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The Red Barrens

 


 


Terraforming ain't all it's cracked up to
be.

Read-out in my hood's heads-up says this gal
has three hours before another of those accursed Protean dust
storms sweeps across the red Barrens and onto my tract - enough
time to finish circuiting my posts. I keep my terramold paddies to
my right and trudge on through the endless red powder towards post
five; seven more after that and I'm home and out of this gritty,
stinking enviro suit. Be nice to stop listening to my own
breathing.

Course, it don’t keep out the itching powder
that covers most of the surface of Proteus - just keeps out the
chemicals we brung to this dance. Which is good enough for me;
don’t want our Agent Purple on me, considering what it did to my
Sam.

The spinner light on post five changes from
green to yellow as I walk up to warn me off - too close without a
pass and it'll bring the guards, and I don't want none of what
they'll give me. Keeps me in my prison.

Don't forget to log it, Mable.

"Post five. Clear."

Five’s spinner switches back to green as I
pass it on my way to six.

I'm no rube. I've read all those sci-fi
classics, where mankind comes up with some glorious machines, or
lab-created viruses, or some other techno mumbo jumbo, and it
sweeps across some planet that has an unfriendly attitude, and low
and behold, suddenly we have another Earth, like we're the next
coming of God.

Let there be light, my butt.

I'm not even halfway through my ten years of
solitary to serve the greater good and bring this planet to heel. I
can still hear that puffed-up magistrate flapping his fat jaws:

"Mable Jeffers, you have been found by this
court to be a vagrant in violation of Proteus ordinance 2071-043,
and will be remanded to civil authorities for placement."

"Post six. Clear."

They could have exiled me out beyond the
colony's reach to the Barrens - that's where they sent all the
incorrigibles who were never going to follow any rules, and you
never saw anything more of them on the vids. Most likely died out
there in the Protean wilderness. Those of us that still had some
obedience left got to pick our prison.

They figure they can mod Proteus faster by
turning it into a penal colony. I could have cringed and gone along
with assignment to the mines, but I wanted to see the sky, and at
least pretend I was free, so I volunteered for Planetary
Transformation on the edge of the Barrens. Sure, I'm locked onto my
own tract, and I'm supervised by guards who might do me if I gave
them an excuse. They don't come around as long as I make my quotas,
and that's enough reason for me to stay on schedule.

They chem-sterilized me, cause "you'll be
nearby other uncivilized people, and things can happen”, and “The
Edge is no place to be having children." I’m in solitary, where no
one can get close enough to rape me unless the guards are involved,
but my “How the hell is that going to happen?” didn't make them
change my treatment. Wouldn't want too much evidence if something
was to happen out here, would they? Barren at the edge of the
Barrens. They say the chem will wear off in twenty, but what will
it matter by then?

"Post seven. Clear."

If Sam and me had had kids, things would have been different -
I could have stayed in the dome on civil welfare and raised them up
until they were ready to work off their debt to the state on their
own. I'd have rather taken them here with me than make them slaves,
but I never had that decision to make.

I wouldn't be on Proteus if Sam hadn't asked
me, and if his Tech-5 rank hadn't been enough to clear me for the
trip and dome residence, but my Service-2 wasn't enough to keep our
quarters by myself. Damn you for dying on me, Sam Jeffers!

Hush, Mable, you know that's not fair - not
his fault the Agent Purple had eaten him clean through before those
eggheads could save him. The fact that those same eggheads had
screwed up and let their Purple to get on him - that was a blame
they'd never own up to.

"Post eight."

This ain’t good. Damn Protean lichen is
trying to cross back onto my land. Course, I'm on the corner tract
of the block. Posts seven through eleven are where being an
outsider keeps my life busy, cause I don't butt up against no one
else there. So long as the other convicts on the inside rows do
their jobs, this is where I'll get infested until another row of
tracts gets wrapped outside of mine.

"Post eight. Lichen. Respray Purple."

I could take care of it right now if I
carried a tank on all my rounds, but with what happened to Sam, it
creeps me out being around the stuff if I don’t have to. Besides,
the dust storm will drop enough native microbes on my plot that
I’ll have to spray again, anyway. Put off spraying now and it’ll
hold off that next supply run a little bit longer – one less reason
for unwelcome visitors.

Posts nine, ten and eleven I have to log the
same; native life don't plan to give it up. Purple ain’t lasting as
long as it used to. I bet the rest of the outer tracts are
reporting cross-over like me. And the dust storm will scour things
away and trigger another carpet-spraying along the Edge. Colony
wouldn't want to be losing any ground, now, would they? I'd best
recheck the seals around my place. Those flyboys ain't too careful
about where they drop their Purple.

"Post twelve. Clear."

Of course it would be. Jones-502 has been
running his place longer than I have, and my twelve-one-two-three
posts run along one edge of his place. He only has one outside
boundary left. I'm walking to post one to finish my circuit when I
see him doing the same from the other direction. I’m not taking any
chances - I change my gait, square my shoulders a little, put on a
little swagger. We're not allowed to talk, and you can't tell much
from my suit, just that I'm Jeffers-021. Jones never gives me no
reason to think badly of him - sure, he's a convict, but so am I,
and we know how that can happen. He don't need to know I'm a woman,
though - that could change things.

Can feel the wind picking up already
when we pass each other. He gives me a wave and I nod back, before
I turn up the path to my place. My tract is solid now with
terramold paddies, except on the paths, and there’s patches of our
own lichen sprouting, mostly coming over from Jones-502's plot.
That's how it's supposed to happen, our plants working out from the
dome, little by little, changing the local air for the next phase.
Someday my own lichen will move into the plots of whatever poor
sods get roped into farming outside of mine. I feel guilty when I
think how more people forced to labor the Edge outside my border
will make my life easier. But then, I didn't ask for this, neither.

My cell's smooth aluminum sides rise up from
the red dirt. I still think it’s just a hardened up prehistoric
camper. It was shiny-bright when they put me out here, but time and
the sand storm grit have blasted it to silver-white. My only hatch
faces Jones-502's tract; there ought to be more than one way out,
but escape ain’t top priority in prison. I eyeball the seals and
can’t see anything wrong, but I’ll pressure test them from inside
before they carpet-spray just to be sure. No Purple’s getting on
me.

I walk past the de-con station to the right
and around to my camper’s backside – what faces the Barrens. I've
got a sheet-metal toolshed leaned against the camper where I keep
all my farming things, and it’s already rattling in the wind. I
eyeball my drums of Purple and make sure they’re capped solid –
don’t need them getting knocked loose and leaving me a surprise.
Secure the shed door and finish circling back to the de-con. I
stand under the showerhead for the specked ninety seconds – watch
the water and dust and tinge of Purple residue wash off down the
sluice into the paddy and disappear under the terramold.

In through the outer hatch, shut it, stand
under the blower to make sure everything’s off the suit, then hang
it on the wall and open the inner hatch; the edge of the door feels
gritty as I step in, and I can see the Protean dust all along the
edge where the blower was too much for the inner seal. I clap it
off my hands – I swear, my skin looks redder every day, but at
least it’s not Purple. Damn inner has always been weak – the outer
door is what was built to keep things out. I shut the inner, and
I’m home.

Cot, locker, pantry, food-zapper, sink,
toilet, and four watcher cams to keep an eye on me - cameras that
only female guards are supposed to use, but I doubt it. Those
cameras follow me a little too close sometimes, so I keep my
clothes on as much as I can, cover up with a sheet when I have to
change, but there's still some things you can't avoid.

There's one vidscreen that keeps me
informed; I can see feeds from my four outside cameras quartered on
the screen behind the edges of the big red "WEATHER ALERT" box that
I close, cause I know the storm's coming. I grab a nutri-bar and
munch on it while my backside camera shows the hundred foot high
mess of Protean grit bearing down on me. I watch until the screen
turns into a red cloud. I ain’t going nowhere for a couple of hours
now, so I lay on my cot to take a nap. I turn my back to the camera
as I doze off.

I roll over, and I'm laying in bed in our
quarters, with Sam there next to me, and he's smiling, and talking
how good life's gonna be, but then he stops and grits his teeth
against the pain, and his eyes start bleeding Purple and I can see
and smell it burning his skin, and Purple's oozing from his lips
and he’s pulling me close and I try with all my strength to push
him away before he can kiss me.

The "WARNING!" siren on the vidscreen
wakes me up - I slept six hours. The rest of the warning tells me I
was right - they're going to carpet spray around the boundaries,
and all us residents have to
stay indoors another five hours. Kill the info box - don't have to
tell me twice. I can see the air's clear out there - all that's
left of the storm is a thin coat of red on top of my terramold.
I'll have to wash that under once they’re done laying down
Purple.

Speak of the devil - one of those hopper
crafts swings into view of my leftside camera. Except it don't look
to be laying down any Purple at all. It swings around and
flop-lands a couple hundred yards outside my ten-eleven posts, its
bug-eyes staring at me. What the hell are those fly-boys up to? No
good, I reckon. I bring the camera up full-screen, and
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