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			Foreword

			Back in 2015, I was attending the Science Fiction Foundation masterclasses at the Royal Observatory in Greenwich. Pat Cadigan was the guest tutor for the afternoon and the text she asked the gathered group of Ph.D. students and other researchers to analyse was a short story by Alfred Bester.

			As part of the discussion, Pat gave an account of Bester’s difficulties in getting some of his content past his editors. A close analysis of the writing revealed he was describing non-white characters, a fact that wasn’t immediately obvious on first reading as it was subtly done. 

			This moment resonated for me. As did another moment at Eastercon the next year when I attended a panel discussing non-white male protagonists in Fantasy and heard the speakers discuss how, as young readers, they had created their own images of different heroic characters, editing out the gender or ethnicity descriptions even as they read them to preserve the sense of identification they felt with those characters as being female or gay or Black or Asian. 

			Fearless, the first book in the series, is a product of my thinking along those lines. The opening chapter is a barometer. Captain Ellisa Shann’s physical disability is part of who she is. The opening introduction to her in the book is purposefully designed to be hard hitting and to linger in the mind of the reader. When it was first read at Fantasycon 2017, I could feel the audience were a little uncomfortable, and felt perhaps the fourth wall break, and her casual accusatory tone, were aimed at them.

			I was born in 2080, with no legs. Perhaps that gives you an image of me? An image that defines who I am to you as a person? Maybe you get a sense of who someone is by their limitations? Do you think who we are is determined by what we look like? What we can’t do? Or what we don’t have? The world doesn’t work that way anymore.

			In a way, the accusation is levelled at the reader, but also in a way, it isn’t. This isn’t about feeling guilty over some specific action or wrongly accused of prejudice. Instead, I wanted to banish the default of considering her as a person with two arms and two legs. I wanted to make sure the reader would not slip into seeing her that way as some of Bester’s readers, including his editor, had slipped into accepting a white western default. I judged that our genres have moved on sufficiently to accommodate a physically disabled protagonist who is not restricted by her body in the environment she lives and works in. The accusation is blunt and abrupt. That’s the point. It is made that way, so we all remember who Shann is and what she represents. The image of her lingers, because of the jolt.

			It is also a massive risk, gambling with the identification and empathy of readers on the very first page of chapter one, introducing the main character. But then, as writers, we have to take risks. This was the first time I chose to do so right from the beginning. 

			The fourth wall is broken again right at the end of the book, with Shann talking to us about her dilemma and her feelings. To me, it was important to do this for a couple of different reasons. Firstly, less importantly, there’s a symmetry to it, providing a sense of finality. Secondly, more importantly, it prioritises the second key theme of the book on an equal footing to the first. Shann is suffering from a mental illness brought about by the stress of her situation. The onset of this illness has been shown in the narrative of the story and the way she is compartmentalising her emotional reactions right up until the moment they overwhelm her, and she cannot control herself.

			As a writer, I have come to believe that a book is a partnership between two imaginations – the writer and the reader. There is room for both, and for a story to stay with us, both have to be given space to work. I welcome you, the reader, to imagine the scenes I describe in ways that are personal to you. Beyond the words on the page, the story is yours to shape and visualise as you wish. But in these specific elements, I wanted to be clear and unequivocal. This is Shann. This is who she is, at the beginning and at the end.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			2017

			‘Oumuamua, the first known interstellar asteroid, may contain water, scientists say, and if it does, that means it’s water from another star system. 

			First detected by deep space telescopes on October 19th, the asteroid’s velocity and approach vector do indicate that it originated from one of our neighbouring solar systems. Although, at this stage, no researcher is prepared to go on record and say which one.

			When it was first detected, ‘Oumuamua’s strange elongated shape provoked widespread speculation that it might be an artificial body, or ‘spaceship’, but that excitement quickly died down when the body showed no signs of ‘outgassing’ or course correction when it approached the Sun. However, the race to investigate this possibility did demonstrate to the wider public the limitations of our telescopes and tracking systems to accurately determine the shape of an object travelling through space.

			But the latest findings suggest water might be trapped under a thick, carbon-rich coating on its surface.

			‘Oumuamua is scheduled to leave the range of Earth’s telescopes by the end of the year. Given its highly unusual orbit, it is likely we will never see it again.

		

	
		
			
Chapter One

			Holder

			“Name and Employee ID please?”

			I sigh, wipe my sweaty forehead with the back of my arm and hold up my badge, right in front of the camera. 

			The guy on the screen leans forward, squinting at it. “Sorry, I can’t read that. Can you tell me where you’re from?”

			“Natalie Holder, Amalgamated Solutions?”

			There’s a delay, latency on the connection to his remote access terminal somewhere else in the world. The guy glances down at some paperwork in front of him. “Yes, okay, I have you. Employee ID number?”

			“AK667AB1E8.”

			The same pause. “Great, yes, that’s fine.” He looks up at me again. “You been here before?”

			“No, it’s my first time.”

			“All right. Before you go through, the regs state I need to advise you to make sure you’re hydrated and that you have supplies. The Hub is one of the least hospitable places on Earth. Your pass entitles you to a two-hour stay, but after that, it’ll expire and if you stay on premises for too long, you will too.”

			“Sure, understood.”

			“Great, then let’s get you moving.”

			A beam lances out from beneath the screen, bathing me in red light. I hold my breath, expecting the worst, but the worst doesn’t come. Instead, the scan completes and a buzzer sounds. The door in front of me unlocks and starts to swing open. I’m keen to get moving, but I don’t touch the moving panel. The last thing I want is unnecessary attention. These people need to think I’m legit.

			I need to do my part. Nothing more, nothing less.

			I’m through the door and inside. The temperature is a couple of degrees cooler here; forty-two Celsius, as opposed to forty-four or forty-five. I can feel the heat coming off the painted concrete walls. It’s like an assault, all targeted at me, the only person here.

			Out in the middle of nowhere at the entrance to the eighth wonder of the world.

			The Atacama Desert, in the former republic of Chile, is home to the largest energy tile farm on Earth. The reflective glow from the massive solar array can be seen from space, even as far as the Luna colony at times. The accompanying underground hydro-battery and distribution network make this one of the most sensitive facilities on the planet. 

			It’s also unstaffed. The whole complex is unsafe for human habitation, owing to the extreme heat generated by the system. Rather than waste money on expensive coolant processes, everything has been designed to tolerate fierce temperatures. The technology in here is the same as the stuff they use on Ceres and in the asteroid mining stations.

			Seven thousand multinational corporations rely on these arrays for their day-to-day electricity. Supply companies beneath them pay regular rates for their power, and beneath them are the eight billion individual citizens of Earth. The whole system is a corporate control web. Two hundred years ago, who would have thought access to electricity would become the way the powerful keep the rest of us in line?  

			According to the schematic I’ve seen, mobile autonomous security units patrol the interior. They’re maintained and monitored by different commercial contractors across the globe. Each of them has a territory. Whilst I stay on the authorised route for my visit, they won’t be a problem. As soon as I’m detected deviating, the nearest unit will be tasked to intercept me, but there’s latency there too, I’ll have a few seconds.

			So, when I make my move, I need to do it carefully.

			I start down the path. I grew up in Nigeria, so the heat is something I can tolerate, but the reflection of light bouncing off all the tiles is like looking at the sun in all directions. Three steps in and the brightness is hurting my eyes. I’ve no choice but to keep my gaze fixed on my feet and the scoured gravel underfoot. The instructions specified the distance I need to walk in metres, so I’ve been practising to keep my stride in a regular pattern. However, now I’m here, I can’t help but worry I’ve mis-stepped in some way and I’ll end up lost.

			Sixteen metres to the first turn. Go right. 

			I make the turn. Any outward sign of hesitation might be observed, so I can’t second-guess myself or the directions. Eight metres, then left. Twelve metres, then right again. Four metres, then you’re there. 

			There’s a shadow over the ground where I stop as instructed. I glance to my left and see the control panel; the reason I’m supposed to be here, according to the authorities. I kneel down in front of it. The location is a small blind spot in the camera coverage. I’m to work on the system using the panel, diagnose the error that was detected, and apply a bespoke software patch, so there’s no need for the security monitoring to be alerted to a deviation.

			Not for a while.

			My gaze falls to the metal section beneath the control panel. There’s a ventilation grille big enough to fit through. Behind it should be a powerful electrical fan. I reach out and brush my fingers against the metal, but there’s no breeze. Either the fan is switched off, or….

			I take out my powered screwdriver, fit the correct socket and start undoing the bolts. There’s eight of them, but they come away pretty easily and the grille lifts off without resistance. Underneath, there’s no fan, but an open space into darkness, out of the sun.

			I sit on the ground and lower myself in. About three feet below, my boots meet a step, then another immediately below that. I turn around and begin climbing down.

			Into darkness.

			Six or seven steps down my eyes begin to adjust. I’m in a concrete box. The shadows of objects clutter the floor. I take out a small pen torch and carefully flick it on.

			The extractor unit has been disassembled and left here in a pile, as they said it would be. The chamber has been excavated too. There’s a hole in the far wall where someone’s managed to break through to the next room.

			I step off the ladder and walk towards the hole. I shine my torch into the empty space. If I crouch or get on my hands and knees, I’ll be able to get in here, but I need to be careful. The equipment I’m carrying is fragile.

			Very fragile.

			I crawl into the hole, shuffling over broken stones and mud. It’s much cooler down here where the sunlight can’t reach. I’m shivering a little. Maybe I got too used to the blazing heat outside.

			Well, it’ll be hot enough in here pretty soon.

			The tunnel ends abruptly. I have to trust we’re in the right place. Whoever dug this out had a job to do, just like me.

			I turn and lie flat on my back in the dark. The little pen torch has a corded loop. I drape it over a hanging rock, and it illuminates the space above me, so I can see my hands and work. 

			The three containers I’ve been given are in my pockets. I pull them out and connect them together, as I was shown. The device is a reaction explosive, powerful enough to obliterate me and everything around me in a two-kilometre radius, once it’s activated. The tunnel is right above an underground regulator too. Once I press the ignition switch, this whole place will be wrecked. The damage will be catastrophic.

			Everything has been carefully arranged. That’s how it works. You fail when you try to overcomplicate your job. So, instead, everyone does a part. The security clearance was forged, the security scanner was hacked. The ventilation system removed, the hole dug. All of it planned and patiently put together over months by different people.

			I’m the last piece in the puzzle.  

			My hands are shaking, either from the cold or from nerves. I take a moment, steady my breathing. These will be my last minutes alive. I have a purpose. I always wanted a purpose. This is my purpose. This is what I was put here to do, so others can live better and break the chains of slavery. I am what they used to call a martyr, a sacrifice to the cause.

			The tears come then, and the sobs. Great body-racking heaves that make me feel sick. I try to fight them in the enclosed space, clinging desperately to the tube in my hands. This little three-sectioned thing that is the key to humanity’s future.

			Then I go calm. They tell you about this when you train. There’s a moment of acceptance, a moment when everything becomes clear. The world becomes small and nothing matters apart from you and the trigger. You and the bomb.

			That’s the moment you have to seize. Otherwise, you panic, and it all goes to shit. 

			I press the trigger.

			2019

			Scientists have confirmed the detection of a second interstellar wanderer into our solar system. This time, though, they’ve managed to find it much earlier in its journey, so there’s substantial excitement over what we can learn.

			2I/Borisov is named after Crimean amateur astronomer Gennadiy Borisov, who discovered the comet with his homemade telescope. ‘2I’ stands for ‘Second Interstellar’. According to the International Astronomical Union (IAU), the comet is ‘unambiguously’ interstellar in origin. The race is now on to find out as much as possible before the object leaves our solar system.

			The comet is currently inbound towards the Sun, and will reach its closest approach (perihelion) on the 8th of December at a distance of approximately three hundred million kilometres (one hundred and ninety million miles) – about twice the average distance of the Earth from the Sun.

			The comet is approaching the planetary orbital plane at an angle of around forty degrees and is travelling at more than 150,000 kilometres per hour. It’s between two and sixteen kilometres (1.2 and 10 miles) in diameter, and current observations note signs of outgassing and the sort of debris tail we’ve learned to expect from comets ever since they were first observed more than a thousand years ago.

			Two recent analyses of the comet’s colour and spectra have revealed its suspected material composition. It appears to be similar to the solar system’s long-period comets that originate in the distant Oort Cloud, rather than the short-period comets that come from nearer to the Sun.

			Scientists are currently attempting to use their recorded data on the comet’s velocity and trajectory to trace its path back to its point of origin, far outside our solar system. We can only speculate what it may have been a part of, or been a witness to, on its travels.

		

	
		
			
Chapter Two

			Drake

			Start of the week is always a bitch in Jezero.

			I round the corner to see the queue at card registration stretching out the door. They’re all hard-working civilians like me; the requisitioned Mars workforce, kept that way under CorpGov contract. That’s how the game works.

			I need to renew my pass, we all do, every few days. If you don’t, it reverts to its basic code. That’s enough to get you into a public facility, but not much else. Everyone in that line is a specialist like me, working with specialist equipment in a specialist area of the colonial dome. That’s the reason they got a ride up here from Earth. There’s always a long line to get to the reader.

			But today, on this particularly Martian morning, it’s particularly long.

			I stop in the street, the grips of my boots digging into the rubberised grid designed to slow down anyone running too fast in thirty-eight-percent gravity. I’ve got just under three hours left on my card. I can come back later, but that’ll mean hoping I get a break in my shift, otherwise I’ll end up locked in surgery, or depending on the kindness of others. 

			Well, I guess they depend on me often enough.

			Ahead of me, two people are arguing in the street: a man and a woman. They’re speaking in an Eastern European language I don’t recognise. Both of them wear the grey one-piece uniform of the maintenance division. Workers in that department monitor critical base systems and communication relays. MarsCol needs people who can sit in chairs waiting for something to break down and who have the technical expertise to fix it or work around it when it does. 

			The three interconnected Jezero domes sit in the crater of the same name on a flatbed of clay. The exterior of our home is continually buffeted by dust storms and solar radiation. Despite our perfect shield against the outside, the average life expectancy of manufactured technology on Mars is half that of anything made and operated on Earth. To compensate, all the people who live up here have to be able to improvise and make use of redundancies, otherwise we’re all screwed.

			“Doctor Drake? Are you all right?”

			I glance in the direction of the question and smile. “Fine, Antonio, fine. Just intimidated by the queue this morning.”

			Antonio Sammatri lives in my apartment block. He’s in his forties, going bald gracefully, and works in the Colonial engineering office. I’m pretty sure he’s just come from the registration point too. “Might be the one on Saturn Street is less busy?” he suggests.

			“Might be,” I say. “Any idea why we’re so busy today?”

			“No. Sorry.”

			“When did you get here?”

			“About two hours ago.”

			I sigh. “Well, I can’t wait in that line. I have patients to see. I guess I’ll have to come back when things die down.”

			“You got enough time left on your card?”

			“Probably not.”

			Sammatri stares at me, then grunts and shrugs. “Be seeing you, Doc,” he says and wanders off.

			I stare at the queue for a few more minutes, then turn around and begin walking to the hospital.

			* * *

			“Doctor Drake? There’s a call for you on channel six.”

			I’m just inside the door of Jezero Main, the hospital where I work. The place is busy with the walking wounded and ill. The DuraGlas walls ensure all manner of human suffering is on display as people wait for assistance. Mars is unforgiving. Working here is hard on the body, mind, and soul. 

			The receptionist has called me over. I can’t remember her name. I think it’s Ulanda, but….

			“Thanks, I’ll take it in the booth.”

			There’s a private comms unit for employees. It doesn’t require credit to connect; as it’s an official communication, the hospital will pick up the tab. I get inside and sit down on the plastic chair. The system recognises a presence in the room and the retina scan starts up, quickly identifying me. “Employee ID 376-0C. Welcome, Doctor Drake. Connecting you with central requisitions.”

			The screen lights up. The picture is distorted, but quickly coalesces into a coherent image. I recognise the face immediately. Most people around here would.

			“What can I do for you, Deputy Governor?”

			“Emerson, we have an emergency call from Phobos Station. The mining shuttle Chronos is due to dock six hours from now, and according to the last transmission, they’re bringing in a whole crew of injured miners from the moon’s surface. Looks like there’s been some kind of seismic event down there. We’re requisitioning a team of medical operatives to report to the station. That includes you.”

			Augustine Boipelo has been in post for the last three years. She’s from Botswana and an appointed official under the elected governor, Joachim Dramms. Of course, voting in that election is limited to Martian citizens, those carefully selected individuals who don’t need to renew their passes every twenty-four hours.

			Boipelo is one of Dramms’s three deputies. Her area of responsibility is in managing space traffic and import/export logistics. A personal call from her indicates this situation is serious.

			“I’ll head to the ferry straight away,” I reply. “There is a small issue though.”

			Boipelo’s brow pinches into a frown. “What’s the problem?”

			“My temporary pass runs out in a couple of hours. I’ve not been able to renew it. I’d planned to do that later this morning, but if I’m heading to the station, I won’t have a chance.”

			“That I can sort.” Boipelo leans back from the screen. “I’ll arrange for your clearance to be renewed under the emergency protocol for the duration. Then you can concentrate on helping people.” I hear a murmured voice off screen and Boipelo looks up at someone behind the camera. “I need to go. Good luck, Doctor.”

			“Thanks, I—”

			The line goes dead. 

			I stare at the screen for a few stolen, contemplative moments. Going off planet is an uncommon requirement of my work. This will be the first time in three years I’ve been requisitioned for a job like this. Mining is an inherently dangerous activity in any environment. Phobos is an unstable moon. Despite the low gravity, shifting wrong can trap anyone who isn’t prepared. I know what sort of injuries to expect; limbs crushed and immobilised for transit. We don’t get as much of that down here, but I can certainly prepare. The station will have all the necessary supplies, but there are a couple of things I could take with me. 

			I leave the communications booth and head for my office. The ID scanner recognises me as I approach, and the door slides open.

			There’s a man sat in my chair. He stands up as I enter. He’s wearing a Fleet dress uniform and I’m instantly worried. “Are you Doctor Emerson Drake?” he asks.

			“I am. What’s the problem, Lieutenant…?”

			“Rivers, Doctor.”

			“Lieutenant Rivers. What can I do for you?”    

			My guest looks awkward. He’s young, probably just out of the academy and set up here on his first commission. He still has the bootcamp haircut, buzzed right back to the scalp. He clearly has authorisation to be in the room, but he’s not happy about being here. “I’ve been sent to inform you that we lost contact with the Khidr. Your brother is on board, I wasn’t sure if you—”

			“Yes, I know where he is.”

			I stare at the officer, then, when I have his eye, look meaningfully at the door. He gets the hint and nods, producing a metal chit which he holds out to me. “We’re doing our best to re-establish contact. Should you want to get in touch and get updates, you can reach me directly with this.”

			I stare at the card in his hand. Then, on impulse, decide to take it. “Thank you,” I say. “Now, if you don’t mind?”

			“Of course.” Rivers leaves and the door slides shut behind him.

			I turn to my terminal on the desk. There’s no sign that it’s been tampered with. Of course, if Rivers is any good at being a snoop, he won’t leave any traces. I still don’t like the idea of some stranger being in here without me, or one of my team. Fleet are usually okay, but on Mars you have to be careful. There are all sorts of corporate agendas at work, all the time.

			Hydroponics Technician Jonathan Drake. Born in 2082, three years after me. He graduated from Ontario University and followed me into space. Our parents died in 2095, in a road traffic accident, so there was never much of a life left for us on Earth. Jonathan went military, enlisting in Fleet straight out of high school, so most of his tuition was paid for. By then, I’d already taken an offer from Mediventure, one of six companies who were subcontracted to run MarsCol’s hospitals. They made me a good offer to come here. There’s no better fresh start than a new planet. I journeyed up like everyone else, hoping to complete my contract and then freelance, charging top rate for my services once I’d become a citizen. 

			That was how it was sold to us. The reality was a little different.

			According to legend, at the end of the first millennia in the old Christian calendar, Eric Thorsvaldson, known as Eric the Red, came back from discovering Greenland and sold it to his people as a bright and fertile country where they could make a fresh start. The stories worked, and he led a colonial mission of ships which founded two settlements on the shores of the new land which lasted nearly five hundred years.

			Eric the Red – the Red Planet. Both using propaganda, both being careful with the truth. Red – there’s an irony in there that I can’t quite explain.  

			Most new arrivals on Mars found their contracts had been reasonably modified as soon as they got off the shuttle. There are good reasons, of course. The colonies have to become self-sustaining. That agenda is higher priority than honouring any individual agreement.

			Sure.

			The terminal powers up, the retinal scan logs me in. The screen displays an update to my citizenship status. Boipelo is true to her word. The emergency requisition means an extra set of privileges. Not quite as good as being a full citizen, but I’ll take what I can get.   

			In addition to the renewal, a seat on the next transport from Jezero to Phobos Station – the Angelus, departing in just under an hour. A ground car is due to pick me up in four minutes from outside the front of the building. No time for anything but to comply.

			Well, almost no time.

			I key up the communication records, using my new emergency privileges to access whatever I can. I’m looking for anything sent from the Khidr, anything that’ll give me more than I’ve already been told.

			A list of comms packages scrolls up the page. This is a list of verified transmitter packages since the Khidr launched. All standard procedure. Up here we’re supposed to be one big happy family, with everyone staying in contact. I can’t read any of the contents, but I can see the logs and the file sizes. According to this, the ship’s locator beacon has been transmitting constantly since it left Phobos five days ago. It went dark four hours ago.

			Four hours? That’s pretty quick time for notifying close kin. Maybe I’m being overly suspicious, but….

			An alert flashes on the screen. The ground car is here. I key the log-out sequence and leave the room, heading back out to the lobby.

			“Leaving so soon, Doctor?” Ulanda calls out from the front desk.

			“Yes, so it seems.” I smile and shrug. “Been requisitioned. Back later.”

			“You’d like your appointment list cancelled then?”

			I stop dead in the middle of the hall and walk over to her, lowering my voice. “That should be done automatically, it’s got a priority clearance.” I nod towards the entrance. “They’ve sent a car for me.”

			Ulanda’s eyebrows shoot up and I realise I’m going to be the talk of the building for at least the next hour. “You had one personal appointment request, a Mister Jacob Rocher? I added an appointment just before lunch.”

			“Well, I’m sure he’ll be notified.”

			“I guess so.”

			I glance out of the DuraGlas doors. An automated ground car has just pulled up. “That’ll be for me,” I say. “Thanks for your help.”

			“I didn’t do anything.”

			“Well, thanks anyway.”

			Outside, the back door of the ground car opens when I press my thumb against the lock plate. I get in, and as soon as I do, the vehicle begins to pull away. I’m alone inside the vehicle; the automated driving system, designed for Earth’s packed streets, is more than capable of handling the ‘barely there’ traffic of Jezero and our destination, Hera spaceport.

			I have a little time while I’m in the car. My mobile screen is keyed into the office system, so I can access Khidr’s communication log. I think Lieutenant Rivers was just doing his job. He’s young and clearly didn’t want to be there. Someone up to something more nefarious would have…I don’t know…seemed calmer and more polished?

			The logs have file sizes against them. The last transmission from Khidr was a small one, probably an automated position signal. Before that, a larger transmission looks like it might actually contain a written report. I don’t have clearance to get access to these, but someone on Phobos Station might.

			Plus, a favour for the Deputy Governor keeps you in her mind. Who knows? Maybe that elusive citizenship request will go somewhere if I’m a good little employee and help out these poor miners. Maybe if I—

			“There is a priority news alert from Earth on channel one. Would you like to see the broadcast?”

			I glance up. The measured female voice of the computer driving the car is familiar to anyone on MarsCol. The same voice is used for most public voice-activated systems. Any news from Earth will have been relayed via the open media channel. That means a delay of around fifteen minutes. News channels have got used to managing this. All interviews conducted between different colonies, ships and stations are pre-recorded. However, that does raise the question: what could possibly be a priority news alert for us all the way out here? It has to be something serious….

			“Sure, display broadcast, please.”

			A screen on the back of the driver’s seat comes on. There’s a woman talking and a blue ticker scrolling across the bottom of the screen – Catastrophic explosion in the Atacama power array. One casualty, thought to be the perpetrator.

			“…authorities on the scene have reported that damage is still being assessed. However, independent sources have claimed that the array will need to be almost completely rebuilt, a task that could take decades….”

			Okay, yes that’s serious. The broadcast cuts to an aerial view of the site, probably from a drone camera. Looks like some opportunist got there, recorded something and got away before the corporate military could shoot down his flyer and arrest him. The barren ground is blackened and there are fires, with thick black smoke pouring into the sky.

			I’m leaning forward, my hands gripping the seat as I watch the camera pan around. It’s strange. I haven’t been to Earth for ten years or more but seeing this…it makes you care. 

			Shit….

			The car wobbles a little and the automated driver makes a sharp turn to the left, jolting me back to the present. There are people spilling out of buildings onto the streets. It’s clear the news is out there, and nobody likes it. Anything that’s bad for Earth will be bad for us. All those corporations and governments relying on the array will be less likely to send supplies and shipments out here, or out even further to the mining stations.

			Yeah, this is going to have an effect, a big effect.

			I’m still thinking about all that and watching the news when we pull up to the departure point at Hera dock. There’s a figure waiting for me on the steps as I get out. I don’t recognise him, and he looks confused when he realises I don’t have any bags apart from my work satchel. However, he does lead the way through the entrance, down the corridor and into the transport module. When I’m set, it pulls away from the port, taking us the final three kilometres to the launch pad. 

			A few minutes later I’m all strapped in, along with six other people they’ve requisitioned for this emergency. I don’t have time to speak to anyone or see who they are.

			Then blast off, high g’s, and we’re on our way. 

			* * *

			The presence of ‘stretch marks’ on the surface of Phobos is an indication of its decline. The computer-projected orbital track for the little moon suggests it will eventually collide with Mars, which will be a world changing event, causing earthquakes and altering the planet’s orbit.

			“Our commercial planning needs to factor in all the likely scenarios we will face when establishing a colony,” Hajyan Alkini, Chef de Mission for the newly formed Mars Corporation, explained at the organisation’s first news conference this morning. “This research is not new. We’ve known about it since the initial planning phase of our project. Phobos is a clear and present danger to our work, but it is also an opportunity.”

			Alkini and his colleagues went on to outline this opportunity. The unique situation of the moon’s declining orbit means it lies outside the preservation treaty terms written into the corporation’s charter and mandate for colonisation, making it a resource that can be mined and exploited without concern for maintaining its surface condition.

			“We have a chance to use Phobos as a resource. Its proximity to Mars and the unique gravitational flux it is experiencing as it degrades provides us with a chance for mining, which is unprecedented in human history. There is also definite need. By breaking up Phobos, we would be acting to preserve Mars.”

			Phobos is a small moon that follows an orbit closer to its planet than any other in the solar system. That orbit is doomed to fail. Every year, Phobos inches closer to Mars, which increases the gravitational pull between the two objects.

			Report in the Oceanic Times, dated 15th of September 2101.

			2029

			The replacement proposal to the 1967 Outer Space Treaty was finally ratified at a special session of the United Nations Congress this evening.

			Named the Solar System Treaty, the new agreement has been hailed by scientists and industry leaders as being a much more rational approach to the exploration and utilisation of ‘local space’ – the inner planetary territory around our sun.

			“The twentieth-century agreements were made at a time when we really didn’t know that much about our neighbourhood,” Doctor Bryalla Kanchowa, leader of the Chilean Space Exploration Association, said just before the formal vote. “Getting out of Earth’s orbit was a task only achievable by two nations at that time. The Outer Space Treaty was designed as much to hold them in check and prevent the development of a new theatre of war as it was an agreement to be cautious with how we explore and utilise the resources around our planet and beyond.”

			The new treaty paves the way for commercial missions beyond Earth’s immediate vicinity and clarifies the rights and ownership rules for corporations looking out to the various planets, moons, and asteroids that might be mined for profit. Whilst there were some objections to any proposal that endorsed this kind of activity, the majority of the scientific community appears to be behind the move and accepting of the new treaty.

			“It’s about time,” said Michael Fradoli, the appointed representative from SEACO – the organisation that co-ordinates research and safety standards between private industry partners who are working or looking to work in space. “The moment is now. If we wait any longer, people are going to start making up the rules for themselves. With the United Nations taking an interest and making this move, we have a framework we can work with.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Johansson     

			“Captain Shann, under article four of the Fleet commissionary code, I need to inform you that we, the senior officers of your crew, are relieving you of your command.”

			Major Le Garre says the words and I watch Captain Ellisa Shann crumple. She’s pushed herself to the edge and beyond. We’re alive because of her, but it’s been too much, the cost is more than any one person should bear.

			She drifts back toward the corner, using her hands to lower herself down into a sitting position, below the rest of us, drifting in zero gravity here on the bridge of the Gallowglass, the ship we have captured. We’re looking down at her now, and suddenly, I’m very aware of her lack of legs. To me, she’s always been a larger presence than this.

			She’s broken. I can see it.

			I’m part of this decision. As the third ranking officer left amongst the surviving crew, I have to endorse any action to remove her from her position made by my superiors. Now, seeing her reaction, in a way I’m relieved. She’s too exhausted to argue and too ashamed of herself to disagree. Thank God. None of us has any fight left.

			Breathing is hard; it puts strain on the staples holding my stomach together. Talking is worse. Most of the drugs I was given have worn off. The pain is like the bullet is still in me. It’s hard to think about anything else.

			“We have to talk about Duggins,” I manage to say through clenched teeth. “I think he’s alive.”

			“Yes, you said,” Le Garre replies. “We need to monitor the anomaly and get as much data as we can. I’m not ruling out any action at this stage.”

			“But you don’t want to mount a rescue?”

			“Not yet, we’re in no shape to help him.”

			“What about Chiu? What do we do with her?” Arkov asks.

			“What we already agreed,” Travers says. “She’s sedated for now. We prep a cryopod for her and put her in storage for the trip back to Phobos.”

			“You want me to get on that?”

			“When you’ve rested. I think you should take a few hours off first.” Le Garre looks around the room, catching the eye of anyone she can. “Anything else?” 

			She’s stupidly calm. I know it’s a projection, to try and keep all of us calm, but it’s not working for me. The meeting is over, but no one wants to leave. We’re all sat mourning the death of our captain, who’s right there, mourning alongside us. The image of her, the unbreakably strong leader who kept us alive under impossible circumstances, is dead. It never really existed. I probably believed in it more than anyone else. I built her up into a gigantic character who could do no wrong. 

			Ellisa Shann is a human being. I see that now. I started to see cracks the moment I defied her orders and risked my life to EVA out of our ship and hack the computers of this ship, the Gallowglass, which led to us capturing it and surviving when the Khidr was destroyed, but I thought she was looking after me, trying to protect her crew.   

			Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. We made it, defying the odds and defeating the Gallowglass crew when they should have killed us all out there. After seeing her reaction to Sellis, our technician, being murdered right at the end, I think she was holding it all in, losing a little bit of herself every time one of us took a hit. 

			“April, you okay?”

			Quartermaster Sam Chase asked the question. He is looking at me, his expression carefully neutral. As a sergeant, he doesn’t get a say over who’s in charge. I nod to him but push off from where I’m settled. “Time for some more meds I think,” I announce. “As your acting chief medical officer, I’m prescribing some enforced downtime. I’ll see you all in six hours.”

			“That’s a good idea, Ensign,” Le Garre says. She glances at Travers, who nods. “Light duties I think for a little while. Chase, Arkov, and I will familiarise ourselves with the ship. Johansson, you and Travers take a break…you too, Shann.”

			The silence is awkward. I can’t look at her. Instead, I concentrate on breathing and getting to the door. When I’m out and in the corridor, I feel a little better. At least I don’t have to look at Shann whilst she’s going through the worst. She can’t be left alone, though. Le Garre will realise, she’ll take care of that, won’t she?

			I have to be sure. 

			I’m back in the medical room. Ensign Chiu is still there, unconscious on oxygen as before. Looking at her reminds me of everything we’ve been through – a distress call, an ambush, a battle with an unidentified ship, an attempted mutiny, another battle. Each time the situation arose, we worked the problem and didn’t think about the odds. 

			After the first fight between the Khidr and the Gallowglass, when a Rocher clone boarded the ship, Chiu was blackmailed into siding with the mutineers. To think I wanted her dead for betraying us. I feel pretty ashamed about that. She must have been bleeding for most of the time she was in EVA getting here. Her career is over, but she still fought to survive. 

			Helping her helps me. In a strange way, I feel lighter, as if it’s some kind of penance. No, maybe it’s not so strange. Over the centuries, plenty of people have become better human beings after they’ve done something wrong.

			I check the screen displaying Chiu’s information. The synthesised plasma is starting to bring her blood pressure back up. The Rocher clones are universal donors – they would be; it makes sense to manufacture humans who can be fixed easily.

			The computer has identified a nick in the artery in Chiu’s right thigh as being the cause. Looks like it was a piece of shrapnel that tore through her suit during the ship-to-ship transfer or before. Her face is sweaty and smudged with dirt, but otherwise she could be asleep. 

			I reach out to stroke her leg with my right hand. I only remember it isn’t there when I see the socketed end with no prosthetic attachment. The mistake is embarrassing. Thankfully there’s no one here. I’m not used to operating like this. I don’t feel myself. I’ve been wearing a mechanical unit for as long as I can remember.

			Damn it!      

			I move to the other bed, the one I was in only a little while ago. A fresh ampule of mambalgin is plugged into the injector, waiting for me to use it when I need to, but that’s not yet, despite the pain. I need to be sharp. 

			The terminal is near the end of the bed. I touch the screen and reactivate it. The communications log is still active, just as I left it. Gallowglass is further away from the compacted wreckage of our old ship, Khidr, but our active sensors are still picking up transmissions. I pick through them, looking at the visual representations of the noises. The same whistling and oscillations that I heard before. Nothing like the one time I thought I heard Duggins calling my name.

			I flick back through the files, pick out that one and replay it. 

			“Johansson….”

			Yeah, it’s faint, but it’s him. I’m not wishfully imagining a word into that noise. I key up the ship’s main dish and instruct it to rotate so we can get a better signal. The system reports that the hydraulics are damaged, but they work well enough to complete the manoeuvre. Awesome. Now what do I do?

			I set up a folder for recording as much data as possible and activate the high-resolution camera too. Still images and video feed, all useful information I can study later.

			I pull myself up onto the bed, pick up the injector, and position it firmly against the muscle in my thigh. There’s a hiss as I press the trigger and the synthesised snake venom is delivered. The numbing sensation hits me after a minute or two. It’s lovely after all that pain.

			“April?”

			I glance over. Chiu is looking at me. She’s awake, her voice muffled by the oxygen mask. I nod and try to smile. I’m not sure it comes out too well. Then I give her a thumbs up.

			Chiu awkwardly returns the gesture. Then she shuts her eyes again. Well, that’s a good sign.

			The safety straps deploy as I settle back on the mattress. The scorch-marked ceiling of the room bears witness to what we did before we captured this ship. The battle, it all seems like it was a long time ago, almost like it happened to someone else. Did I really pack myself into a torpedo and….

			Yeah, the drugs are kicking in, this is nice….

			“Ensign?”

			I know the voice and instantly I’m out of the dreamy trance back into reality. She is here. She has come here to find me. 

			“Captain? What can I—”

			“It’s not Captain anymore, Ensign, you know that.”

			Shann is by the door, still wearing the same beaten expression. Again, I look at her and notice the lack of legs, seeing them as something missing. 

			“Ensign, can I talk to you, please? Sorry, I didn’t want to stop you getting a break.”

			I fumble with the strap release, find it, disengage them and sit up. “Sure, Captain, how can I help?”

			I’m still calling her Captain. That’s a conscious choice. It’s her rank. She still deserves it. The Khidr was her commission and it’s been destroyed, and she’s been stripped of command, but for me, that’s how I know her. It’s a little act of loyalty, I guess. I hope she sees it that way.

			“Travers and I had a quick chat after the…meeting. He suggested you might prescribe me something?”

			“Of course, is it your shoulder or an injury you haven’t—”

			“No, nothing like that. I just need to sleep and not think about it. Something that’ll knock me out for six hours.”

			I remember the sedative Bogdanovic loaded us all up with during the mutiny. I find myself smiling at the thought, then quickly school my expression. There was nothing funny about what happened. Damn these drugs.

			“I can give you something, no problem.” I get up and move to the dispenser. It’s already set up with my new authorisation code. I key that in and pass her the two ampules that it drops into my hand. “You shouldn’t be alone, Captain. You know that, right?”

			Shann gives me a weary grimace. “Yeah, psych evaluation, post trauma protocols. I guess all of us are going to struggle for a while after what we’ve been through.”

			“You more than most of us, Captain.”

			“Maybe.”

			She looks at me then, and there’s something of the old Shann in her eyes. Her expression hardens. “You need to watch her. You might be the best chance we have.”

			I frown. “Watch who? I’m sorry but—”

			“Watch Le Garre. She’s going to fuck it up. Sooner or later, it’ll happen. Be careful.” That stare is cold. Her eyes are like chips of ice. “When she makes a mistake, I won’t be able to do anything.”

			“Captain, are you suggesting we shouldn’t have—”

			“No, not at all. You were dead right. I’m not fit to be in charge. Le Garre’s the right choice. Travers will back her up, but you…. You need to be the extra. The eyes that see what they can’t see. Sooner or later, that’s going to be needed.” She takes the pills, swallows them, then turns away. “Thanks for the meds, Doc.”

			“Captain, can I ask you a question?”

			Shann stops and turns back. “Of course, anything you want.”

			“Why did they do it? I mean, why did they attack the Hercules and then attack us?”

			“I’m not sure,” Shann says. “But you remember what we found in the cargo? Aside from the containers for the gravity anomalies, we found colony equipment – automated pollenisers. There’s no reason why any of the existing colonies would need that kind of equipment. They already have the ability to manufacture all the replacements they would need.”

			At the mention of the anomalies, my thoughts stray to them. The impossibly black shapes we found that we released into space and that took control of the wreckage of the Khidr. They are still out there, packed under all the debris of our old ship. 

			Shan is still looking at me. I flinch and bring my thoughts back to the conversation at hand. “So, you think the Hercules was supplying an unauthorised colony?”

			“Possibly. That would give a clear reason for the Gallowglass being sent to intercept the ship.”

			“But it doesn’t explain how the situation escalated and they murdered the crew.”

			“Look around you. This ship isn’t equipped to take prisoners. Someone wanted the Hercules stopped and their operation shut down without any survivors or any public scrutiny.”

			“So, they were always going to kill them?”

			“Yes, and us. We got in the way.”

			“I see. Thank you, Captain.”

			“Don’t mention it,” Shann says. A moment later she’s gone.

			I glance at Chiu. Her eyes are closed. Did she hear any of that?

			* * *

			2048

			With the launch of the Avensis probe, project leader Doctor Malcolm Palgrave of the European Space Alliance has finally published his papers on the theory of Einstein’s Well.

			Writing in the Astrophysical Journal, Palgrave explains the concept behind the Avensis mission – to search for the cause of the gravitational anomaly that has baffled scientists for more than a century.

			“The planetary orbits, asteroids, comets, everything that goes around the Sun behaves as if there’s another mass out there in the furthest part of the solar system. Most of the effect is countered, on the inner planets, by Jupiter, but it’s there as a tiny tilt on Earth’s orbit. For a long time, we’ve assumed the mass has to be a planet, but it could be something else. Instead, Einstein’s Well might be out there. It’s a miniature black hole, the size of a football or a beachball, with an equivalent density to a large planet. Something with those kinds of properties could definitely affect the orbital paths of all objects in the solar system, including the Earth.

			“The Avensis probe is being sent out on a wide-angle orbit in increasing elliptical loops. Our hope is that we can detect and analyse the gravitational effect on the probe, compare it with our observations of the effect here on Earth, and pinpoint the location of the object causing the effect. Then we can send a probe out there to take pictures.”

			If the Avensis mission is successful, scientists hope to be able to use the acquired data to help plot ship navigation trajectories to the outer solar system with less risk of errors.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Holder

			“Data transfer complete. Okay, Natalie, can you open your eyes for me please?”

			The man’s voice isn’t familiar, but some kind of instinct makes me follow instructions. I’m in a clean white room, strapped to a chair. The man is wearing a red plastic suit, plastic gloves and full-face cover with a see-thru window in the front, the kind of thing I’ve seen in films involving some kind of mass plague.

			“Do you know where you are?” 

			I look around. It’s a different voice, coming from a speaker in the floor or the roof. I shake my head. 

			“What’s the last thing you remember?”

			I close my eyes. I can see the tunnel hacked out of the concrete. I remember crawling inside, holding the bomb in my hands…pressing the trigger. “I…I…died.”

			“Excellent. Doctor Summers, could you come out here and join us, please?”

			The man in the red suit nods. He goes to a door, opens it and stands in a small room. Jets of gas envelop him, then another door opens, and he exits out of sight.

			Carefully, I test the straps holding me to the seat. They are adaptive restraints, tightening a little as I push at them. I swallow and try to slow down my breathing and my racing heart. Something is wrong. Something is very wrong.

			I died!

			I don’t know these people. I don’t know where I am! All I remember is the Atacama complex – the Hub. It was hot, I got through security and down into the ventilation chamber and—

			The door to the room opens. There is a man dressed a white jacket, trousers, shirt and tie. He is even wearing white shoes.. He’s large and brown skinned. I’d guess Samoan or Fijian, from somewhere like that. Trailing after him is Doctor Summers, his plastic mask removed to reveal a thin garrulous Caucasian face dominated by a thick pair of old-fashioned glasses.

			“Well done, Natalie,” the man in white says. He was the voice on the speaker. “What you’ve achieved is remarkable. Truly remarkable. You’re a pioneer of biotechnological innovation.”

			“How am I alive?” I ask.

			“You were transferred out,” Summers explains. He’s trying to smile, but all he does is show me a set of yellow and uneven teeth. “We maintained a direct link between your brain and a conveyance nodule. At the right moment, your consciousness was copied— Well no, not exactly. The base plate of your consciousness had already been duplicated onto the backup, the new memories and experiences, the last ones you had, they were transmitted to the nodule. After that, all we had to do was retrieve it and upload another copy of the brain image to your new host body, this body.”

			“So, you brought me back to life.”

			“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

			“Why? I…I wanted to die.”

			The man  nods. “Best if you leave me with this, Summers,” he says.

			Summers gives him a look of relief and scampers back through the door. When we’re alone, the suit moves towards me. He’s smiling now, his teeth also huge and bright white. 

			“You don’t remember me, do you, Natalie?” he says softly. “You have no memory of who I am.”

			I blink slowly. My eyelids are the only defence I have from him – a pathetic defence. I’m trying to remember something about his face or his voice, but there’s nothing, just a blank. I can’t even associate him with people I do remember. My mind refuses to connect him to anyone at all. It’s like he’s some kind of alien.

			“People underestimate me. I’m big and strong. They think that defines me. They assume strength is my identity, that a big man like me can’t be clever, can’t be intelligent. It’s a mistake. You should never judge on appearance.”

			He turns away from me and walks over to a table near the door. He picks up something and comes back, holding it out. It’s a mirror. In it, I can see the reflection of my face.

			That’s not my face.

			My hands twitch involuntarily. I’m bald. My face is drawn and pale under the harsh artificial lights. I want to reach up and touch the skin of my cheeks and feel the bones and muscles underneath. They don’t look like me. They don’t look like the me I remember. 

			“A good host. The best money can buy. Tailored specifically to our needs here on Earth. When you are here, this will be you, this will always be you. Get used to it. Get used to everything about what you are now, because this will be your life. Your existence will be unique and incredible, but you will never be stable or secure. Everything about you is constructed, tailored and designed for whatever purpose we need.”

			The mirror is only a few inches from me. His face behind it, his breath hot in this sterile room. I can see his teeth, white and sculpted, a perfect display, clearly bought and paid for. There’s a faint musky smell. I can’t identify it. My mind is scrambled in his presence as information slips away even as I experience it. 

			“Your memories have been altered. New knowledge and experiences added to the imprint before it is uploaded to this brain. Every single thing that you remember could be real or it could be something we constructed using our neural network simulators. So, you say you wanted to die. I say, we wanted you to plant that bomb. By carefully conditioning your mind, your goal was achieved and our objective, also achieved.”

			The words make sense to me. I understand them. I know I should be horrified. If what this man is saying to me is true, I am an instrument, a tool. I have no free will. Any freedom I believe I have will always be an illusion.

			“How many….”

			“Like you? None. You are unique, the first of your kind and probably the last. If we lose you, we will make another, but it is extremely hard for anyone to finish you off. Oh, you’ll die, you’ll die a hundred times, a thousand times or more, but it will never truly be over.”

			He moves away from me then and suddenly it is easier to breathe, easier to think. He’s walking to the door. 

			“This conversation will fade from your mind, as if it isn’t important. After that, Doctor Summers will remove the last traces of whatever you remember from being here, whatever you remember about me.”

			I hear the words and bite down the anger that swells within me in reply. I want to hold on to this, I swear to myself that I will, trying to visualise and picture the room, keeping an image of it in mind even as I close my eyes. “Are you going to leave me like this?” I ask.

			“That’ll be up to Doctor Summers. He’ll be re-joining you shortly to prepare you for your next mission. Everything about this place, about me and all of your previous life, will be erased. Goodbye, Natalie.”     

			The door closes. There’s a hiss of gas. The atmospheric mix is being altered. I can taste the air. Some sort of sedative has been injected into the room. I try to hold my breath, but after two minutes I’m forced to inhale, and almost immediately, my arms and legs become heavy and weak. 

			The door opens again. I see the red plastic mask and coat of Doctor Summers. Something sharp presses against my neck. “Sweet dreams,” he says.

			I clench my teeth and struggle, trying to force—

			* * *

			It’s dark. I’m staring at my watch. It’s 0300 hours, I’m in Port Sudan in a dinghy. I can see the water glittering in the darkness. I feel disorientated for a moment, like I’ve been daydreaming or having some kind of out-of-body experience, but now I’m back. I’m here and ready to do my job.

			This is a boat deployment, using soft tops. We have reason to believe this freighter, registered as The Zanzinar, is carrying arms to supply the Sudanese government, which is fighting a civil war. This is in contravention of a United Nations arms embargo. It gives us a mandate to go in and investigate.

			We cut our engines around five hundred metres out and paddled the final approach. This is a busy port, there’s lots of noise even at this hour, but there’s no point in drawing attention when you don’t want to draw attention.

			We’re one team of six, with a secondary support unit waiting in helicopters and an extra man left in the boat. We have a fifteen-minute window and two objectives.

			Primary objective: Discover, document and neutralise the weapons shipment.

			Secondary objective: Secure the merchant ledger.  

			* * *

			Both targets have been located.

			The Intelligence assessment of this tub says there’s minimal security – four mercenaries, armed with assault weapons. Any one of them could be a problem. The rest of the crew have gone ashore, but they will return before dawn to unload the shipment onto trucks. 

			We have to be quick, quiet and sure. 

			The metal rungs up the side of the ship are wet. I’m in soft-soled shoes to lessen the noise. My thick gloves grip the rungs as my teammates cover me going up.  

			Just before the top, I slow down and take a quick spot. Deck looks clear. Time to move. I’m up and over the side in one movement, crawling towards cover. When I’m there, I unsling my assault rifle, flick off the safety, and take up position covering the right.

			Behind me, Echo-Two will have done exactly the same to cover the left.

			“Echo-Six to control. We’re on board.”

			“Good work. You are cleared to proceed.”

			We move in a flow across the deck. Overwatch discipline is maintained at all times. This unit might be international, but special forces training has been standardised across a range of countries for decades. In some ways, it was another successful American export before their country fell apart.

			I reach a corner, the designated turn point of the first guard. He’s a moment or two behind where we’d thought he’d be. The flickering flame of a pocket lighter indicates why; he’s trying to smoke a roll-up and is looking down, concentrating on that. 

			I raise my rifle and fire twice. The silenced rounds are spat out and the guard drops with a muffled thud. I move forward, crouch beside him and check his chest, feeling the last beats of his heart. 

			One in the throat, one in the top of the head. Both fatal.

			“Echo-One to Control. First hostile is down.”

			As I’m talking, the team is moving past me. There’s a brief flash as another rifle spits out quiet death. 

			“Echo-Three here, second is down.”

			I’m moving forward on the overlap, up the stairs into the steerage. This room is full of windows. The port floodlights illuminate the whole space, but it also provides a good vantage point. We need to know it’s clear, quickly, and then move on. 

			“Echo-Five, third is out.”

			One guard left. He’ll be below deck, along with our targets and any other surprises. I check my watch. “Thirteen minutes left. Steerage is secure. Three and Four, move up to here and set up. Five and Six enter on the starboard side. We’ll go in on port.” 

			“Copy that.”

			The staircase on the far side descends into the bowels of the ship. There’s a touch on my shoulder; Echo-Two is right behind me, ready to move. I reach up and pull down my night-vision goggles. The world changes into a mix of green shades against black as we start down the steps.

			Jack. Pot.

			“Control, we have confirmed discovery of the primary target. I’m looking at a crate of twelve AT-505 Razorback missiles.”

			“Confirmed, Echo-One. Time check on window. We’re reading nine minutes.”

			“Nine minutes, agreed.”

			Echo-Two moves in front of me, camera in hand. As I open boxes, he takes pictures. Time, date and location are stamped on each image. The system is the same used by internationally authorised  weapons inspectors to verify equipment they’ve checked. The pictures will be uploaded directly to a secure operations server and received by Control in seconds.

			“Control, request permission to move to demolition?”

			“Confirmed, Echo-One.”

			The det-cord is in my backpack. I pull it out and start attaching it to the crates, along with a set of C4 cubes and timers. The rigs we run with are modular and pre-assembled. We’ve rehearsed in a warehouse with a similar arrangement of crates half a dozen times, and before that, simulated tactical insertion missions just like this one in training, dozens and dozens of times.  

			“Seven minutes, Echo-One.”

			There’s a noise. I stop and ready my rifle. Echo-Two does the same. A flicker of green confirms contact. Two’s rifle spits once, a man grunts and falls to the deck.

			“Fourth is down.”

			I push up my goggles, Two does the same. “Another day in a terrorist paradise,” I say.

			“Amen, sister,” he replies.

			Thirty seconds of work completes the demolition rig. “We need to complete the sweep,” I tell Two. “Make sure there aren’t any more of them.”

			“We should move on the ledger,” Two says. “We have time.”

			I look at my watch again. There’s five minutes left in the safe window assessment.  

			“One to Three?”

			“Receiving.”

			“What are things looking like up there?”

			“All clear at the moment.”

			The secondary target is under my operational discretion. The merchant ledger will be on the deck below in the captain’s cabin. If I think we have time to grab it, I can authorise a go. If not, we withdraw.

			Four minutes, forty-five seconds. 

			“All right, Five, Six, complete the sweep and demolition set up. We’re going for the secondary objective.”

			“Confirmed.”

			“Let’s do this.”

			Two moves ahead of me to the staircase. I reach forward and tap his shoulder, indicating that I’m following right behind him.

			“Control to One.”

			“Receiving.”

			“The analysts are going over the images you sent us. There’s some discrepancies.”

			“Do you want me to go back and take some more?”

			“No, the images are clear, but these aren’t Russian-made anti-tank missiles. Analysis has requested additional material.”

			“Understood, Control.” These are the kind of orders I hate. We’re on a fixed time limit and the specialists are asking me to find additional material to support their theory on who the supplier might be. That means we may have to take more photos, looking for maker marks.

			It’s dark. Examining missiles in detail will take longer than we have. But the ledger might be able to corroborate their reports. Risking lives to cover someone’s ass? 

			I’m counting down the time; it’s a habit, carefully perfected over twenty years of missions like this. We reach the deck. Two opens the door as I cover the entrance. I move inside and turn to the right. Two follows and covers the left.

			Four minutes. 

			We sweep the rooms; bedroom/office and en-suite toilet shower. There’s no one here. Two shoulders his weapon and heads for the desk. He tries the handle – locked. He pulls out a combat knife and jams it into the wood. The drawer splinters and papers spill across the floor.

			“Fuck!”

			“One, this is Three. We have incoming. There are trucks on the dock. Mission time is reduced by ninety seconds.”

			I make the mental calculation. Two minutes left. “Quickly! Pick up what you can. We need to move!” 

			Two kneels down and gathers up the paperwork, tucking the bundle under his arm. I lead the way back up the stairs.

			“One, this is Five and Six, we are done. Moving to extraction.”

			“Confirmed.”

			We’re back on the top deck in under a minute. I can hear the truck engines and shouts from the jetty. There’s no reply from the dead guards. 

			“Echo-One and Two. Job done, moving to extraction.”

			Our signal releases Echo-Three and Four from their fire support position. They’ll be the last to leave the ship, so risk to them is the highest. 

			I’m shouldering my rifle and on the first steps of the ladder as they begin to move. There’s more shouting and gunfire. I stop and start to turn around, but then reconsider. I don’t know Three and Four, but they’re on this mission; that means they’re professionally trained. 

			“Move faster!” shouts Two.

			I step off the rungs, press my feet to the sides of the ladder, and let myself slide. As I reach the bottom, I raise my foot and push off from the side of the freighter, letting go of the rails at the same time. 

			I land in the soft top and overbalance. The boat pitches, someone swears, and hands grab at my arms. “One is secure!” Five shouts.

			The pattering of automatic weapons echoes out in the night. There’s more shouting and I hear people on the ladder above us. “One to Control, twenty seconds and we’re moving. We have secured primary and secondary targets. Requesting air support to cover our withdrawal.”

			“You have it, One. UAV is inbound to your location.”

			I can hear the buzzing sound of a prop-driven plane, except that it isn’t a plane in the conventional sense. An RQ-18 – Ravage air support drone, deployed to cover our escape. 

			Tracer fire from the drone illuminates the sky. I get a quick glimpse of the aircraft’s silhouette in the darkness as it skips towards the freighter, firing its belly-mounted machine gun. We don’t need precision targeting here, just enough ordnance to keep the enemy from firing back.

			“Three and Four are on board.”

			“Let’s go!”

			* * *

			Atacama Investigation Report Summary – Date 20.11.2118

			An analysis of the incident suggests a high level of funding and co-ordination. Whilst we might presume this to be the work of a small aggressor cell, I believe that is what they want us to believe. These are not isolated agitators; there is a movement against us, a movement to destabilise our arrangements with Rep. Chile and Atacama Local Corp.

			Our extrapolation of possible strategies indicates that by provoking a power shortage on Earth, the consequence is a reduced international focus on the Corp Colonial Initiative (CCI) as subsidiary companies move to take advantage of an opportunity in the supply chain. Energy costs will rise globally, meaning a reduction in launches as profit margins to Luna and Mars are subsequently reduced. The colonies will suffer shortages, but they will also start to look outwards and towards their own assets to fill in the necessary gaps. Whilst such a drive towards self-sufficiency might be good for them in one respect, it is not a net gain for us at this stage. Our phased transition will not be complete for another five years, so we are not in a position to take advantage of a development switch. 

			At this stage, I would recommend activating a retaliatory strategy. Something suitably effective that demonstrates equivalence to our unknown foe. Assets are in place for several potential strikes. The plans are included. I’ll leave it to you to determine which of these you wish to implement. When you are sure, contact me by the usual means.  
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