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“I’m not going,” Carol said with forced calm. A white-hot fury coursed through her, but she fought to keep her face impassive. She knew better than to yell at Joan. It wasn’t her supervisor’s fault that things had all gone sideways.

“It’s been decided that your skill set isn’t the most comprehensive for this segment of the mission.”

The words slammed into her like stampeding horses. It was a bureaucratic and political mess, and anything she said right now would only make things worse. “I see.” She managed to speak the words without a hint of anger.

“Perhaps the next round.” Joan folded her hands and looked at her in blunt dismissal.

Carol stood and left the office calmly. She’d seen the roster for the first group to the surface, and too many of them were political appointees. They were going to be completely incompetent. Maybe she should be grateful that she wasn’t going to have to suffer through the inevitable disaster that was coming, but that didn’t change her bitter disappointment. She had earned her place on the surface. This was totally unfair.

The logo for the Interplanetary Accession Company was everywhere on the station. She should have known things would change drastically when all the new Sponsored had arrived with the Planetary Colonization Corporation emblem blazoned across their jackets. Power had shifted somewhere and changes had been made whether she liked it or not. There was a bit of a lag from the repercussions of political bickering on Earth, but it always got to them eventually.

She stomped back to her greenhouse with the scene replaying in her head, only this time, she said what she was thinking. She told Joan in very particular detail that they were handing over an integral part of the colonization to a group of morons, and that they would fail spectacularly. She had a chance to refine that speech three times along the way.

It didn’t help. She was even angrier when she got to her workstation.

Her coworker, Mike, was there transplanting kale seedlings. “I’m going to say it was a no for you, too.” His voice was calm, but she heard the anger in it. His dark eyes were sharp with frustration. He was of Asian descent, slender and tall.

“Idiots,” she hissed.

“We’d better make a plan.”

“For what?” she snapped. She’d been training for this mission since it was first announced as a future possibility. Every step of her career had been aimed toward getting to this place. She was here on this space station orbiting an uninhabited planet, so that she would be part of the mission to make it hospitable for a new colony. Except there had been a change in governmental policies, and now the people who had more money than brains were pushing their way into line. And people like her who had the brains, experience and initiative were being left on the sidelines.

“Carol?” Mike said loudly. “Is there a reason you’re torturing that marigold?”

She looked down to see that she’d pulled the plant out of its pot. “Sorry.” She tucked it back in carefully and inspected it for damage. The fragrance of the crushed foliage was powerful.

“I’m angry, too,” Mike said. “But we can’t let it affect the work. They’re going to need us eventually.”

She wanted to believe that. At some point, the idiots would fail, and people who had actually trained for the jobs would be sent down to clean up. But it was one more delay in a long time of waiting. Her anger collapsed into disappointment. “I had hoped to be packing tonight,” she mumbled.

“We need to make a plan,” Mike said again. “You know they’re going to screw up. I think we should double up all the seedlings.”

She frowned down the benches filled with trays of plants. “Why? So we can make them look better as they are failing? I don’t think sending down constant replacements is a good idea.”

Mike looked thoughtful. “Okay.”

“But we can make a plan for when we get the call,” she said with a smug smile. “Let’s see...they’ll go down tomorrow with the first round of crops. Shall we give them a week to kill all the plants?”

“Hm. Some of those plants are pretty resilient.”

“Okay. Two weeks.” Carol grabbed her tablet and brought up a calendar. “Okay. They will request replacement seedlings in two weeks. We’ll start them day of request. That gives them a couple of weeks to prep soil...”

“And sit around doing nothing.”

“Which is exactly what they want.” She realized the problem. Giving slackers more time to laze around wouldn’t work. Turning around to look at the seed vault, she ran a hand through her short, blonde hair. “Maybe we send them the wrong stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Instead of the crops, some of the flowers.” She’d started several flats of flowers for the apiary on the station last month. It was the Flora department’s responsibility to supply edibles to the kitchen, flowering plants to the apiary and oxygen circulating plants to the common areas. She was trained in not just botany but gene manipulation in case they needed to design stronger plants, knew a broad range of diseases, and all the caloric, medicinal and culinary uses for just about every plant known to humankind.

“That’s...”

She frowned at Mike.

“Brilliant,” he said with a grin. “Can I add that they be nonedible?”

She laughed. “But not poisonous, I think.” Nearly everything she had was edible, except for a few medicinals that she’d started as a private project. They had a good selection of vegetables growing for the station’s use in the greenhouse. A few hiccups were expected and had been planned into the slow hand off to the surface. By the time crops were growing down there, she’d ease back on the production on the station. It would be a careful balance with plenty of overlap until the farms were well established.

“But we need an explanation in case anyone actually catches on,” Mike warned.

Carol opened the seed vault and rummaged around. She tossed packets on the bench. “Deep rooting plants to break up the soil...um...ground covers...”

“Companion plants?” Mike asked.

“I’ve got some herbs for that, but I don’t want to waste those seeds.” She looked through her collections pulling out a few packets that she’d brought for her own purposes. Some had beautiful flowers, and some had intricate foliage. All of them had meaning to her. A few precious memories that she wouldn’t leave behind with all the rest of her life on Earth.

“How about just a little bit of everything?” Mike suggested.

“Perfect,” she said. “It will actually help us to see what’s going on when we get down there. Knowing what might survive will be the best overview of the conditions.”

She threw herself into work knowing that it would help get her mind off the burning disappointment. Life on the space station wasn’t bad, it just wasn’t what she’d been hoping and planning for. Since the day she left her family farm for college, she’d been aiming for the stars. The mission was to transform a sterile planet into a green and fertile paradise. It made her insides ache thinking about the amazing possibilities. She wanted this so badly, and now she was forced to wait some more.

“We should inventory the essentials,” she said.

Mike went down the line checking supplies. The recycling plant gave them everything they’d need. Ammonia, phosphorus, calcium, and other important nutrients that were chelated out of the waste produced by the station. It wasn’t as good as actual compost, but she wasn’t allowed to start her own pile because that drew away too many resources. The balance in an enclosed environment was a constant dance of input and output. Even the plants she grew had to be carefully added into the mix of the oxygen-carbon cycle. 

The planet, still unnamed because of political infighting, was on the edge of the habitable zone. The summers might be too hot and the winters too cold. The atmosphere was a little thin and because of some cataclysmic event in the distant past, there was no vegetation or animal life. But despite all that, the planetary survey had given it a green light. They had located a wide valley in a low mountain range in the most temperate section of the largest continent. It was supposed to be seismically sound, protected from the major storm paths, but receive adequate rain. Carol had read the reports over and over until she had just about every fact memorized.

The construction crew had been the first to go down to the surface. After they built a dormitory for themselves and sheds for the equipment, they had been scheduled to put up a greenhouse. And it was done now, but the very first Flora crew going down to start work on the surface would not include her.
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Gary stared out across the barren valley floor forlornly. The crew’s common room had a long window with a great view. It hadn’t been in the design, but they had all agreed to change that a bit. This would be their home for awhile, and Gary had been determined to make it a pleasant one.

He had joined this mission hoping for a fresh start. Life on Earth had gotten complicated for a lot of reasons. Somehow just working a job wasn’t as easy as it once was with gangs and protection rackets fighting with the unions and local governments. He didn’t like getting tumbled into all those problems when all he wanted to do was build homes for people. This assignment might just be another construction job, but it was on a new planet. That by itself should have made it a great adventure. And it did start that way, but now it was turning into just another slog. Too many Sponsored were creeping into the crew, and that was making things difficult in a painfully familiar way.

“Boss wants you,” Marcus called from the doorway.

“Now?” Gary asked wearily.

“That’s what he said.” Marcus went on towards the sleeping rooms.

Gary went back to the office wing and down to Crew Chief Braiden’s office. “You wanted me?”

“What happened today?” Braiden asked. 

“Do y’all really want to know?” Gary drawled. Sometimes when he was stressed, his southern accent came back a little stronger. He was so disillusioned with today’s events. He felt like it was starting all over. Someone somewhere was putting pressure on them way out here in the back of beyond, and it deeply worried him that anyone on Earth had that kind of reach.

The Chief sighed. “I guess I’d better hear it. Might not be able to do anything about it, but I should know.”

“Damon was on my team. We were setting up the pump house.” Gary didn’t know if he needed to say more. Damon was a lazy no-good grump who had no right to be here. Some rich relative had paid for his place, and people like Gary just had to deal with the results.

“And?”

“You know how he is. Won’t do anything until you yell at him. Slow to move his bones, and he does it wrong or half-assed when he finally gets around to it. I needed help. I told him to grab one of the panels. I’m not sure what he cut his hand on.”

Braiden pulled a file over. “He says he cut it on the panel.”

Gary shrugged. “They don’t have sharp edges. But he wasn’t wearing gloves.”

“He says he was.”

“Have you seen a sliced-open, bloody glove?” Gary asked bluntly. It wouldn’t be the first time Damon had claimed injury then not been able to show proof of one. It was just one more excuse for not doing the work.

“Said he pulled them off to see how bad the cut was. I’m heading out to the site now. I’d appreciate a witness.” Braiden handed over an auto-log. “You can document the search.”

Gary felt a little better knowing that Braiden was one of the good guys, but he had a feeling that this was the beginning of more trouble. Government and the high-powered corporations were always poking their fingers into the simple lives of ordinary folks. Although how a simple colony way out in deep space could be important to them was certainly above his pay grade.

They walked out to the small structure that surrounded the new water pumps. He’d managed to get the work done with just Marcus helping after Damon went howling off. The walls were straight, and the roof sat squarely on top. Regardless of the change in administrations, he was going to be proud of his work. He turned on the auto-log and clipped it to his jacket.

“Nice job,” Braiden said as he fingered the clean edges. “Where did you have the supplies?”

Gary showed him a flat area marked with tire tracks. “We used all of the materials we had brought out. The panels were stacked here on a dolly.”

Braiden squatted down and inspected the sandy soil. “No blood.”

“His hand was pretty bloody,” Gary admitted. He’d felt a hot jolt of adrenaline when Damon had screamed. The sight of that much blood had scared him. Accidents happened, and in the building trade they could be very nasty. “I didn’t think to check the ground. He had his hand curled up against his chest. Maybe his jacket soaked it all up.”

“Which panel was he lifting?” Braiden asked.

Gary had to replay the morning in his head to figure out the work that had been completed before he yelled for Damon to help. “I think it was the back,” he said as he circled the small structure. “Marcus and I already had three walls up.”

Together they inspected the panel.

“Did you wipe it down?”

Gary shook his head. He gestured to a few muddy fingerprints down the side. “It gets the sealer tomorrow. Wasn’t going to clean it off until just before.”

“Did you see the wound?” Braiden asked.

“Wouldn’t let me near him. Screaming like a wounded dog.”

Braiden hemmed and hawed letting Gary know that he had his doubts. Any accident with injuries required an immediate retraction by the shuttle to the medical unit on the station. Damon was up there now, probably relaxing in his quarters. As they stood there, the pumps kicked into action whirring and clanking.

“That doesn’t sound right,” Braiden said heading for the door.

Gary was one step behind. He flipped on the overhead lights which flickered feebly. “They haven’t had a chance to charge up yet. Want me to get a work light?”

“I can see.” Braiden ducked behind a long branch of pipe. There was a screech of metal on metal and a dull thump. The water pumps had been the first things to go in, even before the barracks was built. Water was one of the first essentials. If that couldn’t be set up, there would be no point in building here.

“Go find the Joes,” Braiden said.

Gary ran back to the quarters. If the water system went down, they would need to start over. All of them would be sent back up to the station until the pumps were repaired or re-drilled or repositioned. And if it was a bigger problem, maybe even a new site would need to be scouted.

A handful of the crew came out to see what the problem was. The plumbers, Joe Collins and Joe Westwind, went running for their tools.

Gary got a work light and hurried back to see what else might be needed. A pipe had cracked, and water was flooding out of the new pump house. After a few minutes of struggling, Gary made notes about enlarging the structure. It was too small for more than one person to work in there at a time. It wasn’t the first, or he imagined, the last time they were going to have to adjust the plans that had been given to them. Whoever had drawn them up hadn’t envisioned any need to do repairs. He went around to the back of the house and slid the panel off to give them more space.

It was full dark before the repairs were finished. The ground was muddy and churned up. They’d managed to replace the pipe and get the pumps back online. They would be able to stay on the surface for now. Life here was very unpredictable. He didn’t want to retreat back to the station but was glad that it was there if they needed it.

As they trudged back to the quarters, muddy and cold, he heard the grumbled questions from the crew. He and Marcus had heard the pumps going on and off all day while they were working around it and hadn’t heard anything wrong during that whole time. It was an odd coincidence coming right after Damon’s injury. He was starting to get an uncomfortable feeling about things and was glad that he’d left the auto-log on to document the repairs. If there was an investigation, he wanted them to get it right.
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It didn’t take two weeks for the surface team to fail. Carol got the news four days later. “All the seedlings have to be replaced?” she asked skeptically. 

“All,” Mike confirmed.

“Did they check the temperatures?”

He nodded and answered as if guessing her next question. “Temps, air, did the soil, even though they were still in the flats, in case it was air borne.”

She tapped her tablet. “If we had the live lines set up, I’d have a better answer. Have you got any feeds?”

“They haven’t hooked up the eyes in the greenhouse, but I’ve got some hand-held images from Doreen.”

Carol gestured for him to show her. Doreen was on the surface security detail and a good egg in her opinion. The video began and showed her the long benches in the greenhouse. Overhead lights were on which put it before sunrise. Every plant in every tray was dead. “Frost?” she asked knowing it shouldn’t have affected them all equally.

“Temps didn’t go that low the last few nights.”

“Are they sure? Are the alarms set up?”

“I don’t think they have the temperature alarms set up but look,” he ran the video again and paused it. “These are the frost hardy flats. They shouldn’t have been affected.”

“Could it have dropped that low?” she asked softly. “The atmosphere is thin. Maybe the temps at night dip further than we realized.”

“They look like they were sprayed with poison,” Mike grumbled.

“Are they sending them back up?”

“No. Two people were injured and need to come up for medical treatment. They said there wasn’t time to wait for the plants.”

Carol huffed out her frustration in a sigh. “How are we supposed to rectify a failure if we don’t have the evidence on what caused it in the first place?”

Mike chuckled. “You didn’t ask who got hurt.”

Her heart leaped, but only for a second. If the greenhouse team was being replaced, Mike would be too excited to joke about it. “Let me guess...” she thought about who had already been deployed. “Surveyors.” She knew they were always pushing the rules, staying out too long and going too far afield.

“Right. Sprained ankle and a head injury. They fell off a mountain I think.”

She pushed that information aside. Not her department, and it wasn’t her problem to fix. “Looks like we need to start the back up seedlings. I really thought it would take longer for them to screw up.”

“I think we need to run more simulations,” Mike said with a frown. “If all the plants were killed, there’s a serious issue that we’re not seeing.”

Carol shook her head. It was hard to solve a problem without all the facts. Here was another unexpected event that would delay her chances to finally set foot on the planet. If all the plants died, they would need to unravel that knot before another trial was started. And that shaved another few days off the careful plans. She worried that there wasn’t going to be enough time to get the plantings established if they kept walking into walls like this.

The comm unit buzzed, and she was called to Joan’s office. She groaned. This time it was a little harder to contain her anger.

“What did they say?” she asked.

“Ian and Rhona have not completed their report yet.”

Carol doubted that would be coming any time soon. She couldn’t imagine screwing up that badly. But those two were Sponsored and probably didn’t care at all about how much their failure would impact the rest of the department. “No hints?” she asked.

“I’ll need an analysis of the plants by end of day,” Joan said shortly ignoring Carol’s question.

“How can I do that without the plants?” Carol asked knowing her tone was going to get her into trouble. She liked Joan for the most part, but this situation was getting worse, and she wasn’t sure that her supervisor was strong enough for whatever battles might be coming.

Joan scowled at her. “They are running a special shuttle for me. The plants will be up after lunch.”

“I’ll get right on it,” Carol said and left without the customary dismissal. She knew it wasn’t Joan’s fault. She was probably just as frustrated as the rest of them. And this complete destruction of plants was a head scratcher. If she had been down there, she would have a better understanding of the cause. But instead, she was going to have to wait to question the two people who apparently had no idea what they were doing.

She went back to the greenhouse office to see if Mike had received any further information.

“They didn’t fill out any of the logs,” Mike grumbled as she came in.

“Oh, that’s so helpful. Now we can clearly see what happened.”

Mike chuckled darkly. “Very thin on the facts right now.”

“Joan requested a special flight. We’ll have the plants this afternoon.” She shuffled through her notes. “Let’s put together an expected environment description with a list of plants and minimal requirements.” Her hands tapped over the tablet as she spoke setting things up.”

Mike added his information mumbling as he assembled it. “Expected high temperature, expected low, maximum light exposure...”

She scanned down the list of plants and all of them should have survived within the range of the parameters Mike had created. “I don’t get it.”

“Light exposure seems to have popped.”

“Mm, that is higher than expected but within tolerances. First spring in this greenhouse, we’re bound to see variations from the predictions. But this isn’t off the charts. What was yesterday’s cloud cover?” She went through each piece of data regardless of how small to make sure she had every single variable tracked. The data from the air samples seemed off. There was a lot more nitrogen in the mix than she expected. Nevertheless, she worked that into her calculations.

Later, Mike made her stop long enough to get some food from the cafeteria. She grabbed the day’s packaged meal of a sandwich and apple and turned to go, but the cafeteria’s big window was full of the planet below. Her goal felt further away than ever. Waiting on the station for everything to be built had been exciting, tantalizing. They got daily reports of what had been done, and she’d counted down the days until she could set foot on the surface. Then the latest supply run from Earth arrived and brought them a dozen Sponsored. When her department got two of them, she began to worry that they would jump the line. And they had.

Pining wouldn’t help anything, but she sat at a table to gaze down on a world she might never get to. Staring at the continent below, something odd registered in her brain. She knew that Site 1 should be right below them, and the few structures they’d put up were too small to see at this distance. But there was something off, and she couldn’t quite figure it out.

She saw the shuttle coming up and finished the last of her lunch. After dropping the wrapper and apple core in the recycling chute, she went out to the unloading area to claim her dead plants. There were racks of supplies waiting to be loaded to take down to the surface.

“Got something for Flora?” she called out.

The cargo loader handed her a big square tote.

“What’s this?”

“Dunno,” he said with a disinterested shrug. “I just unload the stuff.”

She popped the lid to find it filled with dirt and dead plants. She sealed it back up and took it down to the office where Mike was waiting. “They dumped it all in here,” she growled. “How am I supposed to do an analysis on this?”

They sifted through the soil for any plant matter and laid it out on a long sheet of paper. Carol put a scoop of soil in the spectrometer. “I have no way of knowing where that soil was,” she complained. “Top, middle, bottom...if it shows signs of contamination...”

“This lettuce is...crispy,” Mike said with a frown.

Carol felt the dried leaf and got a very bad feeling. She stuck her hand in the dirt feeling around. “Dry as dust. Please tell me they aren’t that stupid.”

Mike held up another husk. “Desiccated.”

Carol didn’t have to wait until the end of the day to deliver her report. She knocked on Joan’s door a few minutes later. “I have the results,” she said.

“That was quick.” Joan looked skeptical.

“The light saturation was a bit more than expected. That most likely led to raised temperatures in the greenhouse. Since I don’t have a live feed and since the logs were not filled out, I cannot confirm that. However, it appeared that the plants were not watered at all after their arrival.” Carol was proud of herself for sounding mostly professional. There was hardly any growl in her voice.

“What?”

“They just all dried out and wheezed over,” Carol said. She had to work hard to keep her expression calm. It infuriated her that all her little seedlings had been killed from negligence.

“Start over,” Joan said brusquely. “We still have time to get the food plants established before true summer arrives.”

“If they kill another round, we might not make it,” Carol warned. The plan was to get this mission up to sustainable as soon as possible. The hand-off had been planned long before Carol had started her trays of seeds. They were running behind now by losing all the plants. The greenhouse and fish farm on the station helped with supplies, but it wasn’t going to handle the influx of homesteaders when they started arriving in the fall. They would be expecting crops to harvest, and plantings established. Failure now would mean they’d have a potential food shortage on their hands.

“Then I will have to speak with the site manager about making sure the right people go down with the next round.”

Carol could feel her hopes rising and almost let them. “What about Ian and Rhona?”

“They can work on getting the eyes and alarms set up.”

She had her doubts about whether that was going to happen.

“Go,” Joan said with a shooing motion.

She hurried back to the greenhouse with a a powerful hope that her turn was coming soon.
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Tucker started writing up his report on the incidents and realized there were way too many missing facts. That seemed to be a common factor in anything that involved Damon which had him feeling uncomfortably suspicious. Gary might complain about the guy being lazy, but Tucker saw other things stacking up in his wake. Things he thought he’d managed to leave behind on Earth.

Hoping he was jumping at shadows, he went in search of Gary to try to try to tie up the loose ends. Most of the construction crew were assembling the big geodesic dome for Flora, but Gary and Marcus were repairing the pump house.

Tucker liked having at least one errand a day that would take him outside. Being the Security Chief on a planet with a small number of people could get boring. At least until the Sponsored showed up, then things got a little more unpredictable. It was a ridiculous system that nonetheless raised a tremendous amount of money. Sponsored Positions were filled by the highest bidder regardless of skill or experience. They weren’t supposed to have more than ten percent in any department, but that percentage had crept up since the last ship from Earth. He couldn’t understand why people would want to come out on a homesteading mission if they didn’t want to do any hard work. The Sponsored changed the playing field. They weren’t here to earn a plot of land or a new life. Many of them wouldn’t fit the parameters of age and fitness anyway. Tucker couldn’t fine a true motivation behind their actions.

Gary and Marcus were enlarging the pump house. He wanted to get their impressions on the damage to the pipe, which was possibly unrelated to Damon’s injury, but a suspicious coincidence in his mind. He knew he might be seeing conspiracies where there weren’t any, but he was very sensitive to inconsistencies and oddities. And discovering sabotage in the middle of a questionable accident was the worst coincidence of all.

Since the two men had been out here working all day, the damage had to have occurred after they returned to the quarters. The commotion over Damon’s bloody hand had attracted all the attention. No one had been outside or looking towards the new pump house with him screaming over his alleged injury. And that unfortunately inferred that he might have co-conspirators.

Tucker had no leads. The exterior cameras hadn’t arrived yet. He was still waiting for them to be fabricated by the station but hadn’t pushed because there hadn’t been a need for a security feed before. But now that more had been built and more people had arrived, things were getting a bit more complicated.

“Hey, Tucker,” Gary said with a wave.

“Hey yourself. You two look like mud wrestlers.” Marcus was muddy to the mid-thigh, and Gary looked like he’d slipped because his entire right side was covered with dirt. His dark hair and beard had smudges of mud.

Marcus laughed. “Just about. This stuff is so slippery.”

Tucker stayed on a patch of dry land. “Is it a problem?”

“Not really,” Gary said. “The leak wasn’t that big, just messy. But I think we need to add some impermeable to the floor, so it doesn’t sink below the walls.”

“You’re anticipating another leak,” Tucker said flatly.

“Stuff breaks,” Gary said with a shrug. “Be crazy not to think something might go wrong in the future.” He scratched at his beard leaving another streak of mud.

“Right.” Tucker glanced around at the tools laid out, and the supplies stacked neatly to one side. Gary and Marcus were good at their jobs and seemed to enjoy the work. Neither one had been Sponsored. He had a gut feeling that they weren’t the type to engage in any kind of sabotage. “What happened to the pipe?”

“Hairline fracture that got worse over time,” Marcus said.

“How much time?” Tucker asked.

“There’s no way of knowing,” Gary said, his blue eyes dark with concern. “Could have been a slight fault in the pipe before it was installed. Could have been triggered by some seismological movement.”

“Or could have been helped along with a hammer,” Tucker murmured. Neither of the men said anything which was an agreement in Tucker’s mind. A long hard moment passed as they all tried to come to grips with their first obvious sabotage. Delays and mistakes might happen, but right now they were all adding up to a depressing total.

“Why?” Marcus asked with a frown of confusion. “It endangers us all.”

“Because if we fail, the site goes up for bid again and a whole different crew comes in to take over,” Tucker said.

“But we already started everything,” Marcus said with a gesture to include the quarters and greenhouse.

“That just means they don’t have to start from scratch,” Tucker said bitterly. They had been living and working here for weeks. It was starting to look like something. He hated the thought that they might get pulled out through no fault of their own. It was the same sort of political snarl that he’d hoped to get away from on Earth. But the shot-callers had their fingers in every pie. He’d learned that hard lesson more than once. “That’s the charter we all signed on to. If we don’t get up and running in time for all those homesteaders due this fall, we get replaced.”

Just speaking the words depressed him. Coming out here was supposed to be a fresh start in a simple place, but things were already going wrong. He’d noticed a few items that were not as advertised. The climate was colder, and the atmosphere was not as thin. He wasn’t sure how they’d gotten that wrong, but that wasn’t his department. He was just security, and he knew better than to ask those kinds of questions. But he had made it a point to force the managers to supply them all with better winter gear.

“Did you hear about the plants?” Gary asked.

“Yup.” Tucker didn’t want to go into that disaster. It wasn’t up to him to make sure other people knew what they were doing, but he could see it might be in his interest to keep an eye out. Watering plants seemed pretty elemental, but maybe he was being too logical. And it was worrisome that no one was coordinating that sort of thing. The Surface Site Manager was Sponsored and severely over his head. If it wasn’t so deadly serious, he’d almost feel sorry for the man. On paper, no one of that level was supposed to be Sponsored unless they had the proper credentials, but those decisions were out of his hands.

A few too many things were suddenly slipping through the cracks for Tucker’s liking. He was getting shrugs and mumbles from the people who should be able to answer his questions. He’d been made to understand that this mission was worth a lot of money to some very powerful people. A failure here would shift that profit into different hands. And apparently that was worth more to those in power than the future of whoever was here on the surface putting in the work.

That wasn’t something he wanted to worry about. He wanted to start a new life in a pristine world, but after the last few problems he wondered if he’d ever get the chance to do that.
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Chapter 5
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Carol didn’t want to send any more seedlings down to the planet. She tried to come up with as many excuses as she could. Since Mike was in agreement, they bounced them off one another.

“The automated watering system isn’t set up yet,” Carol said.

“That’s two stages on,” Mike argued. “I doubt they’ll listen to that one.”

“Even if the first shipment of flats died from lack of water?” she pushed.

“Well, that is a point you can try.”

“And the temperature alarms aren’t online. Or the live feeds from the eyes in the greenhouse. It’s impossible for us to monitor if we can’t see what’s going on down there.”

“Think we could get permission to go down and do all the set up?” Mike asked wistfully. He gave her a side glance, his dark eyes full of yearning.

“Can’t hurt to ask.” She found it frustrating and infuriating that they were being forced to stay on the station.

“They’re going to say we don’t have the skills to do it,” Mike warned.

“Neither do those two dolts on the planet,” Carol snapped.

Mike walked away, and she knew that he was angry at her for taking out her emotions on him. She couldn’t find it in herself to apologize for being so profoundly disappointed, so she left the room. The long walk over to the fish farm might help. The space station was like a small town. She knew all of the residents by sight but was only friendly with a handful. And she had to admit that the handful was mostly Mike and the crew in Fauna.

As she neared the access corridor to the shuttle bay, a medical team came racing down the hall pushing a gurney. “What’s happened?” she asked, but they ignored her. She lingered and was soon joined by a few other curious people.

A clank and thud announced the shuttle door opening and ramp deploying. She couldn’t see all the way into the bay from her angle. The chief of station security, McIntee, stalked into the access hall. He was tall, bald and broad shouldered with a voice like a bullhorn. He started barking questions, but Carol couldn’t hear the answers.

The medical team came rushing back out with a bloody body on their stretcher. They tossed a blanket over it, but it was too late. Carol backed against the wall even though the corridor was plenty wide. She’d seen too much, and it shook her to the core. 

Three deputies came running down the hall and out to the shuttle. McIntee bellowed something and two of them came right back out to disperse the crowd. Carol was glad to leave, she already knew all she needed to. More than enough. She ran all the way back to the greenhouse not caring who saw her racing through the corridor. The news would be all over soon.

“Mike!” She burst into the office to find it empty. Hurrying into the greenhouse, she found him over by the seed vault.

“What?” he grumbled.

“I think Ian’s dead.”

Mike stared at her. “Why?”

“I was by the shuttle bay and the med team...” she had to take a breath. Her head was pounding, and it wasn’t just from the run. “Something really bad happened.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. They brought him out on a stretcher...” she shook her head too upset to describe the body. Or the parts that were missing. The rush of medics had all been a show, but she didn’t know why. “I’m pretty sure he was...”

The door to the greenhouse slid open, and Joan came in. “I’m here to quash the rumors,” she said flatly.

Carol gestured to a small sitting area that they’d set up in a small grove of fruit tree saplings. “What’s happened?”

Joan sat down and took a deep breath. Her face was drawn, and her brown eyes were bloodshot. She kept her gaze on the gravel path while speaking. “There was some kind of accident. McIntee said he doesn’t have the particulars from the surface yet. Possibly a methane explosion.”

“Methane?” Mike asked.

“Where was methane coming from?” Carol asked at the same time.

“We don’t have all the facts,” Joan said firmly. She hooked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. Her chestnut-brown hair had a new streak of gray in it. “This is an accident until we know more.”

“Is Ian dead?” Carol asked. He was the Sponsored who’d taken her place. Although he and Rhona had jumped the line to go down to the surface, she felt bad about hating them now. Something really awful had happened.

“Yes.”

“Wow.” Mike got up and walked away.

“What does that do to his sponsorship?” Carol asked in a panic. “Do we lose the money?”

Joan glared at her. “A man is dead.”

“Sorry. Just trying to look at all of the repercussions,” Carol said apologetically. “Nervous habit.”

The scowl on Joan’s face softened. “It’s a shock. But death is in the contract, just like it is for all of us. We’re trying to colonize an alien planet. Nothing can be promised or predicted. Any money from a sponsorship is paid up front with that understanding.”

“What happens now?” Carol asked. “Is the surface off limits?”

Joan squared her shoulders and spoke more formally. “Until Station Security Chief Andrew McIntee and Surface Security Chief Tucker Marsh are satisfied that it is an accident, yes. We’re in lockdown.”

“What about Rhona?” Carol asked.

“They’re trying to locate her now.”

Carol wasn’t able to process that. “But...” How hard could it be to find a person on a barren planet that only had one building?

“Not my call,” Joan said sharply. Once again, she avoided Carol’s gaze. “We can’t do anything on the surface for now.” She nodded toward the potting benches. “Better get back to work.”

After Joan left, Carol went looking for Mike. He was standing in the hardwood sapling section. Walnut, oak and hickory trees were barely waist high. All would eventually give them a supply of wood and nuts.

“Mike?”

His face was unusually pale. “My worst nightmare,” he mumbled.

“An accident?”

He shook his head. “It’s sabotage. Don’t you see? If we fail, somebody else gets to take over. Looks like they didn’t want to wait their turn.”

“You think someone on the surface is a saboteur?” Carol’s stomach tightened as the word left her mouth, but it was what she’d already been thinking.

“Has to be.”

She didn’t know them all personally, but she knew their profiles. She’d been reading up on them in preparation for joining them. Flora, Fauna, Security and Construction would be the first departments on the surface. In the months they’d been living on the station, she’d met all of them except for all the Sponsored who had arrived on the last supply run. She wanted to blame the new arrivals. “There weren’t that many Sponsored down there. One guy in construction, a woman in support, Ian and Rhona.”

“It doesn’t need to be a Sponsored,” Mike said. “In fact, that might be too obvious.”

“You’re spinning theories that are scaring me.” She didn’t want to think about what this might mean. Her carefully planned future had already gone sideways. Politics and sabotage were not things she’d worked into the equation.

“Have you got a better explanation? You know there’s no methane in that area. Survey took core samples. It’s not an accident.”

This time, she had to walk away because everything he said was true.
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Chapter 6
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Gary surveyed the damage to the greenhouse. One wall had been blown out. Despite the official statements, he knew it wasn’t an accident. There was nothing anywhere around that was combustible. He startled at the sounds of footsteps, but it was just Tucker. The Security Chief’s gray eyes had circles under them, and his short brown hair was standing up like he’d been tugging on it. They were obvious signs that things were as bad as Gary feared.

“Can you fix it?” Tucker asked.

“It’s not too bad. These panels were designed to stand up to hurricane force winds. I’ll need to take out this wall and fabricate a new one. But the other three should be okay.” It was nice to talk about simple things, but he knew the hard questions were coming.

“Good thing we didn’t get any new plants in there, yet.”

Gary frowned at Tucker. There was an odd tone to his voice. He was usually a very calm person but having McIntee calling down all day must be upsetting him. He’d heard some of the conversations. In fact, he was pretty sure that the whole settlement had heard McIntee screaming for answers.

“How’s the woman?” Gary couldn’t remember her name. In fact, they’d never been introduced even though there was just a couple dozen people down here. She’d kept to herself which seemed a little odd now. Gary had been first on the scene after the explosion and immediately knew the man was dead. The woman must have seen it happen. There had been bloody smears on her clothes. He wondered how she was handling it.

“What woman?” Tucker asked.

“The other one from Flora. She was here when I found...um, the body.” He’d almost said corpse but wasn’t sure if that was respectful.

“Rhona. Did you see which way she went?”

Gary shook his head. “I ran up to get you.” He’d seen bad accidents before and knew when not to look too closely. But it wasn’t the gore that was upsetting him, it was that this was the second incident of sabotage in a week. And a deadly one. That meant the people behind it didn’t care what happened to the workers which was a deeply disturbing thought. “Will we be pulled out?”

“Until Earth says otherwise, we are status quo.”

Tucker’s curt answer made Gary think that that it was on his mind, too. He might not have put in as much physical labor as the construction crew, but Tucker had been part of the mission just as long. “I can fix this,” Gary said thinking through the repercussions. Destroying the greenhouse was a small setback. He could get this repaired by the end of the day. But it made him wonder about the actual goal. Damaging an empty greenhouse didn’t achieve much. “If they’re trying to mess with the food production, does that mean that the greenhouse on the station is in danger, too?”

“I hope not,” Tucker said heartily. “Not sure McIntee is up to that. But I’d better make that suggestion.”

After Tucker left, Gary started the clean up. The panel had been pulverized indicating a very powerful explosion. Shaped, from the look of it, to blow outward which hadn’t caused much damage to the structure. A couple of benches had been knocked over and some random supplies had been scattered. He wondered if it was just a statement, and if so, how had Ian gotten killed? Or even if he was the one responsible and mishandled the explosive. He hadn’t seemed like the type.

Marcus came in with two shovels, and they scooped up the debris tossing it into bins for the fabricator to sort out. He didn’t want to look too closely at some of it.

“Think he’s going to be okay?” Marcus asked.

“Pretty sure he’s dead,” Gary said.

“But Health is on it.”

“He was missing a head,” Gary said bluntly.

“Oh. That’ll do it.”

They cleared the ground and put a line down for the new panels. “Do we still have the dimensions in there?” Gary asked as he scribbled a number on a scrap of paper.

Braiden arrived shaking his head. “Don’t do anything yet. We’re on lockdown.”

“What does that mean?” Marcus asked.

But Gary knew it meant they had to put down tools until they got permission to continue. There wasn’t supposed to be any work done until a full investigation of the incident was wrapped up. He was fine with that if someone was going to be blowing up buildings. He’d just as soon not have to be looking over his shoulder while working. “Will we be going back up?”

“I don’t think this is going to take too long. We might as well stay put,” Braiden said.

“What about the timeline?” Gary asked. He knew that Flora had a smaller window than any of them. A house might take longer than planned to build, but it wouldn’t impact them the way a late start on food crops would. His contract had a homesteader bonus at completion, and he had plans for a farm after the construction was finished. Pushing the sustainability deadline was going to delay his dreams, too.

“Above my pay grade,” Braiden grumbled. He frowned at the damage. “Might as well fabricate the panels for that. No one will see you working in the shed.”

Gary nodded. He didn’t think there was a lot of scrutiny on the surface beyond the few weather satellites they’d launched. The station had a view trained on this valley, but he doubted anyone would be watching them that closely. And suddenly that setup seemed ominous. Why wasn’t someone watching? They would already know who messed with the water pipes and who set the bomb in
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