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  For my children. I pray you learn to lean into the kind of pain that goes hand in hand with a life of adventure.
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  Prologue


Zed Marsh stared into the mirror, waiting for the woman to appear on the other side. He pushed at a lock of his ample, curly hair that had fallen across his forehead. 
His mother, Ana Marsh, noticed his fidgeting and turned toward him with a frown. She adjusted the collar of his crimson shirt without comment.
Zed’s father, Ed Marsh, shifted in his seat to his son’s right and cleared his throat.
Ana shot a glance his way. Ed noticed it and became still.
At that moment, their reflections disappeared, and a striking middle-aged woman in ripped jeans and a suit vest materialized on the other side. The Marshes found themselves looking through a digital window into an immaculate studio.
Zed recognized the woman instantly. Di was one of the most popular news and entertainment streamers around. Zed didn’t follow current events closely, but even he was struck by the surreal feeling one gets in the presence of a celebrity.
To Di’s left, Zed could see a studio audience of several hundred people and felt nauseous. He knew he was just looking through a glorified 3D screen, but his sudden stage fright felt very real.
“Ladies and gentlemen, give my next guests a warm round of applause and welcome to our studio, the Martians… I mean, the Marshes!”
The audience dutifully laughed and applauded as Di flopped down on the loveseat next to another woman whom Zed didn’t recognize.
“Now, as you can see, the Marshes are here with us remotely.”
Zed knew that to the audience and Di, it looked as if they were sitting on a couch in the studio, their bodies fading away below the waist.
“Dr. Marsh, can you tell us why we’re unable to enjoy your actual presence this evening?”
Zed’s mother straightened and raised her chin, the way she did whenever she gave Zed a lecture in response to a question.
“Well, as you can imagine, we have to be extremely careful about the stowaways we carry with us on a trip like the one we’re about to make. If we were to bring a disease with us that we didn’t have supplies on hand to treat, the results could be devastating for the colony.”
Di leaned in, half-turning toward the audience. “So, like, if you got bitten by a zombie at T minus 6, that would be a problem, I take it?”
Zed’s mother blinked twice and gave a closed-lipped smile.
“Yes, definitely not what we’re hoping for,” she said.
“Now, before I get to this young man between you, let me ask you this, Ed,” Di leaned in as if sharing a secret. “Is it true that you will be working on the systems that, well, turn feces into food?”
The audience laughed, but Zed could see them leaning in, genuinely curious to hear his answer.
“That is correct, Di. We’ve come a long way on Mars, but using every resource available will always be important, especially as the colony tries to be as self-sufficient as possible. Nothing gets wasted, even our waste. Every little shi—uh—bit helps, right?”
Di bobbed her head as the audience clapped.
“Well, Ed, I’m glad to know that at least I would have one thing to contribute.”
Di jumped off the couch and knelt in front of Zed’s projection as if he were a small child.
“Zed, Zed, Zed. Can you believe that in just a few short months, you will be standing on another planet? How does it feel to know you’re about to be the youngest person to ever set foot on Mars?” Di asked earnestly.
The audience broke out into sustained applause.
Zed felt a rush of heat in his face. Why in the world had he agreed to do this? He could barely get through giving a speech in a small class setting. Why did he think he would be okay saying anything at all with a few hundred eyes staring at him from the audience and millions more from the cameras? He’d hoped the remote interview would feel disconnected enough to avoid the twisting knot that was starting to form in his gut, but the immersion of the telepresence mirror was doing its job a little too well.
“Uh, cool, I guess,” Zed half-mumbled. He wasn’t trying to mumble; he just found that his lips had turned to stiff rubber the moment he needed them.
The audience chuckled as Di raised an eyebrow.
“If going to Mars is ‘cool,’” Di gave an exaggerated shrug, “then I’d like to see what it would take to really blow your socks off.”
Zed gave a crooked half-smile.
“No, I get that it’s a big deal and all. It’s just been the goal for so long. With all the training and work my parents have put in for years to get to this point, it just feels kind of normal now that it’s here, ya know?”
Di nodded sympathetically.
“Well, you might see it as normal, but I wouldn’t sell yourself short if I were you. ‘Hi, I’m Zed, the youngest person to set foot on Mars’ seems like it’d make a pretty decent pick-up line, no?”
Zed smiled and looked down at his hands.
“Can’t say I’ve tried that, but I’ll take your word for it.”
Di continued, “While you will be the youngest, you won’t be the only teen, correct?”
Zed nodded and smiled weakly, happy to have an excuse to talk about something other than himself.
“Yeah, Miranda and George Ens will be making the trip with us, thankfully.”
“Happy to not be the only kid on the planet, I take it?”
Zed shuddered at the thought. With all the moving he’d done growing up, making friends had been nearly impossible. Miranda and George’s father, Jacob, had been on the same training track as his parents. That meant that for the last few years, he’d had two friends who were more or less always around and could relate to him more than the random kids at the dozen or so different schools he’d attended over the years.
“Yeah, the thought of being stuck on a planet with nothing but other adults is…” Zed scrunched his nose in disgust.
Di put a hand on her heart in solidarity.
“On the downside, though, if there’s any mischief in Inauguration, I’m guessing you three will forever be the chief suspects.”
Zed smiled and shrugged in agreement.
“I actually have someone here who wanted to meet you, Zed.”
Di gestured to the woman beside her on the couch. Zed realized he was so inward-focused and nervous about the audience that he hadn’t actually taken a good look at her.
She appeared to be in her mid-fifties, maybe sixties, with pale skin and a buzzed head covered with a quarter-inch of gray stubble. The black suit she wore had the slightest hint of a blue shine. To Zed, it felt somehow retro, like the kind of style he might have seen in a period piece movie set at the turn of the last century.
“Marshes, while her face isn’t familiar to most, I’m sure her name needs no introduction. I’d like you to meet Jarra Gunnardóttir.”
The three of them sat in stunned silence for a moment. There wasn’t a person alive who didn’t know the name, but that face had changed somewhat since the last time anyone had seen her publicly.
Di continued with enthusiasm.
“We’ve been so incredibly honored to have you on, Jarra. Thank you again for the privilege of choosing our humble show for your first interview in, what, twenty years?”
Jarra bobbed her head as if weighing her words carefully.
“Not at all, Di,” she said in a surprisingly soft voice that held just a hint of an accent. She turned her gaze to the Marshes and focused on Zed.
He had never more clearly understood the old idiom about a deer caught in headlights. Jarra’s freakishly pale blue eyes felt like they were scanning his soul. Zed tried not to squirm.
If Di was a celebrity, Jarra was closer to a figure straight out of legend. She had more or less saved the world with her tech and then vanished from the spotlight, content to run her business empire from the seclusion of her home in Iceland.
“I’d like to take just a moment, Jarra, on behalf of myself and everyone watching, to thank you for your work and contributions to humanity during the Three Hell Thirties. I know I wouldn’t be here today if not for you. Your medical advancements saved my mother when she was infected with the Wormwood virus before I was even born.”
Zed thought Di might tear up for a second, but her quivering smile quickly returned to its usual radiance.
“Enough about the past! Jarra, what does the future look like for the Marshes? I know you’ve developed a significant portion of the tech that allows a colony on Mars to exist, right down to the radiation meds that enable someone like young Zed here to make the trip with minimal risk.”
Jarra glanced at Di, but her eyes quickly returned to Zed as she spoke.
“The colony of Inauguration is, quite simply, the culmination of my life’s work. As you alluded to before, the Three Hells taught us all a valuable lesson about the fragility of our species. Inauguration is our first real hope of finding the next rung on the ladder to the cosmos.”
As Jarra spoke, her words built in excitement and energy, and she became more still, like a calm before the storm.
“Yes, I’ve heard rumblings you talk about this in the book you’re about to release, correct?”
Jarra nodded at Di. Di continued.
“But I also heard that you believe that aliens or some power left us, uh, breadcrumbs to the stars. Some kind of trail for humanity to follow?”
Di said this in her lighthearted way, but Zed could see some hesitation in her body language.
Jarra nodded again.
“That is more or less correct. Much like the tree in the Garden of Eden was meant to elevate Homo sapiens, I believe similar places exist. Places of progress that will give us just what we need to take our next steps—more rungs on a ladder to the stars, if you will.”
Di gave an awkward chuckle.
“Which tree are you referring to, Jarra? The tree of life or the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?”
The audience joined in with a smattering of uncertain laughter.
Jarra smiled but didn’t respond. She instead gestured to Zed with both arms, palms up, like someone holding their arms out to a child who is taking their first tentative steps.
“The boy here represents an important part of humanity’s journey forward. I am pleased to see this day come. Godspeed, Zed.”
“Uh, thanks,” was all Zed’s dry mouth managed to mumble.
Di stood and turned toward the audience. She cleared her throat and sped through her words, anxious to move the conversation along.
“Well, I’m afraid that’s all the time we have for our stream today, folks. My thanks to Jarra and the Marshes for taking the time to be with us. Remember, you can watch live tomorrow as Zed and his family launch on their long road trip to the red planet. If you think your family has a tough time with road trips, imagine one that lasts months! I’m Di, and you’ve been a lovely audience. Good night!”
Di, Jarra, and the audience faded until Zed was once again looking at his reflection in the mirror.
His parents did what they always did after any kind of social engagement: They started bickering. Whatever the point of contention was tonight, Zed wasn’t sure. He just sat there, lost in his own stunned thoughts.
He couldn’t have imagined that anything could consume his thoughts more than the launch tomorrow. Then again, he never imagined in his most self-aggrandizing fantasies that he’d actually have a conversation with Jarra Gunnardóttir!
Sure, the bit about magic trees and ladders to space was a bit odd, but hey, she’d pretty much saved the human race, so she was entitled to a few trillionaire eccentricities.
Zed made his way to the bed in what was his room for the week. He flung a quiet, “Good night,” in his parents' general direction. It went unanswered. Some people used white noise machines to fall asleep. Zed’s white noise was the muffled sound of his parents’ angry voices humming through the walls.
Tonight, it didn’t matter. All the years of sacrifice they’d made, all the moving, all the missed opportunities would finally pay off tomorrow. Tomorrow, life could finally start, even if it was on Mars. Zed had to believe that.






  
  Chapter one
Down and Out


If there was one good thing about being crammed into a tin can with a bunch of other colonists, it was the short reprieve Zed had gotten from his parents fighting. Privacy being what it was, they couldn’t have a shouting match without the whole ship hearing it, so they did whatever they had to in order to bottle it up. Whatever their issues, apparently, their pride was stronger. 
Zed hoped that maybe the habit might stick once they reached the colony. His hopes were not high.
The trip had been mercifully uneventful. Twenty colonists and two pilots—or babysitters, as they were affectionately called—had docked with The Attic two days ago.
The Attic was the way station that every pilgrim to Mars passed through before making their descent to the rusty landscape below.
The ships that traversed the space between Earth and Mars weren’t built to touch down on either world. A small fleet of four landers would take the Marshes and their fellow passengers on the final leg of their journey.
Zed thought The Attic itself had a bit of a haunted house vibe to it. There were no permanent living quarters as such. It was really just meant for transfers and resupplies. Like the ship that had brought them here, every conceivable system was automated. The landers could be summoned to the ground and relaunched without the need for a skilled pilot or for any human to be present at all.
When the decision had been made to allow groups of colonists to start making their way out into the solar system, it had become clear that making everything “idiot-proof” was the top priority. This meant making the job of traveling through space require as few interactions with vital systems as possible.
The babysitters really were just that. Unless something went horribly wrong, there was no need for them to do any real piloting at all.
Zed found this reassuring but also a little sad. The reality was a bit more sterile than the stories of the first explorers he’d grown up on. He wondered how someone like Thabisa Jones felt about someone like him getting to Mars on autopilot when she and her crewmates had gone through hell to set that first boot on the red planet.
Space was still a horrifyingly dangerous place, but if things were going to go wrong, the engineers on Earth had done their best to ensure that it wasn’t human error that triggered a master alarm.
Zed made his way through the stark tunnels that comprised the interior of The Attic. He passed a row of closely set doors that he recognized as the inflatable bulb escape pods he’d been taught how to use during the pre-launch training.
For a moment, he had a dangerous impulse—the kind you get standing on the edge of a cliff, wanting to throw yourself off because you could, or to press your hand to a hot stove.
In this instance, he imagined how simple it would be to start the emergency launch sequence, inflate the pod, and hurl himself down to Mars before anyone could stop him. He’d easily beat out Miranda and George for the title of “first teen on Mars.”
“There you are!” Miranda shouted at Zed as she drifted down through a hatch overhead.
He stammered a greeting, as if caught in the middle of something questionable.
She gave him a curious look but didn’t inquire further.
“Come on, we’re gonna miss out on the good seats. George is trying to hold a few on the lander’s upper level. The babysitters said that’s where the best landing views are. Fingers crossed for a real show! Move your ass, Marsh!”
She spun in mid-air and pulled herself back through the hatch, her flowing platinum blond hair giving her movements a ghostlike quality that matched The Attic’s haunted nature.
Zed hurried after Miranda, struggling to keep up. In spite of months in space, he’d never quite gotten the hang of free fall. Miranda, on the other hand, moved as if she’d been born in orbit. In short order, they arrived at the ship that would take them to their new home.
This lander’s interior was almost entirely filled with flight couches. The colonists’ stowed items and supplies would be loaded into one of the other landers that had an empty cargo layout.
Miranda’s twin, George, was waiting for them at the entrance. He swore at them.
“Took you long enough. Thought I was gonna have to start throwing punches to keep our seats.”
He gestured for them to follow him. They floated past other colonists who were making their way into the lander. A few of them gave George looks of annoyance.
Zed had no doubt that more than a few of their fellow travelers would be happy to not have to share the same tiny living space with the less mature of the Ens twins. George was a “good kid,” as they say, but he could also be a lot, especially when he’d been cooped up for months.
George led them to the upper level of the lander. There were fewer seats up here, but larger windows.
“You guys ready for a fireworks show?” George said, rubbing his hands as if he planned to start a fire right then and there.
“Don’t say fireworks,” Miranda said. “Fireworks blow up. I’ll be happy with some sparks and a safe touchdown.”
As the three of them strapped in, an Asian man in his mid-sixties emerged from the hatch below.
“Hey, Baat!” Zed called. “You started praying yet?”
Baat was to be Inauguration’s first chaplain. Or, if you weren’t religious, he could also serve as a therapist or morale officer. Zed wasn’t sure what exactly any of that entailed, but he got the impression Baat was there to keep people from losing their minds.
Besides the Ens twins, Baat was the only other person on board that Zed considered a real friend. Zed was used to making friends with adults to a certain degree. He’d spent far more time around adults than children his own age growing up. Miranda and George were actually his longest-running in-person friendships, and he’d only known them for a couple of years.
With Baat, it was different, though. Zed found he had an easier time consulting the graying Mongolian on things that felt too heavy or serious to drop in casual conversation with Miranda or George, especially George. If anything remotely serious came up in conversation, George saw it as an excuse to crank up his already considerable immaturity to the max.
While he didn’t hang out with Baat just for fun that often, it was nice having someone he respected and didn’t fear. He felt a twinge of guilt that this description didn’t for a second make him think of his own parents, but the thought of opening up to them created a far deeper sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach than dropping to the planet below ever could.
Baat buckled himself in across from the three teens.
“Young man, we've been living in a series of tin cans with instant death lurking behind every wall and window. I never stop praying.”
George tightened his harness. Zed had long suspected that for all his bluster, George would be the most relieved of them all to have his feet on solid ground again. Though in reality, being on Mars wasn’t any less dangerous.
“So,” Baat said, “which one of you will be first?”
Zed and the twins exchanged glances. They knew that by “first,” Baat meant “first teen on Mars.”
“It’s gonna be me,” George said, with a satisfied sigh.
“We drew straws, and my little brother won.”
“Forty-five seconds younger. It barely counts.”
Baat smiled. “Well, I’m glad you found a civilized way to decide. I was afraid that the moment we touched down I’d be trampled in your frenzy to get to the hatch first.”
“Final call before separation,” came the voice of one of the babysitters over the intercom. “Check your harness and don your helmets. As soon as we get a green light from all your flight suits, we’ll start our descent.”
Zed took the simple, clear bubble of a helmet that he’d been holding on his lap and pulled it over his head, being careful to check and recheck the fit and seal. They hadn’t started moving yet, but as he heard the locks that held the lander to the station start cycling, his heart rate climbed in anticipation.
It reminded him of an old roller coaster he’d ridden once at a fair. It was the only fair he’d ever had the chance to go to, and his nine-year-old self had been determined to make the most of it. The memory that stuck in his mind hadn’t been the roller coaster itself but the clink clink clink sound the cars had made as they were pulled up that first hill. He’d started with no fear, but by the time he’d reached the top, his stomach had turned in on itself and ended up squeezing all the fried food he’d eaten right out of him and all over the helpless passengers behind him as they plummeted over that first drop.
He sincerely hoped history did not repeat itself. Vomiting with a fishbowl over your head was not a good look.
He glanced at Baat, who gave him a reassuring thumbs-up.
The lander pulled away from the Attic and rotated. Mars spun out of sight, giving way to a view of the way station as it appeared to drift off into the blackness.
As the minutes ticked by, the station passed out of sight and was replaced by showers of sparks as they entered Mars’s thin atmosphere. Thin though it was, the lander still required shielding to keep it from burning up at high speed.
Zed didn’t dare glance at the twins to see how they were handling things for fear of what they might see on his face. No matter how many times he reminded himself that this was just routine, there was nothing about falling from the sky in a ball of fire that felt normal.
The vibration of the landing rockets firing made Zed’s vision go blurry. He found himself pressed down into his seat. It felt as if the lander had decided it didn’t want to land after all and was going to try to blast itself back the way they had come.
After months in microgravity, the forces of this landing felt so much more intense than the launch from Earth.
Zed closed his eyes and tried to imagine the forces buffeting his body were coming from that roller coaster ride. For a moment, it made things more bearable, but then, as it had on that ride so many years ago, Zed’s last meal decided to make an unscheduled reemergence.
This timed out perfectly with the lander’s touchdown, giving the half-digested food in Zed’s helmet maximum splatter. Zed didn’t know if anyone had seen or noticed because all he could see was a panorama of the contents of his stomach.
The moment he heard "touchdown" announced, he tore off his helmet, gasping for a breath of fresh air.
Zed was so focused on catching his breath untainted by the burn of stomach acid that he forgot he was no longer in space and was, in fact, once more on the surface of a planet with gravity. Considerably less gravity than he’d known on Earth, but gravity all the same. So, as he tossed his helmet off, instead of drifting up to the ceiling as it would have an hour ago, it flew in a lovely arc over his head, only to finish its arc by smashing into the head it had moments earlier been protecting.
There was a sudden bustle of activity that Zed couldn’t quite track. He felt more than a little stunned but was keenly aware of a burning sensation over his left eyebrow and the fact that he could only see out of his right eye.
Then Baat was standing over him. He unstrapped Zed and helped him to his unsteady feet.
The rest was a bit of a blur: Baat helping him to the hatch to wait for the docking procedure to finish, his father speaking to Baat and asking what he’d done now, and moving down the long tunnel to the central hub where strangers greeted them in far-off voices and whisked them to a side room.
Zed came to full awareness as his mother shoved a needle into his eyebrow.






  
  Chapter two
Need a Lift?


“Hold still!” 
Zed blinked at a machine-gun pace. His left eyebrow was on fire. Tears broke free, though he wasn’t really sure if he was actually crying or if it was just an involuntary reaction.
Ana Marsh was leaning over Zed. He seemed to be on some sort of table but didn’t dare move his head to look around the room.
“Better?”
Zed could tell from her inconvenienced tone that it was very much a rhetorical question. The pain above his eye faded as if it were seeping out with his tears.
“The lidocaine should be taking effect. Now hold still so I can get this stitched up.”
Zed only blinked, his head clearing as the pain subsided. This had to be the most embarrassing and painful way anyone had started their first day on Mars.
“That was an impressive feat of bad luck, kid.”
Zed didn’t recognize the speaker’s deep voice and mild southern drawl. He started to turn his head only to have it quickly jerked back into place.
“Sorry,” said the voice. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Jonah Gruene, one of the grease monkeys of Naug. I do a bit of everything but mostly keep the Monstros and Chariots rolling. Those are the two main vehicle types we use around here. The Chariots are a bit like a fancy tricycle you stand on that has its wheels on the ends of robotic arms. Not to brag, but I’m a pretty good Chariot rider myself. I’ve even won a few Earth Day prizes.”
Zed was well aware of the amazing machines Jonah had mentioned, but Jonah had so much enthusiasm it felt cruel to interrupt. To be fair, Zed wasn't exactly a great student. He'd forgotten more about what awaited him here than he cared to admit, but a robotic chariot? No teenage boy could help but become just a little obsessed with the concept, even if he had no clue how you were actually supposed to drive one.
“Once your mom has you stitched up, you’ll get to ride in the belly of one of the Monstros!”
Jonah’s enthusiasm for these vehicles was evident.
“Now the Chariots are agile, sure, but a Monstro, well, they’re just beautiful. They can haul a ridiculous amount of cargo and drive through the worst terrain Mars has to throw at us. They’re not fast, but they are unstoppable.”
Ana Marsh seemed to be getting annoyed with Jonah’s enraptured descriptions of the vehicles he maintained. Unfortunately for Zed, this meant she was stitching his brow at a frightening speed.
“There, done.”
She stood and hurried to repack the emergency medical kit.
“Mr. Gruene, if you’d be so kind, I think we’re more than ready to get out of here. I’m sure we’ve missed any festivities at this point, but that can’t be helped.”
Jonah smiled warmly. Zed wasn’t sure if he was ignoring his mother’s curt tone or simply blind to it.
“Absolutely, Mrs. Marsh!”
Jonah held the “o” in “absolutely” for an intentional mispronunciation that Zed knew would make his mother cringe, and Zed loved him for it.
Twisting with care, Zed set his feet on the floor and looked around to get his first glimpse of Jonah. Jonah looked more or less like he sounded. He was somewhat heavyset—at least in comparison to the average astronaut—with a blond mustache and a “skullet.” At least Zed was pretty sure that’s what you called it when someone let their hair grow out in the back as their crown went bald.
Jonah hurried over and helped Zed stand.
“Come on, kid, let’s get you your first look at Mars proper. There’s no better view than from the cockpit of the beast!”
Jonah was right. As the landscape stretched for miles before them, Zed watched in unblinking awe. Part of him had worried that after all the years of preparation and being dragged around the world to chase his parents' plans and dreams, this moment would lack any real punch. He was thankful to be wrong.
No matter how many pictures he’d seen or virtual vistas he’d explored, nothing could compare to looking out at the surface of a new world with his own eyes.
It surprised Zed just how much color painted the surface of the red planet. You could certainly find the expected strokes of rust, but there was so much more. There were shades of tan and brown, with grays that turned almost blue. Perhaps most surprising of all was the fact that the sky itself was blue. Certainly not a blue like one would expect to see on Earth, but not the empty black horizon that mankind had looked up into after taking their first steps on the moon.
The landscape itself was a thing of sculpted beauty. Wind-worn yardangs emerged from the sand, directing the flow of the dunes that washed up against them like waves in a waterless sea.
Jonah and Zed sat side by side in the cockpit of the Monstro. Zed hadn’t gotten a good look at the outside of the massive vehicle, but the whale-like features that the name had implied were plain to see. It had a massive belly lined by flip-down seats that could transport dozens of passengers with ease. A large section of the ceiling in the hold looked as if it could open wide, allowing for larger cargo to be loaded. There were even retractable walls in several places that made it possible to expose large sections of the interior to vacuum without disturbing the pilot or other occupants.
As Zed watched the rough "road" ahead of them, he was surprised by how little vibration he felt. Terrain like this would have shaken apart most trucks back on Earth, but in the cockpit, it felt like they were gliding down a newly paved stretch of highway.
“That’s it up ahead,” Jonah said, breaking the silence.
Zed looked up as the end of the road came into view. A few miles ahead, an unnatural formation broke the landscape. While most of the rocks around them were sharp and wind-torn, this shape resembled a massive clay bowl placed upside down in the middle of a valley.
“Home sweet home. Inauguration in all her 3D-printed glory. Though I should warn you, everyone here just calls it ‘Naug.’ Why they named a place intended to be an international melting pot something so damned difficult for non-English speakers to say, I’ll never know.”
Then, as if it were a trivial detail that Zed might find amusing, Jonah said, “Oh, and if you squint really hard and look to your right, you might just be able to make out that crater where they think they found some alien life yesterday.”
“I’m sorry. What?”






  
  Chapter three
Welcome to Naug


As they approached Naug, the scale of the place became apparent. Zed knew all about how the colony dome had been printed out of Martian cement using an ancient crater as a foundation. He knew how the interior was laid out like the wedges of a pie around a large central mess hall, with sections that could be sealed off in case of an emergency. Yet just as with the Martian landscape, knowing wasn’t the same as witnessing. 
Naug was a marvel of its time, just as the Great Pyramids back on Earth were in theirs. Not because it was bigger or taller or more ornate than anything back on Earth. An average football stadium was larger, but none of those had been built in an environment so hostile to life. To drive up to something so distinctly human on this alien world was both bizarre and thrilling. Even for Zed’s admittedly cynical teenage heart, Naug was awe-inspiring.
As they approached the edge of the crater that Naug was built in, Zed saw an opening appear. Jonah pulled the lumbering vehicle into what appeared to be a massive airlock. The Monstro rolled to a stop, and moments later, there was the metallic sound of a docking clamp making contact with the outer hull.
“No need to cycle the full airlock just to offload small stuff and passengers,” Jonah explained. “When we need to work on these beasts, we can bring them all the way in, though. Doing all the mechanical work in a turtle suit back in the day was about as much fun as, well, taking a dump in a turtle suit.”
Zed wasn’t sure what exactly a turtle suit was, but he got the idea.
Jonah exited the cockpit and motioned for the Marshes to follow him out the door.
“Alrighty then, follow me and we’ll get you sorted out pronto,” Jonah drawled. “But just to be clear, Zed, you got that little head wound in a heroic fight to restart the engines as the ship plummeted toward the ground, right?”
“Well, I mean, actually…” Zed mumbled. Jonah raised an eyebrow. Zed closed his mouth and smiled sheepishly.
“That’s what I thought,” Jonah said, giving a wink and turning back to the enclosed walkway he was leading them down.
After exiting the short airlock tunnel, they turned left and walked down a red corridor with ridged walls. Zed tried to picture what this place must have looked like while the printers were building it up, one thin layer at a time. They exited the corridor, and Zed found himself overwhelmed by what felt like a mass of people. Months of seeing the same handful of faces in cramped quarters had given him new sympathy for the agoraphobes of the world. The hangar bay they had just entered was a hive of activity. Several dozen people were either working on a handful of the odd three-legged Chariots or chatting in excited tones.
Seeing Zed’s face, Jonah leaned close.
“It’s the crater cave. I mean, when most of your population is made up of scientists and engineers, the prospect of alien life is definitely going to stir things up like baking soda in a third-grade volcano display.” Jonah paused. “Kids still do that, right?”
Zed shook his head. “Yeah, about that whole alien life thing, is that, like…”
“I’m assuming this one’s little accident resulted in us missing any kind of introduction?” Ana Marsh interrupted.
Zed was startled by his mother’s voice cutting through the commotion.
“Yes, ma'am,” Jonah said more from reflex than thought. “You didn’t miss much really, though since it’s late in the day, you’ll have to wait till tomorrow to pick up your CIGs. I’m sure if you drop by IT tomorrow, Alina will get you all set up. Other than that, you really only missed meeting Commander Jones.”
“Thabisa Jones?” Zed exclaimed. He cringed at the unbridled excitement in his voice.
“That’s the one!” Jonah said.
Jonah gestured to the other side of the hangar bay.
“Looks like you just missed her, actually.”
Zed turned to look. He caught a glimpse through an EV suit faceplate of one of the most famous people in history. There was no mistaking the wide jaw and surprisingly short stature of the first human to set foot on another planet. For Zed, even from afar, she very much lived up to the legend. The stern eyes and the pink scar that ran from her left cheek to her right stood in contrast to her dark skin. There may have been more recognizable faces on Earth, but Zed couldn’t think of any.
Ana Marsh stepped in front of Zed, blocking his view.
“If there’s nothing else we need to do here, I’d just as soon get to our quarters. It’s been a long day, and I want to get some sleep before starting work in the morning.”
“Sure, of course. If you'll just follow me, we'll get you squared away.”
They made their way through the hangar toward a large double door. As Zed walked through the exit and tried to turn down the corridor outside, he realized too late that he hadn’t fully adjusted to Martian gravity. He overcompensated and found himself hurtling toward the wall at a comical angle. He probably would have ended up with a good bruise and nothing more if someone hadn’t been walking past him at that moment. Zed collided with the stranger, sending both of them tumbling to the ground.
“What the hell!” the stranger exclaimed, shoving Zed off of him.
“I’m so sorry!” Zed said, attempting to help the man up and instead finding himself falling again.
“Just back off, kid!”
The man stood and glared down at Zed. He was in his mid-twenties, with a buzz cut and a poor attempt at a mustache. He turned and stomped away.
“Damn kids underfoot now,” Zed heard him mutter as he entered the hangar bay.
“You’ve got to be more careful, Zed!” Ana scolded.
“Oh, don’t worry too much about Andy,” Jonah said, helping Zed to his feet again. “He’s a bit of a sour soul, but a talented mechanic, I’ll give him that. You’ve just gotta get your Martian legs, that’s all. Come on, all the more reason to get you folks settled so you can get some rest.”
Zed was struck by how intensely colorful the walls and ceilings were. Geometric patches of garish color filled the corridor they were walking down. Zed started to notice a pattern. The bands formed broad arrow shapes that always seemed to flow in a general direction. The further they walked in, the shades of color began to change as well. While the walls had started a vibrant teal, they were now walking through a tunnel of bright green.
“What’s with the crazy colors?” Zed asked, catching up with Jonah as he marched forward.
“Hmm? Oh, the gradient? It’s just a handy way to navigate when every corridor starts looking the same. Naug is laid out in a big circle, or a bunch of circles really, so it’d be easy to lose track of where you were without some kind of distinction.”
Jonah looked at the ceiling for a moment as if seeing it for the first time.
“The chevron pattern that runs along the ceiling always points toward the center. The colors vary depending on which wedge of the ‘pie’ you’re in. And as far as the wacky colors go, well, let’s just say that Mars isn’t known for its shades of the rainbow.” Jonah gestured at the hall. “What might look like a neon nightmare on Earth is a balm for the soul here.”
Zed thought of the mostly colorless interior of the ship he’d spent the last several months on and how colorful even the surface of Mars had seemed in contrast.
“Yeah, I guess I can see that.”
They turned a corner and Jonah came to a stop.
“Alrighty, Marshes, this is your—eh—suite. Let me give you a tour of your Martian abode. It should take about five seconds.”






  
  Chapter four
Martian Suite


Zed wasn’t sure what he had imagined their quarters on Mars would look like, but whatever it had been, this was smaller. Their “suite” amounted to two small bedrooms connected to a small living room. The living room was really more of a hallway, if he was being honest. You could probably fit a couch lengthwise with a TV stand against the opposite wall, leaving enough room to walk between them, but little else. Needless to say, the room contained no TV or couch. 
Zed’s parents' room contained what looked like a queen-sized air mattress set into a bed frame that had been extruded from the floor itself. In fact, this whole place had been extruded from the ground up. Looking at the walls, he could see the ridges left by the 3D printer that had made them, but rather than plastic, they had been printed with some kind of Martian concrete that had then been sprayed with a smooth sealing agent. Aside from the bed, there was a small desk and chair, as well as some shelving and storage. These too had been extruded into or out of the wall.
It made perfect sense, Zed thought. Why haul the weight and bulk of beds and desks when you could just print them with what you had on-site?
They crowded in and made their way to Zed’s room.
“And this here is the young master’s broom closet… er… bedroom,” Jonah said with a poke to Zed’s ribs.
Zed was fairly certain their pantry on Earth had been considerably larger than the space he could now call his own. It had a bed with just enough room for one person, some more shelves and storage space extruded into the wall, and a sort of bench at the end of the bed.
Jonah leaned closer and said, “Hey, trust me, this might not seem like much now, but once you get set up with your CIG tomorrow, you won’t care if you’re in a hangar or a water closet.”
Zed nodded. This was what he’d signed up for, right? Well, technically he hadn’t signed up for anything; his parents had, but it made little difference now.
“Alrighty, I’ll let you folks get settled in. Since you missed the initial tour with Thabisa, I believe she’s going to swing by at 0700 MT and show you around,” Jonah said, heading toward the door.
Ana and Ed nodded. To Zed, it looked like they were thrilled with the situation.
“What’s MT?” Zed asked just as Jonah was about to close the front door.
“Oh,” he laughed. “Right, yeah, that’s ‘Martian time.’ Since the Martian day is a little longer than an Earth day, we’ve just embraced it. If we stuck to Earth time, our days would be constantly shifting because of the difference.” He nodded at them with a final smile and made his exit.
“Let’s get these cases to the bedrooms and unpack just what we need. I think we could all use some sleep,” Ana said. She glanced at Zed.
He tried to mask whatever expression of concern he had as he stared at his closet of a room, but apparently he wasn’t quick enough.
“You’ve been given a great privilege to be here, Zed. Every kid on Earth would kill to be in your place.” She shook her head. “I think you’ve disrupted this day quite enough. I recommend you spend the rest of the evening in your room. Maybe you’ll grow to appreciate it a little more.”
Zed grabbed his luggage and did as he was told. This was a no-win situation that just needed to be escaped.
“I’m sure you’re right,” he said flatly.
Ana smiled as if that was all she wanted to hear, and Zed knew that to be true.
“Well then, let's all get some rest. It’s been an incredibly full day, and I’m sure everything will look different after a good night’s sleep.”
Ana turned and carried her cases into the other bedroom.
Ed lingered a moment, looking at Zed. He seemed about to say something but then closed his mouth. He turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.
Zed settled onto the bench at the foot of his bed and put his head in his hands. He was quickly reminded why that was a bad idea as his palm pressed into the stitches that ran through his eyebrow. He swore under his breath.
He needed to just sit and process the day. The small room didn’t bother him that much, really. It was certainly more space and privacy than he’d had for the last few months. So what was it that bothered him?
Maybe it was the feeling of permanence. Through training or the trip here, it was easy to accept things that weren’t ideal because he knew they’d be moving on to the next place, the next school, the next stage of training. This wasn’t going to change. This was going to be the same for several years, which was a first for Zed. Something about that brought his lack of choice into focus as he stared into this tiny room.
Zed shook his head. He couldn’t deal with any of that now. His mother was right about one thing: he needed sleep. So without unpacking, he threw off his pants and blood-stained shirt and collapsed onto the bed. As he sank into a deep sleep, Zed’s last thought was of that all-too-brief glimpse he had gotten of the Martian landscape. It really had been worth the trip; he just wasn’t sure what came next. And then, for the second time that day, everything faded to black.






  
  Chapter five
Three Lever Breakfast


When Zed woke the next morning and rolled over, he felt like he’d made the descent to Mars in nothing but a space suit. It had been a while since he’d slept in a room with a planet below it that was actively trying to pull him to its core, and he felt every pound of it. 
Then Zed remembered that he was finally going to get his CIG today. He still wasn’t entirely sure what this mysterious piece of tech was, but he knew Mars had been the first place this advanced augmented reality gadget had been deployed because of its prohibitive cost. Jarra Gunnardóttir was the inventor, so it made sense she’d put her latest and greatest to work in places she considered important.
Whatever the case, it was apparently leaps and bounds beyond the glasses and controllers he’d had access to on Earth. Using it also involved signing a thick stack of NDAs, which was why details were scarce. He’d heard rumors that it was something that had to be implanted directly into your eyeball, but he doubted that and didn’t want to think about the possibility. No matter how cool the tech, intact eyeballs were a must.
Either way, it was certainly worth getting out of bed for. That and food. Zed’s stomach gurgled, and he realized he was ravenous. A strange thought occurred to him: the last time he'd eaten had been in space. This would be his first meal on another planet.
As they followed the ceiling chevrons toward the center of Naug, the Marshes soon found themselves entering the largest room they had seen since arriving. The mess hall was at least 40 meters in diameter and perfectly circular. It was very much the heart of Naug and sat at the center of the city’s bullseye.
“Alright, let’s grab some food and get a move on. Lots to do today,” Ana said, leading them into the room. She glanced over her shoulder at Zed. “And lots of catching up to do.”
Zed ignored the comment and looked around. The room was filled with tables that had been extruded from the floor, much like the furniture in their quarters. Each table was flanked by a bench that also seemed to emerge from the ground.
Was there anything in this place that hadn’t been printed from Martian cement? Other colonists (or was it Martians, or maybe Naugies?) were streaming in now.
The Marshes found their way into the line forming along one section of the curved wall that was interrupted by a series of booths. People walked up to the booths and came away with trays covered in various foods.
Zed thought he spotted something that looked like pancakes. He knew the diet on Mars was more or less vegan, so he wasn’t expecting to find bacon and eggs, but he could definitely go for some pancakes. They hadn’t exactly been an option on the trip. It would be hard to use a griddle in zero gravity.
When his turn arrived, Zed stepped into the booth and was faced with three levers set above a small, recessed metal door that he assumed the tray of food would emerge from. Three levers and nothing more. No screen of options. No buffet line.
Am I missing something? Zed wondered.
Feeling the growing pressure of the line he knew was stretching out behind him, he pulled the middle lever. A few mechanical thuds later, a tray with a bowl of porridge and a cup of something green emerged on the ledge in front of him. He waited a moment, but nothing else happened, so he took his tray and exited the booth.
He saw his mother gesturing to him from a nearby table where she and his father were sitting with the Chaplain, Baat.
“Ah, I see you got the kasha,” Baat said. “I thought about choosing that. I grew up on a similar cereal.”
“I’ll trade you if you want. I was trying for pancakes, but I guess I picked the wrong lever.”
“Zed, leave the man alone. It’s not his fault you picked the wrong food,” Ed Marsh interjected.
Baat chuckled. “Oh, that’s quite alright, Mr. Marsh. I forgot that you haven’t received your eye gizmos yet. It’s terribly kind of you to offer, Zed, and I believe I’ll take you up on that deal. It sounds like a nice taste of home, and you need to get all the nutrition you can after all.”
Baat gestured to Zed’s stitches as they traded trays.
“It’s not so bad now,” Zed said, digging into the pancakes.
These aren’t bad either, he thought, savoring the spongy texture.
He could tell they weren’t quite what he was used to, but he didn’t really care.
Or maybe food just tasted different on Mars, he thought. Like how space has a sort of smell.
“How is the whole lever thing supposed to work anyway?” Zed asked through a full mouth.
“Manners, Zed,” Ana said reflexively.
“Well, I don’t want to spoil any of the fun for you, but let’s just say that you haven’t really seen Naug yet,” Baat said with a wink.
Zed looked around at the other colonists. No sign of any AR glasses or robotic eyes. He gave Baat’s eyes a hard look, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. He had a momentary flash of panic as he imagined himself surrounded by Martian pod people.
One of Zed’s obsessions was old science fiction radio dramas from the nineteen forties and fifties. The kind that had been made before anyone had ever actually been to space, and the possibilities were endless. The kind where people pronounced “robot” as “robutt” for reasons that Zed still couldn’t figure out.
Zed and Baat had bonded over ancient science fiction on the long trip here, though Baat’s interests tended to skew more literary. Following his cosmonaut career, Baat had gone to Oxford, followed by seminary. He had perfected his English there and still carried a distinctly proper British accent and cadence.
His pancakes finished, Zed stood, picked up his tray, and turned to walk toward the basin everyone seemed to be piling theirs into. He took half a step and then caught himself. “Is anyone else finished?” he asked, turning back to the table.
“Good save,” his mother said, handing him her tray. Ed and Baat did the same.
“Thank you, Zed,” Baat said.
“Hurry back,” Ana said. “The Commander will be here any minute for our tour, and I do not intend to be late this time.”
Zed turned and hurried over to the basin. He got in line behind a group from a table that he had noticed glancing at him earlier. They disposed of their dishes and were about to walk away when one of them noticed him and stopped.
“Well, well. I guess we know that Naug has finally become a real city now,” he said, folding his arms.
Zed looked at the man’s face, and with a small jolt of adrenaline, he realized it was Andy, the poorly-mustached young man he'd run into in the corridor yesterday.
“‘Cause it has kids in it?” Zed asked, now blocked from ditching his arm full of dishes and making a quick exit.
The dark-haired woman standing beside Andy seemed uncomfortable with the whole exchange and put a hand on Andy’s elbow as if trying in vain to turn his attention.
“No,” Andy said, unfolding his arms and leaning in closer. “It’s a city now because we finally have our first useless, jobless freeloader. It just wouldn’t be a real society without a proper leech, now would it?”
Andy’s companions laughed.
Zed had always preferred a biting reply as his go-to defense mechanism. He tried to hold it back most of the time, but usually that energy was spent avoiding conflicts with his parents. Looking at the grin on Andy’s face, he knew he wasn't going to even attempt to hold his tongue this time.
“Well, Andy, we all have our parts to play. I can’t help being a leech just like you can’t help being the village idiot.”
One of Andy’s group let out a snort and then regained control. He rubbed his nose as if it had just been an ill-timed sneeze.
Andy took a step toward Zed and then froze. The others seemed to stiffen as well. They pulled away from Andy a step, looking at something over Zed’s shoulder.
Zed turned and saw Commander Jones standing stone-faced ten feet away, intimidating as ever. She didn’t move or say a word.
The group shifted and slowly dispersed, but as Andy walked past Zed, he leaned down and said under his breath, “Take it easy, leech; wouldn’t want you to strain yourself. No point in using up more oxygen than you’re already wasting.”
With that, the group walked off and out of the mess hall.
Zed stood there, frozen for a moment until he realized people were starting to line up behind him. He quickly threw the dishes down into the basin and walked back to the table where Commander Jones was now walking.
“Ah! Commander Jones!” Ana said as she saw them approaching. “It’s so kind of you to give us this tour yourself. I’m sure you’re an incredibly busy woman.”
“Yes,” she said flatly, then turned to Zed. “But firsts are important, and I think Zed here represents something very significant for this place, even if that isn’t apparent to all just yet.” She held his gaze a moment longer, then turned abruptly and walked toward the exit, gesturing over her shoulder for them to follow.
"It's time we gave you eyes to see," she called back over her shoulder.






  
  Chapter six
Cigar Sight


Keeping up with Thabisa Jones was easier said than done. 
Zed was well over a foot taller than the Commander, but he had little doubt she would beat him in a foot race. She moved with force and intention, which also made her a poor tour guide as she powered ahead.
The Marshes tried their best to keep up with her brisk pace and rapid-fire delivery of information about the places they were passing.
She confirmed Zed’s observations about how Inauguration was built. The rooms and structures radiated out from a central hub. Before many people had arrived, robots had been sent to dig into the crater and use those materials to print the spaces they would need within it.
“If you observe Naug from the outside, it looks more like a red contact lens than a crater,” the Commander said. “Originally, there was enough space printed for up to five hundred residents. After your ship’s arrival yesterday, our population is now at two hundred and sixteen. As it stands, about half of the crater is built out but not in use. It was designed so that we could unseal sections as the colony grew. The crater is divided into twelve wedges like a pie. Seven of the wedges are in active use. All our command structures and major infrastructure are based near the center and are deeper underground to add an extra layer of protection. In case of an emergency breach, we have the ability to isolate each wedge while still providing life support to each.”
As they walked down the corridors, the Commander stopped in front of a large double door. Like every other door they had passed, there were no markings or signs on it. She turned to Zed and said, “If you have time later, I’d recommend swinging back here and getting Ethan Johns to show you where our food comes from. He’s the chief botanist and acts as both farmer and chef, though he prefers to be called the ‘robotanist.’ If it grows, it’s his domain. He’s responsible for the plants we eat as well as the automated system that prepares our meals.”
“While it was via some mealtime Russian roulette, we certainly enjoyed what he made this morning,” Ed Marsh said.
“Roulette?" The Commander asked, then nodded as realization dawned. "Of course. Your lack of CIGs. I forget how much we rely on them for the little things. It’s V.C.I.G., technically, but you’d be amazed at how many syllables we’ve lost as younger and younger colonists have arrived.”
Zed thought he detected the hint of a smile at the sharp corner of the Commander’s lips. Now that he thought about it, it was the first hint of emotion he’d seen break through Thabisa Jones’s reticent exterior.
“To be fair, they do actually look a bit like cigars or cigarettes, so I guess it is apt,” she said, as if it made things any clearer for them.
“I miss cigars so much. Right this way,” the Commander said, turning and continuing down the hall away from hydroponics. “Any questions?”
Zed psyched himself up to ask the question that had been on his mind since he’d seen her standing there in the flesh the day before. “What was it like?” he asked quietly. “What was it like stepping out that first time? I’ve seen you talk about the events a million times on TV, but… what was it like?”
Thabisa Jones had been the first human to set foot on Mars, or any other planet for that matter. Her journey to that moment had in no way gone as planned. Despite a harrowing six-month journey followed by the loss of her co-pilot to a freak aneurysm as they plummeted through the Martian atmosphere, she had completed the mission. She had stepped out of the ship, utterly alone. Instead of planting a flag, she had buried a friend. The red cairn she built over Fredrick Gorski was the first structure ever built on Mars.
As he spoke, Thabisa Jones stopped and gave him her full attention. She stared at him for a long moment. This time, Zed was positive he could see a smile forming on her lips. For some reason, it frightened him a little.
“Much has been made of the tragedy that surrounded my first trip here,” she said quietly. “But the truth is that even surrounded by hardship and death, when I first looked out with my own eyes and saw two moons in the sky, I felt utter peace. I think it’s why I’m still here. My hope is that I’ll be not only the first to walk on Mars but the first to die here of old age. I’d like a cairn of my own next to Fred.” Her smile took on a twinge of sadness. She turned and continued down the corridor.
A little stunned, they silently followed. Ana gave Zed a look that promised a lecture in his near future.
A five-minute stroll later, they turned into a long room and were greeted by banks of flashing servers and long workbenches covered in enough electronic odds and ends to make Zed’s inner neat freak have a minor panic attack.
“The child!” a voice called in an Eastern European accent as they entered.
A tall woman who looked to be in her early twenties emerged from behind one of the server stacks and enveloped Zed in a hug, lifting him a few inches off the ground. She set him down and kissed each cheek.
“You are adorable! I have so missed seeing children. I have a nephew about your age back on Earth.” The woman smiled at him and pinched his cheek. “You and your friends bring new life to Mars! But you, you are the baby now!”
Commander Jones stepped forward. “Uh…if you’re done breaking the boy’s ribs, Alina, I’d like to introduce you to the Marshes. Marshes, this is Alina Kotov. She’s one of our electronics experts, and until yesterday, at least, she was the youngest citizen of Inauguration.”
“A title I gladly pass on to you, little koshenya,” Alina said, beaming at Zed. “You’ve beaten me by almost a decade!”
“Hi, Alina, I’m Ana. This is my husband, Ed, and—uh—our son, Zed.” Ed and Ana extended their hands, which Alina shook vigorously. Zed didn’t bother extending a hand. After the rib-crushing hugs and kisses, he figured he’d been properly introduced.
“It is wonderful to meet you all!” Alina gave a little bow. She stopped mid-bow and stared into Ana’s eyes, taking a step closer. Ana leaned back ever so slightly as Alina entered her personal space.
“Ah!” Alina exclaimed. “You are here for CIGs!”
She turned to Zed.
“You poor thing. Breakfast must have been very confusing for you.” She said this as if Zed were her pampered pet dog.
Alina laughed and abruptly turned to one of the workbenches, pulling three small rectangular boxes from a drawer. In contrast to much of the other electronics in the room, the objects she held looked shockingly clean and simple. It was as if the drawer contained a portal to the future from which she had plucked alien technology.
Alina handed each of them a box.
“These are your V.C.I.G.s,” Alina said, spelling out each letter with care. “Or ‘CIGs,’ as we call them. Just be sure you don’t try to smoke them, yes?” Alina laughed again, though Zed got the impression she derived more joy from making herself laugh than from trying to amuse anyone else.
When Zed opened his, he saw what Alina meant. The box contained what looked like a ten-centimeter-long cylinder about three and a half centimeters in diameter. It was brown and seemed to be made of a silicone-like material, though he could see patterns of metal just under the surface. A seam ran around the middle of the cylinder, and one of the halves had its end colored a crimson red, giving the impression of a cigarette filter by its placement.
The ends of this silicone cigar were inset with what Zed could only describe as bottle caps, though these were made of the same silicone-wrapped metal as the rest.
Zed gingerly removed the CIG from the box and felt a magnetic tension release as he did so. It felt oddly heavy in his hand.
“These are your virtual contact integrated graphics units,” Alina said, emphasizing each word in the acronym as she spoke. “As you noticed at breakfast, there are very few screens on Mars. The CIGs let us cut them out entirely, saving a lot of payload space and improving the efficiency of how the colony runs. You’ll see what I mean in a moment. Now I want each of you to
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