course. There had been political agencies, private cooperatives, pretty much every kind of human organization involved, but the business of expansion was lucrative and compelling. It was a complicated legacy, for some people a shameful one. Some human settlements had gone through their individual struggles to wrest control away from corporations and form self-governments, but on Mars, in the asteroid belt, and in the race to reach other planets and moons there was still plenty of money to be made from the resources space offered. And that meant that there were plenty of areas that were barely controlled, businesses large and small exploiting resources mineral and human, their employees citizens of nowhere. These were the domains of gamblers, grifters, and the desperate.


    At least, that was the common view in places like Mars University, where most people never approached within an astronomical unit of the asteroid belt. The closest most Martians came to a rock-jock was as a stock character in serial entertainments – or a dire warning of what could befall young students who ignore their studies and fall in with a bad crowd.


    The reality was that the people who worked the Rocks were as diverse as any other group of humans anywhere. Some were there because they loved the challenge and adventure of the frontier, some were paying off a terrible debt and mining was the best way to make fast money, some were even born into it – the family business. It was a hard life, though, especially when compared to the relative ease of living in a domed city. Being misunderstood and stereotyped was the least of their concerns.


    The relationship between the individuals who worked the Rocks and the companies who benefited from their labor was strained. In the years since the first permanent settlement in the Rocks was established some organization had taken hold, and the Martian-based Mining Guild had made some good footholds in the Rocks, but plenty of independents operated easily in the gaps, playing the unions and corporations against each other. The asteroid belt belonged to no one, so oversight was relegated to operations like the PSCOC, but when wrongdoing was found, consequences were thin. Getting all the authorities to agree was hard enough, and even when that did happen, there was a lot of space in space. Even groups that were banned from trading “everywhere” could manage to operate in the margins if they tried.


    But Zammi believed that poor oversight was better than none, and even if for every one exploitative operation they exposed there were dozens more under way, they had still improved the lives of the people they helped in the moment. He had to believe that the individual successes mattered, or else nothing mattered.


    “So they’re hiding the important data,” Zammi said to Marius’s still disgusted face. “How do we find it?”


    Wrinkles appeared at the edges of Dr Munro’s eyes. “That’s the fun part, kid.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    The next day, Zammi met Marius in his office first thing. Which, for Marius, was after Zammi had already been to the gym, cleaned up, read several chapters of a colleague’s thesis, set a pot of beans simmering on the cooktop, and finally recorded a message to Val.


    His sister hadn’t picked up any of his calls, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. However, Zammi hated leaving messages. It was time to get it over with, though, so he took a deep breath, faced the camera on his desk, and tapped record.


    “Hey, Val. I hope things are going well with you. I just wanted to let you know that I did it: I got tenure! So, you know, I’m stuck here, I guess.” Zammi made a noise that was intended to sound like a laugh, but he was pretty sure it didn’t come out that way. “Anyway, I wanted to share the good news. Let me know when you’re back in Tharsis…” He cut the recording and scrubbed back a few seconds. For all he knew, she was in Tharsis now and was just too busy to talk to him. He cued up the recording to deliver an edited ending. “Anyway, I just wanted to share my good news. Talk to you soon.”


    He ended the recording and sent it, not even bothering to review the final product. His filial duty was now done, and he could get back to work. Val probably won’t even care; she’d always thought that the university life was dull as dust. Still, a part of him wanted her to be happy for him.


    He got into the History Department just before eleven and expected silence to answer his knock on the department head’s door. Marius Munro was a known night owl and not an early riser, so it surprised Zammi when the door flung open and Marius waved him in, pointing Zammi at a holostation.


    “I feel like we’ve gotten everything useful we’re going to get out of this report,” Zammi said, after several minutes flipping through holo pages. “But all we have is speculation. And not even enough of that to develop a hypothesis. Where do we go from here?”


    “People like to talk,” Marius said. “Especially when they don’t get to talk much.”


    “What do you mean?” Zammi asked.


    Marius leaned forward and put his hands flat on his desk. “We’re not likely to be the only ones looking into the crash,” he said.


    “You mean like the corporate interests of the owners of the vessel?” Zammi asked.


    “That’s one,” Munro said, nodding, then glanced away as if unsure. “There are also the families.”


    Zammi took a steadying breath. “But that’s part of the problem. We don’t know the identities of the crew.”


    “Someone must,” Marius said. “There might be someone looking for them even if they don’t know what happened.”


    “Missing persons reports.”


    “Yeah.”


    Zammi considered that for a moment. “The crash only happened a few days ago. Would someone have reported them missing already?”


    Marius frowned, and for a moment he looked old. “Depends on your definition of missing. When my sister Cassie was a pilot, she called home every thirty hours or there was hell to pay. I don’t think my folks were all that strange.”


    Zammi thought about how Dad changed after his parents’ accident, how he retreated into himself almost as if both Zammi and Val were gone, too. Val’s friends all assumed that he’d become overprotective, never letting his remaining family out of his sight, but the truth was that if Zammi had hotwired a rover and gone for a desert joyride, Dad wouldn’t have noticed. Not that it was the kind of thing Zammi would ever have done. Val got away with that and more plenty of times, though.


    He released the thought and turned back to Marius. “What about the ship? There must be records somewhere.”


    “Agreed,” Marius said, then arched an eyebrow. “Why don’t you follow up on the owner of the ship and I’ll look into the… other stuff?”


    Marius could have a gruff demeanor at times and most people who didn’t know him well assumed he was blunt to the point of cruelty, but the truth was that he was as sensitive to others’ feelings as anyone Zammi knew. It made him an excellent teacher and, now, mentor.


    “It’s a plan,” Zammi said, standing and waving his hands to close the holo. “I’ll let you know when I find something.”


    “Same here.”


    •••


    Zammi set to work at his terminal tracing the ownership of the ship and, by the next day, had a name: Jocasta Rew.


    He discovered that Jocasta Rew was the owner of a small pilot-for-hire outfit called Starry Vistas. A quick check of the financial records showed that the business was doing nowhere near well enough that it would be able to afford its own ship – even an old, barely functioning bucket of bolts like the Lupa Capitolina. And, indeed, the company hadn’t purchased the ship – the Lupa Cap was registered to Rew personally, not Starry Vistas. It was very odd.


    He did a little more digging in case Rew happened to be independently wealthy and merely ran the business for fun, but there was no indication that such was the case. Not surprising since Starry Vistas appeared to be barely scraping by, taking on risky jobs for a quick pay transfer, their financial office regularly robbing Peter to pay Paul when payroll came around. There was no accounting for some folks’ idea of entertainment, but running a struggling business was an unlikely idle pastime.


    He sent a message to Rew’s public comms address asking her to contact him, then waved the holo away and leaned back, gazing at the viewport in the office. This time it offered a live view from one of the cameras on the Tharsis City dome. It was objectively spectacular – the glint of sunlight on distant domes, majestic ranges on the horizon, a sky beginning on take on the blue tint that came with an atmosphere – but to Zammi it was just “outside.”


    He breathed in, the air inside the dome a mixture of recycled, filtered, and newly processed gasses, but he couldn’t smell anything he hadn’t smelled a thousand times before. He wondered what it would be like to live somewhere where you could stand in the open under the stars for more than a few very uncomfortable minutes. He’d never been to Earth. Zammi’s entire existence had been lived inside one containment or another – a dome, a suit, a rover. Even though it was one of the goals they all worked toward, the idea of being exposed to space, even under the protection of an atmosphere, was inherently terrifying.


    A blip on the desk caught Zammi’s attention and he brought up the messenger screen again. It wasn’t from Rew, instead it was a reminder of the faculty meeting next week. It would be Zammi’s first as a full professor, his entrée into the world of departmental politics. He scheduled the message to resurface the day before the meeting; that would give him enough time to prepare. The message blinked out of sight, and Zammi scanned his inbox and frowned. There was nothing remotely personal in here, no sign that he had any life outside of the university. It was probably an accurate assessment. It had been months since he’d seen Val, and as for Dad… well, that man had made the decision to be alone years ago.


    It was a little odd that his sister hadn’t responded when Zammi let her know about getting tenure, but Val’s life was as chaotic as Zammi’s was orderly. For all he knew she was hitching a ride on a cargo steamer out somewhere beyond the reach of a comms beacon and hadn’t even seen his video message. Val never stayed anywhere very long. She’d left home as soon as she was old enough to make her own way and since then she’d never held down a steady job as far as Zammi knew. She always seemed to be doing fine, though. She messaged just often enough that Zammi felt like he had some semblance of a family and they managed to meet up once a year or so. The notion of the two of them together in one place for good seemed ludicrous now. It was hard to believe they’d spent over a decade sharing a room.


    Zammi went back to the holo, this time looking deeper into Starry Vistas’ pilots. It was a small-time, independent operation that made its way freelancing for whichever corporation or organization needed extra help, and their job logs made it clear that they were barely making ends meet. There were no shortage of folks working a similar grind – people or groups who did what needed doing for whoever was paying. It wasn’t easy, but there was a freedom to be had in taking jobs on one’s own schedule. Not to mention that corporate contracts tended to be long-term, with punitive non-competes, so quitting a job meant no one else was going to hire you. How had their owner ended up with a new – well, new to her – ship? There had to be another source of the funds to buy the ship, but what? And why didn’t whoever it was just put their name on it?


    “Hey, you.”


    Beryl Fernandez poked her head into Zammi’s office, then knocked twice on the doorjamb. The reverse order of her actions was typical and Zammi closed the holo.


    “I’m going to take the waters. You should come with.”


    Zammi had met Fernandez in the faculty chandlery, on his first trip for supplies as a brand new lecturer. He was struggling with the automated payment system when he felt a hand on his shoulder.


    “Come with me,” she’d said, as if they were old friends. “You need to get set up with credit.” She steered him to the small hatch where a human staffer helped Zammi open a new account with the store and access his stipend balance. Thanks to his mysterious savior, he’d only had to say his name. Ever since then, Fern had been a constant in Zammi’s days on campus, whether he’d wanted the companionship or not.


    Now, annoyed at the interruption, Zammi bit back the childish response, I don’t wanna have my bath, then nodded. Honestly, a steam would probably do him good, and he needed a break one way or another.


    There were public baths of wildly variable quality in all the large settlements on Mars, but the university facility was both decent and affordable. Water regulation meant that few individuals could afford private shower facilities – daily ablutions were dry chemical rubs. It was sufficient for good hygiene but most people enjoyed a soak or a steam every once in a while, and long ago a bathhouse had become a symbol for civilization among the exopopulation. Zammi could have lectured extemporaneously for at least an hour on the topic, but Fern knew the history just as well.


    For no obvious reason the bathhouse was in the Philosophy Department’s building, next to the combination spa and gym, artlessly named The Platonic Ideal. Zammi groaned every time he saw the sign and the obviously doctored before-and-after images of satisfied customers. He opened his mouth to make a sharp remark, but Fern cut him off.


    “Yeah, yeah, it’s tasteless and worse yet, it’s not even funny. Let’s skip the commentary and get to the tubs already.”


    They checked into the baths, individual towels dispensed by the automated kiosk when they swiped their staff credentials, then opened the first door to the airlock. Once it was securely shut behind them, the door to the baths swished open, misting them in scented steam. When it had closed, the vapor that had escaped into the airlock would be reclaimed and recycled. Not a drop of precious Martian water was to be wasted.


    Zammi stashed his clothes in a locker and padded into a single steamer for a minute’s blast. The warm droplets coated his body and saturated his long hair, the uncanny sensation of additional weight on his head always oddly comforting. He ran his hands through his hair, now a mass of dripping curls, as the steam shut off, and wrapped the large fluffy towel around himself. He pulled his thick tendrils up into a fat, black knot on the top of his head then walked to the shared pools, the non-slip texture of the flooring like pebbles underfoot.


    Fern was already lounging in a four-person tub, the water up to her chin, the steam in the room nearly obscuring her from sight. Zammi folded his towel carefully and set it in a cubby near the tub, then slipped in across from Fern. A sigh escaped his lips as the warm water surrounded him.


    “I know what’s good for you,” she said, her eyes still closed and mouth only barely above the lapping water.


    “Yeah, yeah,” he said, dismissively, but sank deeper into the warmth.


    They sat in silence for a while, letting the steamy air saturate their lungs, and the tension flowed out of them both.


    Fern let him relax for a few minutes before asking, “So, do you wanna talk about it?”


    “Talk about what?” Zammi replied, legitimately confused.


    “You know.” Fern opened her eyes and looked at Zammi, her gaze expectant. “You’ve been moping around here for days, since the tenure news. Have you even stepped foot anywhere besides your office and your room? I mean, I know you’re normally a head-down keener, but this is a lot – even for you.” She cocked her head, then said uncharacteristically softly, “Did something happen?”


    “I…” Zammi started, then sighed. “I’ve just been feeling a bit… abandoned lately. It’s nothing new, just family. Or, you know, lack of family. But I guess I’m noticing it more right now is all.”


    “You have a sibling, right?”


    “Yeah, Val. We get along OK, I guess, but she’s not around much. Hasn’t been for a long time.” He stared off into the steam. “It’s fine, really. Besides, Marius has me on a case for the committee, so there’s plenty to keep me busy until the term starts.”


    “You don’t say.” Fern sloshed around in the tub, making tiny waves lap on the surface. “What’s it about?”


    “A ship crash on one of the asteroids,” Zammi said without inflection.


    Fern stared at him, conspicuously keeping her face neutral. “Oh,” she said, eventually.


    “Yeah,” Zammi admitted, avoiding her gaze. “Like I said, it’s fine.”


    “Sure,” Fern said. “You know–”


    “Look,” Zammi said, surprisingly heated. “If you’re going to tell me that you’re always here for me to talk about my feelings, you can forget it. I don’t want your pity. And if I wanted a counselor, I’d go see a professional.”


    A beat later Fern barked out a laugh. “Zambrotta Kaspar, the last thing I want to do ever is listen to people talk about their feelings. I was going to say, you know that’s what you get for joining up with Marius and his pack of do-gooders. Trouble… and having to think about things.”


    Zammi’s anger broke and he chuckled. “That’s true enough. I knew what I was getting into.”


    “Yes, you did,” Fern said. “Now quit your bellyaching and enjoy this tub, or leave me to it.”


    “I hear and obey,” Zammi said, leaning back into the water and closing his eyes.


  




  

    Chapter Four


    “I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” Zammi said.


    Marius put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. We’ve gone over everything a thousand times. You know what to do.”


    “But what if something goes wrong?”


    “There’s always a risk, but we’ve minimized it as much as possible. We’ll be in near instant communication, and if something unexpected happens, I’ll be there to talk you through it.”


    “I know, but…” Zammi paused, not sure how to explain. It wasn’t that he was heading off to some desolate asteroid. It wasn’t that he was looking into a crash that no one involved seemed to want investigated. It wasn’t even that the very thought of seeing wreckage made his stomach turn. It was all of it and more.


    “Look, they have to let us view the site. It’s part of the agreement – independent observers aren’t only allowed in a case like this, it’s mandatory. No one is going to try to stop you.”


    Zammi nodded. Maybe that was the problem. He wanted someone to step in and give him an out, a reason to stay on Mars where he had his books and lectures, where he could spend his days contemplating people whose descendants were long dead. The distance was a kind of emotional security.


    “I’m sorry,” Zammi said. “I’ll get over myself.”


    Marius shook his head. “It’s fine. I’m sorry I didn’t give you more time to get your head on straight. It’s just… we have a window, and I wanted to seize it.”


    “I know,” Zammi said.


    “I would go if I could, but they don’t let department heads skip off on side trips like this willy-nilly.”


    “Of course. I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”


    “It has to be this shuttle run, or we’ll be waiting a month, and by then the scene will be contaminated beyond belief. I’ll be with you the entire time, I promise,” Marius said. “You’ll be fine.”


    Zammi nodded. “Yeah, I know.”


    “Now go on,” Marius said, nudging him toward the shuttle. “You don’t want to miss your flight.”


    •••


    Zammi would have been perfectly happy missing his flight, but he reminded himself of why he was going: Ethelbert Tipton, Pia van Niekerk, and Jocasta Rew. Marius had managed to identify three of the downed crewmembers and Zammi repeated their names to himself as he packed. Apparently Starry Vistas was a family crew, the three of them a package deal – pilot, navigator and mechanic. Zammi guessed that they’d been hired to run the Lupa Capitolina for the true owner as part of whatever deal Rew had made. There was no indication who the other people aboard might have been – the actual owners, passengers, stowaways, incidental crew hired on by Starry Vistas. There was no record of them anywhere.


    The data files weren’t going to be of any more use, Marius had made it clear that he was sure of that. So it had to be the personal touch, and with Marius’s duties as department chair, he couldn’t disappear off to an unnamed asteroid for however long it took. There was no time to ease Zammi into it – his debut was going to be the real thing.


    The stress of the day had taken a lot out of him. The commuter flight from Mars was smooth and boring, as was docking at the transfer station, then another, similar flight to the landing pad on the asteroid.


    Apparently, only a few ships came in to offload cargo and pick up the chunks of ice being mined here for delivery to Mars and select other colonies for use as their main sources of fresh water. Most of the daily business was done remotely or through automated systems, which meant for a couple of days every month the dock would be busy, filled with maintenance workers, pilots, and dockhands, but the rest of the time the place was a ghost town.
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