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            "With lack of sleep and too much understanding I grow a little crazy, I think, like all men at sea who live too close to each other and too close thereby to all that is monstrous under the sun and moon."
- William Golding (Rites of Passage)
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PROLOGUE
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The Commander of the Imperial Space Force Academy, Real Admiral Ernest Schultz, sat behind his mahogany desk facing two of his most promising cadets. Through a side window, he could see a platoon of uniformed cadets marching on a large quadrangle. Even in the twenty-second century, cadets were expected to master basic parade drill. 

Schultz was in his early 60s, with a hard face and a stringy frame. Before becoming Commander, he spent two decades fighting space pirates in the Main Asteroid Belt and was famous for his aggressive tactics. However, those tactics did not always produce success. Twice during his career, pirate vessels crippled the ship under his command and forced him and his surviving crew to abandon it. That was how he earned his nickname, ‘Escape Pod Ernie.’ Cadets at the academy frequently debated whether the loss of those warships was proof of his commendable courage or unforgivable recklessness.

He studied the cadets sitting in front of him. Bo Yee was tall and well-built with dark hair, high cheekbones and bright eyes. He projected an aura of calm. Victor Suarez was shorter and chunkier with wavy brown hair, and thrumming with energy. 

The Rear Admiral stared at Suarez. “I understand that you wish to challenge the low score you received during a recent war game?”

“Yes, on the basis that Cadet Yee broke the rules of the game.”

“How did he do that?”

“During the war game, he commanded a light cruiser escorting four cargo ships from Mars to Earth. I commanded a pirate ship that attacked that convoy. The attack went well. My ship successfully forced the light cruiser away from the cargo ships and drew close to one. However, before I could dispatch a boarding party, Cadet Yee remotely detonated a bomb on board the cargo ship.”

“Destroying both the cargo ship and your ship?”

“Yes.”

“What was wrong with that?”

“Cadet Yee deliberately destroyed one of his own ships and killed the whole crew to eliminate my ship.”

The Commander turned toward Yee. “Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir. I had no choice. His ship was too powerful for mine. So, I sacrificed one of the cargo ships - and its crew - to save the other three and their crews. Unfortunately, I had no choice.”

Suarez said: “His action breached the rules of the game. His task was to protect the cargo ships, not destroy them.”

The Commander looked like a bird of prey about to swoop. “Cadet Suarez, in war, there are no rules. Captains are required to be ruthless. Cadet Yee did the right thing. I applaud his action. You should have been more cautious when approaching the cargo ship. I hope you have learned a valuable lesson. Your score stands.”

Suarez sat stony-faced and told himself that ‘Escape Pod Ernie’ was a fool. He also felt a seething anger toward Bo Yee. His ruse during the war game was not the only reason. Bo Yee was the top cadet in their year and excelled at every endeavor with unruffled ease. Suarez envied him. He had to paddle much harder to stay near the front of the pack. He would take revenge on Bo Yee for this latest slight, however long that took.
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In 2165, the American generalissimo, Cyrus Baxter, defeated his last remaining superpower rival, the Indian Federation. First, he released a ferocious computer worm that disabled the Federation’s missile defense shield. Then his armed forces destroyed their opponents. When the smoke cleared, Baxter was overlord of the entire planet - or, at least, those parts still habitable. All humans became his vassals.

Having forged an empire beyond the dreams of Alexander or Genghis Khan, Baxter had himself crowned Emperor of the Earth at a gargantuan coronation ceremony in New Washington. The ceremony mixed the new and the old: quantum-drive spaceships performed a flyover and robot soldiers marched in the honor guard; however, in a clunky nod to tradition, he arrived in a four-horse chariot wearing a toga and laurel wreath.

From his garish imperial palace in New Washington, Baxter ruled the Earth’s thinned-out human population with an iron fist. Free speech and religion were banned. Laws were viciously enforced. The right to reproduce was severely restricted. The old and weak were neglected. Robots dominated the workforce.

Baxter also seized control of the seven major cities and numerous mines established on Mars during the previous century. A succession of imperial governors then ruled the two million Martians with a heavy hand. However, after 30 years, the Martians rebelled. An imperial space cruiser had to evacuate the latest governor before the rebels could seize and kill him.

For the next five years, the Emperor fought to regain control of the red planet. Then the rebel leader, Admiral Bo Yee, led his battle fleet out to confront the imperial fleet just beyond the moon of Phobos. Yee’s spaceships were seriously out-gunned. Though his flagship, Mars Victory, was a purpose-built warship, the other nine vessels were only heavily armed merchantmen. On the other hand, the imperial fleet under the command of Admiral Victor Suarez comprised the battleship Anaconda - his flagship - and eight heavy or light cruisers.

During the battle, the Anaconda fired two quantum torpedoes that struck the Mars Victory amidships and forced it to abandon the fight. Admiral Suarez later announced that the Anaconda pursued the Mars Victory and blew it apart with three more torpedoes. The Anaconda and the other imperial warships then destroyed most of the rebel fleet. Only two badly damaged rebel vessels escaped to a hideout in the Main Asteroid Belt.

The destruction of the rebel fleet and the death of the talismanic Admiral Yee were huge blows to the rebel cause. Imperial Space Marines and their robot auxiliaries soon landed on Mars and overwhelmed the rebel defenses. They flattened large parts of the major cities, killed tens of thousands of rebel fighters and imprisoned even more. However, thousands of diehard rebels escaped into the vast network of mineshafts, tunnels and lava tubes beneath the surface. The Imperial Marines began the painstaking task of winkling them out.

A new imperial governor and the dreaded Colonial Security Bureau returned to the red planet to confront a surly and restive local population. The governor wished he could exterminate all the locals. However, they were needed to operate the cities and huge mines that dotted the planet. Instead, he stomped on dissent and brought in more robots to take human jobs.
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Daniel Meredith captained one of the first cargo spaceships to return to Mars after the Emperor recaptured the planet. He had spent the last five years stuck on his home planet, Earth, and hated the experience. His employer, the Mars Transport Corporation, gave him no substitute work and put him on half-pay. He surfed, jogged, took art classes, learned some languages and had several romantic flings. He should have enjoyed himself. However, he grew bored and chaffed at the lack of freedom on Earth. He yearned for space and Mars, the only places where he felt truly at home.

He landed the cargo ship Sisyphus in Port Armstrong, the biggest city on the red planet, anxious to see how much damage the Imperial Space Marines did. He soon discovered they did plenty. Before the rebellion, the city was a patchwork of domes, cupolas and towers with connecting tunnels. Huge hydroponic and aquaponic plants provided a sustainable food supply. Electrolysis factories produced the oxygen pumped into buildings. Now, about a fifth of the city was in ruins.

Most of the population of 400,000 had survived the revolt and remained in the city. However, instead of treating Terrans with their usual warmth and hospitality, they were suspicious and disdainful. When Meredith contacted old friends to arrange meetings, they tersely explained that they were too busy to see him.

The worst blow came when he tried to contact a gregarious Italian called Mike Stefano, who operated a trattoria in Port Armstrong before the rebellion. Meredith built a strong bond with Mike during his numerous visits to Mars. He also got to know his wife, Edith, and their four kids. However, when he dialed Mike’s home number, nobody appeared on the screen. Just a female voice. “Hello.”

“Edith, is that you?”

“Umm, yes.”

“It’s Daniel Meredith. I hope you’re well. Is Mike there? I want to catch up with him.”

“Mike is dead.”

That news crashed into the pit of his stomach. “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. What happened?”

“He was sheltering in a bunker during a bombardment. A missile landed right on top of it and killed everyone inside. Our daughter, Roberta, died too.” A teary voice. “We just wanted freedom, but the Emperor wouldn’t leave us alone.”

“I’m terribly sorry. Is there some way I can help?”

“No.”

“I would like to visit you.”

“That’s not a good idea. I’m sorry, but everything has changed. You should go home.”

“Umm, I understand.”

After that, Meredith stopped reaching out to people he knew on Mars.
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While Meredith waited to skipper a cargo spaceship back to Earth, the Mars Transport Company paid for him to stay at The Excelsior, a five-star hotel wedged inside a deep crevice near the center of Port Armstrong. A huge transparent roof spanned the crevice. It contained the artificial atmosphere, and protected everyone inside from radiation and temperature fluctuations. 

Most of the Martian population were genetically modified to withstand the effects of low gravity on their bodies. However, visitors like Meredith had to take a cocktail of pills to achieve the same result.

Before the rebellion, he often visited the bars and nightclubs in the Entertainment Zone. No longer. Angry Martians often stabbed or poisoned Terrans caught out alone. He did not want to suffer that fate.

He spent a lot of time exercising in the gym and reading in his room. His social life depended on the hotel guests he met in the bar. The bar was a bouncy place before the rebellion with live bands, singing and dancing. Now, a pianist played twentieth-century minimalist music, and guests drank and whispered in small groups.

A regular drinking partner was an environmental scientist from Earth imported to advised the Colonial Administration on the feasibility of terraforming Mars. The guy gave Meredith a sad look. “Bringing me here was pointless. I told the Colonial Administration that, with a big investment, it can terraform the planet within 70 years. But that’ll never happen. The Emperor won’t invest in a colony that rose in revolt. He just wants to exploit the minerals as cheaply as possible. This planet is a quarry and nothing else.”

Rumors were always circulating around Martian bars that artefacts from alien civilizations had been discovered somewhere on the planet. Over the years, Meredith had heard excited talk that alien spaceships, graveyards or interstellar maps had been found. None of that talk turned out to be true. The big rumor now was that some miners stumbled upon a crashed alien spaceship tucked inside a lava tube. Lots of people believed the story, despite the improbability of a spacecraft ending up somewhere like that. Meredith was a big skeptic and told one rumor-monger: “What happened to the little green men on Mars? Everyone should track them down first.”

Meredith found hanging around the hotel a depressing experience. He wanted to stay on Mars - even though the locals did not want him - but would soon return to Earth, where he did not want to go. To pass the time, he often lay on his hotel bed and watched Mars News pump out imperial propaganda. The program regularly showed footage of brave Colonial Security Bureau agents killing or capturing diehard insurgents. They even captured the man who allegedly replaced Admiral Yee as the rebel leader. The Deputy Head of the CSB, Colonel Dragut, led an assault team that cornered Commander Zero at the bottom of a mine shaft, two miles below the surface.

A news reporter and a cameraman were embedded with the team. Afterward, the reporter interviewed the hard-faced Colonel while the heavily bearded Zero stood in shackles beside him.

The reporter said: “Colonel, how important is this arrest?”

The Colonel’s enormous frame was tucked inside a sinister black uniform. “Vital. Commander Zero assumed command of the rebel forces after we killed Admiral Yee. This is a huge breakthrough. But our task is not over. There are still thousands of rebels hiding in our cities and below the surface. We must eliminate all of them.” The Colonel stared straight into the camera. “I want to remind everyone watching that the Colonial Security Bureau will pay a big reward to anyone who helps us capture an active rebel. If you know one, contact our hotline and make serious money.”

The hotline number flashed up on the bottom of the screen.

The reporter said: “Thank you, Colonel. What will happen to Commander Zero?”

“He’ll be taken to Earth for interrogation and trial. Then he’ll be convicted and executed.”

“You already know the verdict?”

A chuckle. “Of course. That was decided long ago. The legal system on Earth is very efficient.”

“Thank you.”

The camera focused on Zero’s face and highlighted his hunted eyes.
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The rebels frequently assassinated Colonial Administration officials. The Administration responded by accommodating some of its staff in the Excelsior Hotel while it built a secure residential zone for them on the city’s outskirts. So, Meredith often drank with Administration officials in the hotel bar. They included Ted Arthurson, who was consistently vague about his exact job. Meredith suspected he was an intelligence officer. He was certainly well-informed about the campaign against the rebels.

That evening, Meredith bumped into him and suggested they share a drink. Halfway through their first whiskeys in a quiet corner of the bar, Meredith said: “I saw on the news this afternoon that the Colonial Security Bureau caught Commander Zero. They claim he’s the rebel leader. Is this the end of the rebellion?”

A morose shake of the head. “Far from it. It’s on its knees - I accept that - but there are still lots of diehard rebels in hiding and most of the population supports them. The rebels also have plenty of supporters in the Colonial Administration and the Colonial Security Bureau.”

“Really? You mean there are traitors in those organizations?”

“Yes.”

“But most of their staff are from Earth.”

“I know. But lots have lived on Mars for a long time and gone native. They identify with the locals. I spend a lot of my time wondering who I can trust. There are not many.”

“I did not realize the problem was so deep.”

“It’s very deep. But nobody in the CA wants to talk about it - except me, I guess.” Arthurson shook the ice in his glass. “That’s why they want to get Commander Zero off this rock as soon as possible. They’re afraid that a traitor, working for the rebels, will try to free him. Much safer to take him to Earth for interrogation and execution.” The colonial official looked nervous. “Look, I’ve probably said more than I should. Keep all that to yourself.”

“Of course, of course.”

An hour later, Meredith returned to his hotel room and lay on his bed, knowing he had drunk too much whiskey and would pay for that in the morning. He idly watched Mars News pump out more imperial propaganda. Then, as if to confirm Ted Arthurson’s claim that the rebel forces were still potent, some computer hackers hijacked the broadcast signal. A masked man standing in front of the rebel flag appeared on the screen. He shook his fist and said: “Admiral Yee may be dead, but he lives on in our hearts. Do not despair: the rebellion continues; victory will be ours; the people of Mars will be free. Keep the faith.”

The footage looped ten times before the news channel regained control of its signal. The newsreader apologized profusely for the cyber-intrusion and vowed that the hackers would be tracked down and punished.
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Angus Jackson had not enjoyed his first two months on Mars. He was an executive salesman for Dynamic Death Conglomerate, one of Earth’s biggest weapons manufacturers, sent to Mars to sell weapons to the Colonial Administration and Imperial Space Marines so they could crush the surviving rebels. They were particularly interested in acquiring scanning technology to detect rebel hideouts deep underground.

He soon found himself overworked and stuck on a planet where the local population hated Terran carpetbaggers and killed any caught alone. To keep its staff safe, the Colonial Administration started building a secure residential zone on the outskirts of Port Armstrong. It installed Jackson in one of the first apartment buildings to be erected.

The only positive feature of his life on Mars was that his wife and two kids had remained on Earth. She was a bitch and they were nasty little shits. Further, without her around, he could indulge his passion for sexbots. Many wives did not mind if their husbands used them. They were just mechanical aids. However, unfortunately, his wife believed that using one was just as bad as sleeping with a real woman.

On Mars, he could ignore her objections. He just had to contact one of the many sexbot suppliers and ask it to send one to his apartment.

A sexbot usually appeared on Sunday mornings. That Sunday, he woke early and lay in bed thinking about them. He loved their firm bodies and inexhaustible energy. Real women had lots of
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