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MY MINERAL DETECTORS plunge to the bottom of the volcanic chimney and are swallowed up in shadow. I would have followed them if I hadn’t managed to slow my slide before it turned into a fatal fall.

Lying on my stomach, I observe the furrow my body had ploughed from the eroded edge of the crater. Pebbles dislodged during my fall tumble down the interior slope, ricocheting off my leased space suit before disappearing into the abyss.

Luckily, none of them had torn my suit or broken my antennas as you see so often in the drama visos. If that had been the case, the two diagnostic chips that scampered about my suit, testing equipment and repairing micro-leaks, would have informed me.

I climb painfully up the flared portion of the funnel into which I had almost disappeared, my feet digging into the sand that continues to hurtle down the slope. Out of breath, I finally reach the edge of the crater where my immobile pacer is waiting for me, frozen in mid-stride as soon as it detected the sudden absence of weight on the driver’s seat.

How could I have lost my balance and let go of the controls? Obviously, the winds have become stronger since the half-failed attempt to melt the carbon ice of the southern cap in an effort to make the atmosphere thicker. But that’s no excuse. All suits worn by terrain technicians are equipped with wind speed detectors.

Perhaps I was distracted? I look at the straps hanging from the seat. Had I buckled up? I always find seatbelts so damn tight…

Well, I’m in a real jam. Each of the instruments alone was worth much more than my contract, more even than my nominal professional value. But there’s no way I’m going down the throat of this old volcano to find the detectors. I don’t really think the delicate equipment survived the challenge.

People occasionally lose equipment. But it’s rare to lose the entire emergency unit as well. This is more than enough to get me kicked off the expedition. Still, they’ll have to wait until our group returns to the capital before my dismissal becomes effective.

The pacer bends its six long legs, lowering the seat to my height. I should have checked it out thoroughly before venturing out on such uneven terrain. I should have made sure the detectors were hooked on firmly. I should have…

…never chosen this line of work.

The sky has turned a deep purple by the time I return shame-faced to the inflatable dome that serves as our camp. The temperature has already dropped to 110 degrees below zero. A thick breeze raises up small clouds of dust. They snake across the road, packed down as it was by the feet of the pacers.

I climb down from my mount, which heads off to its slot, folding its feet much like a spider lying in wait for prey. The dome’s narrow airlock is just large enough to allow four people to wait for recompression.

Well, four normal people.

Helmet off, I brush against the sides of the airlock as I step out of it.

“Why walk when you can roll,” someone bursts out.

The joke raises a few laughs, which die out soon enough, as everyone returns to their holocard games. Except for Trinn, that is, who looks up from his tea.

“Domik, you’re an hour and a half late!” he grumbles, as he walks over to me. “What happened?”

Standing side by side, we form the number 10. Like any good Martian, he towers head and shoulders above me. But I’m over twice his weight.

My feeble explanations result in a long, resigned sigh. The leader of our expedition finds it hard to hide his annoyance with the ‘beginners’ who have been assigned to him. But what does he expect? The most qualified employees quickly fly off toward friendlier skies. The companies have to pay Trinn extra to get him to continue taking out prospecting teams at his age.

Lan, a tall beanpole delegated by Planning, grumbles about the lost equipment.

“The cost of those detectors will be deducted from your wages,” he says dryly. “One more mistake like this and your rating will fall below zero. That should delay your application for emigration even longer!”

His threat falls on deaf ears. I know full well that I have little chance of ever leaving the surface of this pebble. It takes a qualification rating 15 times higher than mine to obtain permission to emigrate.

“And as for bed and board, I wouldn’t count on it if I were in your shoes,” he adds, with a broad smile, talking just loudly enough that everyone in the dome can hear.

I force myself not to react, despite the explicit insult of ‘bed and board’. Lan likes to use the prerogatives of his position to take out his frustrations. Looking attentive, I let him rant on.

I’m sailing at night on the luminous oceans of Lierrus, breathing in the salty spray that whips my face. The prow of the sailboat cuts through the waves, covered with a film of phosphorescent blue algae, leaving behind a dark wake that gradually closes. 

In the distance, a long fin breaks the surface, disappearing immediately under the boiling foam. The immense, placid inhabitants of Lierrus ignore the little nutshells traveling just overhead, their brightly colored sails stiff with salt…

His spleen vented, Lan allows me to leave. I wander over to my private space, a compartment barely large enough for the bed it holds. I take off my suit, aware that all eyes are on my back. Deep down, my colleagues are quite decent guys, but spending a month in cramped quarters has laid our characters bare.

Now, after ten hours of research and analysis, each seeks solace in his own petty hobbies. As for discussions, all interesting topics were exhausted in the first few days of the expedition.

The very elderly thoroughly enjoy rambling on about the good old days, when the Expansion had just started and Mars was the source of all dreams. Today, despite its glorious status as the First Colony, our large ball slowly rolls down the slope of its decline. The third of the domes that were not destroyed during the Troubles house ghost towns. The unemployed push and shove at the doors of the few rare employers in the hopes of earning the nest egg that will allow them to emigrate elsewhere.

Our expedition is the nth attempt to discover mineral deposits that have been overlooked by successive waves of prospectors. The experts hope to come across a pocket of rare gems, like those used to decorate the hair and clothing of the wealthy as they frolic on the few rare paradise planets. The pay isn’t fantastic, but it’s worth more than a fast food credit. I dread the day when the mines, the backbone of the Martian economy, shut down…

When the magnetic fluctuations that waltz around the poles allow us to, we receive news from the Alliance. Lately, attention is turning toward our frontiers. A small Sagittarius-class surveillance craft has detected an armada in the buffer zone between the Zoen Conglomerate and the Alliance. We’ve been involved in a few exchanges with the Zoen, but the two empires avoid any direct contact. Only the negotiators have actually set eyes on the representatives of that race in person.

The flag ship of the Forces is on its way to the Ser-Finff system, escorted by a squadron of war craft. On board, the Dragon, the leader of our armed forces, and the members of the Alliance Executive Council are trying to settle the dispute.

Rumors circulate about the Dragon’s health. Some talk about a viral infection contracted during a planetary inspection; others say his heart is worn out. Several doubt that he will survive the trip.

Today’s news, the same as yesterday’s, the same as last week’s, do little to stimulate the conversations, which die out quickly.
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CRIES MINGLE WITH THE SHARP WHINE of the weather surveillance equipment, rousing me from my sleep. Is the long-feared invasion under way?

I push aside the curtains of my cabin. Shadows hustle among the equipment. The power has been cut off. Not a good sign. Trinn’s voice rises above the others, as the beam from his wrist light waves toward the air lock.

“Everybody up! We have to break camp!”

Despite the stars twinkling though the transparent walls of the dome, a blizzard is on its way. It’s early. In theory, we should have had another 20 days of calm before the start of the tumultuous boreal autumn.

I roll out of bed on nimble tiptoes. Grabbing my suit, I grope my way to the airlock. In the dark, someone in a hurry bumps into me. From the excuses he mumbles, I decide it’s Lemer, a young technician who will eventually shake off his timidity as he matures.

Trinn calls for assistance over the radio, his pleas scrambled by the fine particles of sand blowing at high altitude. In any case, no one would risk flying in a blizzard.

Ten minutes after the alert was given, we’re all suited up and ready to dismantle the pressurized dome. On the horizon, the stars blink out one by one, swallowed up in a curtain of dust.

We’ll never have enough time to cover the distance to the nearest town. We’ll have to go to Plan B: first-class
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