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			Prologue

			…the election heralds a new era for humanity. Some might say a more conscientious and reflective global society, others would suggest that proof needs to follow the rhetoric.

			What cannot be argued is the International Monetary Fund’s latest report on the proportion of world domestic product being spent in different areas. The economic downturn brought about by Atacama saw significant reduction in debt and risk as creditors chose to tighten their belts rather than open their wallets to those who pledge to repair and restore the world’s energy network.

			What this has meant is a more gradual and diffuse restoration of infrastructure. Instead of one major solar hub, we now have three. The restored provision in Old Chile now accounts for thirty-five percent of its previous production. There are plans to improve this, but they will need to be competitive, as facilities in Bhadia and Xinjiang have been upgraded and emerged as viable alternatives to the Atacama project.

			In addition to this, Sahara 3+, the latest iteration of the abandoned global power facility proposed for Earth’s largest desert, appears to be on track for testing in 2224 with first facilities plugged into the world grid in 2026. Financial investment here is tricky to analyse as the majority of companies involved have not declared their accounts, but satellite imagery does suggest that work is proceeding apace.

			All of this has meant a reduction in provision for humanity’s colonial outreach. Both Fleet and the Global Colonial Initiative (GCI) have reported significant downturns in investment. This comes at a crucial time when the rebuilding of the Mars colony, once considered the success story of the World Senate’s interstellar strategy, finds itself at a difficult stage. Without investment and resources, Hera Spaceport cannot be rebuilt, and therefore, the plan for Mars to become a self-sufficient export economy remains little more than a distant aspiration.

			Aside from this, research exploration and mining initiatives within the solar system rely on the continual resupply provided through the GCI freighter provision. Since the loss of Hercules and the downturn in investment, GCI has been unable to restore its biannual service. Instead, freighter Lakshmi has been left to continue alone on its yearly trek to supply the fragile outposts of humanity out in the void.

			Global News Network Broadcast: 2120.

		

	
		
			Chapter One: Abiola

			It’s been two years now, living on Europa.

			Time passes. Human beings adjust. In the centuries before the miracles of technology were turned inwards to entertain us, generation after generation lived their lives day after day in the same places, performing the same actions to survive.

			The digital age brought with it an assumption that we had evolved beyond the lives of drudgery that built the foundations of our societies. Our ancestors lived in hardship so that we might find a better way. The latter half of the twenty-first century saw the message of this realised. Technology needed to be a tool that would free all of humanity from obligation, not just the select few with means.

			But those are just words. The billionaire iconoclasts of our civilisation remain an exploitative elite. In humanity’s journey to the stars, the wealthy surrounded themselves with the best scientific minds. They saw their role as enablers, facilitators of the few who would be outreach, a new generation of explorers, venturing into the unknown reaches of the solar system.

			I’m staring at an incredible vista, the sliding oils of Jupiter’s mesospheric cloud layer. Only those who have lived here in this tiny colonial outpost, the furthest fingernail of humanity’s presence away from Earth, have ever seen this for themselves, witnessed it with their own eyes.

			I am here for the science. But I’m also here because a rich kid had too much of the world’s money to spend.

			The vista seduces you. It is difficult to look away. The scale of what is out there, the vast swirling gases churning through each other, a huge battle as each swathe of colour struggles for dominance, wraps in upon itself, devouring and deleting its rivals. An endless war on an incomprehensible scale. Many of these entities are larger than Earth itself.

			It is this wonder that sustains me. My faith demands that I bring back a story for my ancestors, a life journey that encompasses visions and experiences that those who went before me might never have witnessed. When my soul returns to the lands of my birth, how will I describe this? I will not. Instead, I will open my heart to them. I will show them.

			“Denni?”

			Rocher is here. I recognise his voice. I don’t want to look away, but I must. Perhaps I can defy the need for a few moments longer.

			“What is it?” I ask, without turning around.

			“The signal. It’s confirmed. They’re coming in on approach from Io.”

			Now I turn to him. Doctor Tristan Rocher, the chief medical officer of our mission. But he is more than that now to me. His decision to be judge, jury and executioner of our patron, David Hannington III, saved my life, and the lives of others around here.

			“That’s a dangerous route,” I say. “Io isn’t somewhere anyone wants to be.”

			“Not unless they’re trying to hide from us,” Rocher says. “Or, they’re not coming here from Earth.”

			“Could be a shift from one of the mining missions, then,” I say.

			“Maybe.”

			Neither of us is convinced. We are both letting our imaginations in the gaps between the facts. After Hannington died and we assumed control of the base, I sent a carefully worded message back to the Odin Corporation and Fleet authorities. We knew it would arouse suspicion. They would be expecting specific things from Hannington, information that we were not privy to. We anticipated that whoever heard my words would read between the lines and there would be a mission sent to ascertain what happened here.

			We were planning for that. We have made extensive preparations, working hard to find ways in which we could preserve what we have had to fight for. At the same time, I knew we needed them to come. Sooner or later, we would run out of essential supplies, and no one would be left alive.

			Now, the ship that is arriving is unknown to us. We’ve only managed to identify their existence intermittently. That’s not unusual. The huge forces at play between Jupiter and her moons affects all of our equipment. Vast energies are unleashed all around us. Humanity is not sufficient to navigate in the playground of the gods.

			The ship should have a transponder. It should be registered in the Fleet database. The moment our computers are able to read that transponder, they will be able to identify the ship. 

			Perhaps Jupiter and her children are concealing this information from us, or perhaps our visitors do not want to reveal themselves? 

			“Petrina has asked to speak to you,” Rocher says.

			“Does she know about this?” I ask.

			“Not yet,” Rocher replies. “I haven’t told her, but she may suspect that something is up.”

			I nod. I am aware that our situation is fragile. Petrina supported Hannington. She was a loyal ally, defeated in our blood coup. If the visitors have similar leanings, then her cause will be resurrected. Our justified rebellion may well be undone.

			“We should tell her,” I say.

			Rocher rubs his face with a hand, trying to wipe away a pained expression, the reaction to my decision. “Yes,” he says. “We have to. Now that we know the ship is not an anomaly, it’s important that we give her the news on our terms.”

			“She’ll expect us to try and bargain,” I say.

			Rocher shrugs. “I don’t regret what we did.”

			“Neither do I.” There is a difference between guilt and responsibility. I feel both, but in this instance the latter justifies the former. “Either way, she should know what to expect. I should go and talk to her.”

			Rocher nods. He pulls out a portable screen. “While you do,” he says, “we’ll need to make preparations for our visitors.”

			“They’ll have a basic plan of the research base,” I say. “They won’t know about the extra construction. We should look down the tunnel and move most of the equipment over to the creche. We’ll meet them here, but if things become difficult, we can relocate and negotiate from a distance.”

			“You’re worried about Ali,” Rocher says.

			“Of course,” I reply. “I don’t want them speaking to her until we have a clear idea of what their intentions are.”

			“You can’t protect her indefinitely.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			* * *

			The door to Petrina’s quarters is closed.

			She knows I’m here. I sent her a message saying that I would be dropping by, that we needed to talk. I’ve pressed the alert button, and she is probably watching me on a screen, making use of the personal security camera on the wall.

			I could input an overall command into the door security system. That would unlock the panel and give me access to her room. But she would never forgive me. Our relationship is not good; I have no desire to make it worse.

			So, I wait.

			In the time since the coup, we have all come to realise just how isolated we are. Research and exploration missions don’t just require excellent scientists, they also require specific personality types, people who can deal with isolation, who can socialise, but without making extreme emotional connections with others. Love and hate are a disease out here. The solitude can eat into you. Grudges become an obsession.

			Petrina and I used to be friends. I try to remember that, all the time.

			The panel slides open. She is sitting in a chair, at the other end of the room. One of the first things she did in the aftermath of David Hannington’s death was to rearrange the furniture in here. I’m not entirely sure why, but I guess it gives her a sense of control. This space is hers, her territory, she has made that clear and I am entirely content to allow it.

			“What do you want?” she says, as if I’m interrupting something.

			“To talk,” I reply. “There’s been a development.”

			“Oh yes?”

			I bite my lip, hesitating. I remember that meeting that she called me to, the one where she was going to tell Melani and me about the extra obligations placed on us as part of this research mission. About the illegal clones and cloning operation that would be set up here, that we would be complicit in creating and maintaining.

			It is important that I remember what she was prepared to do. How she was prepared to manipulate me, how she took a side against me and allowed others to threaten my life.

			Yeah, this isn’t just about her grievances.

			“There’s a ship heading this way,” I say. “They’re making use of Io’s orbit to approach Europa. We confirmed the signal, but we’ve not been able to identify them.”

			Petrina smiles. “You’re telling me this because you want something,” she says. “You want me to lie about what happened here.”

			“What makes you think that?” I ask.

			“Because it’s what I would do.”

			I nod. “We don’t know who’s out there. We don’t know what they want. It would be easier if you and I could come to some form of agreement about what we are going to say. This can’t be about revenge. It has to be about something more than that.”

			“What an interesting perspective,” Petrina says. “I recall a meeting where I was the one asking you to keep an open mind.”

			I frown. “At the time, you were trying to manipulate and control me.”

			“Isn’t that what you’re trying to do now?”

			I take a deep breath, steady myself. There is no point in rising to this. Petrina wants me off balance, wants me desperate so that I make a mistake and give her something she can use. “Look,” I say, “you don’t want the creche shut down, do you? The whole project was about bringing test subjects out here, accelerating their growth, studying them and creating new generations of adapted humans. If the ship coming here… If it’s a Fleet ship, they’ll want all of that shut down.”

			“They will also arrest you for murder,” Petrina says.

			I shrug. “I’m not going to lie to them. Whoever is on that ship is going to get a full explanation of what happened here, but I’m also not going to make them judge and jury over us. That doesn’t serve anyone’s interests.”

			Petrina takes a moment to digest this. The little half smile of victory is gone. She understands how complicated the situation may be. “Okay then,” she says. “How do you want to play this?”

			“We move most of the equipment to the creche. Then, we meet them here,” I explained.

			“And what’s my part?”

			“I’d like you with me, if you’re willing.”

			Petrina stares at me. If my request has surprised her, she is hiding it well enough. Then, she nods. “Okay,” she says. “But before they arrive, I want to know exactly what you are telling them.”

			“Understood,” I say.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: Tremayne

			I never expected to be here.

			When you’re a kid, your parents give you toys. I was no different. The big construction vehicles fascinated me. I was growing up just as they were phasing out the last of the electro-hybrid engines, ones that still used fossil fuels for some of the heavy lifting. The transition to pure electric in environments where torque and reliability are crucial meant that the bigger machines like dozers and excavators were amongst the last to make the change.

			New electric vehicles were not beefy, muscular replacements for the old diesel guzzlers. Collective effort and autonomy replaced the huge yellow giants of the past. Mines, quarries, and building sites were no longer the territory of the machine gods and titans. Instead, smaller automated assemblers swarmed all over the designated locations, executing a programmed design adapting preset blueprints to suit the specifications demanded by their human controllers.

			There were toys of these automatons. But they didn’t have the same presence as the old beasts. I wanted the machines, and so that’s what I got. Many of them were being discarded by older children or by others my own age who wanted the latest in advertised biodegradable plastic. For them, gazing into the past held no appeal.

			I never played spaceships with toy rockets. I mean, I probably had to when I was very young, but they just didn’t have the same spark for me.

			Now, having lived for six months on the Arion after leaving Guiseppe Mining Base on Ceres, I’ve gained a new appreciation for these big metal containers. I realise, they are the new inheritors of my childhood imagination.
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