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			Part One

			The Civilizationist

		

	
		
			When the good people of Mars let me name our planet, my choice was immediate: the Planet of Nabatea, for the people who dwelled within the ancient city of Petra. My mother took me to Petra after the war. Though she intended to reconnect with her own roots, I was the one who left changed forever. In a city carved into the rose-colored cliffs, with homes burrowed from rock, the Nabateans lived in harmony with their environment. They traded, they farmed, they warred with their neighbors, all the hallmarks of civilization I had not yet learned to leverage for my life’s work, but there was something different about them. They thrived, and then vanished. Nothing remained of them but their hallowed homes, broken pottery and scattered tombs. An old Bedouin man spoke to me in front of the Treasury, noting that only these barren traces of them remained. He was not as impressed as I. “What remains of these cliff-dwellers?” he sneered. “Where are they now?”

			As we arrive on the other side of our galaxy, I finally have an answer for him. They are here. They are us.

			From The Journals of Barrett Juul, Founder of Nabatea

			 

			 

			Awake! For morning in the bowl of night

			Has flung the stone that puts the stars to flight

			And Lo! The hunter of the East has caught

			The Sultan’s turret in a noose of light

			‘Rubaiyat’, Omar Khayyam

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			NABATEA CITY, PLANET OF NABATEA

			YEAR OF SETTLEMENT 1208

			 

			The Vitruvian woman burst through the Central Nabatean Hospital doors, saucer-eyed and staggering, before collapsing backward into a pot of synthetic hydrangeas. The clay shattered. Blood ran in a thin trail from her forehead.

			Azad’s jaw dropped. He stood, dumbfounded, for a solid ten seconds – a lifetime in an ER. It wasn’t every day that a Vitruvian showed up in the hospital, especially in that state. They were notoriously difficult to weaken and injure – it’s what made them Vitruvian. The signature snake tattoo coiled around the woman’s neck, its scaled body dancing across her heaving chest. Artificial dirt from the potted plants flecked her white tank top, which contrasted with her choppy black hair and bronzed skin.

			Azad snapped into action, reaching her before the emergency medmechs had finished calculating the situation. No obvious signs of injury, apart from her violent spasming and the bleeding cut on her forehead. No fractures or broken bones. He checked her pulse – racing. Her temperature – burning. He pulled her eyelids up, revealing dilated pupils that darted like insects across her milky sclera.

			A knot twisted in his stomach. He didn’t know what would happen to him if a Vitruvian died under his watch, but it wouldn’t be good.

			The medmechs loaded her onto a gurney, which directed itself to the nearest available treatment ward for triage. Azad ran behind, running his hands through his dark hair in a daze, his eyes rounder than the Nabatean high moon.

			What could have happened to that Vitruvian? They could survive space exposure. Not forever, of course, but rumor went that they could last a solid hour until rescue arrived or luck ran out. In addition, Vitruvians were intelligent, their risks calculated, making them a rarity among the Central Hospital’s usual visitors – regular Nabateans like himself with regular human impulses, wheeled in after vomiting up inedible plants, breaking bones from wandering into transport lanes, or screaming from blister burns after daredevil runs into the Sulpherlands, the yet-to-be terraformed half of the planet. Natural selection was Azad’s daily foe, who, despite humanity’s twenty thousand years of existence across the stars, retained the upper hand.

			In the ward, a small army of medmechs went to work on their new patient. Monitors covered the walls, projecting a dizzying array of vitals, neural scans and 3D body images. There wasn’t much these days to being a doctor. Medmechs did the heavy lifting, with their precise, unwavering fingers and nanosecond-based decision-making algorithms. Azad existed to hold hands and offer reassuring words, to put a human face on the whole operation. A side character in his own play.

			A gurgling sound escaped from the woman’s throat. Instinctively, Azad reached for her hand. She stirred at the human contact, lacing her cold fingers around his own. Her head continued to jerk in every direction, but her eyes found focus, searching her surroundings.

			“Diagnosis?” Azad asked the nearest medmech.

			“Determining,” it replied. “Uncertain cause. Prognosis poor based on declining vitals.”

			His insides turned to icy liquid. No one had ever died on his limited watch. She couldn’t be the first. What would they even do to him? Prison? Exile? Something even worse?

			The woman shuddered under the onslaught of needles and neural scans. Her dark eyes shone with unmistakable fear. Blood leaked from tear ducts as she shook on the gurney. Red streaks ran down her cheeks, joining the blood coming from her injured forehead. With shaking fingers, Azad enlarged the wall monitor displaying her vitals, searching for some clue a computer might miss. Forcing himself to stay in the moment, to push fear aside. Through his churning thoughts and thundering heartbeat, he breathed. He had to focus, to be present in this critical moment. The Vitruvian’s life, and his, depended on it.

			He blinked. A live, three-dimensional map of the woman’s body hovered directly above her. Vitals plummeted. Organs liquified before his eyes. The scanner detected a black, viscous substance coursing through her system, seeping through her digestive tract and pooling in her spasming stomach. Bile rose in his own throat. The machines revealed several months of illness, a prolonged assault on the body that even a Vitruvian could not survive.

			The woman was dying. But that wasn’t the most shocking part.

			No foreign infection. No virus, no bacteria, no external contaminants. A body free of a diagnosable problem, despite the gruesome visual evidence to the contrary.

			Baffling, even by Vitruvian standards.

			“Run the scans again,” Azad said to the nearest medmech. “Is everything configured to a Vitruvian body, not an orthodox Nabatean?”

			If the machine could blink, Azad suspected it would have in that moment. “Patient is Vitruvian. No infections or cause of affliction detected.”

			“But she’s dying!” Azad exploded, gesturing wildly from the spasming woman to the array of data hovering above her. “It’s not possible. Keep running the scans, figure it out.”

			He pressed his hands against his temples, as though an answer might seep out of him. How could the medmechs not detect a cause? A normal Vitruvian, a normal anyone, did not have organs disintegrate within minutes, tar bubbling through their lips.

			“You must have the reading wrong,” Azad said, verging on tears as he rounded on the nearest machine. “Your algorithms aren’t designed for Vitruvians.”

			Right on cue, two unsmiling visitors pushed through the ward’s door. Vitruvians, a male and female. These Vitruvians were the picture of health, with the stern scowls that accompanied a not-so-random inspection. Azad’s heart sank. With clenched fists, he dipped his head into a curt bow.

			“We should have been flagged immediately,” the man said, fixing cold eyes on the only functioning human in the room. Though not a Vitruvian, Azad possessed something the medmechs never would – accountability, which was a nice way of saying he could be punished.

			Azad tore himself from the monitors and his thrashing, dying patient. Arranging his face into a neutral mask, he addressed the female Vitruvian official, whose uniform indicated a higher rank.

			“We’re in the middle of an emergency,” Azad said. “Attending to the patient is always first priority.”

			“Not this patient,” the man said. He passed Azad without eye contact. Azad bristled but stood aside. The nearest wall turned red with declining vitals, static beeps filling the windowless room. With a wave of the male Vitruvian’s hand, the emergency medmechs paused their work.

			On the table, the woman’s back arched in a violent spasm. A low rattle escaped between her clenched teeth. Azad pushed past the two intruders and grabbed her wrist. A dangerous move, but he couldn’t help it – his patient needed him. Her pulse fluttered, alarmingly weak.

			“We don’t know what’s wrong,” Azad said, his voice quavering. “It’s nothing we’ve seen before.”

			“We need to Archive her,” the female Vitruvian official said in a calm, clipped voice. “She can’t be saved, but we can at least salvage her neural imprint.”

			“But she still has a chance,” Azad said, but he wasn’t even convincing himself. The Vitruvians responded with stony scowls.

			Azad stood upright, hovering defiantly near his patient. He would obey, but no more than he had to. The medmechs lined the walls, passively awaiting instruction. The Vitruvian officials proceeded with characteristic efficiency, attaching an Archive Band to the patient’s forehead. The thin, metallic crown’s lights flashed in a circular pattern. Only the patient seemed willing to fight for her own existence, struggling for each breath.

			“Believe me when I say there is no chance,” the female Vitruvian official said. Her voice remained dull and edgeless, but something softened in her eyes, a gentleness she wasn’t required to display to an insubordinate doctor.

			Azad gasped at the cold grip on his wrist. The woman on the table turned to face him, looking directly in his eyes for the first time. Her mouth, bile seeping from the corners, stretched in a wide, dreamy smile. Thin streams of blood leaked from her forehead, running down her cheeks. Azad swallowed but leaned closer, clutching her hand.

			“You look just like her,” the woman said, barely above a whisper.

			The room tilted. Azad’s heart plummeted like a lead ball. His knuckles whitened as he squeezed the dying woman’s hands, but her smile only widened.

			“Wha-what do you mean?” he said, stammering. “Who do I look like?” He wanted to hear the name. Needed to hear it.

			A loud beeping sound filled the room.

			“Quick, start the download!”

			“Stand back, doctor.”

			“Same face,” the dying woman said. “Same eyes.”

			“No!” Azad yelled.

			The Archive Band glowed, spinning around the woman’s forehead. Her eyes, cloudy with blood, withdrew across the wide, black chasm between life and death before they turned dull and unseeing. Gone. Azad pressed his palm to the base of his throat, thinking but not uttering the Dusharan final rites.

			At last, the surrounding equipment silenced, the screens turning black except for a single string of text, spanning the wall.

			VitruviaAxel3247, Nenah. Time of death 16:08 p.m., Nabatean YOS 1208, 125 Sols.

			Azad finally let go of Nenah’s hand. Even seconds after death, it felt heavier.

			The Vitruvian man closed Nenah’s eyelids with gloved hands. While his partner instructed the medmechs, he turned to Azad with flinty eyes.

			“You’re not to blame for this,” he said in a low voice. “This is a Vitruvian matter and we’ll investigate it fully. I suggest you forget what happened here. Don’t talk about it to anyone, even the authorities. Wash your hands immediately. In fact, do a full body cleanse. We don’t expect you to be compromised from this limited contact, but if your operating system detects any symptoms, you’ll be hearing from us.”

			Azad swallowed but nodded. Relief warmed his chest – he wouldn’t be imprisoned or exiled. At least, not today.

			The crisis over, formality returned to the ward. The medmechs wheeled the body of Nenah VitruviaAxel3247 through the door, clearing the area for the next patient.

			You look just like her. The words rang in Azad’s ears. A dying Vitruvian’s words, as her brain fired off its last, desperate signals. Who had she seen that looked just like him? Was it possible? A name he hadn’t spoken aloud in years, too painful to utter even in private, became a mantra in his mind.

			Ledo.

			Only one person in the known universe could have looked just like him, but she was dead. She had to be. A girl who abandoned her twin, her planet and everything she knew for a life of space wandering. A criminal’s life, an existence free of the rules and structure that allowed Nabatean society to thrive.

			Azad closed his eyes. It wasn’t possible the woman had seen Ledo. If the dangers of space travel hadn’t killed her, she would likely have been Blanked.

			Azad’s skin crawled at the thought. Blanking, a fate worse than death, meted out to those who made the mistake of trying to live like a Vitruvian. A few strategic electric pulses to specific parts of the brain and Ledo would become a soul trapped in the present, devoid of memory or abstract thinking. Blanked Nabateans wandered through the bushes during Azad’s shifts at the Central Gardens. They performed the same task over and over until directed elsewhere, unable to recall their own names or where they had been an hour ago. Humans stripped down to biomechanics. At least the medmechs had machine learning, the ability to become smarter and anticipate the future. The Blanked were prisoners of time.

			No, Ledo was dead. Azad had buried her in his mind years ago. Recited the Dusharan funeral rites by himself, since no one else would bother praying for a girl who died somewhere far away, with no chance of Archival, to share wisdom with future generations. He imagined her death summary.

			of Khazneh, Ledo. Time of death unknown. Place of death unknown.

			After his full body cleanse, Azad stepped out of the hospital, the curved domes of Nabatea City bright and shimmering under the afternoon heat. A dusty, red world offset by piercing blue skies. His footsteps echoed along the stone roads as he fought to push the past away.

			The Vitruvian woman’s hideous, bile-caked smile seared itself into his brain, but even harder to shake was the glowing recognition in her eyes. She must have seen Ledo at some point on her travels. Knew her. Why else would she have said those final words?

			Could Ledo actually be alive? Alive and unBlanked?

			Alive. An idea, now planted, that he could not kill. The word buzzed in his ears, drowning out the sound of traffic, the chatter of pedestrians along Nabatea City’s spiraling walkways. He barely registered the glaring sun, harshest in the high summer, illuminating the rust-colored hills that stretched across the main city. They reached the height of the tallest buildings, forming an interconnected wall on the city’s western side. Parks rich with flowered trees spread across the highest points along the Jebel Road, houses and complexes carved into their sides, a hidden ecosystem that provided relief during the sun’s peak hours.

			He joined the teeming throngs along the central walkway in the direction of home, the Khazneh Zone. The ochre houses formed winding tributaries across the low hills, their round windows dark like olive pits. He inhaled, tasting sugar and sumac in the air from a nearby bakery. His stomach growled. He had grown softer and rounder around his middle in the last few years, a lifelong love of sweets finally catching up to him. Ledo used to run with him to the Souk after Township, where they would eat syrup-coated pastries and lick their fingers under the shade of rowed palm trees. On nights when he didn’t have to work, Azad baked alone at home.

			Now outside of working hours, he reactivated Osbourne, who came to life with a warm pulse down his neck. Words echoed in his ear, accompanied by text that stretched across his thoughts when he closed his eyes.

			Welcome, Azad ofKhazneh. How was your medical shift? Choose one:

			Perfect! One of those days where everything goes right.

			A typically great day helping the people of Nabatea.

			Not great, in all honesty, but tomorrow’s another day!

			One of Nabatean society’s seminal achievements was the abolishment of open-ended questions. A Juulian concept, as most societal breakthroughs were. Humans functioned best when given a defined set of options. Easier to paint over an outline than try to create art from a blank canvas, Azad’s first counselor in Township once proclaimed. Through Barrett Juul’s trial and error back on the mother planet, three had been proven to be the optimal number of choices for any routine decision.

			Ledo never understood the choice of threes. She looked to the sky and saw an infinite canvas to fill, a blank space to mark with her own equations. She was odd from the very beginning. Imbalanced, Township counselors pronounced. How could someone like that function in Nabatea City?

			Osbourne waited in silence, accustomed to Azad’s meandering thoughts. With a blink of his eyes, Azad chose the third option, the least false of the three. A person had died on his table but resurrected Ledo in the process. No line on an algorithm could summarize that day.

			Osbourne chimed in his ear.

			I’m sorry to hear that, Azad. But you’re right – tomorrow is indeed another day. And this one isn’t over. This evening, would you like to:

			Join Light Night at Khazneh Arena? Tonight’s show is titled ‘Soundless Migration: The Founding of Nabatea’.

			Go to the library and study the theories of gardening?

			Spend the night at home and bake sumac cakes? You ran out last night.

			Although every orthodox Nabatean who came of age lived alone, every night had an event of some kind where people could mingle. Another by-product of Juulian theory. No one on Nabatea was ever lonely unless they chose to be, went the saying. But after Ledo ran away, Azad learned that even when surrounded by others, one could still be lonely.

			Azad sighed. A breeze whistled through his dark, curled hair, carrying the smell of baked bread and canal water from Palmyra Street. Water was everywhere in Nabatea, the city’s critical ally against the heat. It ran in dark rivulets along streets and sidewalks, formed narrow moats around each house and coated the rocky surfaces of the hills. The sun had finally set, dissolving over the Sulpherlands, but the humidity always lingered. Ahead of Azad, other Nabateans loosened their clothes like an irritating second skin, beads of sweat forming chains around the back of their necks, from which their own Osbournes spoke to them, planning their evenings in fates of three.

			Though it carried a dark appeal, Azad knew he couldn’t spend his evening alone. He had already used a third option today, usually the unspoken, socially unacceptable answer. A voluntary detachment from society, coupled with a bad day, would unmask him as having a Problem, which could trigger a visit from the authorities. And in truth, he didn’t want to be alone. He chose option one – a night at the arena.

			Crowds filled the stone seating around Khazneh Arena. Always popular with the city’s orthodox inhabitants, Light Night performances celebrated Nabatea City’s history. Heads turned at the sight of a rare group of Vitruvians attending tonight’s show. They gathered in a small circle, drinks in hand, separate from the larger swarm of orthodox Nabateans migrating to their seats. Their necks were free of Osbournes, unconstrained by choices of three. They didn’t work shifts like regular Nabateans and their options were limitless. They traveled and traded across planets, like Ledo dreamed of doing.

			The group drew curious stares, even looks of outright hostility, from the surrounding crowd. This is our world, their expressions said. Go rule and explore the stars and leave the caring of Nabatea City to us. It was the hard work of orthodox Nabateans, after all, that allowed Vitruvians to power their vessels and supply their journeys. An ecosystem, with everyone in their rightful place.

			The rows of rock-carved seats glowed with phosphorous light. Azad and Ledo used to play in the arena after Township classes each afternoon, jumping from row to empty row under the high heat. Every time they raced, Ledo beat him to the stage. She ran with abandon, all skinny arms and flying black hair. Azad would follow, always holding back. Always afraid to fall.

			Osbourne directed Azad to the upper level of the arena after he ordered a glass of chilled apricot wine. His grip tightened at the sight of Averro, a slick-haired man in his thirties, waving at him. Azad nearly turned back, but he already had a seat picked and it would draw attention to retreat.

			He sat between Averro and Maece, a woman in her forties with impossibly large, glassy eyes.

			“I heard you had a rough afternoon, Azad,” Averro began. Of course he had. Averro made it his business to learn everyone else’s business. At least, in the Khazneh district. “Just remember, tomorrow is another day.”

			Maece snorted and Azad warmed with affection toward her.

			“How did you know, Averro?” Azad asked, doing his best not to sound defensive.

			“I’m on Problem Patrol,” Averro said, his chest puffing slightly as his cheeks turned the same color as the apricot wine. “Applied and got in! I get to miss my farming shifts all month while I work. I see all the neighborhood’s data. Medical stats, Choice of Three selections, activity logs. You came up on the report because your pulse and blood pressure spiked today. Heavens to Mars! I was worried about you.”

			Azad’s stomach knotted and the blood drained from his cheeks. So he’d been flagged on a report. It had begun.

			Averro unleashed a low giggle. “Azad, your face! You’re not in trouble, if that’s what you’re thinking. Not everything that shows up on the report gets acted on – there are only so many cells in Saydar Prison. That’s where people like me come in, to give the authorities some context. Now, if you had a Problem every day, that would be a different matter.”

			Azad’s heart rate slowed back to a normal human pace, but a coldness traveled down his spine at the mention of Nabatea City’s infamous prison. A place spoken of in whispers. Azad knew little about it and wanted to keep things that way. He exhaled.

			“Something at work today reminded me of Ledo,” he said in a low voice. He chose his words carefully, mindful of the Vitruvian official’s warning. “It made me think about her, wonder if she’s still alive.”

			Averro gasped, nearly spilling his glass.

			“Who’s Ledo?” Maece asked to no one in particular.

			“Azad’s deviant twin sister,” Averro said. “I remember her from Township. There was something wrong with her. Full of strange ideas about seeing Mars. Got suspended who knows how many times. Used to run off to the edge of the Sulpherlands and come back with blistered feet. Broke every rule put in place for her own good. And then, she ran away.”

			“To another district?” Maece asked, frowning.

			“No, off the planet!” Averro said, morbid glee creeping into his voice. “Disappeared. She might be on one of the moons with other weirdos, but most likely, she joined a crew of space wanderers. Which is fine if you’re Vitruvian, that’s what they do, but imagine a normal person being completely adrift like that. Anchored to nothing, every day unpredictable, not knowing where you’re going or who you even are. Or she could have done something illegal and gotten Blanked,” he added callously.

			Maece shuddered, muttering a Dusharan prayer. Azad glowered. Any respect he’d felt toward Maece melted away, but his hands itched to toss that sticky, sickly cheap wine into Averro’s face. Averro was only saying what everyone in the district whispered behind his back. The difference was they had the sense to whisper it.

			“Maybe she wouldn’t have been happy here,” Azad said. “Maybe it’s not just Vitruvians who can’t live this way. Maybe some orthodox people get the same urges to leave the planet and explore. Not that I’d want it,” he added quickly.

			Dangerous words, but heat, wine and grief had made Azad feel dangerous. He’d already been put on a report. Why not go all the way? Call the Vitruvians’ bluff and make them arrest him. As expected, Averro leaned forward, wineglass tipping precariously.

			“Azad, there’s a reason our structure exists,” he said. “When people lived in other ways on the mother system, they destroyed themselves. Mars is a graveyard. Everyone and everything on Mars is dead. Even Earth became a wasteland. Juul saw where the human race went wrong and corrected it. And it’s not that the Vitruvians are better than us – they’re just different. Anointed by starlight, as the saying goes. It’s the confused and troubled people like your sister who won’t accept that fact. She was just self-hating, unable to accept what she was.”

			Azad opened his mouth to protest but held back, considering Averro’s words. Only Vitruvians thrived outside the city, wired as they were to explore and discover. They learned that in Township. Different but equal. That was what made Ledo’s departure so inconceivable, so contrary to all they had been taught. But Azad recalled the dreaminess of the dying Vitruvian’s last smile. Perhaps Ledo’s life wasn’t so solitary and horrific.

			The lights along the aisles dimmed and the hum of the crowd died down. A few Nabateans remained in deep conversation, but were quickly silenced by loud hisses.

			The Light Show always began with sound, music emitting from an auditory system woven into the rocky arena itself. Azad’s seat vibrated beneath him as a sad, lilting melody pulsed from the cool stone. He shivered. Through the pitch black, a voice, smooth like sand, boomed over the music.

			“Our story, the story of Nabatea, begins with a man made of fire,” the voice narrated, and the crowd gasped as heatless flames rose from the center of the arena. Twisting and dancing in red and blue, the flames formed the shape of a man, raising his fist in triumph.

			People rose from their seats. Nearby, the Vitruvians grumbled, gesturing the group in front of them to sit. The Nabatean orthodox complied with low bows. Azad grimaced at the exchange. Separate, but definitely not equal.

			Fingers pointed to the other side of Fallow Lake, where a giant, glowing shape emerged from the water. Shimmering limbs glided into place, forming a female figure that advanced toward the flaming man and the arena.

			“The man left the decay and destruction of the mother system,” the smooth voice continued, “and migrated across the stars with the fortunate, worthy few, until they found a home under a fiercer sun. On the journey, a new people came into being.”

			A smattering of Vitruvians clapped appreciatively. Though Nabatea never dwelled on the past, under the advice of Juul’s teachings, everyone learned this elemental story in Township. A ragtag group of survivors, led by the civilizationist Barrett Juul; his mother, Saadia Hamza; and their allies, abandoned a dying colony on the planet Mars, escaping disaster. Through one of the colony’s founding mothers, the more evolved Vitruvians came into being on the interstellar journey. The ones who didn’t evolve, the majority, shared the same traits as their human ancestors on the mother system. Both groups settled together on the planet of Nabatea. Orthodox and Vitruvian. All Nabateans, despite their diverging evolutionary paths.

			Even by Light Night’s standards, the show was spectacular. Averro and Maece clapped feverishly as towering beams of light danced above them, figures wandering through a barren wasteland and making it new. Sandwiched between them, Azad’s shoulders stiffened.

			The cacophony of sound and light overwhelmed his senses. His eyes drifted beyond the luminescent shapes to the stars scattered across the sky, their light millions of years out of date. Ancient signals of the past, blinking down at him in conspiratorial silence. The crescent of Cerata, the Shadow Moon, hung low above them, like a scythe had cut into the black fabric of the universe to reveal light beneath its skin. Its moonlight coated the waning crowds in a celestial frosting. Infinite matter and beauty was all around him, but all Azad could think of was Ledo, the deviant and wanderer. His sister. A longing tugged at his heart, an invisible hook cast from the night sky.

			He had to find her. The solar system was big, the galaxy too big to fathom, but if she was out there somewhere, he needed to see her again.

			Azad lingered after the show with the intent of walking home alone. The night left him dizzy, drunk with possibility. Clouds of smoke hovered around the center of the arena, ghostly remnants of the pyrotechnic display with nowhere to dissipate in the muggy summer air. The maidmechs rolled in as the seats emptied, ready to clear away bottles and other human debris.

			“Osbourne, where are dead Vitruvians Archived?” Azad asked.

			A pause. The hairs on Azad’s neck stiffened, waiting for the computer’s familiar, skin-warming response. Finally, Osbourne spoke in Azad’s ear.

			Vitruvians can have their neural imprint downloaded to the city’s central processor after death, as regular Nabateans such as yourself do, Osbourne replied. Was there a veiled threat in that subtle reminder of Azad’s mortality? Notable Vitruvian travelers are Archived in the Library of Souls on Cerata.

			Cerata. The Shadow Moon of Nabatea, a name that referenced both the satellite’s limited hours of sunlight and the eccentrics who chose to make it home. Loners, troublemakers, criminals, artists and artisans. And an ancient building filled with the neural firings of dead Vitruvians. The Vitruvian who died under Azad’s care today was Nenah VitruviaAxel3247 – her humanoid status, her home on the Axel spaceship and her ship’s crew code, respectively. A traveler, one who explored the void beyond Nabatea. What was left of her would be on Cerata.

			The crowds along Palmyra Street thinned as they flowed into tributary roads, returning to their homes in preparation for morning shifts. Azad strolled at a steady pace, hands in his pockets and eyes drawn to the night sky. Cerata hovered low, its deep crescent curved in a lopsided smile. Inviting him to seek and find.

			* * *

			The next morning, Osbourne informed Azad that he would be assigned the traffic control shift. He also provided three options for getting there. Instead, Azad bought a ticket to Cerata.

			“You are now fifty minutes late to your shift,” the processor’s voice echoed inside his ear. An emotionless statement of fact, without chiding or threat. Azad ignored him.

			“We’re going on a trip, Osbourne,” he said. “Just for a few days. Log a vacation request for me.”

			He wouldn’t have a few days. While there was nothing illegal in Azad’s impromptu visit to the shadow moon, Osbourne’s algorithms would correctly calculate his pattern of behavior as a Problem and flag him accordingly. When he received the flag, Averro would certainly contact officials for help, possibly even Vitruvian authorities if a missed work shift and a random lunar visit alarmed him enough.

			Azad’s teeth rattled as the morning shuttle climbed through Nabatea’s atmosphere. Supporting launch cables and the shuttle’s internal counter-pressure made the ascent as smooth as scientifically possible, but any launch into space stressed the body. A young woman nearby vomited, her clammy head pressed into the back of her chair.

			Cerata’s surface, while fully terraformed, only had one town, which its inhabitants decided to locate on the sunless side of the moon. Its perpetual darkness wasn’t the only way Cerata rebelled against its mother planet. After he disembarked the shuttle, Azad stood slack-jawed for several minutes, absorbing the dizzying assault on his senses. Spices and smoke greeted him along the main thoroughfare, flanked by thatched-roof houses and high torches that illuminated cracked, cobbled roads. The same smells found on Nabatea, of incense, cumin and dried figs, were heightened under the moon’s dense atmosphere, watering Azad’s eyes. A Ceratan merchant lifted a snake from a hissing pit. The sacred Vitruvian animal, handled so casually by an orthodox human. A chill ran down Azad’s spine at the blasphemous sight. He was far from home.

			Raised on a planet of straight lines and clear boundaries, Azad tensed at the winding pathways before him. Cerata’s darkness, tempered by the glowing torches and blue light-tinged buildings, bothered him less. Nabatea City was most beautiful at night, and Cerata’s patchwork of shadows soothed his rattled nerves.

			The dense, jostling crowds also crackled with the moon’s rebellious aura. Merchants hawked strange gadgets and exotic foods to passersby, dressed in a dizzying kaleidoscope of material and color. A young girl in opulent blue robes, anchored by elegant, pointed shoes, handed Azad a skewer of a thin delicacy coated in powdered sugar. He accepted it with a shy smile. The food was hot and sweet, warming his tongue. When he nodded his approval, the girl gestured him toward the stall. Osbourne kicked into gear, highlighting three baked items to choose from, but the girl hawked other options, dangling an assortment of colorful sweets. When Azad pointed at the pastries, the girl’s eyes danced and she launched into a fierce haggling session that neither Azad nor Osbourne were prepared for.

			Two older men who had presumably witnessed the exchange laughed as Azad stumbled away from the stall, sticky fingers clutching a small box of sweets. Behind them, a group of older men and women played backgammon before a captive audience, sipping a thick, fragrant beverage. They gossiped and debated, with no signs of Nabatea City’s usual hierarchies at play. Azad found shelter under a tree, devouring the rest of his sweets. The familiar flavors calmed him, conjuring memories of Ledo and lazy summer afternoons, a time before work shifts and Problems.

			Ledo. He clung to her name, an anchor on this strange moon. He had come here for her, and he wouldn’t leave until he found answers. The thought warmed his chest with a surge of much-needed confidence.

			A tall building rose above the thatched roofs, its angular peak protruding like a shard of broken glass. The Library of Souls. Odd on first thought, that the Vitruvians would place their deceased, their history, on a moon populated by rebels and outcasts. But Archiving was a subversive science. It didn’t keep the dead alive, but it preserved their memories and knowledge for future generations to consume.

			The meandering roads added deceptive distance to the library, and Azad panted as he pushed through the crowds. He turned down an alleyway, hoping for a shortcut.

			Water splattered from a second-floor window. Azad barely dodged it, craning his neck to find a terrace covered with thick, moving vines. Azad recoiled but his skin tingled. Gardening in Nabatea was a highly regulated activity, critical to ensuring the right balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide within the planet’s temperamental atmosphere. On barren Cerata, vines curled like sheltering snakes around copper railings and plants sprouted from windows, a pointless exercise due to the lack of sun, but a colorful indicator of wealth.

			Something was wrong. The balconies and terraces across the alleyway were empty, but the air hung thick with an unannounced presence. A chill ran down his spine. His heart quickened.

			The alleyway was empty, silent save for the distant cacophony of the main street. And closer to him, footsteps. Steady, purposeful, in time with his own. Azad’s shoulders tensed, a prey’s instinct under a phantom gaze.

			He was being followed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Kezza

			CALYPSO CORPORATE CAMPUS, MARS

			2195 A.D. (1,209 YEARS PRIOR TO NABATEAN SETTLEMENT)

			 

			Lockdown. The evacuation order blinked across the arena in blazing neon. Sirens followed. Perched on the arena’s upper stage, Kezza crossed her arms and rolled her eyes.

			Please evacuate now. This is not a drill. Remain calm.

			Kezza sighed. She unstrapped herself from the harness. Her glittery heels creaked on the rickety stage steps as she descended from the rafters. Bai, one of the lead contortionists, handed her the remnants of her whiskey sour, compliments of an Earth-bound ambassador during intermission. She raised her glass in toast and he winked.

			“Think we’re going to die this time, Kez?” he asked.

			“Everyone’s going to fucking die if they keep cutting my act short,” Kezza said with a grim smile. She’d been about to debut a new performance on the lyra, her favorite aerial apparatus, when the lockdown call came.

			“Maybe the revolution’s starting early,” LaValle, the company’s second contortionist, said to no one in particular. His eyes glowed through his black kohl liner. “Firing up the guillotines before the new ship gets here.”

			Kezza pressed her lips together to hold back a reply. She had her own plans for Mars’s newest visitors, but the rest of the troupe didn’t need to know them. She loved them, but they were horrible gossips and before long, all of Mars would know her darkest secrets. No, better to keep her mouth shut. For now.

			Tugging at her fishnets, Kezza joined the line exiting the Coliseum. Her costume’s black feathers scratched at her neck. In the crowd, you could tell the native Martians from the Earth visitors by their shoulders alone. The Earth folk carried the tension along their shorter bodies, arms rigid as they rushed to the exit. The Martians cracked jokes, their gaits relaxed, as they complained about their corporate overlords and their overzealous safety precautions.

			On her way out, Kezza brushed her fingers against the copper lion statue beside the Coliseum’s main doors. A tipsy gesture rooted in genuine affection for Mars’s largest indoor space. Kezza endured a world of low ceilings and narrow tunnels framed in fluorescent light, but in the Coliseum, gliding across aerial silks and trapezes, she could fly.

			“Everyone stay calm and exit in an orderly manner,” an usher called out unnecessarily. The crowd, aside from the Earth people, exuded no panic. Just irritation at another disruption. The third alarm in seven days.

			The crowd spilled into the main Atrium, where yawning windows separated Calypso Corporate Campus from the Martian atmosphere. No cracks or obvious signs of a breach, although a fierce dust storm outside whipped sand against the triple-paned glass. It hissed as it slid down the clear surface like a bubbling tide. Mother Nature, the saying went, played by simpler rules on Mars than on Earth. When in doubt, add wind.

			The lockdowns, once an annual drill, became more popular after the announcement of the great civilizationist Barrett Juul’s impending arrival on Mars. To Calypso, no less. Out of two equally corrupt, misery-laden corporate cities, he had chosen the one Kezza called home. His broadcast from Earth spread from Martian to Martian the way teenagers circulated gray market pornography. Kezza had listened to the recording countless times and would probably replay it again once she reached her quarters. In a speech like no other, the civilizationist promised an announcement when he reached Mars that would change their lives forever. Everyone had their own theories – a terraforming project, a new Martian settlement to rival Calypso and Palmcorps, even a technological advance that would enable the Mars-born to function in Earth’s gravity, allowing a safe return. But almost everyone agreed that the announcement would be something wonderful. The first signs of much-needed hope.

			It all sounded nice, but Kezza was a simple woman with simple needs – revenge.

			Barrett Juul, with his big ideas, was the reason Kezza was born on this hellish rock. He was the reason her mum died young and brokenhearted. He needed to die in return. Killing the entire corporate board would be a nice bonus, if Kezza could manage it. She didn’t know how yet, but she had free time between circus performances to figure it out.

			The sirens continued their screeching. A security guard waved workers through the doors to their residential quarters. The smile crawling along his puffy face told Kezza what would happen before it began. She could almost see the thought balloon forming over his head, a cloud with her in the center. Her skin prickled. She walked without breaking pace, eyes trained ahead. As she stepped across the doorway, he grabbed her backside. A rough, unsparing grip, his untrimmed nails piercing her stockings. A stray finger probed further, sending a jolt of shock up her spine.

			Kezza sucked in her breath. Her back tensed and she closed her eyes. In her mind, she swung around, a flurry of black hair, feathers and sinewy arms, landing an elbow on his jaw. Kezza could almost smell the imaginary blood that would erupt from his gums. He would reel from the sickening crunch of the blow, collapsing under a medley of kicks and punches. Roars of approval swelling around her. Others joining in on the assault, all slighted in their own way by Calypso Corporate Security. Aerialists sat at the bottom of the Martian social hierarchy, just above smugglers, junkies and accountants, but at least she wasn’t a cop.

			Kezza gritted her teeth, steadying herself. She passed through the door without breaking stride, her face a dignified mask. Now was not the time to get put in lockup. She wouldn’t have to endure this forever. Kezza knew the game and intended to win in the final stages. Righteous anger is a currency here, her mother once said, like air and water. Save it up for something worthwhile.

			Kezza would save it for Barrett Juul.

			A loud bang cut through Kezza’s stream of consciousness, its reverberations echoing along the narrow stairwell. Gasps and muttered curses followed. The wailing sirens reasserted themselves in Kezza’s ears.

			“Come on, keep moving!” the guard shouted above them. “Everyone to your quarters.”

			“Well, we might have an actual emergency this time,” LaValle muttered.

			While no one panicked, the line quickened pace. Dread coiled within Kezza like a tightly wound spring, one she longed to release with a single, raw scream. But she held it in, like everyone around her. She was Martian to the core, well-versed in bottling her misery. In the controlled confines of Calypso Corporate Campus, known not-so-affectionately as the Triple C, panic was an unaffordable luxury. An atmosphere breach, a pressure failure, a fire – all could be dealt with in some way. The threat localized, its effects minimized to an unfortunate few. But fear, a loss of faith in their collective survival, would destroy Calypso from within, a message repeated every hundred feet along the glowing Atrium screens. Remain calm. Keep moving.

			Order prevailed – for the moment.

			The stairs led down to the underground portion of the campus, where low-wage employees lived in one-room units, regardless of family size. Some called them the Catacombs, which Kezza found overdramatic. It was a corporate slum. Pigeon-gray grime smeared the stairwell’s walls. A light flicked on and off about them, its dying bulb sizzling like candied bacon. The ever-present smell of raw sweat greeted Kezza’s descent.

			Something sharp dug into Kezza’s knees. A small child gripped her legs with tiny hands, whimpering softly. She recognized his face through the trails of snot running down his nose. A boy, maybe five or six, who ran down the hallways on her floor for entertainment. Toyless and perhaps even parentless. She scooped him into her arms, raising the child’s head over her shoulders, inviting someone, anyone, to claim him. The crowd continued to shuffle down the stairwell.

			“Guess you’re stuck with me for now,” she murmured. The little boy snuffled in response, his breath sweet and milky.

			Another loud bang echoed, followed by distant shouts. Kezza froze. The child tightened his grip around her neck. Tension spread through the stale air, the crowd shivering with a shared understanding that this lockdown was different. Something had happened.

			Silence.

			Then another bang. The energy in the stairwell shifted, a change in the air’s vibrations, as composure gave way to panic. Sporadic screams rose through the crowd as it stampeded forward, deeper underground.

			Warm bodies pressed against Kezza’s back, tugging at her feathers, but she had nowhere to go. She lost balance, her pulse quickening at her throat. Hands shoved her from all directions. The child cried and pushed her away, his small nails clawing at Kezza’s face. Her senses, dulled earlier by drink, came to life at the prospect of an imminent crushing. The tangy smell of sweat and fear filled her nostrils. She coughed, her throat burning. Her chest also burned with anger and she shoved back against the crushing bodies with an angry snarl. No. She would not get turned into a human pancake only weeks before Barrett Juul arrived. She had murderous plans to enact.

			A loud crack cut through the noise. An electromagnetic stunner.

			“Keep pace, idiots!” an authoritative voice yelled over the humming crowd. “No one needs to get crushed.”

			The pressure loosened around Kezza’s chest as the crowd obeyed the command. Reaching the third level underground, she forced her way out of the stairwell. She gasped, lungs summoning recycled air. The child wriggled from her arms and darted around the corner. For a second, Kezza fought the urge to follow. The child had forced her to remain strong, to care for something other than herself, but in the end, she was on her own.

			Running along the corridor, Kezza kicked off her high heels, cursing herself for not thinking of it before. Other Catacombs residents ran alongside her into their own rooms – quarrymen and women in dust-coated uniforms, Tier Three research assistants, parents yanking their children by their spindly arms. Kezza’s bare feet slapped against the cool, grated floor. Graffiti lined the walls, crude slogans painted over official Triple C postings. Gang symbols, warnings to Corp informants. She spun to the left, skidding to a halt in front of a room marked S5633 above its door. When she leveled her eye in front of the scanner, the door opened with an obedient click.

			Welcome, Kezza Sayer, the screen read. She entered.

			Kezza loathed her name. At the time she was born in Independent Wales, everyone’s name had an affectionate abbreviation. Sharons were known as Shazza. Jasmines were Jazza. Michaels and Mackenzies became Mazza. But her mother skipped the pretense of a proper legal name and listed her screaming newborn as Kezza on the birth certificate. Short for Kerry, she explained.

			It made no sense. Kerry had the same number of syllables as Kezza, the same expenditure of vocal energy. But few of her poor mother’s decisions had made any sense.

			Kezza rubbed her bare arms and closed her eyes. She strained her ears for a useful sound over the sirens. The hiss of tear gas. Screams. Even a chattering sound that could have been gunfire, although a shooting on Mars would be unprecedented. Calypso strictly controlled firearms for obvious reasons, although rumors existed of a secret stockpile in headquarters, in case gang activity turned political.

			But the sounds never came. Nothing to reveal what was unfolding beyond her narrow walls.

			Then, a high wail interrupted her thoughts. High enough to be heard over the sirens, a voice cried for help outside her room. Her stomach twisted into a cold knot. She pressed her forehead to the door and a square cleared to form a transparent window into the hallway. The child she had carried stood in front of her door, tearstained and alarmed.

			Kezza sighed. Poor kid. It was never a good time to get lost in the Catacombs, but especially during a lockdown. She opened the door. The kid’s eyes widened and he immediately ran down the hall.

			“Hey, come back!” Kezza yelled.

			A force struck her from the side, knocking her to the ground. Hands pressed down on her face, pushing her cheek into the chilled, grimy floor. A furious cry escaped her clenched teeth as another set of hands fumbled in her pockets, fishing out her tips from the last performance – free drink coupons, ration stamps, gift cards. Further down the hall, the kid disappeared around the corner.

			Kezza spat on the ground. The little brat was part of the con to get Kezza to open her door. An apprentice thief to some older kids who were about to be taught some manners.

			She’d been robbed before. Since most Martians stored their wages on their personal CALPal accounts, few carried tangible goods worth stealing. Kezza, a performer popular with new Earth arrivals ignorant of Martian currency, was one of the exceptions.

			Kezza struggled against her attacker. The guard had been spared her wrath earlier, but these kids wouldn’t get off so easily.

			When the hands released her, she shot to her feet with a dancer’s agility. The thieves were already sprinting down the corridor, hooting in triumph. A grown man and two teenagers, a boy and a girl. Kezza gave chase.

			They ran up the emergency exit stairwell, triggering another alarm that drowned beneath the lockdown sirens. Kezza followed, panting but keeping pace. Blood pounded in her ears.

			“Give me my shit!” she yelled.

			“Get boiled, slut!” a gangly boy of about fifteen shouted back.

			Little fucker. Boiling, the worst form of death on Mars. On a hostile landscape with limited inhabitants who struggled to reproduce, Calypso authorities reserved execution by boiling, essentially direct exposure to the Martian atmosphere, for extreme cases. Corporate treason being the most obvious, above murder, rape and embezzlement.

			Kezza caught up with them at the top of the stairwell, grabbing her tormenter by the hair and slamming his head against the wall. He kicked backward and landed a blow directly on her shin. She winced, gripping her sides to steady herself against the burst of pain, but resumed the chase. One of the thieves cursed ahead of her. Kezza almost laughed. She was an aerialist, a line of work that earned her share of falls and bruises. A trio of Catacombs lowlifes with poor endurance wouldn’t stop her.

			“I fucked you once,” the uglier one crowed. He meant it in the virtual sense. A digital replica of her face and body, down to every detail, existed within Calypso’s Virtual Fantasies room. Everyone in the circus troupe had to accept this invasion of privacy in their contract, submitting themselves to a full body scan. Every leer she received on Calypso’s corridors reminded her that anyone over the age of eighteen could rent a simulation of Kezza Sayer by the hour.

			The remark had its desired effect. Kezza screamed a string of curses, raw fury pulsating in her bones. They passed through an empty engineering room and Kezza grabbed a wrench and hurled it at them. She missed, the metal clattering to the ground.

			She snarled in frustration. The lockdown, the police, whatever was happening upstairs – none of it mattered. All that mattered were the three parasites in front of her, in desperate need of a lesson. She grabbed the wrench again.

			They ran through the Greenery, a level below the Atrium, tearing through rows of crops on Earth-imported soil. Everything took on a yellowish tint underneath beams of artificial sunlight – stalks of sweetened corn, patches of chocolate-infused zucchini and sugared sweet potatoes. Calypso had made its original money through high-fructose corn syrup, so the evil geniuses in charge found a way to make anything sweet.

			Kezza followed the thieves around a corner, cutting her hand on a stray husk of corn. Gritting her teeth, she swiveled around, keeping pace. Panting across the expansive room, she humored the idea of defecting to Palmcorps, if only to experience sugarless food.

			They burst through the doors at the far end of the Greenery, trading its warm, muggy air for the deafening whine of machinery inside Calypso’s waste disposal area. The unimaginatively named Waste Room. Sweet, pungent decay filled the high-ceilinged room, where mounds of trash crawled up its walls. Anything that couldn’t be recycled was fed through pipes and airlocked chutes into the Martian desert, where it was burnt. Even corpses passed through its doors, for those who eschewed burial. Nothing on Calypso went to waste. But everyone, including Kezza, was disposable.

			Ahead of her, the thieving trio slowed, thin bodies growing rigid. One pointed ahead at something on the ground.

			Kezza skidded to a halt. A chill ran through her, making the frail hairs on her arms bristle against her costume’s lace. Two long shapes stretched across the ground.

			Human shapes.

			The thieves spun around. Before Kezza could react, they barreled past her, knocking her to the ground.

			Kezza scrambled to her feet, but the shock of the bodies on the floor had tempered her fury. She hesitated for a moment, torn between the instinct to continue the chase and her curiosity over the motionless figures.

			With each step forward, dread sank deeper into the pit of Kezza’s stomach. Her throat tightened. The disjointed shapes became a man and a woman, lying feet away from the airlock.

			The woman was unmistakably dead. She bore the same glassy eyes as Kezza’s mother when it had finally happened, the same stillness in her limbs. This woman’s skin was a bruised purple, as though thousands of vessels had erupted across her body. A ring of blood swelled around her eyes, seeping down her cheeks.

			Kezza squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back nausea, before opening them again. The man lay on his stomach, the back of his neck bearing the same discoloration. With his face hidden, he could have just been unconscious. She had to help him if that was the case, despite the very loud voice in her head screaming at her to run.

			Kezza knelt beside him for a closer look, pulling on his shoulder. She turned him onto his back.

			The man’s eyes flew open, bloodshot red. Kezza jolted. He drew a sharp, desperate breath and coughed, spit and blood spraying like mist around him.

			Kezza screamed. She swatted at the mist of blood on her face. The man shot from the ground with alarming strength and speed and landed on his feet. After scanning the room wildly, he knocked Kezza down. Pain shot through her wrists as she broke her fall. The man was gone, charging toward the Greenery.

			Heart pounding, Kezza ran her hands over her body, checking for damage through pulsing waves of adrenaline. No obvious signs of injury. But what had happened to the dead woman and suddenly very alive man? What discolored their skin, tinged their eyes with blood? She held up her cut hand, the same one she used to turn the man around and then wiped his blood from her face. Terror gripped her. Was it contagious? More importantly, was she a complete idiot? She could have been beating those brats within an inch of their lives right now if she’d just turned around.

			A loud crash echoed through the Waste Room. The man sprinted back toward her, eyes wild but trained on the airlocked door leading outside, into open Martian desert. Kezza’s breath stopped.

			“Are you crazy?” she yelled. “Stop! You don’t have a suit on.”

			Reflexes took over. Kezza ran, skidding on a streak of trash stretched across the floor. She landed on her elbows as the man leapt over her like a gazelle. He charged at the exit and opened the first of two doors.

			Kezza struggled to her feet. The emergency lock beckoned her across the room. She jumped over another pile of waste and ran at breakneck speed. She blinked as the burning stench of refuse reached her eyes. Nearing the lock, she slammed her hand down on the red button. It would trigger yet another alarm, but that mattered less than keeping the man inside.

			Kezza ran back to the inner door’s portal window. She’d reached the lock in time – the emergency control had secured both doors, effectively sealing the man in between them. Through the small, foggy window, he pounded at the outer door.

			Watching the trapped man struggle, Kezza couldn’t help but pity the crazy bastard. He had knocked her to the ground, true enough, but hadn’t stolen from her, abused her, or insulted her as so many others had. Desperation consumed his every movement. She shouted through the window, hoping she could reason with him.

			“Hey, calm down! You need help, you’re sick. Come back inside and I’ll take you to the med ward.”

			The man turned at the sound of her voice, a flicker of understanding in his eyes.

			“Come on,” Kezza encouraged. “Let’s go together.”

			At those words, the man’s face clenched, skin forming ripples across his forehead. The wildness returned to his eyes before sadness flickered across his face. His lips moved, and Kezza read the words. I’m going home.

			And in a single, swift motion, the man hurtled the full weight of his body against the outer door. It burst open, falling into the sand. Kezza blinked, unwilling to believe her eyes. A sealed airlock door, falling like a domino. The man ran out.

			Kezza gasped, pressing her hands to her face. Through a part in her fingers, she saw the man swing his clenched fists with military rigidity as he tore across the open landscape, without oxygen or protection from the predatory Martian atmosphere. A self-boiling in action. Several agonizing seconds passed but he didn’t fall over or even slow down. He ran further into the desert, finally stumbling to his knees before he collapsed into a dark, twisting shape in the windswept dust.

			Kezza froze. It was impossible. Coldness spread through her limbs, her breath fogging the window portal. A man, after rising from the near-dead, broke an airlocked door open and ran through open Martian atmosphere. She flexed her hands, now numb with adrenaline, and touched the door. It felt cold and real, but could she trust her own senses anymore?

			The wail of the sirens, so continuous that she’d forgotten about them, reentered her ears. The ground swayed. The dead woman came back into focus on the floor.

			Time to go.

			Kezza sprinted out of the Waste Room, darting through rows of corn, when the familiar drumming of footsteps reached the Greenery. Holding her breath, she slid into a thick patch of cornstalks, every limb of her body still. She closed her eyes. As she opened them, a line of armed men rushed in single file, advancing into the Waste Room. Summoned, no doubt, by her pressing the emergency lock.

			The last security guard disappeared around the corner. Kezza sprinted in the opposite direction, running as though a Terran wind carried her. She didn’t look back. She didn’t sharpen her ears for voices. She didn’t stop running until she tumbled through the rear Catacombs stairwell.

			The lockdown sirens finally ended their chorus, in what must have been a Calypso record. Kezza sank to her knees, pressing her head against the cold metal railing. She crouched there until her heart ceased its violent drumming.

			Families spilled from their rooms in droves as Kezza walked numbly back to her own quarters, drawing curious stares. She trained her eyes ahead, clenched her injured hand, and hoped her appearance gave away nothing of the last hour. She reached her room with a relieved sob, slamming the door shut behind her.

			She stared at her own reflection in the mirror, but the same sad face, wrapped in the same overworked body, stared back at her. Her gaze turned inward, scanning her body for signs of illness. Her heart skipped at every physical quirk, every itch and twinge of discomfort. She forced herself to breathe, to return to reality.

			Maybe you’ll be fine, she reassured her tense reflection.

			But she wasn’t fine. She’d found two corpses in the Waste Room. One sprang to life and made an impossible sprint across open Martian terrain, only to collapse into the sand. Was the incident tied to the lockdown? It had to be. The planet may have been large, but Calypso was a small place, too small for coincidences.

			Outside of her room, the Catacombs returned to dingy normalcy. Voices trailed down the hallways, the sound of scuffles and excited chatter as another night descended over the city. Somewhere, her thieves were spending her hard-earned tip money.

			To calm down, Kezza began her daily stretches. She wasn’t as naturally flexible as most of the circus performers, so she had to work continuously to keep her body limber for her job’s demands. Her hands, calloused from her hours on the lyra, pulled at her foot arches as she sank into a deep forward stretch. A familiar, pleasant ache ran through her hamstrings. Kezza held on to the pain as her mind drifted away from the inexplicable events at the Waste Room to the more important topic at hand – killing Barrett Juul.

			She reached for the handheld radio on her nightstand and pressed play. Barrett Juul’s clipped, Danish-accented baritone filled the room.

			Good people of Mars, I reach out to you three months into the journey on Calypso One, the recording began. Had I broadcast this message from Earth, they would not have allowed me to board, even with my reputation and credentials. You know who ‘they’ are, because you live on their terms, day in and out. They control the food you eat, how much water you drink and when you can bathe. You struggle on the paltry wages they give you, knowing that to try and earn more means risking a fine that will place your family in generations of debt.

			The rest of the troupe loved those opening lines, nodding vigorously around the radio when they first heard them. But Kezza scoffed. Barrett Juul was one of the people on every podcast and news channel advocating for Martian immigration – adding, of course, that corporations could lead the way. What did he think would happen when Calypso and Palmcorps claimed the first two authorized stretches of Martian territory? That they’d set up free ice cream stands and affordable housing?

			But here is what they can’t control: the reality that they need you more than you need them. That Mars, through the blood and sweat of your labor, belongs to you.

			Tell that to Kezza’s mother. Her dad worked for Calypso, when he wasn’t drinking and being an all-around shitstain. He answered Barrett Juul’s call and boarded the next ship to Mars, dragging Kezza’s mum with him. But the high radiation voyage killed her dad that same year, and Mum would eventually follow.

			I come here of my own accord, with a team of investors behind me. Since these investors own controlling shares in Calypso and the Obscura station, the board has no choice but to host me. I don’t wish to disrupt the system in place on Calypso Corporate Campus for those who wish to perpetuate it. But for those of you who feel crushed under its heel, who can’t bear another day under its narrow domes, I speak to you: I offer an alternative. I aim to recruit you for something that will alter the course of human history. On Earth, we speak of the crooked axis of humanity. History repeating itself again and again. With your help, let’s break free from its orbit and carve out a new trajectory into the stars.

			Those closing remarks impressed many Martians, but Kezza could read between the lines. Juul didn’t want to disrupt the status quo on Mars too much – rich and powerful men rarely did – but he wanted to dupe people into some new vanity project of his. A rival corporate city. No doubt it would make him richer and probably kill a lot more people from radiation sickness.

			But Kezza could play along. She would do anything – seduce him, manipulate him, dive headfirst into a vat of sugar – if it meant getting close to Juul and finding her moment to strike.

			But first, sleep.

			Exhausted, Kezza finally peeled off her costume and collapsed onto her coffin-sized bed. Immediately, the timer kicked in on a nearby screen, warning her of the seven-hour sleep limit. Another screen lit up on the ceiling, projecting Calypso-approved images – running water, smiling children, the sun rising over Martian hills. Hints of Earth, but nothing too explicit. Nothing to fuel Kezza’s longing for animals and open, green places.

			Shimmering costumes hung from her closet, while her own clothes were packed in a single drawer in her nightstand. If Kezza died, Calypso authorities would clean her room out in less than an hour. Half of what she owned really belonged to the circus – objects to make her thinner, prettier, a more functional ornament for the masses. Borrowed objects for a borrowed existence, ones that would be handed off to another dancer before the Waste Room finished charring her bones into ash.

			In the seconds before she drifted into sleep, Kezza drowned in the echoes of the day’s sensations – ears ringing from the sirens’ wail, the stench of garbage bitter in her throat, empty promises from a distant stranger. And the silhouette of the man, jerking and crawling like a spider in the open Martian air, danced behind her closed eyes.
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