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Mars 52

The rover leaned to one side, causing Cael to grab the bar by the side window, thinking it would tip over, but none of the eight wheels left the ground. 

“Do you want to back up? I think you missed a boulder,” he said when the rover settled. Sarcasm was lost on the synthetic that was driving. It would take forty hours of intense training before Deep Core mining operations would allow him to drive the twenty-million-dollar rover. Ten miners could fit in the back, and a hatch led to the space suits. The synthetic was taking the less-traveled route to the mine per his instructions. He wanted to avoid the route the mining trucks took.  

As it came into view, Cael was having second thoughts. He didn’t need to be out here, but wanted to see it. He would have to squeeze into one of those generic one-size-fits-all space suits; even the biggest was a tight fit. When he was a miner three years ago, his nickname was Big John, inspired by the song. Mining was a young person’s profession. After turning forty, he couldn’t meet the daily quota, so he analyzed core samples, completed reports, and ordered supplies for Deep Core. 

The rover stopped at the mine entrance, and the synthetic would keep it parked until he was done. After stuffing himself into the suit, he checked the heads-up display, turned the cooling to maximum, checked the air supply, and it was twelve hours. He pushed the button to detach the suit from the rover. He was a little nervous. The last time he was in a spacesuit was over a year ago, when the entire base conducted its annual decompression test. Cael activated the battery-powered leg assist to help him walk. Everyone on Mars lost muscle mass from spending so much time in less gravity. By the time he reached the entrance, he was breathing hard. 

Dirk, the drilling foreman, met him at the entrance. 

“Take slow, deep breaths,” he said. 

It was easier said than done. Cael wasn’t used to this much exertion anymore. He could push an ore car with two tons of Martian rocks in his prime. Back then, he had a custom-made suit. They took the elevator down twenty meters, then walked down a short tunnel and stood at the entrance of a large dome that miners and robots had dug out. Cael got down on one knee, which was not an easy maneuver in the space suit. He extended his arm and wanted to remove the glove to feel it. The water ran off it.

“How deep is it?”

“The scanners can only go three hundred meters. It didn’t reach the bottom. At least a million acre-feet,” Dirk replied. 

Cael groaned, getting up. Both his legs were crushed in a mining accident. Dirk handed him the data pad strapped to his suit, which contained the report on the water sample. The sample had an abundance of minerals, but they could be filtered out for drinking or used for growing crops.  

“Seal this area up and don’t make a report,” Cael said.

“I don’t understand.”

“First, we have to decide who owns it.”

“It could make us very rich.”

There would be a battle between Deep Core and the government. In less than a decade, they had melted and used all the ice at the poles. This was the first time water was found close to the surface. When they returned to the entrance, two men and a rover had the necessary equipment to extract the water. They had weapons.

“This water belongs to everyone on Mars,” Cael said.

“It belongs to whoever has it. Are you with us?”

“I didn’t see anything,” Cael replied and headed for the rover. 

Harlan Sanos looked out the small observation port in his office. A thermometer was built into a three-inch piece of plexiglass. It read -50C, survivable with a good parka if there was enough air to breathe. It was much colder than Laredo, Texas, where he grew up. He loved watching old westerns. It was clear who the good and bad guys were, and the good guys always won. Real life was never that simple. He wanted to be a Texas Ranger. Being the top law enforcement officer for an entire planet was close. The office was on the fifth floor of the administration building in Valle del Mar. He could see most of the buildings that the synthetics constructed. They were white then, but now they were red. In the distance was Olympus Mons. A cable car was now available to take people to the top. Just fifty years ago, the first human made it to the top. 

He liked watching the blue sunset. Darla, his synthetic assistant, knocked on the door and came in.

“Are you still working, sir?”

“Why?”

He had been the head of the state police for a week and had not established office hours. 

“There is a Harlin Parker to see you.”

“Sure, show him in.”

The President had given him this appointment as a reward for protecting him not from a bullet but a scandal. He was part of his secret service detail. Harlin came in wearing the gray pants and shirt most people wore, but unlike Sanos, whose were new, his were stained with red dust. You could almost tell how long someone had been on Mars from how stained their clothes were. Vacuums instead of water were used to wash the clothes, and the material had a red tint. 

“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Sanos.”

“Please have a seat. How can I help you?”

“I don’t know if you are aware, but I was given the exclusive contract to print the ballots for the referendum.” 

He took two bundles of the ballots from his bag and put them on the desk. 

“All my ballots were printed on recycled paper; these are printed on never-used cardstock.”

“I’m not sure what you are saying.”

“These are illegal ballots.”

“Maybe they gave someone else the contract and didn’t tell you.”

“Even if that were true, every ballot, all five thousand, is marked yes. What are the odds of that?”

“I don’t see how that falls under the jurisdiction of the State Police.”

“If this were Earth, I would contact the Secretary of State, but we don’t have one.” 

“This is something you should discuss with the governor,” Sanos responded. 

“I would, but she won’t see me or answer my texts. Given your special relationship with her, I figured you would investigate it. Or should I contact the press here and on Earth and say the election was a fraud?”

“Don’t do that. I’ll take care of it.”

“Can I trust you?”

“Of course. Do you have a sample of the ballots you printed?”

He took one out of his bag. It was light tan compared to the other white ones. Harlin left, and Sanos thought about how much he hated politics, the pettiness, and how people went out of their way to ruin each other. It was combat without weapons, but there were definite winners and losers. He put the ballots in his briefcase and went to the outer office. 

“Darla, send a message to the governor’s office. Tell her to clear her schedule; I’m on my way.”

The door opened, and a synthetic came in.

“Is this where I report a missing person?”

“Who’s missing?” Darla asked. 

“My boss, Jan Cael.”

“When it rains, it pours,” Sanos said.

“I don’t understand,” Darla responded. 

“Never mind.”

A few minutes ago, he was thinking about going on patrol to earn the pay he was getting. Being a Secret Service agent and protecting the president was a prestigious job, but government cutbacks had reduced salaries and benefits. He was making three times more here than on Earth.  

“The governor's office responded. You can schedule an appointment for next month.”

“I will deal with her later. This is more important. Please come in.”

They went into his office. 

“Do you have a name?”

“Number one.”

It was an assistant like Darla. There were many models, each programmed to assist one person. They were the first to land on Mars and built the habitats humans would need. In the beginning, there were more synthetics than humans. Once the infrastructure was in place, there was a baby boom.   

Sanos sat at his desk and brought up Cael’s bio on the computer. He had worked for Deep Core since he was sixteen. A picture of him was on the screen. He was six feet five inches and 285 pounds. A man that size would be hard to miss. 

“What makes you think he is missing number one?”

“He didn’t show up for work today. He has never missed a day. I sent him 4 texts, but he didn't respond. I contacted Deep Core, and no one had seen him.”

Sanos entered his security code and logged into the planet-wide security system. Miners and some citizens had implanted chips, although they were not mandatory. It helped locate someone lost in one of the fifty mines operating on Mars or in one of the many sandstorms. A map came on the screen, and a red dot blinked, showing his location. 

“He is at the power plant.”

“I do not know why he would be there.”

“I will send an officer to check on him.”

“Thank you. I will return to his office.”

“I will keep you informed.”

The plant burned everything possible to make electricity. Mars never had enough power. Sanos texted Officer Garrett. Mars's population had reached 100,000, and he had only two officers. It was woefully inadequate. Garrett patrolled the marketplace, a large building with shops catering to the miners. Sanos toured the area on his second day. There were massage and haircut establishments that everyone knew were fronts for sexual services, along with bars and two places showing movies. The officers didn’t interfere with their operation if there was no fighting or price gouging. 

For centuries, people had dreamed of reaching the red planet. The Apollo program was supposed to be just the first step in eventually sending people to Mars. However, decades passed with very little progress. Even wealthy countries like the United States and China were reluctant to spend billions to put even a few people on the surface. Private space companies discussed humans becoming a two-planet species and establishing a permanent human colony on the planet, raising money from investors. Every year, establishing a colony was always a couple of decades away, selling a dream but with few results, because there were no immediate profits to be made; there was more money in getting wealthy people to spend time in space hotels in low Earth orbit. They could spend the entire time in zero-g, and getting to the hotel and returning was a costly thrill ride.  

It wasn’t until advancements in robotics and Helium-3 plasma drives that traveling to Mars became a realistic goal. The ships reduced the travel time to just fifteen hours. Still, there was little incentive until the worldwide shortage of rare Earth metals. The first humans to set foot on Mars were miners. Deep Core got the contract and paid the government a tax per ton. There was always a conflict over who would run the planet: Deep Core or the government officials. Sanos waited for Garrett to report if he found him. 

Garrett took a rover to the plant. Most miners deactivated their chips when they stopped working in the mines, but Cael didn’t. Using the locator, he found Cael in a cargo container, where he had a sleeping bag and a few provisions. His girlfriend worked at the plant and found him a place to hide out.    

“What are you doing in here?”

“None of your business,” Cael responded. 

“Your
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