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			2025 was an arduous year. This book is dedicated to all those who made me feel like a number and tried to tell me I should be grateful when they offered me less than I had before.

			Despite these efforts, I remain here and this book got written.

			In the lowest moments, there were many who stepped in to save me and remind me that I am a human being who deserves to be treated as such. Those people know who they are and what they did. They do not need to be remembered here. I will always remember them and be eternally grateful.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I remember the moment. It is seared into my mind.

			Thirteen kilometres below the Martian surface. The Explorer suit that I’m wearing registers a significant rise in temperature. Down here, it’s around six or seven degrees. Not that warm, but far warmer than any other environment I have experienced on this planet.

			We were a party of five, exploring a cave network. Spelunking on a planet where there is little atmosphere is particularly dangerous. A small stumble or trip, a brush against abrasive rock, and you have an immediate emergency. The low-pressure environment is deadly to exposed human flesh. There would be an instant reaction, freezing, boiling, swelling, bursting, all of these in an awful combination.

			This world was never meant for us.

			I can still picture the moment. Four figures ahead of me, all clustered around one small outcrop of rock. I can hear words, I don’t remember exactly what was said, but I know the gist, I know what they’re talking about.

			As I approach, I can see the detail of the uneven stone illuminated by their helmet torches. There is something dark running across the pale jagged surface. At first glance, it looks like a mass of thin veins.

			I know immediately what it is.

			Life.

			The ramifications of this discovery are huge. Humanity has big plans for Mars. Significant investments have already been made to construct and organise a colonial mission. The effort is a global project, bringing together a vast conglomerate of interested parties. After decades of conflict in this unity, this is an effort that provides focus. Our civilisation looks outwards, stares at the Red Planet, reaches out and seeks to subjugate it.

			In such a plan, there is no room for this discovery. Mars has already been declared lifeless, empty, available for humanity’s needs. Those needs will mean change, a vast effort to transform a dead world, resurrecting it and exploiting it, all in the name of progress and profit.

			I remember being part of the discussion, but I didn’t contribute very much. I guess that’s an excuse in hindsight. I didn’t make the decision, but then, I didn’t oppose it either.

			It took an hour for the equipment to be transported down to us. Three extra people carrying two canisters and a pressure sprayer, the kind of equipment you might use in a garden to nurture and preserve life, only this time the objective would be exactly the opposite.

			When they were done, I got a last look at the rocks. As the chemical residue bubbled and boiled away the last traces of organic material, I could see that the stone beneath was stained, like an old wound or a scar.

			All that remained of the native life we found on Mars.

		

	
		
			Phase One

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Sirocco

			Late summer in Naples and the café is crowded. Sunlight streams through the front windows. The tables outside are all occupied with customers. There are a few seats available indoors, but business appears to be good.

			I’ve not been here before. I arrived about an hour ago and found a place in the far corner, in front of the window. The furniture is made of polished wood and darkened with a stain. Small chips and cracks give everything an air of age. My chair creaks a little as I adjust my position, leaning back so I’m shadowed from the window, but maintaining a good view of the street outside.

			Whenever I go out, I bring with me a notebook and a pen. You don’t see them much these days. Everyone using their electronic devices. Understandable. All that information, all that activity recorded and available instantly. Quicker than the time it takes for me to flip through the pages of my ‘device’.

			I’ve always believed in old things. I have old values. That’s what my mother used to say.

			This city has always been old. Scratch the surface anywhere on the street and you’ll find something ancient. The place is a decaying fossil of an age long past.

			Old glory, old power. All of it faded away into memory. There’s something romantic about it, sure, but when someone stands up and challenges what you remember yourself being, rather than who you are, you get found out, fast.

			People pass through. They order drinks. These days it’s all different flavoured choca, but some still ask for the coffee selection and others go for the carbonated cold softs or some gelato. They sit down, talk, get up, swipe a device over the reader and leave. Everything is automated. The woman at the counter supervises it all, pausing occasionally to give me a cold look. Clearly my constant presence as the rest of the world moves around us both is starting to irritate her.

			That’s fine. I can stand a little irritation.

			The couple on holiday carrying old backpacks and studying their digital map of the city while they drink their ice-cold order, the family of five – three children and two mothers – all talking at the same time, the elderly couple wrapped up in coats, wearing flat velvet hats. None of them notice I’m there. Neither do any of the others coming in and going out. To all of them, I’ve become part of the furniture. That’s what I wanted. They don’t see me. Why would they? I’m not part of their world.

			“Hello, Leonardo.”

			My attention is drawn to three men standing near the counter. They’ve just trickled in, their movements soft and slow. They don’t want attention until they do want attention. Now they’re standing around a table on the other side of the room. A couple are sitting there. The man looks up at the sound of his name.

			“You going somewhere, Leonardo? You and your boyfriend planning a trip?”

			The words are spoken clearly in English, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. Whether you speak English or not, the tone doesn’t need translation.

			A muffled reply. I don’t catch it. People are taking the hint and leaving the café. I catch the eye of the elderly man as he shepherds his wife to the door. He nods. I nod back. We know.

			“Now is not a good time for you to leave, Leonardo.”

			Everyone else has left. The woman behind the counter, vanished. The speaker grabs a chair from one of the other tables. As he does so, he and I see each other.

			“Hey,” the man says to me. He gestures towards the door. “You gonna take the hint?”

			I shake my head.

			“This is none of your business,” the man says. “You need me to make you leave?”

			I smile. There is an accent to his English. He’s Venetian, I think. His voice has that sing-song quality you can’t take seriously. “No, I’m good,” I say.

			“Then fuck off.”

			There it is. The order that leaves no room for doubt as to what he wants. He expects compliance. When there isn’t compliance, he knows he will need to enforce his demand. That’s the moment where the heart starts to pump that little bit faster, and the world becomes more precise.

			To him now, I am an adversary rather than someone to be ignored.

			I don’t reply.

			The man turns to his victim, Leonardo, who remains sitting at the table. “You know this shithead?” he asks.

			Leonardo shakes his head. He’s telling the truth. We’ve never met, but I know people like him. Those who have been victims. I’ve seen plenty of them in my life.

			“Don’t you lie to me!” the man says. “I’ll ask you again. Do you—”

			“He doesn’t know me.”

			I stand from the table. I can still see out of the window. Apparently, we live in a civilised world. But, if we were living in a civilised world, police drones would already have arrived after being summoned to an alert from the counter supervisor, or by any of the customers placing a call to local law enforcement. This whole situation would be recorded and used as evidence in the conviction of the man I’m staring at. The man whose name I don’t know.

			It hasn’t happened. That tells me everything that I need in order to plan what will happen next.

			“Who are you?” the man asks.

			“Sirocco,” I say. “And you?”

			The man smiles, revealing polished teeth. “You’re not from around here, eh? You don’t know me. You don’t know me but you should. Ignorance is dangerous. Means you could accidentally get caught up in something, eh?”

			I move around the table. There are no obstacles between us, but the man’s companions are now focused on me as well. Three to one. I don’t expect help from Leonardo and his partner. They’re just grateful all the attention is on me. They’re looking for a chance to slip out of the door and escape.

			Good for them.

			“Terrano. Lijia Terrano,” the man says. “Remember that.”

			“I will,” I say.

			Terrano steps back and his two associates move in. I appraise them briefly. Hired muscle, I guess, the kind that looks impressive but doesn’t hold up well when tested. They are a lot bigger than me, both over a hundred kilos. Given time and opportunity in a fight, that kind of power would make the difference.

			But this isn’t going to be the kind of fight they’re expecting.

			Terrano wants to give me a beating. Make an example of me so that I’m an object lesson for anyone who would challenge him. There’s no one here to see what’s about to happen, so I’m sure he’ll have a plan to take a picture or two and share them around.

			This kind of violence works as a gradual escalation. These two will want to restrain me, get their punches in, let their boss get a dig in as well. Plenty of visible damage to the face, so it can be seen, but not too much. If I resist, they’ll go in harder, do more damage, etc. That’s the plan.

			That’s not my plan. There is no escalation in what I do.

			Man to my left steps forwards and I move, fingers bunched, hand open, knuckle strike right to the windpipe. I want him thinking about his next breath, not about me.

			Man to my right aims a fist, I duck under it and take a knee as my hand comes up and delivers the same open-handed hit to his testicles. That gets his attention. He sinks to his knees. I grab his ears and ram his head into the corner of a chair. There’s a crunch, he goes limp and starts to twitch. I let go and he’s sprawling.

			I stand. A hand grabs my wrist. I get hold of the thumb, turn it and twist. There’s no strength in the man’s grip. He’s still struggling to breathe. He stumbles, goes down. The arm is vulnerable. I turn, bring my knee up and my weight down, breaking it.

			He screams.

			Terrano is still standing in front of me, but looking a lot less sure of himself now. He hasn’t moved, maybe he can’t move.

			I let go of his friends and step towards him.

			“I do know you,” I say. “I know what you are. What people like you are. Whatever deal you have going on here, that’s what I know. I’ve seen it before. A hundred times.”

			Another step. He’s holding my gaze. That means he still thinks he has a play here. Maybe he has a gun or a knife. It doesn’t matter.

			“You think you’re strong, but you’re not. Somehow, you’ve got yourself into a situation where you can grind people under your heel. Problem with that is when you find yourself facing someone who refuses to submit. That’s where you are now.”

			“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Terrano says.

			I shrug. “Cause and effect. You think somehow there’s some karma waiting for me? Maybe that karma is the people you think are coming after me because of this?” I smile. “Sure. You going back to tell them all about me?”

			“You won’t get out of this city alive, you—”

			I hit him. Another strike to the throat, choking off his words. He goes down immediately, his legs weakened by the blow. He’s a mess of drool, expensive clothes and shiny shoes. He struggles, but then I grab his head in my hands and smash it against the cold hard floor.

			Once. Twice. Three times. His skull cracks like an egg.

			The threats have betrayed Terrano’s intention and that confirms mine. None of these three will leave here alive.

			* * *

			An hour later and I am back at my rented apartment, packing my bags.

			Actions have consequences. I know what will happen here. Either a video recording of what transpired in the café will be sent to the authorities, or one of the people present will make a decision to report what they have seen. They’ll probably do it because they think I’m dangerous. What they don’t realise is that I’m not dangerous, at least not to them.

			Not if they have a clear conscience.

			I have no idea who Leonardo is. I don’t know anything about what was happening before I intervened, but I wasn’t about to let it go. I don’t do that. Maybe that’s why I find it hard to stay in one place for long.

			There is a knock at the door.

			I turn towards the noise. Law enforcement would have already assessed me to be a violent individual and authorised appropriate force in response. Whoever is out there is asking for permission to enter, which doesn’t fit the tactical profile I’m expecting.

			Makes this situation interesting.

			I walk to the door and tap in the release code. The panel slides back. There is a woman standing in the hallway.

			“Mister Sirocco?”

			I don’t respond, but I do step back, letting her enter. She accepts my invitation, entering the room with practised grace, the movement of someone who has training.

			“I was just heading out,” I say. “Something I can help you with?”

			“As a matter of fact, yes,” the woman says. She glances around. “Mind if I sit down?”

			I shrug and gesture towards the couch near the veranda. We’re on the fourth floor. If the situation becomes problematic, I can always drag her out onto the terrace and over the rail. However, I get the feeling that this conversation isn’t going in that direction.

			“My name is Louisa Aymes, Mister Sirocco. I represent an organisation that has just intervened to prevent you from being arrested and adding to your list of violent criminal transgressions.”

			I take a seat opposite her. There is a low table between us. The glass top is a digital display when it needs to be. “I didn’t ask you to do that,” I say.

			“My employer saw it as an opportunity to start this conversation,” Louisa says. “We want to hire you.”

			“To do what?”

			“To go to Mars.”

			I frown at her. All I know about the situation on Mars is what I’ve heard in the news. “You want to keep me out of prison so you can execute me in the most expensive way possible?”

			“My employer thinks you would be a perfect addition to our interests out there.”

			I stare at her. There’s plenty in this conversation that I’m missing. “You’ve been following me then?” I ask.

			“We’ve been monitoring your activities,” Louisa replies. She pulls a small bag onto her lap and produces a portable screen, one of the smaller models. She taps the display a few times and the glass on the table activates in response. Documents begin to appear in a variety of windows.

			“Magnus Sirocco. Aged thirty-three. Dishonourably discharged from the European Defence Forces in 2109, aged twenty. Before that, you served with distinction in the second Melbourne War.”

			“I know my own history,” I say.

			“Since then, you’ve been arrested six times, serving a total of eighteen months for different acts of violence. Every time you’ve been tried and convicted with video evidence. That made our intervention easy enough to ensure you didn’t pick up a seventh conviction.”

			“Like I said, I didn’t ask you to do that.”

			“You don’t like owing people, do you?”

			“I don’t owe you anything.”

			“Right.” Louisa leans back in the seat and looks around the room. “You’ll be able to stay here now. I think you booked a two-week visit? We can arrange your travel to our facility after that.”

			“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I say.

			“You say that now, but I’m not sure things will stay that way.”

			“Really?” I stand, walk to the door, and tap in the code to open it again. “If you really know me, you’ll know I’ve never liked anyone telling me what to do.”

			Louisa stands too. She knows the conversation is over. “Enjoy your two weeks. After that, we’ll talk again.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Iskander

			I wake as I do every morning, to the sound of the bell.

			It isn’t a real bell, only a digital recording of the call to prayer from our Temple back on Earth, but the echo of it thrills me just the same. Twenty minutes from now, all of our people will gather together, and do as we have always done, as generations have done before us.

			The time is synchronised between us and the congregations we left behind. The Martian day is longer, by forty-three minutes. We are on another world, but there is something reassuring about knowing what we do is done at the same time by others of our faith. Our affirmation to our creator is amplified as a shout into the cosmos. Perhaps our voice together is not loud in the grand scheme of things, but it is louder than it would be alone.

			I rise from the bed and move across the room to the appointed place. On Earth, there would be a prayer room in most homes, but here space is a luxury. Every square metre of our pressurised living environment must have a utilitarian purpose. In this room, we are permitted to sleep, eat, work and pray as required. There is little time for anything else.

			I am on my knees, facing towards the sun. I say the words as I’ve been taught them, my eyes closed, head bowed. My faith is strong, but this ritual is an affirmation. I draw strength from this renewal. Ritual, repetition, and anchor, knowing your affirmation is shared. Feeling the presence of others, being with them.

			A second bell. The time is done, and the sensation vanishes. I am alone once more.

			* * *

			“The smell of cooked food draws them in from all over Mars.”

			I smile. Jacob’s words are familiar to me. He has said this many times before, but it is easy to see what he means.

			I’m standing at the serving hatch, a public face of our little temple. Behind me, electric grills and boilers reconstitute a variety of different proteins, fats and carbohydrates. The vacuum-packed supplies sent out from Earth have little taste to them, but with some work they can be churned into something appetising. There is only so long that a human being can live on soulless sustenance. The queue of people waiting in front of me is a testimony to that.

			Once they hear about us, they come here – all the contractors sent from Earth to work in the colony. They bring with them their allocated food, donating it to the kitchen, so we can do our work. Sure, they lose a little of their portion as part of the deal, but what they get to eat nourishes the soul.

			We do our best to help with that. Every person who comes to the kitchen leaves with a bundle of literature loaded onto their personal screens and profiles. We do the Lord’s work here, even in a place so far away from the world he created in six days, resting on the seventh.

			“Hey, you listening to me?”

			I turn and smile at Jacob. “Sorry,” I say. “I was miles away.”

			“Millions of miles away, no doubt.”

			I shake my head. “Not today.”

			“Maybe you’re starting to like it out here.”

			“I wouldn’t go that far.”

			I’ve been on Mars for just over eight weeks. The Temple decided that this would be an appropriate post for me. I know why. I’m not here to cook, serve food and preach the way. Working in the kitchens is just a starting point for their plans. I have a selection of skills that they think will make me useful to the rebuilding project, the kind of practical skills that should see me contracted by a variety of different companies up here trying to repair their equipment and facilities.

			But that too is not the plan for me.

			The queue is moving. Jacob has opened the gate and is letting people through.

			“Good morning, friend,” I say to the first person in line. A man who I don’t recognise. “Have you been here before?”

			“No, this is my first time.”

			“Well, it’s good to meet you. My name is Iskander.”

			“I’m Magnus.”

			I hold out a hand, and it’s taken in a firm calloused grip. The weathered, sweaty face in front of me is strong, purposeful, appreciating the gesture.

			“You just finished a shift?”

			“Yes.”

			“Whereabouts?”

			“Reclamations.”

			I nod. I’m sympathetic. Since the destruction of the Jezero dome, finding a way to clear and reuse everything that was wrecked has been a major task for the colony. Mars isn’t a world where we have large amounts of resources that we can extract. There are metals and rare earths here, but the infrastructure for heavy mining and the like is complicated by the lack of an atmosphere. So instead, we remain a civilisation that tries to find new uses for everything that we bring with us.

			“How does this work?” Magnus asks.

			“You give me your food ration for the day, and I’ll add it to the stores.” I point down the counter. “In exchange, I give you a ticket and we’ll serve you your morning meal. There’s a couple of choices. Later, you can come back for lunch and dinner.”

			“That sounds fair,” Magnus says. “What’s the angle?”

			“Angle?”

			“What do you get out of it?”

			“When you’re signed up with us, we send you the Temple literature. You don’t have to read it, but if you want to know more, we’re here to support you in taking the next steps.”

			“So, you’re recruiting people?”

			“I guess so, yes. But we don’t force anyone to join us.”

			“Right.”

			Magnus hands me the plastic-packed rations he’s received from the dispenser. I put them on the counter next to the grill. Jacob will add them to the others. I give Magnus a ticket and he moves on.

			The morning passes like many others. I meet, greet and talk with regulars and new people. My memory has always been an asset in these moments. I know faces and names and can pick up conversations from days and weeks before. Our customers get to feel like they are old friends.

			Then, when the queue is finally gone, I’m left with Jacob doing the tidy-up.

			“A lot of new people today,” he says.

			“Transit shuttle just came down from the new orbital,” I explain, relaying what I’ve been told by the people in line. “The Lakshmi has just left, on its way out to Ceres. The new people were all up there, unloading supplies and working on the dock. Now they’re hanging around Hera until they get their assignments.” I gesture to where the people were. “Some were coming here after their first shifts, others on their way to work.”

			Jacob nods. “Makes sense. We’ve seen it before.”

			“True.”

			Mars has changed. Jezero is in bad shape. Once upon a time, new arrivals would be struggling to get temporary access permits to their work deployments. They’d arrive owing millions in journey fees and be assigned to basic sustenance contracts for their probationary periods, gaining additional privileges once they made down payments on their debts.

			Now, there’s too much work and not enough people. These new arrivals are incentivised, given discounts and reductions just to get them here. Media coverage of what happened to Phobos Station in 2118 is still subject to a news embargo, but what information they did let get out poisoned the well. Mars is no longer the pure unadulterated dream of a fresh start. People know it’s dangerous out here.

			A touch on my shoulder. Jacob leans in, kisses me on the cheek. “You were great today,” he says. “The way you are with people, I couldn’t do it.”

			I smile. “You’re the miracle worker here, turning ration packs into something people genuinely want to eat.”

			“Going to miss you when you’re gone,” Jacob says.

			“I’ll be back.”

			“Yeah, but it won’t be the same.”

			I shrug. We both know this arrangement is temporary, until my real vocation begins. “I’m sorry.”

			“Life moves on,” Jacob says.

			* * *

			I’m walking back to my quarters, through the service passageways. Jezero’s main dome is still under reconstruction, so access between the different facilities has to be through a series of temporary access tunnels. Some of them are fabric corridors appropriated from spaceships, others are old stock from the earliest days of the colony.

			The walkways are dark, cramped and breathless. As I move, I’m pushing past people coming the other way. The air scrubbers are working overtime to maintain the oxygen levels in here. A few people have taken matters into their own hands and are wearing portable O2 masks.

			I get to my door and press my thumb to the plate. The panel slides back and I’m inside.

			I have an hour before my next shift. I pull off my overalls and move to the shower. Owing to the supply shortages, the best we’re allowed is a treated water mist that does just about enough to make you feel clean.

			I change clothes and pack a bag. Then, I’m out and on my way. I’ll need to renew my permits before I get on the pedestrian ferry, heading for Hera Spaceport.

			The ferry is one of the few transit facilities the colony has focused on rebuilding in the last eighteen months. With more resources arriving at Hera, a reliable freight transport network is an essential piece of infrastructure. Similarly, ensuring that workers can be on hand to process the deliveries has also become a priority. Most of the people here are en route to help with that.

			But that’s not why I’m going to Hera.

			The departure terminal is crowded when I get there. We all move through an airlock to stand in a compartment, holding on to the safety bar as it departs. People are looking for work, they want to reduce their travel debt, and now is the time to do that, while there’s plenty to do. We’ll all travel to the communal hall at the port and wait to be selected by a set of taskers, who are continually receiving direction from the colony oversight committee. The taskers will read profiles, decide whether an individual has the right skills and experience and then assign them to different activities. Sometimes you get something interesting, sometimes you don’t.

			The compartment picks up speed. In the low-gravity environment, the energy requirements for these transit compartments are much lower than they would be on Earth. The rails are electrified, reducing the weight of each section.

			It takes fifteen minutes to get to the Hera arrivals terminal. Then we file out and everyone makes for the hall. I linger until the end, staying on the carriage.

			Once everyone is gone, a woman enters. She nods to me, I nod back. Then she sits down. The airlock door closes, and the compartment pulls away.

			“Everything in order?” I ask.

			“Yes, we’re ready for you, Mister Iskander. You’re the last to be transported over. There are three others waiting for us at the shuttle launch dock. Once we get you aboard, that’ll be the entire crew complement, and we can head out.”

			I glance around the compartment, noting the cameras on the walls. Like the Jezero dome, the rail network suffered damage when Phobos Station was destroyed. Some of the security and monitoring infrastructure has been repaired, but that kind of work isn’t a priority right now. Still, we shouldn’t take chances. But I know what’s about to happen. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. Nothing more should be said in this place. Nothing needs to be said. My transfer to an orbital working role has been authorised and approved.

			But that’s also not where I’m going.

			* * *

			After a few minutes, the compartment makes a second stop and we both exit into a transport module, which takes us the final three kilometres to the launch pad, set apart from the main working areas at Hera. When the module arrives, the woman gestures for me to get out.

			“I’m sure you’ll continue our good work,” she says. “We’ll see you when you get back.”

			“Look in on Jacob for me,” I say. “Tell him I miss him already.”

			“Will do.”

			A fabric corridor takes me to an elevator, which grinds its way upwards to another passenger cabin. This time, I’m boarding a shuttle, waiting to take me and several others off planet.

			It takes a few minutes for us all to get strapped into our seats. After that, the cabin lights darken, and we blast off. I’m pressed back into my seat for the ride, my body subjected to high levels of force for a few minutes, but then the pressure eases and we’re weightless.

			I glance around the cabin. There are seven people in here, including me. I don’t know any of them, but we exchange glances, acknowledging each other. No one talks. Not yet.

			“Flight to all passengers, this is Captain Sullivan. We’re on time for rendezvous with Asthoreth in twenty-three minutes. Tasker is now authorised to brief the team.”

			“Thank you, Captain.” A man is speaking in a calm authoritative voice, one that expects to be listened to. He unclips himself from his chair and pushes himself up into the open space so everyone can see him. “My name is Halan Weaver. I’m a senior technician on the orbital rebuild project. You’re all here to assist me.” He glances around the group. “Control has identified your skills and experience with electronics, spaceship components and orbital construction. However, we won’t be doing a lot of construction today. In fact, we’ll be doing the opposite. Asthoreth has been decommissioned and authorised for parts retrieval. Our job will be to take as much as we can from her and get it back to the Hub. That clear?”

			Weaver is looking at me. I smile and nod, as if I’m in agreement with him.

			“Okay, your screens have been loaded with a deck plan of the ship. Pair up and grab a toolkit, a head torch and a screen from the dispenser. I’ll be sending you a requisition list and a set of locations. We want the items specified. The ship has been partially pressurised for our work and it’s in a stable orbit, but you’ll need to take emergency oxygen units with you. We take no unnecessary risks. That understood?”

			Various mutters of agreement are given in response to his speech, and I find myself being approached by a short woman with spiky bright red hair.

			“I know who you are,” she says in a low voice.

			Again, I nod in response. This time I’m being genuine and again there is nothing more that needs to be said.

			* * *

			Minutes later and we’re docked. The derelict Asthoreth awaits.

			“Okay, follow me in,” says Weaver. “Once we’re through, divide up and make your way to your assigned sections. Iskander and Halle, you’re with me. We’re going to the bridge.”

			I smile at Weaver again. The red-haired woman, Halle, is already beside him with a screen and toolkit in her hands. I move forwards and take the equipment as instructed, attaching the kit to my belt and keeping hold of the screen.

			The shuttle shifts. There’s a metallic thump followed by a series of smaller sounds. It’s the locks engaging as we attach ourselves to the larger patrol ship.

			“Docking complete,” Sullivan announces over the comms. “Requisition team cleared to depart.”

			“Okay, that’s us,” Weaver says. He presses the door release and moves into the ship. As he does so, lights illuminate the space beyond. “All right, everybody through.”

			Six of us enter in single file. Halle and I are the last pair. When we’re through, the door closes behind me.

			“Right, you know your targets. Use your screens and stay in comms if you need me.” Weaver gestures to Halle. “Stay close behind me.”

			We move through the ship. Occasionally, lights activate as we get close, but more often than not they stay dark. The head torch illuminates everything I look at. There are scorch marks in the metal and plastic panelling. Whole sections have been torn apart, fragments float in the air around us. This ship has suffered, that’s for sure.

			“Up here,” Weaver says. “There’s a whole fractured section in the main corridor. We’ll reach the bridge by going around it.”

			A small hatch grants us access to a maintenance crawlway. We move through in single file, my head a few centimetres behind Halle’s feet. Then we’re out and standing in front of another door. Behind us, I can see the wall panels are crumpled and torn. I guess some temporary panels have been added on the outside to maintain an atmosphere in key sections of the ship.

			“In here,” Weaver says. He puts his hand to the plate and the door slides back. The three of us enter.

			This room, the bridge, is the most battered place I’ve seen so far. There are six chairs for people to operate the different functions of the ship. Two of them have been ripped out and are floating around the room. Most of the glass displays are cracked and there’s powdered chips in the air.

			“Be careful,” Weaver says. He moves to one of the stations. The terminal display is broken, but he flicks a switch anyway. Nothing happens. “No power here. That means we should be able to dismantle it.”

			“What about the doors?” I ask. “Do we have access to the rest of the ship?”

			“Yes, your requisition privileges should enable you to get into anything that you need,” Weaver says. “The computer system may give us a little trouble, but I have the master codes, which will help us shut it down if we have to.”

			“So, we’ll need you for those codes?”

			“Yes.”

			“But nothing else.”

			“Shouldn’t do.” Weaver frowns. “I’m not sure what you mean though, I—”

			The taser hits him on the back of the neck. Halle holds down the button for a few seconds, discharging an entire canister into his body, making him thrash and twitch in mid-air. Then she pulls back and leaves him to float across the room, unconscious.

			“Welcome to your new ship, Deacon,” she says to me.

			“Thank you,” I say and smile in return. This is why we are here.

			* * *

			Mars 2121.

			Total colonial population: 8,343, down from a peak of 8,703.

			Main settlements: Jezero (6,042), Arcadium (621), Noctis (265), Syrtis (357), Shelton (409) and Bulwark (547) and Phobos (102).

			Total Mars Citizens: 12.

			Overview:

			The Mars colony continues to recover from the incidents in 2118. After the fall of Phobos Station, a temporary orbital facility, called ‘the Hub’, has been constructed to manage handling resupply shipments from Earth.

			The main colonial population at Jezero has dropped from its peak of 7,300 just before the 2118 crisis. Some of these individuals have moved from the main settlement to the other regions but nearly four hundred people remain dead or unaccounted for.

			The new regime has required personal freedoms be curtailed in Jezero. Contracted work hours have been extended with a marginal reduction in consumable benefits. This is the first in a planned series of revisions we will need to make so we ensure the project remains viable and appealing to Earth investors.

			Extract from Mars CorpGov Shareholder Report (2121).

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Shann

			Captain Ellisa Shann of the Khidr, finally back on Earth.

			I’m standing in line with a number of other Fleet officers. The artificial legs I’m wearing are used to the gravity, but the rest of my body is not. There are a variety of exoskeletal supports holding me upright, keeping me here for this pointless ritual.

			The doctors advised me not to attend. I thanked them for their recommendation and chose otherwise.

			“…times of adversity challenge us all. They test our resolve and force us to question the decisions we have made. In such times, we learn about ourselves and about those we come to rely on…”

			Admiral Herric Marrison is eighty years of age. He’s never left the planet. They wheel him out for ceremonial events, particularly the ones they know are going to be televised.

			I and the other middle-ranked members of the United Fleet Consortium of Earth – or Fleet for short – we’re window dressing for the speaker. Most of the cameras are focused on the admiral. But I know they have a cutaway shot on me. I’m the exotic celebrity in this moment. The captain returned from Mars, uncertain of what reception she’s going to get.

			The captain who is about to be called upon.

			“…of those people is Captain Ellisa Shann, of the Khidr. A human being who rose to the challenge of the moment that she faced. Captain, please step forwards.”

			I grit my teeth and instruct the legs to begin their predetermined journey from my place in line to the podium. All the cameras are on me now. I hate that, but I also know the ephemeral fame of the moment is protecting me, just as Savvantine said it would.

			Underneath my Fleet uniform there are a variety of different electronic servos assisting every movement and gesture I make. I love space, but eighteen months without gravity takes its toll on the body when you come back to Earth.

			“Captain Shann. I have the honour of promoting you to the rank of commodore, as befits your new role leading security operations as we rebuild the Mars colony. Fleet recognises your exceptional contribution to our collective mission under the most trying of circumstances.”

			Old, weathered hands hold a metal star made of polished brass. Marrison’s fingers tremble a little as he pins the ornament to the fabric of my dress uniform. Then he looks me in the eye and smiles. I smile too. We shake hands then I salute.

			Marrison backs away from the podium, giving me the floor. The proximity sensors in my exoskeleton detect the movement and adjust my position accordingly, putting me right in front of the microphones and in the perfect place for the video cameras.

			All eyes on me. Live. Time to say what needs to be said.

			“Thank you, Admiral Marrison.” I nod towards the old man once more. After Langsley retired, Marrison was put in charge as a figurehead. No one wanted another capable authoritarian, even though that’s probably exactly what Fleet needed.

			“I’m accepting this honour on behalf of my crew and all of those who have been part of the Mars mission since the events of 2118. Many people died during that crisis, many others are still missing. My mission is to ensure their sacrifice, defending the values of human civilisation, was not in vain.

			“Make no mistake. What happened out there, and what’s happening now, matters to you. This isn’t some peripheral conflict that we can all ignore. Earth’s economic interests are tied into everything. When people out there lose, you lose too.

			“The job is not finished. We need your help. Which is why I’m here, supporting the New Mars Initiative and Appropriations Bill as it seeks approval from the World Senate.

			“Thank you very much.”

			* * *

			“Good speech.”

			“Thanks.”

			I’m sitting in the reception room. The media conference has ended. Thankfully, I wasn’t asked to take questions from the assembled group of journalists. If I had been, things might have got awkward.

			“For me, one thing that was missing, though? You talked about a conflict, but didn’t say who we’re fighting.”

			I glance at my companion. Captain Neil Elliot of the Nandin is safe company, if anyone can be considered safe company these days. We’ve shared a lot. I trust him.

			“Neil, you know as well as I do, that’s the weak point of our argument. We don’t have a clear enemy, other than the face of a clone. Exposing our lack of knowledge won’t help us.”

			“That’s Savvantine’s argument. What’s your view?”

			“Broadly similar. Identifying the enemy is a complicated process. If we start putting a face to them, we’re simplifying the situation, but we might be getting it wrong. You put Rocher’s face on this and whoever we’re fighting will switch to a different person. I expect they’ve already planned for what’s happening.”

			“If they haven’t, Savvantine has,” Neil says. He glances around. “Is she here?”

			“I doubt it,” I say. “Why come to an event where most of the people attending outrank you and have axes to grind?”

			“With her?”

			“Oh yes. She’s not loved.”

			“I can understand that.” Elliot flexes his arms. I can see the telltale bulges of a medical exoskeleton under the sleeves of his uniform. He’s been back on Earth for three months, but his body is still adjusting to the gravity. That’s what I have to look forward to if I stick around. “You’ve been pushed up three tiers into a flag rank. That’s going to cause some resentment.”

			“I’m expecting that.”

			“How long until you ship out again?”

			“As soon as I can get medical clearance. I don’t plan to outstay my welcome. You?”

			“I’m… I’m not going.”

			I stare at him. I’ve known Neil Elliot for years, ever since the Phobos Station attack. We didn’t cross paths before that during our training, but between us, we’re two thirds of Fleet’s command corps with actual battle experience. “They can’t be happy about that,” I say.

			“The situation is still being discussed,” Elliot says. “But I know what I want. Another six months to a year out there without my family is not what I need, particularly with tensions where they are right now.”

			“I understand.” I do understand in a way. My own family have remained distant since I got back. I do want to see them, but the urge to return to what I left behind around Mars is a stronger pull. “You have kids?” I ask.

			“Two,” Elliot says. He laughs. “They loved it when I first got the Nandin commission. ‘Space Dad’ got mentioned a few times. But now, I’d like the chance to see them grow up.”

			“You deserve that,” I say.

			“Thanks.”

			I glance around the room. The crowd is thinning as people run out of things to say to each other. There isn’t a lot of small talk between military types. We tend to keep things blunt and direct, unless there’s politics. “If you’re stepping back, it might be why they went easy on me.”

			“Easy?” Elliot laughs, drawing a couple of people’s attention. But the interest soon fades. He lowers his voice. “From what I heard, the military tribunal you went through was pure torture. Like putting a rag over your head and having someone turn on the tap.”

			“I was expecting worse,” I say.

			“Worse?”

			“Yes, I thought they’d kick me out.”

			Elliot shakes his head. “They couldn’t do that. You’re too famous. Right now, you’re in the moment. That protects you.”

			“Savvantine said that. I had my doubts though.”

			Elliot stands. “Time for me to head out. Call me anytime you need me. I owe you.”

			“Pretty sure we’re even.”

			“Well, I’m still happy to help.”

			I’m left alone. The few people remaining in the reception room don’t approach me. That works just fine. Five minutes to myself is useful.

			Captain, Major, Colonel, Commodore. Commodore Shann. I don’t know whether I’ve earned this or not, but I can see the reasoning. Pushing me up settles any questions of authority. Mars needs a flag officer to bring everything into line. Makes sense that it be me.

			Feels strange though. After fighting for every inch of recognition for so long, to have this handed to me…odd…

			I pull out a screen and place it on my lap. The display brightens as I touch it, recognising my fingerprint. The information I’d been looking at before the ceremony is right there, still updating and scrolling through.

			This is a direct feed into the Mars Orbital repair project. I’m receiving activity updates as soon as I can get them. The data is travelling millions of miles, so there is some latency, but the fact that I’m able to maintain a secure connection is massive. From here, I know what’s going on and I can still make a few decisions if I have to.

			Lieutenant Avril Johansson is Chief of Operations in orbit. She’s liaising directly with the Mars CorpGov representative and all of the private contractors sending people, equipment and materials to the new orbital hub, designed by her.

			The progress we’ve made rebuilding the colony’s orbital infrastructure in just three years is incredible. Most of that is down to letting a brilliant mind do what it can do.

			A window flashes. I bring it up. There’s a video message. It’s from Savvantine.

			“Hey Commodore. Congratulations on the promotion. They were either going to celebrate you or execute you, but it doesn’t mean you don’t deserve it. Sorry I can’t be there, but it’s not my scene. You know as well as I do that if I made an appearance, certain people would see that as an opportunity. Right now, we need to strengthen our position, not weaken it.

			“Which brings me on to your request. Apologies, but I can’t do it. Gallowglass is going to have to stay here, mothballed until it dissolves into R and D. There are only so many strings I can pull. This is a fight that we won’t win.

			“Sorry, I wish I had better news. Savvantine out.”

			* * *

			A week later and I’m in an auto-vehicle on my way to Edmonton.

			It’s cold outside. Somehow, I feel cold, even though I’m sealed away in a warmed air bubble, watching the world go by. The view through the glass is a mixture of white and green. This is a world I’m still not used to. A world that I’m visiting, like a tourist. The beauty streaming by is something I can appreciate from that perspective. Even though I grew up in this country, it doesn’t feel like home.

			Space is my home.

			My father lives on the outskirts of the city now. He moved there in 2119, bringing my younger brother, Jethry, and his family all under the same roof after Jethry got sick.

			They sent messages, keeping me informed about the cancer treatment. I replied when I could, but not as much as my father wanted. I could sense that in his answers.

			Three months ago, I got a video call from my brother. That was one of the reasons I decided to come back.

			The car turns off the highway onto a smaller road. It’s mid-afternoon, on a winter’s day, the sun on its way down. We’re surrounded by trees, heavy with snow. The displayed map indicates we’re about five kilometres out. That means I have a few minutes to prepare for what’s to come.

			The road winds and the car starts to ascend. The Shann family home is situated on a hilltop, set in a large plot of land, overlooking fields of replanted redwood and pine. I’ve seen pictures and mapping images, but I’ve never actually been here.

			The first sign of civilisation is two old wrought-iron lampposts, one on either side of the road. They look like something straight out of the nineteenth century.

			The car turns off the road onto a gravel track. Ahead, I can see the house. It’s a brick build, usual for around here. A white render covers the walls. We pull up outside, right in front of the wide concrete steps.

			The sight of this front makes me smile. This house was never built for me. The only way to get to the front door is to walk up the steps.

			I activate the car’s support system. The door opens and servos push my seat out of the car, turning me ninety degrees so I’m facing the house. Then, my automated chair is activated and deploys from the trunk, running around the side of the vehicle so I can lift myself straight across. That means I’m mobile here, but there’s no way the chair is going to get me up to the front door.

			“Ellie!”

			I glance up the steps. Sunlight flashes off the windows, making it difficult to see who is standing there, but I recognise my brother’s voice.

			“Hi Jeth. Good to see you.”

			He’s down the stairs in a flash and by my side, enveloping me in a big hug. I return the gesture, making it clear that I’m happy to see him and happy that he’s in my personal space. The last thing I want is to make things awkward right at the start of my visit. He’s breathing a little from running down to me. That’s to be expected after all the surgery and recovery.

			“So, you want to tell me how I’m supposed to get up these stairs?” I ask.

			“There’s a ramped entrance at the side,” Jethry says. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

			Style over substance. That figures. I don’t want to be harsh and judge my father for refusing to sacrifice the look of the house, but when you’re the one standing outside looking in, it’s hard not to criticise.

			It takes me a little while to get myself into the chair. I’m still struggling with the gravity, so my arms aren’t as strong as they were, but I don’t want help. My brother knows that, I was always the same when we were growing up. No help unless there’s no other option. He keeps a respectful distance until I’ve sorted myself out.

			“Ready?”

			“Yeah, let’s go.”

			Jethry walks ahead of me. I set the chair’s follow function, and the computer tracks him, keeping me a couple of paces behind. We go around to the left side of the building and up a short incline that leads into the same reception room as the big stairs and the double doors.

			As soon as we’re through the side door, I hear children’s laughter. That makes me smile. It’s been years since I’ve seen Jethry’s family in person. His daughter, Dani, was born just after I took command of Khidr. I’ve seen pictures and videos of her but never seen her in person. That in itself is a reason for this trip.

			We’re in a big hall. Another staircase sweeps around to an internal balcony and a series of rooms. That’s where the laughter is coming from. I’ve no idea how I’m going to get up there.

			Jethry only seems to realise this as we enter the room. He turns and grins at me. “They know you’re here. Let’s go through to the kitchen.”

			I follow him under the staircase to the back. The floors are tiled, a kind of ceramic/plastic hybrid, I think. Not something I’m used to.

			“You want a drink? Must have been a long trip, eh?”

			“Water would be great.” I disengage the follow protocol and set the chair to park up by the island. Jethry’s at the sink with a couple of glasses.

			“Got it.”

			I hear the sound of a door being opened upstairs. Then there’s footsteps. Someone is coming down. Is it him? My fingers dig into the arms of the chair. Maybe I’m more nervous about this than I thought.

			“Hello, Ellie.”

			He’s there in the doorway. I’m not looking at him. My eyes are on the countertop.

			“Dad.”

			Not looking at him is the last defence I have. The emotions are there, right under the surface. If I turn, I’ll break, and it’ll all come flooding in. I’m surprised I’ve lasted this long.

			I take a deep breath and let it happen.

			* * *

			There is a need for religion in politics.

			The founders of our republics enshrined within their written constitutions a wish for the separation between church and state. The ideology behind this argument lies in the doctrine of rationalism. It was the belief of those lawmakers of the time that all of human society could be designed and structured through a rational prism. Indeed, those rationalists believed that their approach was the only way in which fair representation and wise decision-making could occur.

			This of course rejects many precedents that have existed throughout human history.

			The doctrine of rationalism permeated democratic structures for more than two hundred years. With the absence of religion in such structures, participants turned to another ideology and embraced capitalism. The principles of opportunity, luck and exploitation became enshrined in a dogma that atomised society, preferring instead to champion the mythology of self-made individuality. The ‘work-hard wealthy’ became persons to admire and aspire to.

			Of course, there were always citizens involved in politics who held religious beliefs. These individuals retained their sense of morality and ethics. At times, they were able to act and counter the excesses of the merchant cult, but they remained in a minority and the dam was bound to break.

			Slowly but surely the gap between the wealthy and the wealthless grew, until we began to question the purpose of our societies. The absence of a heart within governments based solely on the head allowed a corruption of the mission of such institutions. The pursuit of never-ending profit became a substitute for conscience and generosity. The lack of community between decision-makers encouraged tribalism and conflict.

			When we strip all of this back and return to the matter of purpose, we can clearly understand the place of religion in politics.

			The purpose of society is to better the lives of all humans who are a part of it. Such a purpose requires a conscience. Life as we live it cannot be perfect. There will be moments where all of us face adversity, and it is in those moments where society should act to support us. This should be the mission of a state and its government.

			A true collective conscience can only be a part of such a society if it is enshrined within all aspects of its structure. Ethics and morality are derived from principles that can go against self-interest. The world’s religions understand this. The basis of their tenets embraced this. True, an individual can find a good conscience from another path, but the majority of people living on this world learn to understand their own souls through a faith that is in part based on a different kind of aspiration. The reward for living a generous life lies in our ability to be at peace with ourselves. The reward in giving comes from our ability to empower others.

			Ultimately, those who understand realise that the end of the path will reveal a truth to us. There is no need for reward.

			Urson Jackson – Shepherd of the Temple.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Sirocco

			I’m lying in my bunk when there’s a knock at the door.

			I get up quickly, a little too quickly. The weaker Martian gravity is something I’m still getting used to. I have to reach out and stop myself colliding with another bed on the other side of the dormitory room.

			The door panel slides back to reveal a man I’ve not seen before. He’s older than me, older than anyone I’ve seen in the colony. He glances briefly at me and then around the rest of the shared accommodation. “Are you Magnus Sirocco?” he asks.

			“I am.”

			“They told me to find you here. Can we go for a walk?”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			I don’t know this man, but I have been told eventually I would be contacted. That was all part of the plan.

			Two weeks after that meeting with Louisa in Italy, I contacted her, using the call ID she left me. We discussed the arrangements, and I agreed to take an air car to a launch site in Sardinia. I took a commercial flight to the processing station in orbit and straight on to a passenger berth on the Lakshmi, the freighter being sent to resupply the Mars colony.

			When I arrived here, I took up a prearranged position on the colony’s reclamation team and a bunk in this dormitory, allocated to new arrivals. Louisa had told me to wait, so I waited.

			Until now.

			We’re moving down a passageway, heading away from the occupied sector, towards the abandoned parts of the city. I’m following the man who came to see me.

			As we move, I’m looking at him, analysing him. His clothes are the same as everyone else’s. No clues there. But he moves with practised ease in the low gravity. That tells me he’s been here a while, a lot longer than me.

			We keep going for a while. I guess around fifteen minutes. There’s no one else around. The lighting is intermittent and a lot dimmer than the areas I know.

			“All right, I think this is far enough out.”

			The man turns towards me. “They told me to mention Louisa. They said I should tell you Louisa sent me.”

			“Okay. Louisa told me to wait for someone who would tell me why I’m here.”

			“My name is Doctor Henry Tellen. I was part of the second research mission sent to Mars after the initial colony was set up. I’m here to take you to Antonio Sammatri.”

			“Who is that?”

			“A man you should know. The reason you don’t is because the authorities suppressed any information about him.” Tellen glances around nervously. “We’re only talking about him now because I know the surveillance and monitoring out here hasn’t been repaired. A mention of Sammatri would trigger an immediate security alert.”

			“What did he do?”

			“He started a revolution.”

			I laugh. “He sounds like my kind of guy. Where do I find him?”

			Tellen taps on the wall. “Out there. He left Jezero a couple of weeks after the disaster, and no one’s seen him since.”

			“Then how are you going to get me to him?”

			“The colony have authorised an exploration team to inspect the outside of the dome,” Tellen says. “There aren’t enough mobile camera drones to get an accurate picture, so they want to send a team out to help prioritise repairs. They want me to lead the team.”

			“And you want me to come along?”

			“I was told you were the kind of person Sammatri could use.”

			I’m thinking back to that day in the café. “Yeah, I guess I can be useful.” I look around, noting the broken cameras on the wall. This location seems safe enough. “What’s your angle?”

			“What makes you think I have an angle?”

			“Come on. Be real.”

			Tellen shrugs. “Okay, there’s something out there I want to retrieve. Something I left out there back in the early days. Now there’s a restart, it could make a difference to how things are being done.”

			“All right, so what’s your plan?”

			“We’ll take the team out for the inspection. At some point, I’ll organise everyone into pairs to cover more ground. You and I will team up, then we wander off. I’ve been given a secure comms channel frequency that Sammatri’s people use. We’ll make contact and see what happens next.”

			“You have all the necessary permits?”

			“Yes. Once I have your agreement, the requisition order will be sent directly to your profile, and I’ll pick you up from the taskers in the municipal hall tomorrow morning.”

			I consider refusing the offer. I’m here on Mars, could this be a fresh start? There are hundreds of people like me in the same situation, working reclamation or some other baseline job until they find a permanent position. If I decide to say no, that would be me. Food, water, air and a place to sleep are all provided for. Whatever else I get would be earned.

			I’ve certainly been in worse situations. But no, not this time. This world isn’t meant for human habitation. There are so many ways I could die, and I don’t want to spend years just surviving while others reap the benefits of my work. The pyramid needs to come down. That’s what Louisa promised me.

			“All right, I’m in,” I say.

			“Great, then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			* * *

			Mars is fragile.

			There have been times on Earth when different nations have been overthrown. Populist movements have toppled dictators and democracies have been broken by would-be dictators. The new regimes have always been agents of change, trying to serve a marginalised part of the country. Sometimes that has been a minority, sometimes it’s the majority, but those priorities always end up diluted and forgotten when leaders taste power.

			On Earth, the complex tangle of economic interests makes any new government beholden to the community of nations. The World Senate, Fleet, all of it, a clique of interests, including self-preservation.

			Mars offers the chance for something different. We’re so far away from Earth and all that politics, whatever happens here can’t be stopped before it’s too late.

			Or at least that was what I thought.

			I’m in the municipal hall a good hour before I’m due to meet Tellen. Most people travel over to Hera for work assignments, but there’s still a fair crowd here.

			I can see the Temple cooking station. I think about going over and getting another meal, but Jacob isn’t there anymore. A woman has taken his place at the serving hatch. I hang back. The meal is good, but I’ve other business to attend to today.

			“Hey.”

			Tellen has seen me before I saw him. That’s unusual, but I guess I’m still getting used to the gravity. That makes me stand out in a group of people. “We ready to go?” I ask.

			“Yes, the others are waiting at the exit. We have suits and two rovers. How many hours do you have in vacuum?”

			“A few when I worked on the freighter.”

			“Being outside on Mars is a little different, but the same rules apply. Check for leaks and snags, watch out for each other. All that sort of thing.”

			“Understood.”

			We head out of the crowd. I try to copy Tellen’s walk. Walking in Mars gravity means smaller movements. I know that, but I still have to consciously adapt with every step forwards. If I don’t, I end up colliding with people.

			We reach the exit port. Four other people are already there in gear. I’m handed an environment suit and start climbing into it.

			“Check each other’s seals,” Tellen says. “Don’t just rely on the auto-gauges.”

			Hands over my body. People in my personal space. I have to consciously relax to let them do what they need to do. It could be life or death for me if they don’t.

			The stuff we have to wear for this is a little less bulky than the EVA equipment I practised with during my basic training. The surface of Mars isn’t a vacuum, so there’s a little less need for all the layers they have on spaceships. The suit has a console on the back of the right sleeve and a set of rubber studs on the fingers of my left hand. That lets me operate the controls, just like a portable screen.

			“All right, let’s go.”

			Helmets are on, visors down. Conversation is now over the designated radio channel. It’s an open frequency, monitored by who the fuck knows? I’d guess they have people checking on us as we’re outside, or at least an active monitoring programme, recording and synthesising our speech, analysing for keywords and stuff. That’s the way they monitor critical locations back on Earth.

			We move into the large airlock. The inner door closes behind us and I can see the atmosphere counter spiralling down as the air pressure is reduced to equalise with outside. Mars does have a thin atmosphere, but there’s a lot of work to do if it’ll ever become breathable, like they talk about on all those promotional television shows back on Earth.

			The outer door opens and I’m in a barren red desert.

			Years ago, I was part of a military detail dropping criminals out into the North African wastelands. I remember being in a plane, looking out over the empty land, which had been scorched by fifty-plus-degree heat. I remember the poor fools sat in the cargo hold, parachutes strapped to their backs, wrists cable-tied to the rail right up until the last moment when we pushed them off the open cargo ramp.

			One of the men I had to deal with begged me to let him stay on-board. I had to drag him right to the edge and throw him into the sky. I watched him fall. The parachute never opened.

			Three days later, I went absent without leave. They caught me after a few weeks, and put me in a cage for a year, but I never went back to being a soldier.

			This desert is cold. In some ways that makes it more dead than the burning sands of Earth.

			“Magnus, follow me.”

			Tellen’s words bring me back to the present and the task at hand. He’s leading our small group to the vehicles, a couple of rovers assigned to us. “Four in each,” he says. “We go to the control station, then we split into pairs. That’ll help us cover more ground.”

			There are a variety of confirmations, some more formal than others. A couple of these people are ex-military. Game knows game.

			I walk to the rover, climb aboard, and settle myself into the passenger seat. These vehicles look like the kind you’d have on Earth, but they are wider to accommodate the gear we have to wear out here. Tellen gets in on the driver’s side and starts tapping on the control screen in front of us. “The route is preplanned and preloaded,” he says over the comms. “I just need to initialise the system and let it know when we’re ready to go.”

			I want to ask more questions about what we’re really doing out here, but this isn’t the time. I don’t know how many of the team are trustworthy. I have to assume none of them.

			Instead, I shift in the seat and look at the screen on my right arm. I key in a quick set of instructions and bring up the authorised mission parameters. I read over them last night when the requisition came in, but only briefly.

			The inspection detail builds on the work done by three other teams and a series of autonomous efforts. The administrators have a fairly good picture of the outside, but we’re out here to fill in gaps and to verify areas that have been scheduled for priority repair. As I go through the material, the display provides me with route plans and journey times. We need to drive for just over three minutes to get to the first location.

			“Okay, we’re moving,” Tellen says. He touches me on the shoulder. “Keep your eyes on the dome. Could be they missed something. If they did, you tag it.”

			“Understood.”

			As the two vehicles pull away, I’m looking at the outer glass shell of Jezero. The damage is extensive. Debris from Phobos Station rained down on this place. Now, years later, a lot of it still litters the barren landscape around us. No one’s coming out here to tidy up unless they need to.

			An augmented overlay appears on my visor, carefully rendered so it displays information for me as I look at sections of the shattered dome. Sections that have been identified for repair are highlighted in orange. The better-looking parts are highlighted in green.

			“Wow,” I say.

			“You never seen it?” Tellen asks.

			“No, not like this. I mean, I saw news clips, but being here…”

			“Yeah, makes you realise how much effort went into building it in the first place, doesn’t it?”

			The vehicle makes a turn to the left, keeping the dome about twenty metres away. I can see exposed metal beams and cracked glass panels. Occasionally, there are crawler drones deployed on key sections. I guess they must be already effecting repairs.

			“Nearly there,” Tellen says. He points ahead. I can see a small tower outside. It’s about two metres tall with a satellite dish on the top. There’s a couple of banks of solar panels lined up next to it. We’re slowing down now and as soon as the vehicle passes the tower, it turns right and pulls up.

			“Okay, this is us.”

			I climb out of my seat just as the second rover pulls up alongside. The rest of the team begin getting out, but Tellen stops them.

			“Stay there. Let me get the update from the terminal.”

			He goes to the tower and pulls out a cable, which he plugs into a connector on the arm of his suit. “All right. Only a minor update. Best way to manage this…we mount six and two. Halton, take your vehicle and head out to point two. Drop off Aymes and Surren, then push on to point three. The rover will then circle back. Both teams, work your way back to here from there.”

			“What are you going to do?” Halton asks.

			“Sirocco and I will track back the way we’ve come. Seems there are a couple of sections they want an in-person inspection of. Must have missed that on the original requisition.”

			“All right, sounds good.”

			I step away from the rovers as Halton and the others pull away, heading onwards around the dome.

			“Sirocco, over here.”

			I turn. Tellen is gesturing for me to join him at the tower. I walk over. He’s holding out another cable from the console. As I get close, he takes my right arm and plugs it into a port next to the display.

			“Okay, that gives us a private link,” Tellen says. “We’re just using the terminal as a hub. You ready for the real mission?”

			“I am,” I say.

			“It’ll take the others about four hours to get back here. By the time they do, we’ll be long gone.” Tellen holds up the display on his suit. “I’ve uploaded the rendezvous co-ordinates to your screen as well. Just in case we get separated. Once we disconnect from here, we talk by touch and hand gestures only, got it?”

			“Understood.”

			“Great, then let’s go. I’ve uploaded a little light briefing for you, so you can familiarise yourself with who you’re meeting while we walk.”

			Tellen unplugs us both and we walk back to the rover, retaking our seats. This time, Tellen disengages the autodrive and puts the display into ‘map mode only’. Then he grabs the wheel and we pull away.

			Heading straight out, away from the colony, into nowhere.

			* * *

			In the aftermath of Jezero’s destruction, the majority of the colony’s population was evacuated to the dome’s underground shelters. That meant the settlement was abandoned for nearly seventy-two hours.

			During that time, we know there were people in the city. Some of them were survivors, registered citizens from the colony who managed to survive in the rim. But there were others, outsiders who we’ve not been able to identify.

			Then there was Antonio Sammatri.

			Sammatri was one of the dome’s architects. A few hours before we authorised exploration teams to head out from the vault, a broadcast from him came from the administration building. He reported the invasion of the city by outsiders and how he and a small group of survivors managed to fight them off. He made a speech about debt slavery, urging workers to hold out for a better deal. It was like a match in a dry barn. Three days in an emergency shelter, living with next to no personal space, unsure of what would happen next, made the situation brittle enough.

			Violence erupted. Three security interventions to put down the riots were unsuccessful. A fourth finally restored order. When the exploration teams finally went out, there was no sign of Sammatri or any of his associates.

			We found the bodies of several of the outsiders that Sammatri had mentioned, confirming his story. The remains were quickly secured, and we began negotiations with the evacuated population, offering credit on their journey debts. Gradually, the situation began to stabilise, and the rebuilding effort began.

			We’ve never found Sammatri.

			Elias Jabbutu – First Citizen of Mars.
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