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    And in the trembling blue-green of the sky 
 
    A moon, worn as if it had been a shell 
 
    Washed by time’s waters as they rose and fell 
 
    About the stars and broke in days and years. 
 
    (W.B. Yeats, ‘Adam’s Curse’ 1904) 
 
      
 
    And in the trembling blue-black of the sky 
 
    A red orb, worn as if it had been a shell 
 
    Punished by time’s waters as they rose and fell 
 
    About the stars and broke in days and years. 
 
    (Hester Dousainy, ‘Mars’s Curse’ 2658) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever written even a single line of poetry?” 
 
    “No,” Hester replied.  She waved a hand in front of the viewscreen to minimize the video of her friend.  On the rest of the screen she checked her shuttle details.  Less than a day and she would be flying towards a new future.  Whatever the hell that might be. 
 
    “Have you minimized me?” Cat said. 
 
    “No.  Look, I need to get on with the packing.” 
 
    “Right.  It’s not that you don’t want to hear what I’ve got to say.” 
 
    Hester turned her back so that Cat couldn’t see her roll her eyes.  She grabbed her clothes and stuffed them into the travel bag that she had bought that morning.  It didn’t take long.  Two sets of the scratchy overalls that she was automatically issued by the government of Sat Earth.  A couple of dresses that looked nice from a distance if you didn’t come close enough to see the frayed hems and loose threads.  A pair of work boots. 
 
    Hester bit her lip as she unwrapped a sheet of tissue paper.  High-heeled black shoes.  Her mother’s.  Barely worn.  She placed them carefully on top of the bag. 
 
    “Hester?  Are you still there?” 
 
    “Of course.” She turned back to the viewscreen.  She didn’t feel bad about zoning out from her friend – Cat was in the symgym anyway doing some sort of complicated workout that involved her long limbs flailing in front of the camera. 
 
    “Right.  Aren’t you worried that someone on that stupid red planet is going to work out that you are not a poet?  That, in fact, you spend most of your time watching movies about hunky men who solve crimes.” 
 
    “Actually, some of the movies have pretty women solving the crimes.  And no, I’m not worried.” Not worried at all.  Petrified more like, with the kind of fear that had hardened into a lump just above her diaphragm. 
 
    “Whatever possessed you to do it?” 
 
    Hester’s cheeks turned red. “You live on Sat Five, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Cat’s limbs fell back to her sides. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Well, I’m on Sat Three.  You know what that means?” 
 
    Cat nodded but didn’t say anything.  She didn’t have to.  The first orbiting Earth colony had been unimaginatively named Satellite One.  It had lasted over seventy years before it disintegrated into space dust.  The next colony was Satellite Two.  It had been a truly epic feat of engineering, thousands of people crammed on to a metal hemisphere stuck onto a lump of asteroid.  All this had meant, hundreds of years later, that humans could create the most Earth-like place yet, the famous Satellite Three. 
 
    It was utopia.  Artificial parks.  A ceiling that held up a fake sky so you could watch the clouds that once floated over Earthen landscape.  Homes for hundreds of thousands of humans fleeing from the broken planet below. 
 
    But that was two-hundred and eighty years ago.  The place was now, frankly, a shit hole.  Anyone with any money had long since moved to the newer sister satellites of four, five and six.  Or to one of the other colonies.  Only Near Earthers like Hester were stuck on Three with its oily air and water that tasted like it had already passed through someone else’s kidneys.  Which of course it had. 
 
    These were just some of the things that Cat could never appreciate, given that she had grown up on Sat Five. 
 
    “Anyway,” Hester took a long deep breath. “Let’s just say I wanted a way out.  No, Cat, I needed a way out.  And when I saw the poetry thing…” 
 
    “Have you ever even read a poem?” 
 
    “Of course.  I studied twentieth-century literature remember.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Instead of doing engineering or something useful.” 
 
    Hester had to shrug at that one.  It probably hadn’t been the best life choice ever. 
 
    “I was hoping to get into the movies.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t everyone?” 
 
    “Ok, but it meant I had just enough knowledge to convince the Martians that I could do it.” 
 
    “Do what exactly?” 
 
    “Ummn… laureate?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a verb.  The Poet Laureate of Mars.  I’ve got to admit, it’s got kind of a nice ring to it.  Who did it before?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Hester turned back to her packing.  In fact, she’d searched the web for details of the previous Poet Laureates right after she got the message through to say she’d been given the job.  Only there hadn’t been any previous Laureates.  Not that she could find anyway.  She was not just the current Poet Laureate of Mars, but the first and only one.  That wasn’t helping the knot in her stomach. 
 
    “How did you get the gig in the first place?” 
 
    “I sent in a poem.  That’s all.  Look, it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “You didn’t send them your Script?” Cat managed to give the word a capital letter.  Hester had told Cat about the Script, but not any of the details.  She kept them close to her heart.  One day everyone would see her story, and Mars was one step closer to that. 
 
    “I told you, they needed a poem.” 
 
    “You just wrote a poem and it was good enough to win you a trip to Mars?” 
 
    “Ummn… yeah.” 
 
    “Hester?” Cat glared at her through the screen. 
 
    “Well… I might have sent them something I found somewhere.  But I did rewrite it a bit…” 
 
    “Oh no, you plagiarized?” Cat was appalled. “By the frozen Earth Hester, that’s a custodial offence if the Augments find out.” 
 
    “No one will ever know.  It’s a really ancient poem, and I made sure it wasn’t on the database.” 
 
    “How did you find it?” 
 
    “In a book.” Her eyes flicked over to the shelf above her bed.  Half a dozen real paper books, the most valuable things she owned.  Among them an anthology of Irish literature from 1500 to 2300.  It was well-thumbed. 
 
    “And the poem?” 
 
    “By some old Irish guy.  Yeats.  No one reads him anymore.  Anyway, like I told you, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “You are so going to get caught.  You do realize that the Augments control Mars.” 
 
    “I am aware of that fact.” 
 
    “And the Augments already hate your guts because…” 
 
    “Ok, no need to go into ancient history.” Hester tried to think of a way to get out of the call.  Her friend was not exactly helping with her anxiety levels. 
 
    “Listen, I’ve got to go,” Cat said, saving her the trouble. “Sun time in half an hour and I need to get home for it.” 
 
    Hester felt a pang of envy.  Cat had no idea how lucky she was to have her own solar light.  Hester looked down at her pasty white skin, so light it was almost translucent.  Three hours a week, that was the amount of sun time that someone living on Satellite Three could look forward to.  But on Mars it was different.  She’d even done the VR walkthrough.  A miniature sun at the center of the complex.  Light for everyone.  Oxygen too, not to mention meals that weren’t made from algae.  It was worth it.  It had to be.  She grabbed the books from her shelf and put them into her travel bag.  Whatever it took, it was worth it. 
 
    “All right.  I’ll call you from Mars.” 
 
    “You better.  Poet Laureate.  Well, I can’t say I don’t think you’re a fool for the way you’ve gone about it.  But I hope it works out for you.” 
 
    Hester bit her lip.  Cat was just about her only friend and they’d never met.  She would still call her from Mars, but somehow it didn’t feel the same.  It felt like she was leaving her behind. 
 
    “Oh, and you might need this.” 
 
    Hester’s computer pinged as a file downloaded.  She opened it up. 
 
    “A dictionary?” 
 
    “Yeah.  Thought you might want to look up a few rhymes for dust.  Enjoy Mars, Poet Laureate!” She cackled with laughter as the call ended. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Tolly pretended he couldn’t hear the whispers from the other crew members.  He felt a flicker of frustration, then damped it down.  They had probably forgotten about his Augmented hearing.  Or possibly they just didn’t care. 
 
    “Didn’t know we’d be sharing the ship with an Auggie.” A skinny guy with almond-shaped eyes and a shock of black hair was glaring at him from the table nearest the porthole. 
 
    Tolly kept his gaze straight ahead as he shoveled food into his mouth with his flesh hand. 
 
    “Didn’t know they even ate,” the same man said.  Auggie’s left eye flickered slightly as he pushed his self-defense program up the list of current tasks.  The guy was unlikely to start something onboard ship, but it was worth being prepared. 
 
    “Of course they eat,” a woman said.  She was short and squat with blond hair the color of bio oil. “Like an engine that needs fuel.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, Tolly thought as he pushed another spoon of the soup-stew into his mouth.  His taste buds were long gone, but given he’d lived half his life onboard spaceships eating unidentifiable gloop out of metal trays, he didn’t see that as a bad thing. 
 
    “Listen, as long as they do their job, I don’t have a problem with them.” 
 
    Tolly looked up at this voice.  The Captain.  A black woman with a shaven head and shoulders that suggested she spent more than the minimum time in the symgym.  She was looking straight at him.  She hadn’t forgotten the augmented hearing then. 
 
    The Captain pushed herself off her seat and walked over to Tolly.  She sat down on his left side, probably because of the scar that ran down the other side of her face and culminated in a knot of flesh that might have once been an ear.  Cosmetic surgery to fix it must have been affordable on a captain’s wages so she had chosen to leave the scar.  Interesting. 
 
    “I’m Captain Derouge,” she said.  She didn’t hold out her hand and neither did Tolly. 
 
    “I’m your Cartographer.” 
 
    The Captain smiled.  She had guessed that. 
 
    “Well, we’re due to take off in a couple of hours.  Just a quick survey today.  The real work will start tomorrow.  I hope we’re not going to have any problems?” She met his eyes. 
 
    “No problems from me.” 
 
    “Good.  And I’ll vouch for the others.  They might not want an Auggie on board but they won’t cause you any trouble.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Where did you come from anyway,” the Captain relaxed, slumping back in her seat now that she had said her piece. 
 
    “From an inner planet.” 
 
    He should probably tell her where he’d come from.  It would be in his file, after all.  And yet… maybe now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “You came back on one of the new space fleet ships then.  What are they like?  I hear the engines purr like a kitten.” 
 
    “No.  I came back on a single man cruiser.” 
 
    The Captain raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “But that must have taken forever!” 
 
    “Nine years and six months,” Tolly replied.  He checked his vitals.  Heart rate up a couple of beats, but blood pressure stable.  Good. 
 
    “In stasis?” She asked, incredulous, although she must already know the answer. 
 
    “No stasis chambers on the old cruisers.” 
 
    “No stasis.  On a one-man cruiser.  Ten years?  All alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Didn’t you go mad?” 
 
    “How would I know if I did?” Tolly showed his teeth at the woman to let him know that he was kidding.  The Captain’s shoulders tensed. 
 
    “Right.  But I guess the Augments would have made sure you were fit to serve?  In one of those adjustment centers or something.” 
 
    “Yes.” Oh yes, indeed they had.  Four weeks of intensive post-deployment analysis in a definitely-not-interrogation center.  Then once he had passed that with flying colors it was three months in a general adjustment center with all the other Augments who were getting ready to go out in the big wide galaxy. 
 
    “And they wouldn’t let you on this mission if you had any lasting… well, problems.” 
 
    “Of course not.” Tolly flicked a switch in his brain that upped his dopamine a little, just to take the edge off the conversation.  But the Captain wasn’t really annoying him, tactless though she was.  It was just another day at the office. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations!” 
 
    The man sitting down across from her was impossibly old.  Hester had heard that people on Mars tended to avoid the usual cosmetic uplifts that halted the march of old age.  But she had never actually seen someone like that face to face.  And what a face it was!  Great craggy canyons followed his cheek to his jaw.  His eyes were so sunken in folds of flesh that she wondered if he could truly see out of them.  She caught herself staring and dropped her eyes back to the floor. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hester murmured.  She noticed that her hands were trembling.  Was it too late to back out? 
 
    “I’m pleased that you have been selected as Mars’s first ever Poet Laureate.  I’m sure you’re going to do an admirable job.” 
 
    Hester’s head spun.  The two-year trip, all but a week of which had been spent in stasis, had left her feeling like she had the solar system’s worst hangover.  Her tongue was dry and fat and her eyes burned.  She knew she was making a terrible first impression, but there was nothing she could do about it until she had slept in a proper bed and not a tank of life preserving gunk. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr.…” 
 
    “Professor Creighton, head of the Martian University.” 
 
    “Of course,” she rubbed at her eyes, “thank you, Professor.  I’m so grateful for this opportunity.” 
 
    “Mmn,” the man looked down at his datapad as if to say you should be.  Hester heard a snort of laughter and turned to see a skinny white guy with green tattoos all over his face.  Where had she read about tattoos on Mars again?  Something about the original colonists, but her fuzzy brain couldn’t give her the answer.  She could ask the guy, but she didn’t like the way he was looking at her like she had no right to be there.  But possibly that was just her paranoia. 
 
    “You’ll be staying in the student housing.  Not exactly the lap of luxury, but it’s functional.” 
 
    “I came from Sat Three,” Hester said. 
 
    The Professor whistled through his yellow teeth. “Then I’m sure it will feel like paradise.” 
 
    You’re not wrong, Hester thought, and took another deep breath of Martian air.  The systems that kept oxygen flowing around the Martian colony were literally centuries more advanced than what she had grown up with on Sat Three.  It felt like she could truly breathe for the first time in her life. 
 
    I won’t screw this up, she thought, I won’t. 
 
    “I’ve loaded your key onto your datapad so you should be able to get to your accommodation fine.  Any problems, your point of contact is Doctor Graym.  He’s our head of entertainment studies.  He’s an Augment, by the way.  We’re very accepting on Mars.” The Professor said that as if he wasn’t entirely sure that this was a good thing. 
 
    “And the ummn… spending allowance?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” the man peered at the datapad. “To cover your expenses and paid monthly.” 
 
    “Would it be possible to get an advance?” 
 
    The man glanced up at her and couldn’t have failed to notice that her cheeks were red with shame.  Hester glanced over at the young assistant and caught an unpleasant smirk on his face. 
 
    “Of course,” he said with a little cough. “If you give me your datapad I’ll patch it through right now.  Three hundred enough?” 
 
    That would be enough to live on for six months on Satellite Three.  Hester had no idea how far it would go on Mars, but she wasn’t exactly a big spender. 
 
    “That will be fine.” Hester had to fight not to sway on her feet.  If she didn’t get out of this office soon she would collapse at the Professor’s feet.  That would not be the best first impression. 
 
    The Professor seemed to notice her discomfort. “Well, that’s all for today.  There will be a formal ceremony to appoint you to your position in a couple of days.  But I guess you’d like to get settled in now?” 
 
    “Thank you, that would be ideal.” 
 
    “And do you have any other questions for me?” 
 
    Hester’s hand tightened on her bag. 
 
    “I suppose I was wondering… Well, what exactly does a poet laureate actually do?” 
 
    The Martian blinked his milky eyes. “Ah.  Well.  I suppose I was rather hoping you might know.” 
 
      
 
    Hester was not surprised to feel a tap on her shoulder as she left Professor Creighton’s office.  The oily assistant had followed her out. 
 
    “Welcome to Mars.  I’m Cortez of the Omega Sector.” 
 
    Hester stumbled through a greeting.  Her research was coming back to her through her befuddled synapses.  The tattoos marked Cortez out as not just a citizen of Omega Sector, but one of the first families of Mars. 
 
    “You need the real deal on Mars, you just ask me,” Cortez said, pointing to his chest with a skinny finger. 
 
    “To be honest, right now I just need a shower and a rest,” Hester said, holding her bag in front of her like a shield. 
 
    “Course.  I’ll walk you to your digs.” 
 
    He hadn’t left her an easy way to refuse, but Hester would have preferred to walk on her own.  Cortez looked at her like she was meat fresh from the kill.  Did he know she was a fraud?  No, that was just her paranoia.  Maybe he was just the kind of guy that looked at all women like that.  There were bound to be creeps on Mars like there were everywhere else.  He was walking next to her just a little too close so that his arm brushed hers every few steps.  Yep, definitely a creep. 
 
    “Here we are,” he said after they had walked for several minutes in silence. “Just scan your datapad and it’ll let you in.” 
 
    The entrance to the student halls was graffitied and rusty, but at least the scanner worked when she held up her pad.   The corridor smelt a little of unwashed clothes but compared to Sat Three it was a bouquet of Earth blooms. 
 
    “I’ll guess you’ll want to let the Merchants know you’ve arrived,” the voice said behind her.  Hester froze on the doorway. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “The Merchants.  What, did you think you can hide from your debts just because you took a little trip to Mars?” Cortez snorted. “They know exactly where you are.  And they want you to know that they’ll be in touch really soon.” 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    Cortez smiled as if she had paid him a compliment. “Just doing my job.  Like you are, Miss Poet Laureate.  Welcome to Mars.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    No problems, Tolly thought.  Wasn’t that what the Captain had said?  Well, they sure as hell had some problems now. 
 
    “The third engine is totally screwed,” a whiny white guy with VR glasses fused to his face shouted across the room.  Tolly winced.  He never understood why some H-men felt the need to stick bits of metal to themselves in tribute to the Augments.  As if the Augment high command would notice such an amoeba no matter how he mutilated his face. 
 
    Tolly felt an urge to itch the back of his neck.  It was illogical as a) his neck was augmented skin so there was no feeling in it anyway, and b) he was in a spacesuit so he couldn’t have itched if he tried.  He upped his relaxin hormone a little just in case. 
 
    “Can we have a more detailed breakdown than that,” the Captain barked over the radio.  Tolly was impressed with Derouge.  She hadn’t lost her cool when the first engine failed, and she had only shown the barest frustration when the second one went.  Tolly had known Augments who had freaked out quicker than this young woman. 
 
    Tolly glanced around to check no one was watching, then he bent down and ran his gloved hand through the Martian sand.  As protocol dictated, when they went down to one engine Derouge had ordered them to land on the surface.  They weren’t in any real danger – all survey ships could drift with only minimal engine power – but they would need to wait for repairs.  Tolly noticed his heart rate had increased.  He had to be careful not to show his pleasure on his face. 
 
    “Hey, tourist!” 
 
    Tolly turned around to see the almond-eyed Augment hater walking towards him. 
 
    “Any chance you could get your friends upstairs to send out the rescue team?” 
 
    Tolly stood with his legs apart.  A dominant, but not aggressive pose. “The Captain has already called in our situation.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if the powers that be hear that one of their own is down here, they might just speed things up a little.” 
 
    Tolly’s augmented vision told him that this guy – Fudge, the others had called him for some inexplicable reason – that Fudge was in trouble.  His eyes were wide, pupils dilated in a way that suggested he may have taken some sort of opiate before the mission.  His movements were sluggish, like he was about to power down.  Also, the pulse that throbbed in his neck was dangerously erratic. 
 
    “Afraid not,” Tolly said, making sure his tone was friendly but neutral. 
 
    Fudge’s shoulders gave an involuntary spasm.  Tolly looked around for Derouge.  There was a good chance this guy was going to freak out. 
 
    “I mean, it’s not as if you have anything to worry about, down here in the dust.  You guys are immortal, right?  I saw a movie about it once.” 
 
    “That’s just a story,” Tolly said. 
 
    “Right, right.  But you live forever, right?” 
 
    “Not forever.” 
 
    “Come on, man,” Fudge whined, “how old are you?  A hundred?  Two hundred?” 
 
    “That’s not important.” The wrong answer, it only made the h-man more agitated.  But Tolly didn’t feel like answering the guy’s questions.  Not today. 
 
    “Don’t you tell me what’s important, Auggie.” 
 
    Definitely on the edge, Tolly thought, watching the whites of the man’s eyes as they flickered around inside his helmet. 
 
    “Let’s just get back to the ship,” Tolly replied. 
 
    “Don’t you tell me what to do!” 
 
    “You need to stay calm,” Tolly said, making sure that he was broadcasting out to the other crew members.  Fudge was close to the edge and he didn’t want to be alone when –  
 
    The blow hit him on his shoulder, but it was enough to knock him to the ground.  Tolly’s first emotion was surprise.  He hadn’t thought the h-man was in any state to move that quickly.  Turns out Fudge was faster and dumber than he had thought. 
 
    Tolly struggled back to his feet.  Fudge was smiling in a way that only drugs and a total inability to see the consequences of your actions could do. 
 
    “Never touch me again,” Tolly said. 
 
    “You’re on Mars now, Auggie,” Fudge replied, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “You and your jacked-out brain don’t mean shit here and the sooner you get that the better.” 
 
    He aimed a pathetic kick towards Tolly, who had had enough.  Tolly swung his right arm around, carefully giving it only half power.  But he hadn’t realized that the man was moving towards him and the blow connected with a much-to-solid thunk.  As Fudge fell he spun around and his head hit a rock.  Really hard. 
 
    “Shit,” Tolly said, and an adrenalin warning flashed across his brain.  He ignored it.  He reached down for Fudge.  He flipped him over to see a nasty crack in his helmet. 
 
    A scream echoed down the radio. 
 
    “Mute Peterson,” Tolly said.  He bent down and kneeled on the man’s chest.  He put the palm of his gloved hand over the crack on the helmet, sealing the leak. 
 
    “If you can hear me, Peterson, I am holding you still so I can repair your suit.” 
 
    Either the guy couldn’t hear him or he didn’t believe him, because he was still thrashing all over the place.  Tolly kneed him in the groin and even through the spacesuit it seemed to have enough force to calm him down. 
 
    “Captain?” Tolly paged her through the radio. 
 
    “I heard.  I’m on my way.” 
 
    He glanced over to see the Captain heading towards him, but she was still a couple of minutes away.  Tolly hoped she would take her time.  The rocks were treacherous and the last thing he needed was another casualty to stupidity. 
 
    One-handed, Tolly reached into his emergency repair pocket.  He’d never worn this type of spacesuit before, but they were all the same.  He pulled the tube of fast drying liquid rubber out. 
 
    Tolly lifted his hand for just long enough to catch the sheer panic on Fudge’s face.  He squirted the rubber all over the crack, and most of the front of the helmet just to make sure. 
 
    “Is it resealed?” He asked through the radio, making sure to unmute the h-man. 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    “That’s a yes,” Tolly replied, flicking the mute back on.  He stood up and checked his vitals.  A little more oxytocin and he was back to optimum output levels.  He checked his hormone log.  Just a minor adrenalin blip.  Nothing for his superiors to get concerned about when he sent back his report.  Which they would check, that’s for sure. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” 
 
    Tolly turned around to the Captain, wondering which lie he was going to tell this time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    It took Hester five minutes to unpack and twenty minutes to stop feeling pissed off.  She wasn’t even mad at the man with the green tattoos.  She was mad at herself.  Why the hell had she thought that moving planet would be enough to get the Merchants off her back? 
 
    She needed someone to talk to.  The viewscreen – twice the size of the one back on Sat Three – showed Cat’s face, same as ever. 
 
    “Hester!  Oh my god!” 
 
    “Nice to see you too,” she smiled. 
 
    “I thought you’d forgotten all about me.” 
 
    “Why?  It’s only been…” She smacked her forehead. 
 
    “Yeah, two years.  You look good on it!” 
 
    “You look the exact same.” 
 
    Cat laughed. “Wait until I show you this.  Viewscreen, pan out.” 
 
    The view on the screen widened.  It had to, otherwise it would never have managed to fit in Cat’s massive pregnant belly. 
 
    “What the hell!  How did that happen?” 
 
    Cat cackled back at her. “How do you think?  Come on, I know you Sat Three’s don’t get out much but even you must have…” 
 
    “Ok, I don’t mean the gory details,” Hester said, holding up her hands. “I didn’t even know you were signing up for a baby?” 
 
    “Damon and I have been together for three years now.  We didn’t want to wait.  And we didn’t sign up.  This is Sat Five, remember.  She’s all natural!” 
 
    Yet another privilege that was denied any citizen of the near-Earth satellites.  On Sat Three fetuses were allocated based on genetic diversity.  The idea of a woman having a baby from her own eggs was… kind of disturbing. 
 
    “Congratulations!” 
 
    “And to you.  You actually did it.  You’re on Mars.” 
 
    “Yep.  Red and dusty.  At least, that’s what it looked like when we landed.  I’m a couple of miles underground now.” 
 
    “How’s the poetry going?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m meant to just crank them out straight away.” 
 
    Cat’s giant belly shook with her laughter. “Right.  I look forward to reading them.” 
 
    “Tell me more about the baby,” Hester said and then let Cat’s excitement wash over her like a soothing flood.  A baby.  Well, if her friend was happy… 
 
    “I’ve had a message from the Merchant’s,” Hester blurted in after twenty minutes of baby chatter. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    One look at Cat’s face told her she shouldn’t have said anything.  Hester kicked herself.  It would have been better to listen to more tales of her friend’s cervix. 
 
    “Just a little reminder from some guy that I’m still on their radar.” 
 
    Cat crossed her arms. “The Merchants are hounding you on Mars?  Why would they care?  Hang on, you said you just had a bit of a run-in with them.” 
 
    “Well… maybe it was a little more than that.” 
 
    “Shit.” Cat moved so close to the camera that Hester could see the pores on her nose. “You told me you had given up all that smuggling crap.” 
 
    “I did.  Only…” 
 
    “No.  I don’t want to hear it.  The Merchants are like Gods over here on Sat Five, you do realize that don’t you.  I probably shouldn’t even be talking to you.” 
 
    “Cat!” 
 
    She looked nervous. “You’ve missed a lot in the last two years, Hester.  They’ve stepped up the Communications control.  Even Mars now is crawling with Merchants devices.  Just watch your back, ok?” 
 
    “I will.  I just hope they call their dogs off soon.” 
 
    “Why would they, if you owe them money.  You do, don’t you?” 
 
    More than you can imagine, Hester thought. “Not much.” 
 
    “Right.  Look, Damon works in production.  The Merchants have been piling money into these adventure movies.  Using Augment technology for true VR.  You know that they’ve got the next series of the tenth planet epic coming up.  They need all the money they can get.” 
 
    Hester rubbed her temples.  She still needed that sleep. “Why would they go into VR?  They don’t want to piss off the Augments?” 
 
    “Who the hell knows what they’re up to.  Hey, you could always sell them the Script.” 
 
    Hester looked away. “Give me a break, Cat.” 
 
    “You know what a genuinely new story is worth?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Hester pulled the final book from her bag.  It was handwritten on recycled paper.  The Script.  Written in the old-fashioned way so that none of the big entertainment companies could steal it from her computer like they did with so many people these days. 
 
    “Ok,” Cat said, rubbing her belly. “I won’t go on about it.  Look, I’ve got to go.  Go write some poetry about gravity or solar flares or some other crap.” 
 
    “I will.  Listen, Cat,” Hester rubbed at her face, “keep in touch, ok?  I feel like I’ve lost two years.  I don’t want to lose my best friend too.” 
 
    “Only friend, don’t you mean?  Don’t worry, you won’t get rid of me just by moving planet.” Cat’s tone was light but just as she clicked off the screen Hester saw something in her friend’s eyes that she didn’t like.  It looked a lot like fear.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It only took an hour for an Augment emergency vessel to get the engines back running.  Turns out the quickest way to get help is to have someone nearly die from oxygen depletion. 
 
    Tolly ate his dinner in peace.  Fudge had been taken away by the medical team and the rest of the crew seemed to blame their Augment cartographer for his injuries.  They were still talking about him, but he had turned off his augmented hearing and was enjoying the quiet. 
 
    He’d had ten years of quiet before his cruiser had arrived back on Mars and taken him to the Council of the Augments.  Alcedine Tower had been the home of the Augments for the last two hundred years.  He’d been away for thirty years by that point and it hadn’t changed a bit.  It still smelt of bleach and hot electronics. 
 
    “When can I expect your report?” Captain Derouge was at his side looking a lot less friendly than she had been earlier. 
 
    “It’ll be done before the sleep cycle.” 
 
    “Will be waiting for a replacement crew member?” Tolly asked. 
 
    “No.  I’ve been told to continue on schedule.” 
 
    Tolly raised his head to meet the Captain’s eyes. “That is not the usual protocol.” 
 
    “Direct orders from Base One.” In other words, the Augment rulers of the Martian colony.  Her bosses and his.  Still, it was unusual, and Tolly didn’t like it when the protocols changed.  That was when mistakes happened and people died.  Not always in that order. 
 
    The Captain looked like she wanted to say something else, but in the end she just walked back over to her crew.  Tolly’s heart rate went back to optimum levels.  He didn’t owe the Captain an explanation for Peterson’s injuries, but he would have given it if she’d asked.  Still, he was glad not to have to explain himself.  Ever since his quiet decade, as he thought of it, he’d found talking to h-men exhausting.  Hell, even talking to fellow Augments left him cold.  He was glad to return his map of the dead terrain of Mars.  You knew where you were with space rocks.  Rocks never answered back or tried to knock you out. 
 
    His pad vibrated with a call.  His supervisor.  Tolly took a second to check his vitals.  All normal.  He walked quickly into the corridor.  It wouldn’t do his stats any good to rush, but if he didn’t manage to answer the call within ten seconds it would be noted on his file. 
 
    Nine seconds later he pressed answer. 
 
    “Calling for status report.” 
 
    The Augment on the other end of the line was probably female, judging from the eyes and the brow ridge.  The rest of her face was so altered it was hard to recognize as once having been human.  As ever, Tolly had to resist the urge to touch his face which he knew was just as altered.  If not more so.  Maybe one of these days he would get used to it.  Next century perhaps. 
 
    “Sending over the record.” 
 
    The other Augment – Copper, that was her name according to the screen – glanced down then looked back at him. 
 
    “Adrenalin spike?” 
 
    Tolly nodded. “Accounted for in the notes.” 
 
    There was a brief pause and Tolly pumped a little of the calm juice into his brain just in case he betrayed any anxiety.  If he did, he would be straight back to the adjustment center, you could bet on that. 
 
    “That appears to be in order.” 
 
    Tolly stared at the collection of scars just above the woman’s right temple.  Some talented doctor had erased almost all trace of the hole they bore into the skull to begin the augmentation process.  But Tolly could see them.  And he knew from the pattern of scars that this Augment had barely passed her first century.  Another flare of irritation threatened to break his carefully engineered calm.  His superiors had asked a child to check up on him. 
 
    “The mapping is only two-thirds complete?” 
 
    Tolly felt the urge to sigh, something he’d barely done during his quiet decade. “Because of the previously noted delay.  I will make up the missing portion tomorrow.” 
 
    A brief flicker passed the woman’s face and Tolly wondered if she was being checked just as she was.  He fought the urge to laugh.  Of course she was. 
 
    “Acceptable.  And the secondary task?” 
 
    “Already in hand.” Tolly cut off the call. 
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    Tolly’s breath caught in his throat.  What the hell was the Captain doing creeping up on him again?  He flicked some more of the calm drugs into his synapses and composed his face into a perfect mask of calm.  He also turned his augmented hearing back on. 
 
    “Augment calls are highly confidential,” Tolly said, no pretense now at friendship. 
 
    The Captain narrowed her eyes. “I’m not going to play at who’s in charge, Auggie.  Here on Mars your people have realized that they need to work with us, not against us.  Believe it or not, I really don’t have a problem with Augments.  The good ones anyway.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I’m not sure you’re one of them.  You’re one of the old-fashioned breed, the Augments that think they have some sort of divine right to lord it over the rest of us.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Artificial hormones were coursing through his synapses trying to keep him calm while all he could think about was screaming in her face. 
 
    “That’s right.  I know all about you.  How old are you really?” 
 
    That old question.  How dull.  H-men were so obsessed with age.  Tolly guessed it was because their lives were over in a blip.  What was the life expectancy on some of the earth Sats these days?  Forty?  Fifty?  He’d spent longer than that in stasis. 
 
    “If you know all about me then you know we shouldn’t be having this conversation.  It’s a waste of my time and yours.” 
 
    Now it was the Captain who looked like she was losing her cool. “I lost a man today.  Not a good man, but a pair of hands that I couldn’t afford to lose.  And it’s thanks to you.  So I think that this conversation is highly relevant.  And what about your other little problem?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Tolly asked, as if he didn’t know. 
 
    “I’ve read your file.  I know where you came from.  When the rest of the crew find that out Fudge’s little tantrum is going to look like a hug.” 
 
    Tolly’s fingers flexed, then relaxed. “I’ve read your file too, Captain,” he said, his voice slow and deliberate. “Let’s not go there, all right?  Otherwise I might have to mention some of your recent cargo abnormalities.” 
 
    Derouge looked like he’d slapped her. “Right,” she said, blinking once.  She took a step backward, then another.  By the time Tolly had turned back to his datapad she was practically running back to her crew. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Hester woke up just before six, her heart thudding with excitement.  When she had arrived the day before she had been too exhausted to truly take it in, but she was here, she had made it. 
 
    “I’m a Martian!” she shouted out to her tiny single room, then giggled to herself.  She was showered, dressed and out the door in fifteen minutes.   
 
    She checked the station plan that she had downloaded to her datapad.  The Mars complex was a giant triangular shaft bored into the rock of the planet.  It had taken generations to create a colony of more than two million people.  Most of them lived on one of the floors around this central shaft.  Which probably explained why her accommodation was on the small side.  Still, it was a million times better than the dank interior of Sat Three where the walls were crumbling around her.  How the thing stayed up in the sky no one seemed to know, but it was only a matter of time before it would be decommissioned.  Hester was just glad she wouldn’t be on one of the refugee ships when it finally did collapse.  There was nowhere for them to go. 
 
    “Oh wow.” 
 
    Hester stopped in her tracks.  She had turned a corner and walked right into the Sun. 
 
    The artificial star was so much larger than she had imagined.  It filled her vision so that it obliterated everything else.  It throbbed in a rainbow of color: yellows and orange of course, but flickers of red and even green-tinged light danced in front of her eyes. 
 
    It was enclosed in a case of glass.  Hester walked closer and realized that she must be at the very center of the shaft.  If she looked down, she could just about make out the ghostly outlines of the lower floors.  But mostly she just saw an ocean of light. 
 
    Hester placed her right hand on the glass.  It was warm and vibrated almost imperceptibly.  She raised her left arm and reached out with those fingers too until she was pressed up against it.  She closed her eyes.  Yes, she had made it.  She had escaped. 
 
    “Are you sick or something?” 
 
    Hester snapped backwards, pulling her hands from the glass.  She turned around to see a shadow in front of her. 
 
    “What the hell are you!” She yelled at the apparition.  Only as soon as she said it her vision started to come back and she realized it was just a man.  She took a step backwards, tripped over her own feet and nearly ended up on her ass. 
 
    “Ok crazy lady, let’s get you away from the bright light.” 
 
    To her shame, the man took her arm like she was a small child and pulled her away from the Sun.  If her eyesight hadn’t still been multicolored and weird from staring at the light she might have resisted. 
 
    The man led her over to a bench and she sat down with as much grace as she could find.  Which wasn’t much. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, blinking her eyes to try and clear the floating spots. 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re new here.” 
 
    “You guess right.” 
 
    Hester rubbed her eyes.  Her vision was starting to come back.  The guy was tall, well built…  
 
    “What were you doing?  Praying or something?” 
 
    “Praying?” She laughed.  Religion was for Augments, or people with enough money to indulge in that sort of thing. “Not praying.  I guess I kind of got carried away.  I always wanted to see the Martian Sun ever since I watched an old movie…” 
 
    “The end scene in Godfather of Mars.  Yeah, it’s pretty epic.” 
 
    “That’s right!” Hester’s smile was genuine.  She’d never met anyone else who’d seen that old twenty-fourth-century movie before.  She took another look at the stranger.  He had muscles.  His muscles had muscles.  Not that that was Hester’s type.  She generally preferred the slim, sophisticated look.  Still, there was something to be said for the way the rays from the artificial sun reflected off the sculpted pecks hinted at by his tight-fitting shirt… 
 
    “You still with me crazy lady?  You kind of went quiet for a while there.” 
 
    He was attractive.  She couldn’t deny it.  But he was also kind of… familiar. 
 
    “It’s pretty offensive to keep calling me crazy.” 
 
    “Only if it’s not true.” 
 
    He grinned a perfect white smile and that’s when it hit her.  She did know him. 
 
    “You’re Matt Magee!” 
 
    The man winced. “Actually, I’m not.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.  Matt Magee, space pirate.  And Falcon Dallas, the best cage fighter of the dying Earth.  Ooh, and what was that pansexual creature from one of Saturn’s moons.  You know, Fix… Fax… 
 
    “Urban Flux.  Not my finest hour I have to say.  The Velcro underwear was rather chafing.  And can you keep your voice down?” 
 
    “Are you shooting another space pirate film?  I know it’s been a couple of years.” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    “Matt Magee, I just can’t believe it.” 
 
    “My real name is Hawk, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “I thought I read that your name was Derek?  Your parents were originally from Old England or something.” 
 
    “My legal name is now Hawk,” the man said.  His grin was becoming rather fixed. “Anyway, crazy lady, I didn’t just take you away from the Sun because I’m a great guy.  I did it because I think you’re cute.” 
 
    “Really?” Hester was kind of speechless.  She was kind of average looking as far as she was concerned.  Although her eyes were a shade of green that changed with the light and she’d always thought that was kind of cool. 
 
    “Really.  And I was wondering if you wanted to come for dinner.  Hell, tell you the truth I was thinking we could skip the dinner.” 
 
    Hester blinked.  Then she started to laugh.  She couldn’t help it.  Hawk’s face went from confident to furious, but she still couldn’t keep in the snorting belly laugh that was rising inside her. 
 
    “Does that work?” she gasped, “I mean, do people generally just sleep with you because you’re in the movies?  And you said they were hot?” 
 
    “Honestly?  Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hester wiped her eyes. “Well I’m afraid you’re not my type.  But good for you.  Good for you.” 
 
    Hawk turned his back and strode away, the Sun silhouetting him just like when he’d played a Ranger in the wild west trying to destroy an army of insect androids.  As he walked away, she saw his hair was thinning at the back.  She suddenly felt bad for laughing at him.  Mind you… 
 
    “Skip the dinner!  Honestly!” she fell back on the bench and let the laughter take over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Augments were known for their detachment, but Tolly was generally an exception to the rule.  In fact, if his superiors had known just how much he had ‘reverted’ to h-man traits, that had packed him back to the little padded room that he’d only just managed to talk his way out of last time.  The problem, he believed, was largely one of time.  Tolly had been around a long time.  Longer than he would care to admit.  What he had found was that time itself had an impact on the synaptic structure in a way that no one who had lived less than a century could ever have imagined.  But that was ok, because there was no one to question Tolly about it.  He had outlived them all. 
 
    One thing that he had never quite understood was the h-men obsession with entertainment.  The Augment high command had grasped it all too well.  They had become pioneers – no, that was not quite the right term.  Unlike true pioneers they were not interested in risk or innovation.  No, they were more like custodians.  Guardians of artistic expression.  This was especially true in what Tolly regarded as the lowest artistic endeavor of them all: the movies. 
 
    “Hey Auggie, you’re in the way of the screen!” 
 
    The squat female engineer known as Suzu to her friends (of which Tolly was not one) waved her hand at him. 
 
    Tolly moved his seat slightly to the right so as not to block her view of whatever drivel was currently onscreen.  It hadn’t helped that during his quiet years his datapad had only been loaded with seven movies.  All robot Westerns.  All terrible. 
 
    Maps, now they were never disappointing.  Planetary surveys had been his specialism since… well, since he had left Earth orbit, and that was certainly a long time ago even by his reckoning.  And with his Augmented skills it gave him a knowledge that no other person in this solar system had ever experiences. 
 
    He went through his mental filing system until he found the button to activate Cartographic mode.  In reality, it wasn’t a button, of course.  It was a particular set of hormones that combines in a way only made possible by his augmented neural pathways.  Synapses fired.  He was away. 
 
    In front of his eyes the map on the console came to life.  It was not just 3d, like the virtual reality movies the h-men were fond of.  It was a true representation of the landscape, complete with sights, smells and a cacophony of sound.  This was what those poor human beings were missing.  With the spacesuit on Tolly had not been able to listen to Mars.  Now, in the unassuming control room of the survey ship, he finally could.  He shut his eyes for a moment to hear the wail of the wind that crashed around the plain of Arabia Terra.  He reached out and felt the rough surface of Martian rock against his skin. 
 
    His own body became the mode of survey, his nerve endings giving constant reports on the data the survey ship had collected.  It would all be passed on to the Augment command in his nightly report, but for the moment it was uniquely, deliciously his alone. 
 
    The only blot in the picture was the occasional gap in the survey data where he would suddenly find himself in a dark chasm bereft of sensory input.  Each time this happened he felt a surge of frustration.  If that fool Fudge hadn’t stopped his work early… 
 
    He just had to be patient.  A tiny hit of oxytocin helped with that.  The ship would be back to full functionality the next day, even with a crew man down.  Tomorrow they would be surveying the Syrtis Major Planum, what h-men call the ‘dark spot’ of Mars.  It was the reason that he had agreed to take this position in the first place.  Well, that and the fact that turning down anything the adjustment center offered him would get him sent back for another evaluation. 
 
    Maybe just a peek, he thought.  The survey they had completed today only ran up to the edge of the dark spot, but he could use some of the long-range scans to take a look.  The quality would be poor, and it would be vision only, but still… 
 
    Tolly flicked his hand in front of the console and the picture blurred.  A shadowy landscape appeared.  Tolly leaned forward.  He could just make out the basalt rock that gave the area it’s dark appearance.  Volcanos long dead appeared tantalizingly out of the gloom.  And there was a –  
 
    The laptop snapped shut.  Tolly rested his palms on its cool surface.  As he tuned back into the real world, he realized the movie was coming to a close.  The handsome man had saved the spaceship, overcoming his own personal hubris and endearing himself to the young woman who had dismissed him at first.  All of this assaulted Tolly’s ears.  But his mind was still full of what he had seen on screen.  Of what couldn’t possibly have been there, hiding down on the surface of Mars. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    When Hester got back after her encounter with the Martian Sun, she noticed that someone had left her a message on her datapad.  A voice call from the Professor. 
 
    Just wanted to know if you were planning on giving a speech at your commencement ceremony.  We need to know how long to book the film crew for.  Maybe a chance to show off some of your work in progress? 
 
    Crap.  She tapped out a quick message. 
 
    Thanks Professor, I don’t think a speech will be necessary.  I’m sure everyone will have better things to do than to listen to me!  Besides, I wouldn’t want to release anything quite yet.  Not until I’ve absorbed some more of the atmosphere here.  I have many poems on the go of course, but nothing in a state of completion. 
 
    Hester clicked send then flung herself back into bed with a groan.  Poetry.  Why did she have to say she wrote poetry? 
 
    Mind you, she had written the script.  It had taken nearly a decade to get it right, but poetry was probably quicker.  Fewer words.  Shorter sentences.  Now if she could just think of some rhymes for dust, she’d probably be fine. 
 
    She lay down on her bed and stared at the metal ceiling.  Less rust than on Sat Three, but the same old problems. 
 
    A chime sounded.  It took Hester a second to realize that it must be the door.  She walked over to the screen and saw it was a guy in red maintenance overalls. 
 
    “Package for you.” 
 
    “Just leave it out there I’ll come get it.” 
 
    On the screen the guy shrugged, then dropped the small box he was carrying and walked away. 
 
    I’m probably being paranoid, Hester thought, but best to keep contact with strangers down to a minimum.  She gave it another minute then scurried out, grabbed the package and slammed the door shut again. 
 
    What if it was a bomb?  Like in that movie with the cute dog?  Hester shook her head.  A bomb was pretty unlikely.  She gave it a shake.  It felt too light, almost like it was empty.  She sighed and ripped the plastic off, holding it at arm’s reach as if that would somehow make a difference if it was about to explode. 
 
    Inside was a datastick.  Black metal with a green cover.  Somehow that wasn’t very comforting.  The network on Mars was the most sophisticated in the galaxy, so why didn’t someone want to send her something by message?  That either meant that it was confidential or dangerous or both. 
 
    Hester chewed her lip.  Better to know than to wonder, right?  She plugged the datastick into her computer console. 
 
    Only one file.  Called, imaginatively, File 1.  She opened it. 
 
    It was a map.  Hester’s first thought was that it was a bit of an anti-climax.  The contours and whirls of terrain meant absolutely nothing to her.  Was it a map of the surface?  She moved the picture around with her fingers.  It had to be of Mars, but it was black and white, and she didn’t recognize anything. 
 
    Wait.  There was a large triangular shape, that had to be the colony.  She peered at the screen.  Off to one side were the mines, which she knew were largely disused as they had been emptied of every precious material they had to give when the colony was built.  Apart from that, it might as well have been in another language.  None of the place names meant anything to her. 
 
    She sat back with a frown line deepening between her brows.  Ok.  So clearly this had been sent to her for a reason.  But why?  She knew less about Mars than pretty much everyone on the station. 
 
    It couldn’t be something to do with the poetry, could it?  Her stomach sunk.  Maybe she was supposed to make a poem out of the map somehow?  She stared at the strange names.  How the hell was she going to rhyme with Tharsis or Valles Marineris.  Yeats sure as hell didn’t write about them. 
 
    She stared again at the triangle of the colony.  What would happen if – let’s face it, when – the people at the University realized that she wasn’t really a poet?  First flight back to Sat Three?  Or something worse.  Hester had brushed off Cat’s warnings about the Augment’s views on plagiarism, but now that she was on Mars, she couldn’t help but wonder if they would really punish her.  They weren’t exactly known for their mercy. 
 
    But as long as she was in that tiny triangle on the alien planet she was a million times better off than she had been back on Sat Three.  Her parents had both died before their fortieth birthday.  Lung disease for both.  No prizes for guessing that it was something to do with the air on that rusting hulk of metal.  She might be underground, but at least the aircon was a hum and not a dilapidated clacking noise. 
 
    It was lucky really that she wasn’t claustrophobic.  How far down were they?  A mile?  Two?  No wonder the families of the miners who built the place wore their tattoos with pride.  It was an incredible achievement.  And yet… 
 
    And yet it wasn’t Earth.  The planet that she had looked down upon her whole life.  The planet that froze and died before she was born.  And yet it still had that hold over them.  They were human beings and it would always be home.  Mars would never be anything more than a poor imitation. 
 
    Hester rubbed her face.  She was still acclimatizing from the spaceflight.  Stasis might make travel quicker but it sure as hell didn’t help with the jet lag.  Not to mention the psychological pain of losing two years of your life. 
 
    She pulled the datastick out of her console and shoved it on the shelf with her books.  Probably best just to ignore it until she worked out what the hell she was meant to do with it. 
 
    She lay back on the bed trying not to look at the slim black datastick that seemed to be staring at her, accusing her of being an idiot for not working out what it was for.  Maybe it would have been better if the damn thing had just blown her up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Tolly was more eager than ever to get the ship flying over the dark spot, but the crew didn’t seem quite so keen. 
 
    “It’s creepy,” Suzu said when he questioned her. “You know, if you have emotions you find it creepy.  No one likes going down there.” 
 
    “We’ll be flying above it,” Tolly said, irritated by her irrationality. 
 
    “Unless we break down again.” 
 
    Tolly didn’t answer that one.  The way the woman looked at her it was as if she blamed her for the previous day’s breakdown.  Well, they might be a man down because of him but the ship’s maintenance was purely down to h-men. 
 
    “Ready to start?” The Captain asked, not meeting his eye. 
 
    “Of course.” Tolly was disappointed it had taken so little to unsettle her.  He had barely hinted about her indiscretions – a little double dealing between the Augments and the Merchants, nothing that a hundred other Captains didn’t try on every space flight – and she had lost all her confidence.  A pity, but not one that he cared to dwell on.  He had his own problems without worrying about those of his crewmates. 
 
    “In fact, there are several dark spots on Mars.  This is just the biggest,” Tolly explained. 
 
    “They are called the albedo features.  The light and dark rock that color the surface.  People used to think that they were great seas, before they got proper telescopes.  The dark spot was known as the Hourglass Sea.” The voice came from the crewman assigned to monitoring the ship’s systems. 
 
    Tolly had barely noticed the young boy until now.  He had darker skin than most of the people of Mars which suggested that his ancestors must have been some of the last to leave earth.  His big deep-brown eyes looked permanently petrified.  He also bore a collection of silvery tattoos that marked him out as a descendant of the permafrost miners. 
 
    “Are you a historian?” 
 
    The kid blushed. “No… Aug…” 
 
    “Tolly will do.” 
 
    “No, Tolly.  I just like reading about old Mars.  You know, before the humans arrived.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Tolly was genuinely smiling. “I remember when…” A bolt of adrenalin stopped him in his tracks.  What had he been about to say?  I remember when the first mines opened on Mars.  When the first men pulled the blocks of permafrost out of the dust and extracted the minerals that founded the Augment empire’s first wealth?  Stupid.  To give away so much with a slip of the tongue. 
 
    “I remember when I first became interested in geography,” Tolly finished, rather lamely. “It started with learning about the landscape of Mars.  Perhaps you could become a Cartographer.” 
 
    “Aren’t all Cartographer’s Augments?” 
 
    Tolly toggled his hormones once more.  How had he let himself get so unsettled? “They are now.  But you never know.  Just keep studying.  Knowledge is its own reward.” 
 
    He turned away and activated his survey equipment before the boy could draw him into any more mistakes.  Damn.  He would have to find a way to explain his unsettled vitals on the evening’s report.  He didn’t think that command would understand something along the lines of ‘nostalgia’ as a reason somehow. 
 
    “Five minutes to take off,” the Captain said, even though they weren’t really taking off from anywhere.  They were docked on a floating maintenance station that orbited the planet.  There was a slight thunking sound as the clamps released and then they were ready to start the survey once more. 
 
    The ship may be old, but it was small and fast and pretty soon they were skirting past the area where they had made their initial survey.  Tolly checked his vitals.  Blood pressure was definitely elevated.  He brought it back down with a cocktail of artificial depressants. 
 
    The ship slowed as it started to make its survey.  Tolly leaned over to peer out of the small porthole-style window.  All he could see was the clouds of dust from a Martian sandstorm, but he knew that underneath his equipment would be stripping back the layers of alien atmosphere, revealing the planet’s secrets. 
 
    “Twenty percent complete,” the Captain said. “All systems are normal.” 
 
    The crew relaxed a little.  Even the engines shouldn’t give them any trouble now that they were at cruising speed.  Tolly barely noticed while some of the h-men set up a game on their datapads.  His eyes never left the window but his mind was already on the surface, looking for answers when he wasn’t entirely sure what the questions were. 
 
    Just at that moment the sandstorm cleared and suddenly he didn’t need his augmented vision one little bit. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” The Captain shouted. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be there,” the young boy said. “There isn’t meant to be any construction on the dark spot.  And nothing that big.  It’s got to be…” 
 
    “A kilometer across.  At least.” Tolly’s voice was so soft they didn’t hear him.  It didn’t matter he was talking for his own benefit.  The construction below them was beyond what the earlier scans had hinted at.  It was almost half the size of the Mars colony.  But it was more irregular, a collection of circles and rectangles. 
 
    “What is it?” The Captain asked.  She poked at her console, as if that would be able to tell her anything. “Why isn’t it coming up on the sensors?” 
 
    “Because it’s shielded,” Tolly said. “It’s putting out some sort of signal that blocks the sensors.  Unless you know what you’re looking for.  But we got close enough to see it through the window.  Turns out the human eye does have the odd advantage over machines.” 
 
    “We weren’t meant to see this, were we?” 
 
    Tolly didn’t reply to the Captain.  Instead he was thinking, you’re not stupid are you, Derouge.  Now what are you going to do next? 
 
    Derouge met his eye. “What do you suggest we do now, Augment?” 
 
    Tolly stood up.  He brought the gun out of his pocket. “I suggest you all go for a little sleep.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Hester left the datastick in her apartment.  She didn’t want to carry it on her until she had worked out what the hell the thing was for.  It was radioactive, at least in her mind.  It was another marker that she didn’t belong on Mars. 
 
    Perhaps she wouldn’t have to worry about that for too long.  It was time to meet with the head of the Entertainment department at the University.  A bead of sweat trickled down Hester’s back as she hurried along the corridor.  She had no way to convince this expert that she was a poet.  She had hurried scribbled down some lines from her Irish literature book, but the more she plagiarized, the bigger the chance that someone would catch her out.  She just hoped that Doctor Devay was dumber than he sounded. 
 
    When she got to the office, she realized that Devay was not dumb, and was in fact female.  The lecturer had adopted the Martian practice of letting her age show, with grey streaked hair that was piled into a knot on her head.  Hester thought she looked like a fairytale queen, but there was nothing otherworldly about her shrewd expression. 
 
    “First time I heard we were getting a Poet Laureate was when you were appointed,” Devay said before Hester had even fully eased into her chair. 
 
    “You… ummn… weren’t involved in the selection process?” Hester had always assumed that the University had judged the entries. 
 
    “No I was not.” 
 
    “Your poem was…” 
 
    Hester held her breath. 
 
    “Quite remarkable.” 
 
    She released it with an audible ‘oosh’. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “It felt like something from another era.” 
 
    “Mmn.” 
 
    Doctor Devay gave her another searching look, but Hester held her gaze even though her nails were digging into her palms under the table. 
 
    “And you intend on completing a series of poems while you are here?” 
 
    “That’s what I said on my application form,” Hester said with a fixed smile. “It may take me a little while to get up to speed.” 
 
    “So, you won’t have anything new for us at the ceremony tomorrow?” 
 
    “Umn, no.  Not yet.  In fact, I’m not sure we need a ceremony in the first place.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that is not up to me.  The arrangements have been made by the Augment council themselves.” 
 
    “The Augments?” 
 
    “That’s right.  They appointed you after all.  You did know that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Hester managed to squeak out a reply. “Do you know I just had a great idea for a poem.  Better go and write it down before I forget!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “I believe that your orders were clear, Augment.” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “Then why did you not eliminate the crew like you were supposed to?” 
 
    This time Tolly could not resist letting out a sigh, although he managed to cover it by turning away slightly.  When he turned back to the screen his face was as composed as ever. 
 
    “It was not necessary to eliminate the crew.  They had no idea what they were looking at.  I decided it would be wasteful to kill them.  I disabled them with tranquilizers and brought them back to the base for neurological reprogramming.” 
 
    “A costly process.” The face on the other side of the viewscreen pursed her lips. 
 
    “I do not believe the Augment council needs to worry about costs.  They have sunk enough money into this project as it is.” 
 
    “That is not your concern.” 
 
    “Nor is it yours.  I acted appropriately given the external stimulus.  The crew of the survey ship will have their memories wiped with no lasting damage.” Except they might have the odd mental quirk, Tolly thought, like not remembering their first love or their parents’ names.  But better than being dead.  Not that Captain Derouge had looked particularly grateful when he had shot her in the chest. 
 
    “You exceed your remit, Augment.” 
 
    “You have no idea what my remit is, supervisor.  It is well above your clearance.  Just take a quick look at my file if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    The other screen went silent while she did just that.  Tolly watched the woman’s eyes widen and felt more than a little self-satisfaction. 
 
    “I… apologize, Augment.  I see that you are in a… unique position to operate on your own initiative.  I will update the report accordingly.” 
 
    Tolly clicked the screen off.  He stood up and stretched out his back.  He was stuck on Alcedine, the base of the Augment Council on Mars.  Tolly could remember when it was a plexi-bubble stuck on the surface of the planet.  Now it was twenty stories deep and another five stories that the Augments thought no one else knew about. 
 
    He watched out through the reinforced plastic window as the medical transporter took off carrying his former crewmates.  Alone once more. 
 
    He smiled.  Just like the quiet decade.  How he’d missed it. 
 
    His datapad buzzed and he came back out of his meditative state.  The survey reports were in.  Time to get to work.  He plugged in his Cartographer program and slipped into the world of the map. 
 
    Only this time it wasn’t the immersive experience he was used to.  The world around him flickered and changed.  The blocking technology.  He had suspected as much.  Well, the data was there, he just had to work out how to access it.  And once he did Mars would give up all his secrets.  And then would come the hard part: what would he do about them? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “This is a really bad idea.” 
 
    Hester had never had a panic attack before.  Was that what the constriction in her chest felt like?  She ducked as another transporter landed just in front of her. 
 
    Alcedine.  The Council of the Augments.  The most powerful, most dangerous place on Mars.  And apparently the perfect venue for a Poet Laureate Commencement Ceremony. 
 
    “A really, really bad idea.” 
 
    “Did you say something?” Professor Creighton looked over at her from his chair that he had been gently snoring in a moment before. 
 
    “Not at all.  Perhaps I’m just a little nervous.  I wasn’t expecting all this…” Hester waved her hand to indicate the crowd of going on for two hundred people who were gathered at the glass balcony that looked out onto the Martian surface. 
 
    “Neither was I to be totally honest with you.  I thought the Augments wanted to get into movies, not literature.  Still, any chance of a bit of extra funding for the Uni is always welcome.  I’m sure you won’t let us down.” 
 
    Hester looked away from the earnest old man so he didn’t see the tears prick at the back of her eyes.  How had it got so out of hand?  She looked down at the gilt-edged program she was clutching between her fingers. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to the Commencement Ceremony for the First Poet Laureate of Mars 
 
    It is our great pleasure to introduce the poet Hester Dousainy whose poem ‘The Second Coming of Mars’ so impressed our judges 
 
    Introduction by Professor Creighton of the Martian University 
 
    Refreshments Provided 
 
      
 
    Thank god for the refreshments, Hester thought, taking another large gulp of the wine that she had grabbed earlier.  It was already making her head spin but at least it deadened her chronic embarrassment.  It was one thing to be exposed as a fraud and a laughingstock in private, but what if somebody called her out right here, in front of all these people.  The Augments wouldn’t have to lock her up then, she would spontaneously combust from shame and disappear before they could lay a hand on her. 
 
    She looked around the room and caught the eye of Cortez who gave her a cheery wave.  She resisted the urge to give him a rather less civilized gesture back.  Please let me make it through this, she thought, at least so I don’t give that guy the satisfaction of failing. 
 
    An eerie noise started up from the corner and Hester let out a groan.  An electronic string quartet.  Just perfect. 
 
    More people were turning up and just when Hester thought that no one would be able to hear her speak anyway, the room went silent. 
 
    The Augments had arrived. 
 
    There were seven of them, dressed just like ordinary citizens in the overalls of the non-manual class.  But that was where the similarities ended. 
 
    Hester had spent a long time learning everything she could about Augments.  Know your enemy, isn’t that what they say?  Most Augments were not that different from humans, after all, just with their emotions and reactions stripped away and replaced with technology beyond what most people even imagined was possible. 
 
    But these were not just your average Augments.  These people didn’t work on long range space travel or terraforming.  These Augments spent their time controlling people, not planets. 
 
    Hester found herself drifting towards them.  Two were female, four were male and one had undergone so much cosmetic alteration it was impossible to tell what their original sex had been.  Each had close cropped hair that didn’t reach beyond their ears and only barely covered the scars of where the machines drilled into their skulls.  One of the men looked around and caught her eye for a second.  There was nothing.  No flicker of recognition, no reaction at all.  Like the cold dead eyes of a doll. 
 
    And these were the people who had brought her to Mars. 
 
    “Come now, don’t be shy!” The Professor was trembling with excitement as he grabbed her arm and led her over to the Council.  Hester allowed herself to be pulled forward even though every inch of her body was screaming at her to run. 
 
    “Augments, may I introduce you to Hester Dousainy.” 
 
    The androgynous Augment stepped forward. “Thank you Professor… Creighton.” Their eyes flickered while they searched their memory for the name. 
 
    “I… thank you for this opportunity.  It means a lot…” 
 
    “There is no need to thank us.  You will speak in three minutes from the lectern.” 
 
    “Great.  Just great.” She tried not to stare at the Augment.  They must be one of the really old ones, judging by the thick scarring above their temples. 
 
    Conversation over the Augments moved as one to talk to a group of men at the other side of the room.  Hester felt her heart rate drop back to normal. 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    “The non-binary Augment?  They go by the name of Cybill.  Kind of spooky if you ask me.  Not the non-binary thing.  The… well…” 
 
    “Non-human thing?” 
 
    Professor Creighton gave a surprisingly high-pitched giggle. “Exactly.” 
 
    Spooky.  That was the word all right.  Augments were spooky.  But why?  Human beings had been altering themselves with technology for centuries.  What was it about the Augments that freaked everyone out? 
 
    Hester didn’t have time to think of the answer.  The Professor was pointing towards the stage.  It was time to give her speech. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    When Tolly had heard that the Augment Council were too busy to meet him his heart rate, arterial tension and testosterone production went through the roof.  It only took a fraction of a second to recalibrate but he knew it would be a black mark on his daily report.  Well, that was a problem for his supervisors.  Tolly had bigger problems, and so would the Council if they would ever get around to taking his call. 
 
    Even Copper, his young Supervisor was ignoring him.  Her calls went to a prerecorded message. 
 
    The Council offices have closed early due to an Event. 
 
    What event?  Tolly plugged himself into the Mars station web.  He put in a search for Augment Council and today’s date. 
 
    20:00 MT.  Commencement ceremony for the Poet Laureate of Mars.  The Tower.  Alcedine. 
 
    At least he wouldn’t have far to go.  The Tower was only a short shuttle ride away.  But poetry?  Since when had the Augment Council given a crap about poetry? 
 
    He jumped onboard the shuttle trying to concentrate on what he had seen on the survey of the dark spot.  But for some reason his mind kept returning to poetry.  He had told very few lies to his superiors when he had accounted for his time during his quiet decade.  But he hadn’t told them about the old book of poetry that had kept him sane in the emptiness between planets.  Poetry was not something an Augment was meant to appreciate.  Which was what made the idea of a Poet Laureate of Mars so ludicrous. 
 
    It’s unexplained, but it doesn’t concern me so it is unimportant, the Augmented part of his brain told himself.  And yet… 
 
    Before he realized it, he was at the Tower.  He stepped out into a crowd of h-men, all chattering and making tedious conversation.  He spotted the Council immediately and was about to join them when he realized who they were talking to and stopped dead. 
 
    Merchants.  A small guild by the looks of them.  What were the Council doing meeting with Merchants?  And in a public place like this? 
 
    He gave himself a calming hormone cocktail.  This was politics, pure and simple.  Only one of the problems of an extremely long life was that it was hard to keep up with the political affairs of the solar system.  Weren’t the Merchants officially enemies of the Augments?  Or was that last century? 
 
    It didn’t matter.  What he had to tell the Council couldn’t wait.  He moved through the crowd towards his fellow Augments. 
 
    “Attention everyone.  Let me introduce someone very special…” 
 
    The room went quiet and Tolly turned to face the stage.  The poet was about to speak. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hester cleared her throat and winced at the noise that came out of the speakers.  Do or die, she thought.  Do or die. 
 
      
 
    The Second Coming of Mars 
 
      
 
    Turning and turning in the widening gyre    
 
    The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
 
      
 
    Hester looked up from the lectern.  Big mistake.  Somehow in the sea of faces her eyes were drawn to only one.  It was the strangeness of it that drew her in.  Because it was an Augment face.  And it was grinning. 
 
      
 
    Mars falls apart; the center cannot hold; 
 
    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
 
    The blood-tinged orb is loosed, and everywhere    
 
    The sands of difference are found; 
 
      
 
    While she read, Hester’s eyes strayed to the Augment she had spotted.  He was wearing the uniform of a Cartographer, so he didn’t seem to be part of the Council.  But what concerned her now was that he seemed to be shaking. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At first Tolly couldn’t remember what this particular set of hormones meant.  Cortisol and epinephrine were down but dopamine and endorphins were at maximum levels.  Laughter, that was the word he couldn’t remember.  This girl with her terrible butchering one of the greatest poets of Old Earth was making him laugh! 
 
      
 
    The rock lacks all particulation, while the dust    
 
    Is full of specific granularity. 
 
      
 
    “Particulation!” Tolly wheezed out the word, earning him worried glances from the h-men around him.  He pushed his palm over his mouth and frantically tried to get his brain under control, but it was no use.  Specific granularity nearly killed him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Oh god, he knows!  Hester could see the man practically mouthing along.  Well, not with the parts of the poem that she had… adapted.  But whenever she reached some of Yeats’s original words this Augment stranger knew them all. 
 
    What could she do?  She looked out at the crowd and took another deep breath.  The Professor gave her an encouraging grin.  There was nothing to do but to keep going to the bitter end. 
 
      
 
    Surely some revelation is at hand; 
 
    Surely the Second Coming is at hand.    
 
    The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out    
 
    When a vast image of Syrtis Major Planum 
 
    Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert    
 
    A ship with metal body and the head of teflon,    
 
    A viewscreen blank and pitiless as the sun, 
 
    Is moving its propulsion thrusters, while all about it    
 
    Reel shadows of the Augment desert probes.    
 
    The darkness drops again; but now I know    
 
    That twenty-four centuries of stony sleep 
 
    Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,    
 
    And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,    
 
    Slouches towards Old Earth to be born? 
 
      
 
    She gasped as she managed to squeak out the final line.  Her devil in the crowd had his head in his hands, but everyone broke into a round of applause.  Hester wondered if she might actually vomit over the lot of them, but she managed to stagger off the stage. 
 
    “Great reading,” the Professor said as he downed a glass of wine, “you really packed it with emotion.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Hester had to keep moving, she had to get out of there. “I’m just going to the ladies’ room,” she called back to Creighton as she scurried away from the crowd and the Augment who knew every word of the Yeats poem.  How long before he told his friends on the Council that she was a fraud and, worse than that, a plagiarist?  She might only have a few minutes before she was exiled from Mars.  There was no time to think.  Instead, she let her feet take her away from the crowd and her disastrous inauguration.  The First Poet Laureate of Mars and she had only lasted five minutes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    By the time Tolly had recovered from his first laughing fit in a century, the girl onstage had disappeared.  He wiped his eyes, well aware of the strange glances he was getting from the h-men around him. 
 
    What’s the matter, he thought, haven’t you ever seen an Augment laugh before?  He checked his hormone levels but they were still all over the place.  There was no way he was going to be able to bluff this one out with the Supervisor.  Oh well, it had been worth it.  What was that bit about propulsion thrusters again?  He had to bite down on another laugh.  Enough.  The so-called poet had been an interesting diversion, but he had to get back to the matter at hand. 
 
    The Augment Council were still huddled at the back of the room deep in discussion with the h-men Tolly had spotted earlier.  Just what exactly did they have to talk about?  Tolly made his way towards them but made sure he was still hidden by the crowd.  He turned on his augmented hearing and vision and tried to make out what they were talking about. 
 
    “The relocation has been made,” one of the Merchant’s was talking to a female Augment that Tolly had once met on Sat Four.  Jaks, was that her Augment name?  He remembered her when she was still fully human, when she was being trained for the augmentation process.  Tolly had a flash of vivid memory, the young girl who had cried for her mother just before she would undergo the operation that would mean she never had to cry again. 
 
    Tolly frowned.  He checked his vitals but they all seemed normal.  So why was he spending time lost in memories of the past when he should be considering the meeting taking place in front of him? 
 
    Too old, a voice whispered in his head. You are getting too old. 
 
    Impossible, he told himself, and administered a little dose of what he thought of as the happiness cocktail: dopamine and serotonin.  Augments were meant to avoid this particular set of neural uppers but Tolly had found they were sometimes necessary. 
 
    Thus fortified he turned his attention back to the Council, but they had left the Merchants and were heading for the exit.  He lengthened his stride to intercept them. 
 
    The other Augments had almost reached the waiting shuttle when their heightened senses kicked in and they turned as one to watch him approach. 
 
    Tolly didn’t bother trying to read their faces to see if they were irritated by his presence: these were Council members so they were just as good at keeping their thoughts to themselves as he was. 
 
    “Augment.”  
 
    If Tolly hadn’t been doped up with his happy cocktail he might have shuddered when he recognized the speaker.  His Augment name was Rowhan and if he had ever had a human name it had been so long ago that even Tolly couldn’t remember it.  Rowhan was as perfect and incorruptible as crystal.  And just about as flexible.  Tolly and Rowhan had despised one another for more than a century.  It might be technically forbidden, but Augments could certainly hold grudges.  Let’s face it, they had the time. 
 
    The other Council members were just as familiar, especially the Augment Cybill who was Rowhan’s chief acolyte.  When Tolly had last been on Mars, Rowhan had been in a junior position.  Now it seemed that he had taken over Mars and filled the Government with his own supporters. 
 
    Tread carefully, Tolly reminded himself even while a small, neglected part of him felt like starting a fight. 
 
    “Council.  I have urgent news concerning the survey that you asked me to complete.  Perhaps you could find somewhere to discuss it.” 
 
    “We are required back at the Council Chambers,” Rowhan said with a light, airy voice. “You may send your report to the Supervisor as requested.” 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Tolly replied and was pleased to see a flicker of dismay cross one or two of the Augments’ faces.  There was nothing worse than breaking protocol for an Augment, and Tolly was doing that just by refusing to go away quietly. “The results of the survey are significant and possibly dangerous.” 
 
    Rowhan looked around.  They were far enough from the crowd that normal h-man hearing would not be able to listen in to their conversation, but the Head Augment still gestured to an alcove. 
 
    “Hold the shuttle,” he said to the others. 
 
    Tolly withdrew to the private space with Rowhan.  He noticed with a flicker of annoyance that Cybill had trailed after him. 
 
    “Your vitals are elevated, Augment,” Rowhan observed. 
 
    “I am compensating for them,” Tolly said, not rising to the bait. “I need to discuss what we found on the survey.” 
 
    “You mean where your h-men crew witnessed something we had explicitly forbidden you to show them?” 
 
    News travelled fast when an Augment had made a mistake. 
 
    “There were unforeseen factors at play,” Tolly said.  Yes, like the h-men looking out of the window. “But the result has not changed.  I was able to obtain the data that you were looking for.” 
 
    “The subterranean levels?” 
 
    Tolly nodded. “Due to the disturbance in the layers of Martian rock, I can confirm that there has been significant mining.  The dunes have shifted significantly, even for miles around.  The surface buildings are mere props for your drones.  A mirage covering up for kilometers of underground engineering.” 
 
    Rowhan digested this news with a single nod.  His face did not react in the slightest.  Had Tolly ever been that adept at controlling his emotions?  Certainly not after his quiet decade. 
 
    “This is not a small Merchant outpost as you were led to believe.  It is a substantial structure that may go even deeper than the colony itself.” 
 
    “You will file this report tonight?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Not through the web.  Use a datastick.” 
 
    Tolly almost raised an eyebrow.  A datastick?  Why would Rowhan want to use something so unsecure.  Unless he didn’t trust the web? 
 
    “If that is the Council’s preferred method.” 
 
    “In this case yes.  And after you have done that you are scheduled for a memory erasure by seven o’clock tonight.  The erasure will start from the point of your arrival on Mars.” 
 
    For a moment Tolly thought his augmented senses had shut down as his mind went blank.  But then he identified the feeling as astonishment. 
 
    “You… I am to be brain wiped?” 
 
    “We do not call it that anymore, Augment.  I am afraid you are a century out of touch.  The process has moved on.  It is entirely painless.  None of your other memories will be affected.” 
 
    “I would rather…” 
 
    “It is an edict of the Council.  For the security of our race.” 
 
    Tolly felt his anger overcoming his brain’s frantic attempts to compensate him. “I am not some first century child, Rowhan.  I do not need to have my memories erased to keep your secrets.  Damnit, they let me keep the memories of Venus, surely…” 
 
    “This is not Venus.  This is Mars.” 
 
    A chill ran down Tolly’s spine. 
 
    “And if I won’t submit to your procedure?” 
 
    “Then you will be on the first shuttle back to the adjustment center.” 
 
    “Of course.” Tolly’s jaw was so tense he could barely speak the words.  You bastard, he thought, you total bastard. 
 
    “Until next time,” Rowhan said and Tolly was sure that he detected a slight sneer on the man’s face.  There was definitely a smugness behind Cybill’s eyes who had been silently watching the entire exchange. 
 
    Tolly didn’t reply.  He didn’t trust himself.  And that was a problem, because it looked like he didn’t have anyone else to trust.  He had never exactly been one of the team when it came to other Augments, but he had never felt personally targeted by them.  Now he sure as hell did. 
 
    A brain wipe.  Despite having made his fair share of failures over the years he had never had one.  Painless?  Probably.  But afterwards how would he know exactly how much of his memory they had stolen.  Would they stop at the last week?  Or would they have a good sort around, maybe have a good look into the past.  That was something he simply couldn’t risk. 
 
    Tolly watched as the Augments boarded the shuttle.  What the hell was going on?  He needed space to think.  He needed to… 
 
    If all the Augments had left then why did his enhanced hearing still detect breathing?  He took a few paces and slowly rotated three hundred and sixty degrees.  There was a small gap next to the alcove he had been using to speak to the Augments.  And he could just see the tip of a black shoe. 
 
    Tolly calculated his options at augmented processing speed, then he reached in and pulled. 
 
    The so-called-poet from earlier tumbled out, her eyes wild. 
 
    “I was just…” 
 
    “Shh!” Tolly dragged her into the alcove.  She was in a typical h-man panic, her hands twitching by her sides. 
 
    “Listen, I think we should talk.” 
 
    “I really don’t have the time.” He should dispose of her.  The Council would not have hesitated.  This wasn’t like the spaceship crew.  He didn’t have his tranquilizers and besides, people would come looking for her.  But if he killed her now and put the body back into the gap, he would be long gone before she started to smell. 
 
    “I saw you when I was reading the poem.  You were mouthing the words.  You… you had heard it before.” 
 
    Tolly clicked his tongue with frustration. “Of course.  W.B. Yeats, not very artfully plagiarized.  Some truly awful metaphors.” 
 
    The girl looked horrified, but instead of running away she just stood there, mouth open. 
 
    “You… you do know!” 
 
    How much had she heard?  Was she a Merchant spy?  Most likely.  In which case she deserved to die, and it would be a kinder fate than turning her over to the Council.  Or she might be working for the Augments, and that would be an even better reason to kill her.  What was she?  Not a poet, that was for sure.  He simply did not have the time to find out.  If he didn’t show up for the brain wipe today then Rowhan would be after him. 
 
    Tolly’s thoughts converged in a fraction of a second.  Augmented brain function kicked into overdrive.  He calculated all the variables, then shrugged and grabbed his console bag.  He waited until she looked away and then… Thump.  He knocked the girl out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Hester woke up with a bag over her head and a rag stuffed in her mouth.  She would have flailed about in a total panic if she hadn’t been thinking how much this was just like ten different movies she had seen.  Plucky heroine captured by the villain.  Well, if it was anything like the movies then a dashing young hero would come and rescue her.  Any moment now. 
 
    The only sound was the irregular drip that comes from an old tap. 
 
    You can rescue me any time now, she thought.  She twisted her hands around and felt some sort of plastic cuff dig into her wrists.  Yep, definitely no way she could wriggle out of these herself. 
 
    She started to breath more quickly but that just made the bag suck in at her nose.  Between that and the gag, there was a real chance she could suffocate. 
 
    And now she did panic.  She threw herself around on the floor, trying to scream even though it just came out as a sort of pathetic grunting. 
 
    It didn’t take long before was exhausted.  She lay with her head on the cold floor feeling stupid.  Time to use her brain.  Groaning at her aching body she managed to wriggle herself into a semi-sitting position against the wall.  That was better.  She felt a lot less vulnerable than lying on her back. 
 
    Hester had never been afraid of the dark, but the blindness the bag imposed was terrifying.  Was she on her own?  Or was there someone out there just watching her. 
 
    The Augment!  He had hit her with something.  She remembered his cold, calculating expression then blackness as she lost consciousness.  Bastard.  Just because he didn’t like her poetry. 
 
    She snorted a half laugh.  Ok, there was probably more to it than that.  Even the harshest literary critics rarely resorted to physical violence.  But then he was an Augment.  Who knew what he was thinking with the human part of him stripped away? 
 
    He was probably going to hand her over to the Council, Hester thought and the certainty of this settled in her stomach like a block of ice.   
 
    A door opened and closed.  Footsteps.  Hester tensed her muscles even though she was totally defenseless. 
 
    I won’t go easily you bastard, she thought. 
 
    “You have awoken,” the smug voice said close to her ear.  Hester was flooded with rage.  She slammed her head to one side and felt it connect with something soft. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She screamed something that would have been a threat if it wasn’t for the bag.  Sadly her momentum had already flipped her onto the ground and she pushed desperately with her feet to try and get upright. 
 
    “Stay still!” The voice commanded, but that only made her wriggle more.  Perhaps she could knock him against the wall? 
 
    A hand closed around her neck and she was unable to breathe. 
 
    “This is stupid.  You are trapped.  I will take off the bag if you do not attack anymore.  Do not waste both our energy any more than you have to.” 
 
    Hester managed a tiny nod.  It seemed sensible to capitulate, if only so that she could experience the joy of oxygen once more. 
 
    The bag was ripped away and he stared into the pale eyes of the Augment. 
 
    “I know you’re not stupid enough to scream if I remove the gag, right?” 
 
    Hester nodded again, thinking, I’ll scream my lungs out, but I’ll wait until the right moment you condescending shit.  The Augment removed the gag and moved about a foot away, resting on his heels. 
 
    She didn’t trust herself to speak, so she stared at the Augment instead.  She needed to find his weakness, something about him she could use to escape.  Information, that was what was important right now. 
 
    The first thing that struck her was that he old.  Really old.  And he was trying to hide it.  From her research, she knew that the pattern of scars on the side of his face would suggest he had been augmented just over a century ago.  But those weren’t lines that had been around for a hundred years.  They were too fresh.  So, he had added them recently. 
 
    Something an Augment would never normally do.  After all, you only needed to be augmented once.  The scars then were a case of misdirection.  Hester resisted a smile.  There was only one logical conclusion.  He had deliberately scarred his face more recently.  To cover over the older scars that were underneath.  Hester could just see the edge of some of these and their ragged edges meant that this guy had been created a long time ago.  He could be heading for two-hundred and fifty years old, but he was trying to look like he was a century younger.  Bingo. 
 
    “You are thinking ‘why am I here?’” the Augment said, his cold eyes on her face. 
 
    No, Hester thought, I’m thinking why are you here. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she said. 
 
    “I will not detain you for long.  I simply need to know why you were spying on me.” 
 
    “Spying?” 
 
    The Augment’s eye twitched a little and Hester knew he was spiking some hormone or other straight into his brain. 
 
    “Who do you work for?” 
 
    “I guess technically the planet Mars.  As the official poet laureate, I think that’s my ultimate authority.” 
 
    “Let us not get distracted by your terrible poetry.  Clearly it is just a front for your real reason to be on this planet.  I need you to tell me what that is.” 
 
    “Do I honestly look like a spy to you?” 
 
    A slight crease appeared on the man’s brow. 
 
    “I… The evidence suggests that you are.” 
 
    Hester grinned.  It was nice to see an Augment experiencing uncertainty. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Tolly.” 
 
    “But everyone calls you Auggie, right?” 
 
    The Augment shrugged. 
 
    “That’s because we want to remind you of what you’ve given up.  You don’t have a right to a name anymore.  Human beings have names.  Augments don’t.  We dehumanize you because you dehumanize us.  You treat us like nothing.  Like a piece of space dust.  And then you hit us over the head, tie us up and leave us to suffocate.” Hester took a ragged breath. “So I’m not going to answer any of your stupid questions.  I don’t owe you that.  Let me go.  I am nothing to you.” 
 
    The Augment just stared at her for a long moment. 
 
    “Why would the Augments appoint a Poet Laureate?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “Why did they pick you?” 
 
    “Because I stole the Yeats poem.  Which you know.” 
 
    “There has to be another reason.  Why did you apply?” 
 
    Hester tried the wrist restraints again but they were as solid as ever. “Ever been to Sat Three?” 
 
    “Not for a few decades.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s gone downhill.  I needed a place to go and Mars seemed as good as any.  I applied for the Poet Laureate position and I got the job.” 
 
    “There must be more to it.” 
 
    Hester groaned. “Why would I lie?” 
 
    The Augment rubbed his palm across his brow.  Was he sweating? “Because you are trying to infiltrate the Augment Council.  Working on behalf of the Merchants.” 
 
    “What would the Merchants want with the Augment Council?” Hester asked.  Despite her position, she was kind of interested in what this Tolly creature had to say.  Although she hadn’t been deliberately spying, when she was hiding next to the alcove she had overheard some of the conversation.  If the Merchants were up to something bad on Mars Hester wanted to know about it, even if it was just so she could stay the hell out of their way. 
 
    Tolly’s eyes flickered again and a ripple of tension passed across his shoulders.  For an Augment, this guy’s control was slipping. 
 
    “No games.  Tell me everything you know.” 
 
    “Or you’ll kill me?” 
 
    “No.  I will not kill you, although the Council might prefer if I did.  I just want to know what you know.” 
 
    “Are you seriously telling me that you kidnapped me just so we could have a chat?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “I could have died!” 
 
    “Elevated blood pressure and adrenalin but no lasting injuries.” 
 
    “Feel free to shut up and let me go any time.” 
 
    “You must tell me what you know!” 
 
    Hester raised her chin and looked the Augment straight in the eyes. “I am not a spy.  I have no idea what the Merchants are doing on Mars.  I am a terrible poet and I just want you to let me go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Tolly knew just what to do.  He needed to dispose of the girl and protect the Council.  But he was having some difficulties.  The sort of difficulties that would send him straight to the adjustment center.  He kept thinking of Rowhan’s face and whether the Augment’s long life spent in furthering no one but himself should be placed higher than that of this h-men girl.  And he kept coming up with the wrong answer. 
 
    The other problem he was having was that he was starting to think she might be telling the truth.  Surely a spy would have written better poetry, purely to avoid suspicion. 
 
    “Well?  Are you going to let me go?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    The non-poet – Hester, was that her name?  Gave him what she probably thought was a threatening look.  He ignored it.  Mind you, she had proven more stubborn than he had imagined and if she’d hit him any harder when she was tied up she might have broken his nose.  Probably best to leave the restraints on for now. 
 
    “I really think you should let me go.  And if you want to chat, next time maybe just call me or something.  Don’t nearly kill me.” 
 
    Tolly felt his mouth twitch into an almost smile.  He quickly flooded some more hormones into his synapses. “I have been having some difficulties with my hormonal interface.  There is a chance it is affecting my decision making.” 
 
    “No.  Shit.” He didn’t need his augmented senses to know that the girl was seriously pissed off. 
 
    “I was hoping you could give me some information.  Tell me something that the Council wanted to keep from me.  But you really don’t know anything, do you?” 
 
    “Nope.  I’m… well, I guess I’m an opportunist.  I always knew that pretending to be a poet would come back and bite me on the ass.  I must admit though, I didn’t think I’d be kidnapped and tied up for my sins.” 
 
    Tolly felt the adrenalin leak out of him.  What was he doing interrogating this girl?  He was only wasting his own time.  And if she was a spy or not it hardly mattered.  In two hours’ time he would have forgotten all about it anyway.  Reaching a decision, he moved towards her and pulled apart the restraints. 
 
    She stood up and quickly put another three feet between them, rubbing her wrists.  He expected her to bolt out the door, but instead she just looked at him warily. 
 
    “You can go.  Just, don’t tell anyone, especially the Council.” 
 
    “Right.  You’re happy for me to just leave.  You’re not going to whack me over the head on the way out.” 
 
    “No.  You are not clever enough to be a spy.  I should have seen that straight away.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “In a couple of hours it will make no difference anyway.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they will wipe my memory.  I won’t remember you or anything that happened in the last week.” 
 
    “The Augments are going to erase your memory?  Why would they do that?” 
 
    Tolly shut his eyes.  He had overloaded his augmented hormones and there was nothing left.  For the first time in years he was reverting to his human neurology.  It was not a pleasant experience. 
 
    “They don’t trust me to keep their secrets.” 
 
    “Even though you’re an Augment?” 
 
    “Right.  They are going to wipe my brain clean.  Just the last week, or so they say.  But the problem is how will I know?” 
 
    “Can’t you run away?  Leave Mars?” 
 
    “No.  I have to have my memory erased in two hours.” Tolly suddenly realized he was telling this stranger far too much.  If she was a Merchant spy then he would be a laughingstock. “You should go now.  We’re on a maintenance floor just below where you read your terrible poem.  There’s a stairwell on your left.” 
 
    “And that’s it?  I mean, you’re just going to let them mess about in your brain.” 
 
    A smile broke free. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    The girl – Hester, he should probably try to remember her name now that he was spilling his secrets to her – bit her lip. 
 
    “I wouldn’t let them get away with it.” 
 
    “I told you.  I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice.  You just can’t see it yet.” 
 
    And at that moment, staring at this stranger he saw it.  He saw the choice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Hester should have left as soon as the Augment called Tolly had set her free.  But there was something about him that made her stay.  She didn’t need to analyze it.  He reminded her of past mistakes, and maybe she wanted a chance to make up for them.  But the guy had been staring at her without saying anything for nearly a minute and now she was wondering if he had had a mental breakdown, or whatever the equivalent was for an Augment. 
 
    “Are you ok?” she asked, just wanting to break the silence. 
 
    Then Tolly did a very weird thing.  He grinned.  Not the almost-smile of someone trying to suppress their emotions, but the genuine beaming look of the incredibly happy or the totally deranged. 
 
    Hester took a step towards the door. 
 
    “How would you like to learn about Mars?” 
 
    She turned back. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “In less than two hours I’m going to forget everything that’s happened in the last week.  I could write some of it down, but the Augments aren’t stupid, they’ll check my files.  But I could tell someone what happened.” 
 
    Hester’s shoulder blades twitched. “Hang on…” 
 
    “It is the best choice.  I will tell you everything I have learned in the past week.  The Augments wipe my memory.  Then you just have to find me and tell me what I told you.  Nothing is lost.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because you are here.  Listen, I haven’t trusted an h-men for a century.  Not because you are weak-willed, although that is often the case.  But because your lives are so short.  It never really seemed worth the effort when you’ll be dead soon anyway.” 
 
    “That was kind of offensive.” 
 
    “Was it?  I forget.  And that’s the problem.  When they brain wipe me I’m going to forget all about this conversation, and everything that’s happened in the last week.” 
 
    “They would really do that to one of their own?” 
 
    “Of course.  I was foolish to think I might be an exception.  A century ago they would never have dared.  But times change.” 
 
    “Not for you.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  And they’re sure as hell going to change now.” 
 
    Hester shivered. “I could just record you on my datapad?” 
 
    “No.  Impossible.  Do you think the Augments don’t monitor datapads?  It would be too dangerous.” 
 
    “Won’t it be dangerous for me anyway?” Hester’s mouth had gone dry. “I mean, I feel sorry for you that you’re going to be lobotomized and all, but won’t the Augments come after me?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Tolly replied. “Why would they suspect me of confiding in someone like you?  We will confound them with h-man irrationality.” 
 
    “You know that h-man is kind of offensive to people, right?” 
 
    “Be quiet.  I’m doing biological thinking now and it’s infernally slow.  How do you h-men cope?” 
 
    “Best not to antagonize people when you’re asking for their help, Augment.” 
 
    Tolly looked a little queasy all of a second. “I am… I am asking for help.  I have not done that for a long time.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    Hester gasped.  An Augment who could apologize?  Maybe Tolly was different.  Something special.  In which case… didn’t she have to see this through? 
 
    “Convince me,” she said, her voice a little firmer now. “Tell me why I should help you.” 
 
    “Because Mars is in trouble.  The Merchants have been building a base not far from the Colony.  The Augments allowed this, but they didn’t tell anyone.  Only the base that the Merchants have built is about a thousand times bigger than it should be.  And I think it can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “What?” Hester whispered. 
 
    “War is coming to Mars.” 
 
    Hester had a brief moment where she understood what it would feel like to be an Augment.  She was aware of the hormones rushing into her brain, the hairs on the back of her neck starting up, the pause in her heartbeat. 
 
    “There hasn’t been a war in the solar system for three generations.” 
 
    “There may be one by Friday.” 
 
    And despite what she had told Tolly earlier about choices, Hester discovered that when it came down to it, there was only one.  She nodded to herself. 
 
    “How long until the brain wipe?” 
 
    Tolly checked his datapad. “Eighty-five minutes.” 
 
    Hester sat down on the floor and crossed her legs. “Ok.  Let’s get started.” 
 
    “Right.” The Augment looked suddenly unsure. 
 
    “Any time now?” 
 
    “I wasn’t really expecting you to say yes.”  
 
    Hester rolled her eyes. “Then go and find someone else to tell your story to.” 
 
    Tolly seemed to consider it, then shook his head. “I need someone to trust.  And you’re a plagiarist and a fraud, but it turns out that the untrustworthy person might be the only one I can trust.” 
 
    “For the record, I only plagiarized a teeny little bit.” 
 
    “Let’s get started.” Tolly’s face had taken on a new quality.  It almost seemed haunted. “I’m going to tell you everything.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Tolly wasn’t going to tell Hester everything.  His augmented brain sensors might be overloaded, but he wasn’t suddenly stupid.  He just had to work out exactly how much she needed to know, or rather, how much he would need to know.  And that was a little tricky. 
 
    “It started when I arrived on Mars.” That was at least true. “I had been given a new assignment after I returned from…” 
 
    “From?” 
 
    “Not important.  I’m a Cartographer.  Do you understand what that is?” 
 
    “Something to do with maps?” 
 
    “That’s where the term came from.  Cartographers on Old Earth created pictures of the landscape in a 2D form.  As the technology advanced, the position changed.  And of course, once the h-men started to explore space it wasn’t just Earth that needed maps.  Planetary cartographers came along and made sense of alien worlds, translating their features so that they could be understood by the human brain.  Then the Augments came along.” 
 
    “The first Augments.” 
 
    “Yes.  They expanded the abilities of the human brain.” 
 
    “They mutilated it.” 
 
    Tolly shrugged. “If you like.  Mutated it, maybe.  But the human brain is the best wetware processor ever invented.  What the augmentation process allowed was for that processors to be plugged into more efficient sensors.  So a Cartographer takes the most advanced data that a survey ship can collect and uses the augmented brain to create a map that is exponentially better than a virtual reality simulator.” 
 
    “Can we hurry this along a little?” 
 
    “I am a Cartographer.  The best there is, and that is why they brought me to Mars.  Three days ago I joined a survey ship that had been tasked with collecting data from the dark spot called Syrtis Major Planum.  The crew were told the survey was to determine a possible site for a mining operation.  This was not true.  The morning I arrived on Mars I received a message from the Council.  They told me that they had leased a small area of Mars to the Merchants.” 
 
    “This is what I don’t get,” Hester said, “I thought the Augments hated the Merchants.” 
 
    “It is not that simple.  The Merchant group is really just a collection of different h-men gangs.  The Augments need to work with the section of the Merchants that control the movement of goods.” 
 
    “The smugglers.” 
 
    “And the legitimate ones.  Trade between all the different outposts of humanity is what keeps the species going all the way out in space.  If any part of the solar system became isolated, it would die.” 
 
    He was rambling too much.  Tolly checked his datapad.  Twenty minutes gone already, and he had barely told her anything.  But how was he meant to know how much the Council would erase?  He had to make sure that Hester had all the information he would need when he woke up, he just needed to be faster. 
 
    “Ok, so the Augments need the Merchants.” 
 
    “And vice versa.  Everyone knows that Augments control the movies, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But that was almost by accident.  The Augmented brain doesn’t cope well with creativity.  It’s the one thing we could never quite figure out.  So instead we bought up all the creatives we could.  The Council didn’t want there to be any weaknesses within the organization.  Part of that process meant that they invested in Entertainment.  People were trapped on those tiny satellites spinning around in eternal blackness, how else were they going to spend their time?” 
 
    “I know all this.” 
 
    “Damn these hormones.  Ok, so you know how the Augments became the most powerful people in the universe.  And then the gangs of h-men started getting organized and they eventually formed the Merchants.  The Merchants challenged the Augments for control.” 
 
    “That’s when there was a war.” 
 
    “A cold war.  After all, in space resources are too valuable for us just to start blowing each other out of the skies.  But yes, people died.  Mainly on Augment controlled satellites when the Merchant’s stopped supplying any food.  Part of the agreement that ended the war meant that the Augments withdrew from the rest of humanity.” 
 
    “How does this relate to your map of Mars?” 
 
    “I’m not totally sure.  I’ve been away for a long time.  Generations of your people.  And in the intervening years, many things have changed.  The Augments are no longer content to stay on Mars hidden away in the Council building.  They have been taking a closer involvement in the affairs of h-men.  Part of this is allowing the Merchants to set up a base on Mars.  At first I thought the Augments were reaching out, trying to build bridges.  But now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Tolly swallowed. “The Augments asked me to do an extensive survey of the Merchant base.  They told me that they were concerned that the Merchant’s weren’t being honest about what was going on there.  And when I did the survey, I found out they were right to be worried.” 
 
    “That’s what you were telling them about right before you bashed me over the head.” 
 
    “Correct,” Tolly said, ignoring the girl’s somewhat petulant tone.  Surely she should have moved on from the kidnapping thing by now. “But they wouldn’t listen.  And I think I know why.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they already knew.  I’ve lived longer than… well, I’ve lived for a very long time.  And I’ve spent most of those years around other Augments.  I know when they’re lying to me.  Rowhan was definitely lying.  I just need more time to work out why.” 
 
    “All right,” Hester said. “What exactly did you see on the survey?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain to someone with a limited brain.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Was that offensive?” 
 
    “Just a little.  I mean, to describe how the augmentation of your senses with the data works… It’s impossible.  It’s like the best VR you have ever seen, but every single one of your senses is involved, even the ones you didn’t know you had, like proprioception, nociception and equilibrioception.” 
 
    “We are on the clock here.” 
 
    “It’s like flying.  You move through the landscape as if you are there.  But the data is so detailed you can even see under the ground.  And that’s what I discovered.  The footprint of the Merchant’s complex is relatively small.  But they’ve mined right into the Martian soil.  Maybe twenty, thirty stories down.” 
 
    “Without anyone knowing about it?” 
 
    “That’s just it.  It shouldn’t be possible.  I still don’t understand how they could mine that quickly.  It took generations to build the colony here.  I just don’t believe the Augments have only just discovered what’s going on.” 
 
    “You think they already knew?” 
 
    “Some of them must have done.  But I’ve been away for too long.  I don’t understand the politics of what’s happening.  And I will not let my people start a war.  You need to tell me about the survey.  That it exposed terraforming that proves the Merchant base is of significant size.  Possibly bigger than the original colony.  And I have no idea what they are doing down there.  But tell me that the Council might.  Tell me not to trust the Council.  Or the Merchants.” 
 
    “Is there anyone you can trust?  Apart from a fraudulent poet, that is.” 
 
    Tolly was about to answer negatively.  His head was throbbing from the receding hormones.  Didn’t he used to have an h-man contact on Mars? 
 
     “There was someone.  A woman who helped me out in the past.  Persus, that was her name.  She worked out of the mining station so the Augments couldn’t spy on her.” 
 
    “Ok, that’s something at least.  But listen, I’ve thought of a problem.  When you wake up you won’t remember me, right?” 
 
    Tolly understood her immediately. “Right.” 
 
    “You’re going to think I’m just some stranger talking nonsense.  You need to tell me something that will make you trust me.  Something only you would know.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure…” 
 
    Hester glanced at his datapad. “You have fifteen minutes to think of something.” 
 
    Tolly stared at her.  What would make him trust this girl?  There was one thing that he tried not to tell anyone.  He just didn’t want to say it. 
 
    “There is something.  I could tell you my age.” 
 
    Hester pursed her lips. “Even I worked out that the more recent scars are fake.  So you’re older than you are trying to be.” 
 
    Tolly smiled.  Was his face getting used to this new flexibility?  “Of course they are.  But the ones underneath are just as fake.  Would you like to see the real one?” 
 
    Before she could answer he turned his back and pulled his overalls down to his waist.  She gasped, and he remembered his own horror when he first spotted the line that started at the nape of his neck and went all the way down to his tailbone. 
 
    “That’s… but that can’t be a scar from Augmentation.  They go through the skull.” 
 
    “For the last couple of centuries, yes.  But when we first started, we entered the brain through the central nervous system, right up the spinal column.” 
 
    “Last couple of centuries… you mean you are more than two hundred years old?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Surely people must know that.  Other Augments, for example.” 
 
    “Not many.  There might be rumors… but no.” 
 
    “Ok, tell me your exact age.” 
 
    In the end, it wasn’t so hard to say. “I am three-hundred and sixty-eight years old.  I am the oldest living Augment and the oldest person in the solar system.” 
 
    Hester just stared at him.  Tolly checked his datapad. “And now I have to go.  The procedure should only take an hour.  Come find me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    One hour and one minute later Hester was being thrown out of the Augment Tower. 
 
    “I’m waiting for someone,” she repeated to the petite female Augment Yuyan standing in front of her. 
 
    “I’m afraid this area is only for Augments or their guests.” 
 
    “I am a guest!  I am the Poet Laureate of Mars.” 
 
    “What is a Poet Laureate?” 
 
    Hester deflated a little. “There was a ceremony upstairs just a few hours ago.” 
 
    The woman’s eyelid flickered.  Hester thought she must be a relatively new Augment to display when she was jacking up her hormones.  Certainly nowhere near as old as Tolly. 
 
    Nearly four hundred years old.  Surely it wasn’t possible?  No one could live that long, not even an Augment.  Hester would have loved to spend an hour searching the web to see if she could find anything to back up Tolly’s claim, but he had warned her that the Augments monitored everything.  Was it all some sort of elaborate scam to trap her into revealing her secrets?  It was possible, but then he had already figured out about the poetry, so why would he waste his time with her? 
 
    The female Augment looked up from her datapad. “I have a Poet Laureate ceremony listed that took place this afternoon.  The ceremony finished two hours ago.  Your presence is no longer required and you may board the shuttle.” 
 
    “I will do, just as soon as…” 
 
    At that moment Tolly strode out of the lift and walked briskly towards the shuttle.  Hester nodded to the woman and hurried after Tolly. 
 
    They had talked about what to do now.  She was to keep her distance until Tolly got back to his accommodation.  Only when she was sure he was alone was Hester meant to approach him.  And then she had to do her best to convince him to trust her.  She just hoped that she was up to the job. 
 
    Hester took a seat on the shuttle where she could see the back of Tolly’s head.  Her own head was thumping where the Augment had knocked her unconscious.  It had to be a monumentally terrible decision to help the man who had recently assaulted you.  And yet… 
 
    She had to help him.  An Augment who was willing to risk everything to save Mars.  Even if there was the slightest chance it was true, she needed to do save him.  For herself as much as for him. 
 
    The shuttle arrived at the main colony and Hester hurried after Tolly.  She had to skip every so often to keep up with his long stride, but she was determined not to lose sight of him.   
 
    “Why are you following me?” 
 
    They had barely stepped off the main concourse into a side alley before Tolly turned around to face her. 
 
    “Because you asked me to.  Can we find somewhere private to talk?  I have something really important to tell you.” 
 
    “Impossible.  There is nothing you want to say that could be relevant to me at present.” The Augment’s face was impassive, colder than she had seen it before.  There was no hint of humanity left now. 
 
    “That’s not true.  You asked me to come and find you after the… procedure.” 
 
    “You are aware of the memory erasure?” 
 
    “You told me about it.  You said that the Augment Council were going to erase the whole of last week from your memory.” 
 
    “One week?” 
 
    “That’s right.  I know it sounds crazy but they have erased the last week from your memory.  Before this happened you asked me to come and find you.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not!” Thank God she had her trump card. “You told me your age, it’s…” 
 
    “I know you’re lying because they did not erase a week.  And they performed the procedure because I requested it.  I asked them to erase the last century.  They wiped a hundred years.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Tolly collapsed on his bed and closed his eyes against the harsh strip lighting.  It had taken him ten minutes to get rid of the h-man girl.  He had to admit, she was persistent.  It was fortunate that the Council had left him a message for when he awoke that explicitly warned against listening to anyone from his recent past.  He felt his pocket.  The Augment who did the procedure had given him half a dozen insta-tranqs so that he could drift off into instant sleep. 
 
    But… a hundred years?  He had to admit, when they told him he had felt… what?  Not loss exactly, but a kind of absence of loss.  And yet it had to be for the best.  Why else would he have requested the procedure? 
 
      
 
    You requested the erasure because you could not live with the terrible acts you committed over the last few decades.  Many h-men died as a result of your neglect.  You had lost yourself.  You wanted to reset and try to find it again.  You wanted a chance to be better. 
 
      
 
    Tolly felt something on his cheek and reached up to touch it.  A tear?  The Augment who had performed the procedure had said there would be some side effects.  She had given him an extra dose of oxytocin and told him to ignore any wayward emotions. 
 
    What did I do?  The question he must not ask.  It seemed impossible that he could have done things so terrible that he would want to erase that part of himself.  And yet… 
 
    Hadn’t he always pushed the boundaries?  Living longer than any other Augment, it had to take its toll.  Had the passing of the years turned him into some kind of monster? 
 
    Tolly closed his eye and let himself probe gently at his updated brain.  His hormones were relatively balanced considering what he had been through.  The last thing he remembered was visiting Sat Five just after the first h-men had arrived.  He had felt pride as they walked around their new home.  It had been Tolly that had deemed the asteroid suitable for grafting onto a satellite and him alone that was responsible for ensuring the base would last for centuries.  Perhaps he should look it up and see if he’d been right. 
 
    Unfortunately he didn’t have a datapad, or even a console in his room.  The Augments had removed them.  They said that it was to prevent him from becoming overstimulated.  He was to rest for twenty-four hours or risk severe neurological side effects. 
 
    Tolly knew he should take their advice.  But still, when he closed his eyes there was a persistent sense of wrongness that he couldn’t quite shake off. 
 
    Was it the stranger that was stealing his sleep?  He had never seen the h-man girl before, he was sure of it.  He probably should have reported her to the Augments.  They had told him to do so after he had the procedure.  But he had been too tired and he just wanted to sleep. 
 
    What had she said?  Something about erasing a week?  Well, what did a week matter when you had lost a century.  Tolly drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “Please make it a double.” 
 
    Hester should not have been in a bar.  She should have been being clever, working out a way to battle the odds and get Tolly back on her side.  She should have been stopping the Merchants and Augments from going to war.  She should have been doing a lot of things.  Instead, she was drinking Martian gin. 
 
    She had known it would not be easy to convince Tolly that she was there to help.  But she had never expected it to go so badly wrong.  A century erased?  Was it really possible?  Yes.  She had seen it in his eyes.  There was something broken there, and the awful thing was he didn’t even realize it. 
 
    “Another shot please.” The clear liquid – who knew what they made it from, if you had to ask then you didn’t need it – burned all the way down to her stomach.  That was it then.  The weirdness of the last twenty-four hours was over.  There was nothing she could do. 
 
    I was out of my depth anyway, she thought.  Now it was time to go back to her life on Mars, trying to figure out how to find enough rhymes for dust. 
 
    And that was the problem.  Poet Laureate.  What a total balls-up that was.  At some point they were all going to realize that she was a fake, just like Tolly had.  It had been almost freeing when the Augment had caught her out – getting to be plain old Hester again. 
 
    “Will you leave if I try to speak to you again?” 
 
    Hester swiveled around to be confronted with the impossibly handsome face of Matt Magee.  He was dressed in a deep blue casual suit that had probably cost more than her entire wardrobe.  Not that that would be hard. 
 
    “Not today, Matt.” 
 
    “It’s Hawk, remember?” He leaned in and she was annoyed to realize he was wearing a scent calculated to be both citrus fresh and impossibly masculine. “Tell you what, you can even call me Derek.” 
 
    She laughed, then gave him a mock-serious look. “I’m having a bad day Derek.  This is not the social kind of drinking where we have a chat and giggle and put the world to rights.  This is the kind of drinking where we get sad and then pass out.  Are you all right with that?” 
 
    “I’m a recovering alcoholic.” 
 
    “Oh,” she blushed. “Well then you can drink water and I’ll pass out.  Deal?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    She took a gulp of her gin.  It was pretty grim.  She could already feel the alcohol numbing her synapses.  Was this what it felt like to be an Augment? 
 
    “This might be a touchy subject, but if you’re a recovering alcoholic, what are you doing in a bar?” 
 
    Derek flashed his perfect teeth at her. “To pick up chicks?” 
 
    Hester rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Ok, not all the time.  It’s like a test.  I need to keep checking if I still pass the test.  So I come in and order a water and sit for a while.  Then I get up and leave.” 
 
    “That’s really…” 
 
    “Inspirational?” 
 
    “Dumb.  Why would you want to make your life harder than it is?” 
 
    She finished her drink and was about to order another when he put his hand on hers.  She snatched it away. 
 
    “Sorry.  I just wanted to say, before you order another, maybe try talking to someone instead.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You got that from some sort of program, right?” 
 
    “Maybe.  But it works.  Trust me.” 
 
    Hester was definitely feeling lightheaded.  She moved a little closer to him. “I know that gin can’t solve my problems.  I was meant to be helping this guy but he doesn’t know who I am and he won’t speak to me.  Oh, and I a total fraud and once everyone discovers that I am going to be sent right back to Sat Three where I belong.” 
 
    Derek sat in silence for a moment.  Was he actually listening to her or was he just a really good pick up artist?  She wasn’t too sure. 
 
    “You know, I suffered from imposture syndrome when I started acting.  Even now, after all my successes, I still sometimes feel like a fraud.” 
 
    She giggled. “Ah, but you see I actually am a fraud.  Only don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hester.” 
 
    “Hester, you are not a fraud.” 
 
    She reached out and patted his shoulder. “Listen, Derek, you should probably just leave.  It’s fairly clear what you’re after and you’re not going to get it.  Sorry.” 
 
    “I am not that much of a creep.  Honest.  I can think you’re hot and be your friend, alright?” 
 
    Hester rubbed her temple.  Hadn’t she been unconscious earlier?  The throbbing behind her eyes could be either concussion or gin, it was hard to tell. “Let’s not talk about me anymore.  You want to be my friend, take my mind off this shitty day.  Tell me about your, what’s it like to be in the movies.” 
 
    It was like his real face went and hid and the actor smile came back. “You want to know about the movies?  It’s a lot of hard work, but so rewarding.  I’m a really lucky guy.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.  Now tell me what you really think.  There must be a reason why you still torture yourself in bars.” 
 
    Derek blinked.  The mask slipped. “Honestly?  It was great.  When I was twenty-one.  Now I’m nearly thirty and the roles are drying up.  There’s always a new handsome guy waiting to take over, and you can bet they would stab you in the back as soon as you gave them the opportunity.  And the only role I’ve ever played is handsome hero.  That’s why I’m trying to do something different.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    There was genuine enthusiasm on his face now. “I’m making a real movie.  Something that means something.  I met this guy from one of the Mining families, you heard of them?  Well, we actually met at a support group.  And he told me what a shitty deal those guys were getting.  And we decided to make a movie.  A real action-fest, but set in the old mining base so that we can show what it’s like.  It’s taken a year to get the miners to give me permission, and a ton of my own money, but we finally started filming.” 
 
    “Well, I never thought you would surprise me.  That’s great, I hope it does well.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Hester looked down at her empty glass.  She didn’t feel the need to order another.  Besides, the previous drinks were already threatening to revolt out of her stomach.  But what was there left for her to do?  Go home to her tiny apartment?  Forget about Tolly?  Or go home with Derek, obliterate the terrible day with some fantastic sex.  The idea was not without appeal. 
 
    Then something Derek had said made its way through the gin to her brain. 
 
    “Did you say you were filming in the mining station?  Do you think you could get me in there?  There’s someone I need to find.” Persus, that was the name Tolly had given her.  If there was a chance that this woman could help the Augment then surely Hester had to take it.  At least then she would know she had given it everything she could. 
 
    “Sure.  When were you thinking?” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The stars whirled as Tolly floated through space.  The silence was infinite.  He stared upon a hundred million suns and their light burned his eyes. 
 
    A tiny human boy cried as his mother led him up a metal gangplank onto a shining space shuttle. 
 
    A thousand voices screamed as the moon of Venus died –  
 
    Tolly sat up, fully awake.  Somewhere something was beeping. 
 
    The panel next to the door was turned on and he could see the slim figure of an Augment waiting outside.  He ran a hand over his forehead and it came back wet with sweat.  The side effects were to be expected.  A hundred years slipping away… 
 
    What did I do? 
 
    The door beeped again.  He forced himself upright and managed to stagger over to the viewscreen. 
 
    “Yes?” His voice sounded like someone else’s. 
 
    “Supervisor Copper.  I am here for your debrief.” 
 
    He moved towards the door to let her in but then a glint of metal caught his eye.  On the floor, just in front of the door, was a metal stick with green plastic around it.  Some sort of data device?  The technology he knew was a hundred years out of date.  He reached down to pick it up. 
 
    Yes, some sort of datastick.  The connection was slightly different, that was all.  He had no console to plug it into.  And how had it got there?  He was almost sure it hadn’t been on the floor when he went to sleep. 
 
    The door beeped again.  Tolly glanced up.  He should hand this over to the Augment.  And yet… this might be his only connection to his past.  He wasn’t quite prepared to just let that go.  He hurried back to the bed and slipped it under the covers.  Then he pressed the button to open the door. 
 
    He went and sat down on the bed, the datastick hidden under his right butt cheek.  He left the uncomfortable metal chair for his guest. 
 
    “You look unsettled, Augment,” Copper said. “I suggest you make an adjustment.” 
 
    Tolly checked his vitals.  Blood pressure and heart rate were both erratic.  Mood was low and responses were sluggish.  He did as the woman suggested and allowed the cocktail of soothing hormones to enter his brain.  The dizziness abated, for the moment at least. 
 
    “Good.  Tell me your symptoms.” 
 
    “Brain chemistry is still adjusting.” 
 
    “Any pain?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Any rogue memories?” 
 
    Tolly thought of his dreams. “No.  Some… emotional remnants, nothing more.” 
 
    Augment Copper gave him a long stare.  A light flickered on her datapad and that let him know that she was recording the conversation. 
 
    “It is imperative for your recovery that you do not try to uncover the memories that have been erased.  This could result in a fatal outcome.” 
 
    A sudden vision: the screaming children of the lost moon… 
 
    “I do not want to remember.” 
 
    Augment’s do not smile, but Copper’s expression displayed the tiniest hint of satisfaction. 
 
    “That is the optimal result.  A transport has been arranged for tomorrow morning.  You are to be sent to the colony at Satellite Six.  You will find that removal from Mars expedites your recovery.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Copper rose. “You are advised to remain in your room until tomorrow.  Goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    He waited until ten minutes after the Augment had gone before he took out the datastick.  Now he just had to decide what to do with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    If Hester had been expecting dirt and darkness when she arrived at the mining complex, she was wrong.  The active part of the mine was deep under the ground.  The area that was used for habitation was a riot of color and life.  And people.  A lot of people. 
 
    “You can see the problem with overcrowding,” Derek said as they shuffled past a group of kids playing a game with ball bearings on a stairway.  Hester didn’t have to reply.  She turned sideways to allow a group of women with studs inserted along their brow lines.  Every person there had tattoos and she wished she knew what they all meant. 
 
    Hester had grown up on Sat Three.  She thought she knew what it was like to live in an overpopulated colony.  But this was something else.  The main concourse was filled with stalls selling cheap food, clothes, metalwork.  But the stalls were clearly also people’s homes, so babies yelled and couples bickered right along with the sounds of trade.  Men with hallow cheeks stared at her from dark alleyways.  The ceiling was low, but somehow people had managed to split the height so that beds had been crammed along the wall, bunk style, and people seemed to be actually sleeping amid all the noise. 
 
    “Was it always like this?” 
 
    Derek shook his head. “No.  When the mine was making the Augments money they kept it maintained.  Then when the main supply of permafrost was exhausted they stopped bothering.  There are still a few smaller mines running, mainly bringing up mineral ore, but they hardly employ anyone anymore.  They tried to send the miners to the other colonies, but this has been there home for generations.” 
 
    A group of women pushed past Hester.  They had red streaks etched into their arms and they chattered in a language she couldn’t understand. 
 
    “What language was that?” she asked, pressing up against Derek as more people elbowed past them. 
 
    “Franco-Arabic.  Almost as many people speak it down here as English.  The miners came from the Old Earth regions of North Africa.” 
 
    “I had no idea,” Hester replied.  She hadn’t realized any of the old languages were spoken any more. 
 
    “No one does.  This place is so isolated no one knows anything about it.” 
 
    “And you want to change that?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  The people here are quite happy on their own.  But the Augments want to shut the whole place down.  It’s too expensive and there are too many people.  I just want to help them get some recognition.” 
 
    And what’s in it for you, Hester wondered.  The gin had worn off and been replaced by a hard sobriety.  She wasn’t entirely convinced by Derek’s good guy act.  Still, he was proving useful. 
 
    “And you think you can help me find this Persus woman?” 
 
    “My friend knows everyone here.  Now we have to take the stairs down.  Watch your step.” 
 
    He didn’t have to warn her.  The metal stairway was only eight feet wide, but people had still managed to set up home there, stringing hammocks from one side to the other.  It stank of old sweat and the air was so thick it seemed to settle on her chest.  Hester nearly stepped on a piece of cloth that turned out to be a long woman’s dress, and a baby on the woman’s lap cooed at her.  An old man muttered under his breath, his eyes milky blue.  Everywhere she looked eyes stared back at her, not hostile, but not friendly either.  They just watched her, waiting to see what she would do next. 
 
    After three winding levels Derek led Hester out onto another level.  The air here had an unpleasant chemical quality that reminded Hester of Sat Three.  It meant that the aircon wasn’t working properly and it was propelling pollutants into her lungs. 
 
    They walked past some sort of all-day club that was pumping out music with a low beat that Hester couldn’t even follow.  Inside she could see the odd glimpse of a glowing tattoo, before a fierce-looking bouncer stepped in front of the door. 
 
    “Try not to stare,” Derek said and she dropped her eyes.  The actor led her past the club and then turned into a small alcove.  He knocked on a rusty yellow door that had a symbol painted on it that reminded Hester of the miner’s tattoos. 
 
    A man opened the door and they squeezed inside.  The ceiling was so low that Derek had to stoop, but the room was actually a decent size.  There were two low, well used sofas and a screened off area that might have been a bed.  Judging from the rest of the mining base, that meant that this guy was pretty high status. 
 
    “This is Ai.  Like the letter.” 
 
    “Hi,” Hester said holding out her hand.  She realized too late that the Ai’s right arm was damaged, stopping at just below the elbow. 
 
    He squeezed her hand with his left instead. “Welcome.  I’ve got to say, I didn’t realize we would have such an illustrious guest as the Poet Laureate of Mars.” 
 
    Hester’s face went red but Derek just looked confused. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you know the Augments live-streamed the Commencement Ceremony?” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    Ai’s eyes sparkled with humor. “Nice poem.” 
 
    Derek looked from one to the other. “You want to explain what you’re talking about?” 
 
    “I’m the Poet Laureate of Mars,” Hester said. “But as your friend here knows, I am a terrible poet.” 
 
    “I was going to say… innovative.” 
 
    “Thank you.  It’s a long story.” 
 
    “And you’re in a hurry right,” Ai smiled.  When his face moved the black tattoos shimmered in the half-light. “Hawk said you wanted ask me about someone.” 
 
    “I only have a name.  Persus.  A… friend of mine needs to see her.  He said she was working out of the mining base to avoid coming to the attention of certain authorities. 
 
    “Sure, I know her.” The humor was gone from Ai’s face, replaced by something else.  Regret maybe? “But I think her days of spying on the Augments are pretty much done.  Come with me and I’ll take you to Persus.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Tolly’s first bad decision was to turn off the cocktail of augmented hormones that was keeping him happy.  He picked up the datastick and stared at it.  He needed to find a console or whatever they used in this century so he could access it. 
 
    As soon as he left his room he felt exposed.  Were the Augments watching him?  Last thing he could remember – a hundred years ago even though it felt like yesterday – was the new elections to the Council.  They had asked him to attend, even though he had little interest in events in the Council chambers in Alcedine.  He might have still refused, but there had been some worrying trends in his recent communications with other Augments.  They were becoming even more secretive and more paranoid.  The more the Augments isolated themselves from the h-men the more they seemed to lose their way.  Or at least that was what he had believed. 
 
    Had he been wrong?  If the Augments of today were telling the truth then sometime in the last hundred years he had become a danger not just to his people but to humanity.  And although part of him wondered if they were lying, there was enough residual memory left to know that he had done something terrible.  Something that he had wanted desperately to forget. 
 
    The datastick bit into his palm.  Would it give him answers?  What if the answers weren’t anything he could stand hearing?  The Augment Copper hadn’t been exaggerating the risks of the brain wipe.  He had seen it happen before, a long time ago when the technology had been new.  Augments lost their minds trying to recover memories that had been erased.  Those that challenged the process never lasted long enough to regret it.  And yet knowing all this he couldn’t let it go. 
 
    He found a seedy little bar that was crammed in between two massive metal girders.  He shuffled in past two men who were dealing in whatever substance was this century’s form of illegal high.  He enlarged his augmented pupil so that he could see in the near-darkness and walked to the bar. 
 
    “I need to borrow a console.  Something not connected to the web.” 
 
    The woman behind the bar, a skinny girl who had miners’ tattoos that curled around her eye and wound down her neck, said nothing but held out her hand.  Payment. 
 
    Tolly reached into his pocket and took out the strips of metal he kept for just such an emergency.  He handed one over and she nodded, satisfied.  She disappeared into the back and returned a second later with a battered metal slab. 
 
    “Will it take this?” He held up the datastick.  The girl looked at him as though he was a child, then pointed to the slot on the side of the console. 
 
    “Thanks.” Tolly took his hardware over to a quiet corner.  He had to move quickly.  He had no doubt that word of an Augment in a bar like this would spread fast. 
 
    It only took a few seconds to work out how to turn on the console and insert the datastick.  The technology had barely changed over the last hundred years, but that was hardly surprising.  Since the human raise had splintered and spread across the solar system they tended to keep using things that worked.  It was much simpler than making anything new, especially when resources were so precious. 
 
    He was not sure what he’d been expecting, but he certainly hadn’t thought he’d been sent a picture of his own face.  A series of pictures, in fact, all featuring him.  He clicked on them one after the other.  They were clearly taken over a number of years: decades even.  He couldn’t remember any of the places in the pictures which made one thing clear.  This was from the last century, the erased part of his memory. 
 
    A jolt of pain hit him just behind his right eye.  A coincidence?  It went away pretty quickly, just leaving a dull throb in its place.  Well, he knew the possible consequences of his actions.  Perhaps if he simply threw the datastick away he wouldn’t do any more damage.  Instead he scanned through a few more pictures. 
 
    One of them made him pause.   
 
    He was standing on the deck of a ship.  He was part of a group of Augments and the photograph had been taken into the light so that the others were half silhouetted and impossible to recognize.  He could tell from the constellations in the background that he was standing on some sort of space deck somewhere near Venus.  But he had never been there.  At least, not that he could remember.  So that must mean… 
 
    The pain was enough to make him shudder this time.  He felt his mouth twitch into a smile.  The damage he was doing to his brain meant he had to be getting close. 
 
    He kept looking through the pictures, but he felt like he was trying to map out a planet in the dark.  Sometimes he felt a ghost of a memory slip by, but nothing he could grab hold of.  Then he reached the last slide and a blade of sheer agony slipped into his brain. 
 
    Unlike the others, this one was recent.  In fact, it was so recent that Tolly was wearing the same clothes he had on right now.  And there was someone else he recognized.  The h-man girl from before.  The one that had tried to convince him he was meant to only lose a week.  In the picture she was smiling at him.  She knew him. 
 
    Tolly stared at her face until the pain was so great that the world went black and he hit the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    While Ai had disappeared to arrange the meeting with Persus, Hester took a moment to check her messages on her datapad.  She had one from Dr Devay. 
 
    I’m sure you are busy but would it possible to share a few lines from something you are working on?  It’s for the students of the Entertainment degree.  You did promise me this yesterday but perhaps you forgot. 
 
    Nice and passive aggressive, Hester thought.  She pressed her lips together so hard they went white.  She would have to plagiarize again, but her books were back at her apartment.  And she could hardly explain to Devay that she was busy tracking down a miner to help an Augment get his memory back. 
 
    But wait… some of the Yeats poems she knew off by heart.  How about that bit from the Lake Isle of Innisfree?   
 
      
 
    And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow, 
 
    Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings; 
 
    There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow, 
 
    And evening full of the linnet’s wings. 
 
      
 
    It just needed a little adjustment.  She made a few changed and sent the following message: 
 
      
 
    Sorry, forgot yesterday!  Here’s my most recent, still needs some work… 
 
      
 
    And I shall have some peace here, for peace will come with dust 
 
    Dropping from the extinct volcanoes of Mars to where the Earthman sings, 
 
    There midnight stars all glimmer, the land of red rust, 
 
    And evening full of Augment’s things. 
 
      
 
    Hester read it back and thought, not too bad!  Either that or she was so far past the point of no return she had lost her grip on her sanity. 
 
    “What are you working on?” 
 
    She had almost forgotten about Derek and his perfect face. 
 
    “Oh, poetry stuff.” 
 
    He came and sat next to her, the metal sofa shifting with his weight. 
 
    “Still think you’re a fraud?” 
 
    Hester grinned. “I know it.  But it helps to know that other people have bigger problems than I do.  It’s good to get a bit of perspective.” 
 
    Derek was about to reply but that moment Ai returned. 
 
    “We can go and see Persus now.” 
 
    There was a distinct lack of enthusiasm in the miner’s voice, but Hester felt her heart lift.  All she had to do was explain to this Persus woman what had happened to Tolly and it would no longer be her problem. 
 
    Ai took them down another set of stairs filled with scraps of belongings.  This part of the mining base felt more industrial and it was easy to imagine the miners carving a home out of the Martian dirt.  Had it been everything they had hoped for?  Hester wasn’t too sure. 
 
    The next level was incredibly noisy.  It had to be near some sort of big mechanical system, maybe the aircon hub, if it was anything like Sat Three.  Only on the satellites the human habitats were kept away from the vital machinery.  In this part of the base they were interwoven.  Children dodged in and out of cables that snaked across the floor, their skinny figures disappearing into doorways with faded ‘Danger Electricity’ signs hanging on them. 
 
    “In here,” Ai said, leading them to a metal grill that he pulled to one side.  A narrow corridor led to a room with an empty bunk bed and an ancient looking computer console. 
 
    There was no one else in the room. 
 
    “Is Persus coming?” Hester asked.  Derek was also looking a little bewildered. 
 
    “She’s right here.” Ai pointed at the computer. 
 
    “But… You’re kidding.” Hester’s felt her hope fade into nothing. “She’s an upload?” 
 
    “Your friend didn’t mention that?” 
 
    “No.  And he would have definitely told me… But wait, maybe he didn’t know.” Hadn’t Tolly said he hadn’t been back to Mars in a long time?  That would explain why he had failed to mention that his contact had died and had her consciousness uploaded to a computer. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Hester said. 
 
    “You were hoping she was still alive?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She is in a way,” Ai explained. “You ever had a conversation with an upload before?” 
 
    “No.  Where I come from the idea of uploading to the system just before you die never really took on.  We find it kind of…” 
 
    “Creepy.” Ai nodded. “Lots of people do.  But there was a trend for it among the old miners.  The Augments promised that if they lost their lives down in the dark of the mines a part of them would always live in the stars.” 
 
    “The poor bastards.” 
 
    “Who’s to say the Augments were wrong?  That’s not for us to decide.  Anyway, Persus’s ancestors were the first families to arrive on Mars.  She wanted to be uploaded like her parents and grandparents.  Do you get to decide she was wrong?” 
 
    “No.  I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    Ai winked. “Don’t worry, I think it’s creepy too.  But I respect the wishes of my ancestors.  And besides, without the old miners to talk to we might have lost much more of our history.” 
 
    “You can actually talk to them?” 
 
    “Why don’t you give it a go?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The creepiest thing wasn’t having a conversation with a dead woman.  The creepiest thing was that she had a face.  Apparently when the brain was scanned for the final time they also made a rudimentary 3D image of the face and attempted to mimic the person’s expressions. 
 
    Only the console was ancient and had obviously been a cheap model when it was new.  The processor couldn’t quite keep up so the mouth was always moving later than the audio relayed the words.  Persus’s face looked like a death mask, which in a way it was. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Hester.” 
 
    “Did I know you?” 
 
    “No.  I have come to talk to you about someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Hester glanced over at Ai, who gave her an encouraging smile.  Keep the questions simple, he had recommended.  The upload had the memories of Persus but not necessarily the processing power to access them. 
 
    “Tolly.  An Augment.  You knew him before you… well, died.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you tell me about him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Hester bit her lip.  It was like speaking to a child.  She glanced over at Derek, but he seemed to be playing a game on his datapad.  Time to put her cards on the table. 
 
    “The Augments wiped his memory.  The erased the last hundred years.  I need to know why.” 
 
    “Tolly is an Augment.  The oldest Augment of all.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that.  Can you tell me anything else about him?” 
 
    “I arranged travel between Mars and the rest of the solar system.  Travel for people who didn’t want to go through the Augments.  Tolly didn’t want the Augments to know where he was going.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He never said.  He only told me that not everyone was suited to be an Augment, but sometimes it took a hundred years before that became clear.  He said that Augment’s wanted to become gods, but they could end up being devils.  He said…” 
 
    The voice trailed off into nothingness. 
 
    “The uploads struggle with complex thought,” Ai said, “keep it simpler.” 
 
    Hester frowned. “Where did you send Tolly?” 
 
    “To Sat Venus.” 
 
    Hester felt a prickling sensation as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. 
 
    “Before the disaster?” 
 
    “Just before.  Tolly caused the disaster.” 
 
    Hester heard Derek’s sharp intake of breath.  He had been listening after all. 
 
    “Tolly?  Are you sure?” 
 
    “Tolly caused the disaster,” the face repeated. 
 
    Could it be true?  Hundreds of people had died in the Venus disaster.  Tolly hadn’t mentioned it, but then why would he?  It wouldn’t have made her want to help him. 
 
    “Can the upload lie?” Hester asked Ai. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Hester stared at the dead woman’s face.  Now what?  She felt sick.  It looked like she had been trying to help the wrong person after all. 
 
    “I think I’ve heard everything I need to.  Thank you, Ai.  Derek, could you show me how to get back to the colony?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Hester barely spoke on the shuttle back to the colony.  Derek didn’t try and speak to her, and she was grateful for that.  She said a quick goodbye and retreated to her room.  She was starting to see a pattern of behavior in herself that she didn’t particularly like.  Follow some crazy scheme, get in trouble, move on to another crazy scheme.  It didn’t seem to be working out so well. 
 
    At least she could just forget about Tolly.  After all, he had already forgotten about her. 
 
    Time to ignore the Augment and get on with sorting out the rest of the mess she had made, Hester thought as she pushed her door open. 
 
    To see that Tolly was sitting on her bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “Out!” Hester yelled, pointing to the door. 
 
    Tolly flinched. “I did not mean to surprise you but I needed to talk to you.” 
 
    “Get the hell out of my room!  How did you get in here anyway?” 
 
    “I helped design all the systems on the Mars colony.  They are pretty easy to hack.” 
 
    “Ok, you can let yourself back out then!” 
 
    The h-man girl seemed more upset than he had expected.  Maybe social cues had changed more than he imagined in the last hundred years. 
 
    “You wanted to speak to me,” he said. 
 
    “I did.  Now I don’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and, realizing he was not about to leave, sat down on the thin metal chair opposite him. 
 
    “I spoke to an old friend of yours.” 
 
    Tolly leaned forward. “Who?” 
 
    “Persus.” 
 
    The stab of pain did not surprise him this time, but he still had to rub at his temple until it stopped. 
 
    “I don’t remember him.” 
 
    “It’s a her.  Well, actually it was.  She’s dead.  But I still spoke to her, which was very creepy by the way.” 
 
    “An upload?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Tolly shivered.  Humans hated Augments because of what they did to their brain.  Augments despised uploads for much the same reason.  Biology was everything to an Augment and the idea of removing the biological to upload into a computer server was… disturbing. 
 
    “She told me that you were a murderer.” 
 
    His heart raced, but he didn’t feel like bringing it back down. 
 
    “Why would she say that?” 
 
    “You tell me?  She said the Venus disaster was your fault!” 
 
    Tolly clamped his jaw together against the bolt of electricity that shot through his cerebral cortex. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Hester asked. 
 
    “I’m trying not to pass out.  That thing you just mentioned.  I can’t remember it.  But I think it has something to do with why I wanted to erase a hundred years from my memory.  I did something terrible, but if I find out what it is, I will probably die.” 
 
    “Is that because of the memory erase?” 
 
    “A side effect, they told me.” 
 
    Suddenly Hester reached out and touched his arm. “Tolly, I’m not sure what’s going on.  If you did these terrible things or not.  But I know one thing.  You never asked to have a hundred years erased.  Less than a day ago you told me you were going to have a week erased from your memory.  One week, that was all it was meant to be.  The Augments lied to you.” 
 
    This time he knew she was telling the truth.  Only it was too hard to bear.  His mind shut down and he fell back onto the bed, fast asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Hester dozed in the most uncomfortable chair in the habitable zone.  Tolly snored happily from his position on her bed.  She had tried to wake him, but it was like his body had totally given up.  She just had to hope he would wake eventually. 
 
    After speaking to Persus she had been all but ready to kill him herself, but now she wasn’t so sure.  Could Tolly really have been responsible for the Venus disaster?  It was more than ten years ago now, but Hester could still remember her mother weeping when they had heard the news.  It wasn’t just the sadness they all felt about the people that died.  It was the loss of hope. 
 
    Venus.  The last great hope for the human race.  It was meant to be the new Mars.  Untapped resources, and close enough to Earth that it could be a solution for the failing Earth Sats. 
 
    The surface had long been ruled out as uninhabitable.  Human beings didn’t tend to thrive in temperatures that could melt lead, but the Augments had decided that a floating colony far above the toxic landscape was a real possibility. 
 
    For a century or more it was just a dream.  Then when Sat Two had failed and the population on Mars was getting critical, they started looking at it again.  They had built a test station, a floating masterpiece held up by a gas filled canopy.  They had all watched on their viewscreens as the first men and women arrived to live there. 
 
    And they had all witnessed the horror when it had plummeted down to the planet’s surface.  No one escaped.  The Venus disaster claimed the lives of every single person on board. 
 
    Was the sleeping Augment responsible for the deaths of all those people?  Did it matter?  It certainly mattered to Hester.  But Tolly couldn’t even remember it, and they were meant to be focusing on the present, not a disaster from the past.  The events on Venus had nothing to do with the problems on Mars.  And they were quite enough to be going on with. 
 
    Hester wrestled with her thoughts all night until her alarm woke her.  She slapped at her datapad to turn off the beeping but it didn’t stop.  She rubbed her eyes and stood up, wincing at the pain in her back.  It wasn’t her pad that was making the noise.  What could it be? 
 
    The panel next to the door lit up.  She could make out the grinning face of Cortez. 
 
    “Shit.  Tolly, wake up.” 
 
    The Augment grunted and turned over.  Hester looked around, looking for something, then grabbed the water next to her bed. 
 
    “What the hell?” Tolly gasped as the water splashed all over his face. 
 
    “I’ve got company.  A guy who works for the Merchants is here.  He probably wants money.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they think I owe them.  Listen, I don’t have time to explain, but I think it would be better if he doesn’t see an Augment in my bed, don’t you?” 
 
    “Right.” Tolly looked around the room and hid in the only space available, the tiny closet.  At least Hester’s clothes didn’t take up much room. 
 
    By now Cortez was slamming his palm against the door.  Hester took a deep breath then pulled it open. 
 
    “Thought I was going to have to break it down,” the man said, giving her a wide, predatory grin. 
 
    Hester’s patience was wearing thin. “Can we skip the tough guy act?  How about you just tell me what it is you want.” 
 
    Cortez’s lip wobbled. “Hey, I’m in charge here.” 
 
    “Right.  You’re in charge.  But you’ve been sent to ask for something, so just do it.” 
 
    He sniffed. “My friends want you to do them a favor.” 
 
    “I’m kind of busy right now,” Hester said.  It was true: being an imposter, sheltering an Augment and saving mankind did fill up her schedule. 
 
    “Shut up.  They want you to move a package from Alcedine to the main colony.  You will collect the package in one hour.” 
 
    “An hour?  You can’t expect me to…” 
 
    “You will make sure that any record of the package is removed from the net.  My friends know you have the necessary expertise.” 
 
    Hester shook her head. “I need more time.” 
 
    “Here is the package number.  Ask for it at reception.  It is small enough to carry.” 
 
    “Let me guess: you’re not going to tell me what’s inside.” 
 
    Cortez tilted his head to one side. “What do you think?” 
 
    “And if I don’t do it?” 
 
    “What was the phrase they used?  Oh yeah, the Merchants will burn your life away.  They will take everything you have and tear it into pieces and leave what’s left for the Augments.  I think that was the gist of it.” 
 
    “I have no choice then.  Tell them it’ll be done.  Oh, and Cortez?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The Merchants need me.  They don’t need you.  First chance I get I am going to make your life hell.” 
 
    She slammed the door shut and leaned against it. 
 
    After a few minutes Tolly opened the door. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to Alcedine,” he said. 
 
    “I am.  You’re not.  If they see you there you will be in deep shit.” 
 
    Tolly shivered. “I still need to find out what’s going on.  I mean, if you’re right that I was only meant to lose a week.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m right.” 
 
    “Then you need to tell me everything.  Right now.” 
 
    Hester flicked on her datapad. “I will.  Just give me five minutes to disable the communications tracking between the colony and Alcedine.  And maybe set up a decoy program so they don’t start investigating what’s gone wrong.” 
 
    “You can do that in five minutes?” 
 
    Hester smiled.  She would never get tired of surprising an Augment. “Did I not tell you?  The reason I got into trouble with the Merchants in the first place is that I am a totally brilliant hacker.  Terrible poet, awesome hacker.” 
 
    “Poet?” 
 
    “Ah, you don’t remember.  Well, let me remind you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Unbelievable.  After Hester left to pick up the Merchant’s package, Tolly sat and stared at the mottled wall of the apartment.  One week, that was all he was meant to have lost.  And they stole a hundred years from him. 
 
    He checked his hormone levels.  They were terrible.  When Hester had started talking about the past week the pain had been so bad that Tolly had simply jacked all his happy hormones up to the max.  He had had to disable the fail safes and he knew there would be consequences.  He had deliberately kept his hands by his sides when Hester was talking so as not to worry her.  Now he lifted them upwards. 
 
    His right arm moved quickly into position, but his left was sluggish and when he held out his hand it trembled.  Permanent nerve damage, most likely.  Possibly it could be fixed if the technology in this century was good enough.  But only if he stopped the damage from continuing, and he wasn’t prepared to do that. 
 
    He had to hope that he would be able to find out what the hell was going on with the Augments and the Merchants on Mars before he either died or was left the brain equivalent of algae soup. 
 
    He reached over for Hester’s console.  Just before she left, she had told him that someone had sent her a datastick with a map of Mars.  And this had been before they had even met.  Tolly couldn’t quite puzzle that one out, but he knew he had to take a look.  Hester had already plugged the datastick in so he just had to load it up. 
 
    When the map appeared he almost laughed at the simplicity of it.  As an Augmented Cartographer he was used to streams of data that enveloped every one of his senses.  This was like something from before the space age.  The only features were physical geography: contours to indicate height, symbols that showed relevant rock formations and human habitations.  And yet there was something beautifully simple about it. 
 
    There was no question that the map was of Mars, and the Mars of the present day judging by the size of the area taken up by the colony.  He panned across to the place that Hester had mentioned.  The dark spot of Mars.  Sure enough there was the footprint of a large complex, one made up of several geometric shapes.  The central building was a rectangle that slightly curved at one end.  There was something familiar about it, but Tolly wasn’t sure what.  Probably just another remnant of his lost life. 
 
    A wave of anger swept over him, so strong that he had to clamp his jaw shut to keep from screaming.  How dare they!  The Council had stolen a hundred years of his life!  It was a form of murder, an erasing of a person.  They had maimed him and they would not get away with it.  His whole body trembled with a white-hot fury.  What was it that thug had said to Hester?  Burn her life away.  That was what he would do.  He would burn through their lives and leave behind nothing but ash. 
 
    “I’m back!  Oh no, what happened?” Hester had walked in just as he had let out a roar of pure anger.  He fought to get back under control. 
 
    “Nothing.  I mean… It is unimportant.  Did you get your package?” 
 
    Hester looked like she was going to keep questioning him but then she simply shrugged. “I got it.” She waved a metal case that was about the size of a console. “Now I just have to wait for the delivery details.” 
 
    “How did you get it through the scanners?” The Augments took the security of Alcedine very seriously, which wasn’t surprising considering how many attempts had been made to kill them.  There were advanced scans for any person or thing entering or leaving the Tower. 
 
    “Not a problem when the package is on the system already, and I took care of it before I left.  It went through the fast track channel, only minimal scanning.  I just had to show them the code.  That’s the hacker’s trick: use their own system and people will believe anything you tell them.” 
 
    “How exactly does a kid from Sat Three work out how to hack the Augment’s own software.” 
 
    “Well, for one thing there’s not much else to do on that floating cesspit.  Oh, and I’m twenty-five so not exactly a kid.  We haven’t all lived for nearly four hundred years.” 
 
    Tolly’s shoulders twitched. “I can’t believe I told you that.” 
 
    “You didn’t have a choice.  Now I think we should get out of here.  I’m going to keep hold of the package, but there’s no way I’m just going to sit about in my room with it.” 
 
    “Why not?” Was that a tremor starting in his left leg?  Tolly hoped he would still be able to walk when he brought the Council to its knees. 
 
    “Because there’s a chance that this might be a set-up.  I have no idea what’s in this thing, and its sealed shut.  If it’s something highly illegal and they tip off the Augments…” 
 
    “They will kick you off the planet.” 
 
    “A hundred years ago maybe.  Now the penalty would probably be five years labor in the mines.  Times have changed.” 
 
    “Not that much.” 
 
    “I guess you better come with me, just in case.” 
 
    Tolly managed to nod.  He stood up and was glad to see that his legs were still working. 
 
    “Alright,” Hester moved towards the door. “I know somewhere we can keep out of sight for a while.  I just hope he’s ok with me bringing a friend.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should involve anyone else in this.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Tolly hesitated. 
 
    “You still don’t trust me?  After everything I told you?” 
 
    “My brain is a hundred years in the past.  Is it surprising I am finding this hard to process?  And besides, your actions are not consistent.  You told me that I knocked you out, kidnapped you and then you decided to help me?” 
 
    “What can I say?” Hester shrugged. “I’m impulsive and I make poor decisions.” 
 
    “That certainly seems to be true.” 
 
    “Hey, if it wasn’t for my bad decision making you would still be thinking you wanted to erase yourself.” Hester poked him in the chest. “You know the Old Tolly thought I was great.  And he said I was an excellent poet.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Wow.  Your apartment is huge.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Derek said as he showed them into a long low living room dominated by an enormous sofa. “I must admit when I invited you, I imagined you’d be coming alone.  Now, who is your friend.” 
 
    “Tolly.  He’s an Augment.” 
 
    “Hello Tolly.  Yes, I can see that.  Can I ask what he is doing here?” 
 
    Hester sighed.  She was kind of on edge.  She was still carrying a package that was probably full of something very illegal, and she was worried about Tolly.  He had started limping and his left arm was hanging down by his side.  But what worried her the most was that he was trying to pretend he was fine. 
 
    And now she had to explain things to Derek and she was just too tired. 
 
    “Please, I’m not very good at asking for help.  And I know you’ve already gone out of your way to help me today.  But I need just a little more.  Let us stay with you for a few hours until I find out where I have to send this package.  Then you’ll never see me again.  Promise.” 
 
    “You do realize that I actually enjoy spending time with you, don’t you?” 
 
    Hester filed that away under the category of ‘interesting, will think about later’. 
 
    Derek shrugged in resignation. “Maybe I should get your friend a glass of water.” He disappeared off through a door to what must have been a separate kitchen.  He really was rich. 
 
    Tolly stood in the middle of the room staring into space.  Hester touched his arm. 
 
    “You don’t look too good.” 
 
    “Side effects of the treatment.  It’s not as bad as it looks.” Tolly managed to look her in the eye but she could see his muscles were still rigid with tension. “Who is your friend anyway?” 
 
    “He’s an actor.  You know, from the movies.  A kind of lousy one to be honest.” 
 
    “Does he spend his life in the symgym.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.  The muscles.  They are pretty impressive.  Do you like him?” Hester gave Tolly a wink. 
 
    “You mean a sexual attraction?  I’m an Augment.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Augments are sexless.  It’s part of the process.” 
 
    Hester laughed softly. “Not all of them.  Come on, let’s check out this viewscreen.  It’s bigger than my entire apartment on Sat Three.” 
 
    Derek handed them each a glass of water. 
 
    “Can we watch something?” 
 
    “As long as it’s not one of mine,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Actually,” Hester said, “have you got a copy of the one about the miners.” 
 
    “It’s not finished yet.  But I’ve got some footage of the interviews I did.” 
 
    Hester turned to Tolly. “It might be a good thing, jog some of your memories of the early days of the Mars colony.” 
 
    “Why not,” the Augment replied, but Hester wondered if he had even heard her.  Still, he took a seat on the sofa and slumped down until his head was on his chest. 
 
    “What’s in the package?” Derek asked. 
 
    “No idea.  Probably best if you forget you’ve ever seen it.” 
 
    “Just like you asked me to forget about everything that dead woman said?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As Derek loaded up the video files Hester turned around to check on Tolly. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said when he caught her staring.  If looking like he was going to pass out at any second was fine, they she guessed he was. 
 
    “I never got a chance to ask you,” Hester said. “Why did you suddenly come and find me.  I mean, when I first tried to tell you about the memory erasure you thought I was lying.  What changed your mind?” 
 
    “I got sent some pictures.  They were from my… lost years.  The last one was of you and I just before I had the procedure.” 
 
    Hester’s eyes widened. “Someone took a picture of us?  Who?  No one knew that I was helping you.  Damn it Tolly, you could have mentioned this earlier.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I am… functioning at a sub-optimum level.” 
 
    “No shit,” she groaned. “Someone knows that we are working together.  Just who the hell could that be?  I never even met you before yesterday.  Can I see the pictures?” 
 
    “Sure.  They’re on this.” He handed over a datastick. 
 
    “That’s the one I gave you.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.  I’ve got that one in my other pocket.” He placed the second datastick beside the other one on the table.  And stared. 
 
    “They’re the same.” 
 
    Hester frowned. “I guess they might be a common type.  Although I’ve never seen a green one before.” 
 
    Derek picked up the two devices, then he stood up and walked out of the room. 
 
    Hester and Tolly shared a confused glance, but the actor returned immediately.  He was holding a third identical datastick. 
 
    “Now wait just a minute,” Hester said. “You have nothing to do with all this, how come you’ve got one of them?” 
 
    “It was sitting right on that table five days ago.  No idea how they got in.  And it seems like I received mine before either of you, so you don’t need to pretend like I’m an outsider.” 
 
    “All right, what was on your stick?” 
 
    Derek grinned. “You’ll like this.  Minutes of the Augment Council.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Tolly said. 
 
    “Want to bet?  Why don’t we watch it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The first clue that the recording of the Augment Council was illegal was the camera angle.  It had clearly been filmed from just under the table.  Mainly the footage was of people from the neck down, although they did sometimes come into view.  The audio, however, was perfectly clear. 
 
    Tolly sat forward until he was just inches away from the viewscreen.  It had been well over a hundred years since he’d entered the Council chamber, but it still looked exactly the same.  It was situated at the top of the Alcedine Tower with the most spectacular view of Mars from its plexiglass dome ceiling. 
 
    I remember it being built, he thought.  I remember when we first walked into the dome, we cowered in case we had got the engineering wrong and the whole thing shattered leaving us to shrivel and die in the Mars atmosphere.  It was better when we had feared our limitations. 
 
    Along with the Augments that were physically present, those in the Council chamber had been joined by holographic projections of Augments from other colonies.  One of them was familiar. 
 
    “Tolly, that’s you!” 
 
    “I know.” The sight of his own projected figure had caused him less pain than he might have imagined.  It was merely like being punched in the jaw.  So far, after the stabbing pains of the day before, his mind had seemed to settle into a dull throb.  But Tolly knew the damage was still being done.  Sometimes he had to drag his leg along behind him now when he walked, and for a brief ten-minute period earlier one side of his face had gone numb.  If they didn’t do something soon he would be totally incapable of stopping whatever the Augments and the Merchants were up to. 
 
    The people in the chamber began to speak. 
 
    “We are here to vote on the motion before the Chamber.” Tolly did not recognize this voice, it must be a new Augment, as in someone younger than one hundred.  “Should the life of an Augment be limited or should we retain the status quo.  You have already had adequate time to consider the proposals.  Today we will take the vote.” 
 
    Tolly felt a rush of familiarity even though the specific scene was new to him.  How many votes had he participated in over the years?  The Augments still prided themselves on their democracy, and it was part of the reason they had survived for so long.  In the last hundred years – the century that he could remember, that is – he had stopped turning up for many of them.  He had let himself become too isolated, that was the problem.  But with this topic, there was no chance he would ever have missed the vote. 
 
    “Let us go around each Augment in turn.  For or against.  Then an iris scan.  Proceed.  Those who originated the two sides are exempt.” 
 
    The ‘yes’s and ‘no’s were almost equal when Tolly’s flickering hologram came into view.  To his annoyance, the camera skipped past him before he said a word.  That could only mean he responsible for making the case for one side or the other.  Well, at least he knew which side that was: he hadn’t changed completely in a hundred years, he was sure of it. 
 
    “I wonder when this was,” Tolly said, half to himself. “If only I could remember.” 
 
    Tolly had lost track of the count by the time the vote went around the room, but those present on the video clearly hadn’t.  There were murmurs of discontent before they even got to the last speakers. 
 
    “The vote is in.  In favor of the motion: twenty-eight.  Against: twenty-three.  Motion passed.” 
 
    The murmur grew louder and one Augment stood up.  Somehow Tolly was not surprised to see it was Rowhan. 
 
    “I object to the validity of the vote.  In a case such as this every Augment has a say.  The Council should wait until we have heard from each one of us in turn.” 
 
    A second voice spoke, and the bolt of pain that assaulted his spinal column told him that it was his earlier self. 
 
    “We have the personal votes of two-thirds of all the Augments.  The Council’s responsibility is to speak for all of us.  Procedure has been followed.” 
 
    “I agree,” the first speaker said. “The vote stands.” 
 
    The camera cut off and the screen went black. 
 
    The actor spoke up. “I had no idea why someone sent it to me, but I wondered if it might have something to do with the miners.  They are always in conflict with the Augments.  Of course, this was before I met Hester.” He turned to Tolly, “I guess you might be upset to learn they were going to let you die.” 
 
    Tolly turned to him in surprise. “Of course not.  I have been campaigning for two centuries to remove the life augmentation part of our biological reprogramming.  I’m certain that I was the one that put the case in favor of limiting our lives.” 
 
    “But… Hester told me you were really old.” 
 
    The girl fidgeted. “Not exactly how old, I didn’t tell him that.” 
 
    “I am old.  That means I am ideally placed to know how dangerous a long life is.  Augments should not live for three centuries.  We are, at bottom, human beings and a human was never meant to live long enough to see tens of generations of friends live and die.  It… does something to the brain.” 
 
    “So you wanted the vote to go through?” 
 
    “Yes.  Even though I can’t remember it I can say that for certain.” 
 
    The actor stroked his chin in thought. “Isn’t this all a bit of a coincidence?  We all received these datasticks before we even met.” 
 
    Tolly massaged his neck to try to ease the knots out of it. “It does seem incredible.  I would very much like to know who sent us the information.” 
 
    “And why,” Hester added. “What does the Augment’s decision on prolonging life have to do with the Merchant’s building a base on Mars?” 
 
    She looked at him for an answer, but his brain was too foggy to find one. “I don’t know.  But we need to find out soon.” 
 
    “Before the Augments catch us?” 
 
    “Yes, that.  But also because I am dying.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “You’re dying?” Hester stared at Tolly who gave her the unreadable expression that only an Augment could manage. 
 
    “Judging by my vital signs I may not manage another twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “But… there must be a way we can help you?” 
 
    Tolly shrugged. “The only way to stop the neurological damage is to stop investigating what I lost when they took my memory.  The bigger the brain wipe, the bigger the risk to life.  And a hundred years is a pretty big wipe.  I won’t stop searching for the memories and that means that at the current rate of decay I have around a day left.” 
 
    Hester bit her lip.  She couldn’t consider the Augment a friend, but he had been… what?  A fellow outcast?  At least her life seemed to make a little more sense when he was there.  It seemed inconceivable that he was just going to let himself die. 
 
    “What can we do?” She asked. 
 
    “We need to move quickly.  The Augment in the video who argued against the life limit is called Rowhan.  He’s the head of the Council and he is the one who sent me for the brain wipe.  He is the connection we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    Hester shook her head. “We’re still missing too much information.  What has this video got to do with the Merchant base?  It must all come back to that somehow.” 
 
    There was a beeping sound from her datapad. 
 
    “Crap.  I have to deliver this parcel.  And it’s got to go to… hang on, where is Hangar Five?  It’s not showing up on the colony locator.” 
 
    “It’s not part of the colony.  It’s in between here and the old mines.  You can get a shuttle but there’s hardly anything there.  It’s a refueling point.” 
 
    “Well that’s great.  Why would someone want something delivered there?” 
 
    “It’s out of the way.  And the shielding is poor so the Augment’s spy satellites can’t see in.  The signal is terrible so communications don’t work either.” 
 
    “Perfect.  Look, I better get going.” 
 
    Both men stood up. 
 
    “Not alone,” Tolly said, just as Derek said: 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “Listen guys, I spent ten years as a smuggler on Sat Three.  I played the Merchant gangs off one another and survived a hell of a lot of trouble.  I’m not scared of delivering a package.” 
 
    Tolly ignored her and turned to Derek. “You will go with her?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Hester yelled, but the Augment simply held up one finger. 
 
    “I will not have time to explain everything we have been through to someone else if you do not come back.  You are necessary and you must be protected.  This is no reflection on your abilities.  I am sure you will adequately take care of yourself, but you should take back up.  Just in case.” 
 
    “But then you will be on your own.  What if you –” 
 
    “Die?  Then at least you will be able to carry on without me.  And if you can’t do that then you should both get on the next shuttle out of orbit.  This is not the time to be a hero.” 
 
    “Heroes always say that,” said Derek with his best actor’s grin. 
 
    “Just try not to slow me down,” Hester said, still not happy that she was being babysat. 
 
    “Heroes always say that too.” 
 
    “Will you try and get some rest?” Hester asked Tolly.  His skin was so pale he could see the threads of blue veins creeping up his neck. 
 
    “Do I look like I can do anything else?” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle ride to Hangar Five was just long enough for Hester to fall asleep so that when they arrived she felt groggy and sulky. 
 
    “You’re cute when you snore,” Derek said as they walked into the Hangar but she pretended she didn’t hear him.  Despite what Tolly had said she wished the actor hadn’t come.  She had been a smuggler long enough to know that it was easier to escape from a bad situation when you only had yourself to worry about. 
 
    Anxiety pushed her forward.  This wasn’t how she liked to operate.  Back on Sat Three the reason she had been so successful had been her preparation.  She knew every system in and out so that when the time came to hack into them she had mitigated every possible risk.  Now she was going in blind.  And if she screwed up it wouldn’t just be her that was in danger. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to wait back at the shuttle station?” 
 
    “Not going to happen.” 
 
    The came out of a long corridor into the hangar itself.  It was underground, like most structures on Mars.  It seemed to be some sort of dumping ground for old machinery.  There were massive drills that must have been used in long closed mines.  Vehicles that were twice Hester’s height were covered in dust and looked like they hadn’t been driven in decades.  When they got closer Hester could see that many of the smaller pieces of metal had been stripped from them and they were little more than skeletons.  Everything could be reused somewhere. 
 
    “Where did you arrange the delivery?” 
 
    “They just said the rear of the hangar, so we just keep walking.” 
 
    Derek moved closer to her and they kept striding forward.  The further they walked, the dimmer the hangar became.  Hester looked over her shoulder.  They had been the only people to get off the shuttle at this stop, and there didn’t seem to be anyone else around. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” she said softly. 
 
    “We could go back?  Is this really worth risking your life for?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I’m not going back.  If they wanted to kill me, Cortez could have done it any time.  I need to get as much information on what’s going on here as I can.  Especially as Tolly might not have much time left.” 
 
    “What’s the story with you two anyway.  Are you… an item?” 
 
    “What?  You’re asking me that now?  Don’t you think we have bigger things to worry about?” 
 
    “I find my libido distracts me from thinking about our impending deaths.” 
 
    Hester stopped and put her hand on his arm. “You should go.  Honestly, Derek, you are not cut out for this.  I’ll be fine, but there’s a good chance you might not make it out of this alive.  There is no shame in going home.” 
 
    Derek put his hand on hers for a second, then pulled it away. “You really think so little of me?  Come on, this place is huge but I can see the rear walls.  We’re nearly there.” 
 
    He turned away and started to walk. 
 
    “Derek?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There is no story with Tolly.  We are not an item.  Just so you know.” 
 
    He turned around with a smile and at that moment she spotted the glint of metal and a voice called out from the gloom: 
 
    “Are you armed?” 
 
    The sound echoed around the empty hangar. 
 
    “No.  I have only brought my delivery.” 
 
    “And your friend?” 
 
    “He is unarmed.  We just want to hand over the package and go.” 
 
    “Walk forward.” 
 
    Hester moved slowly, trying to give herself time to think.  There must be a way that she could gain some sort of control of the situation, but she just couldn’t see it yet. 
 
    “Stop there.” 
 
    A man emerged from behind an old tanker truck.  He walked towards them with a long, slow stride.  He was tall and his face was etched with tattoos.  Hester had never seen him before, but she could tell from Derek’s intake of breath that he knew exactly who this was. 
 
    “Please hand over the package.” 
 
    Hester hesitated.  She looked around once more.  She couldn’t see anyone else in the hangar, but the room was full of perfect hiding places to stage an ambush.  Still, what other choice did she have?  She walked over and held out the package to the stranger. 
 
    The guy opened up the box with a swipe of his palm, then spun it around to show her.  It was empty. 
 
    “I… I don’t understand,” Hester said. 
 
    “We didn’t need anything delivered.  What we wanted was the courier.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Tolly had no intention of simply sitting in a room waiting to die.  He had lived for so long and he had always imagined embracing death. but somehow his body was still clinging on to those final moments. 
 
    He allowed himself a smile at that.  Perhaps there was more of the human left in him that he had thought.  H-men always clung to life to the bitter end, and he supposed he was just doing the same. 
 
    Ever since he had learned that he had not gone willingly into the brain wipe, he had found a renewed purpose.  One that he would not have shared with the poet or her pretty but dumb boyfriend.  He didn’t tell them because it was entirely selfish.  Yes, he wanted to discover what the Augments were doing with regards to the Merchant base.  But what he really wanted was revenge. 
 
    He grinned again and reached up to feel his exposed teeth.  How strange it was when you turned off your augmented safeguards.  Your face could betray you with a single gesture.  And the thought of getting revenge made him smile.  Not many murdered men got the change to avenge themselves while they were still alive. 
 
    Tolly forced himself up from the massive sofa and lurched towards the door.  He had pins and needles in both his feet, but he was doing his best to ignore it.  At least his head had cleared a little, and he would need all his faculties for where he was going. 
 
    The shuttle to Alcedine was silent.  There were no other Augments, just wary looking h-men who wouldn’t meet his eye.  Tolly felt a flash of irritation at this.  When he had been in charge, Augments had been the equals of h-men they certainly hadn’t been feared.  As he stared out of the window his mind floated backwards three centuries: 
 
      
 
    “I will be dead by the end of today,” his father said. 
 
    Tolly did not hold the old man’s hand.  He was an Augment.  He had no need for outward shows of emotion.  Instead he simply nodded his assent.  Yes, his father would be dead soon. 
 
    “You were my first child,” his father said, in the rasping voice that Tolly had began to associate with illness and death.  “I created you as an Augment, to give humanity hope.  To show them that their lives could extend beyond the cramped, pointless existence on the satellites.” 
 
    Tolly nodded.  “This was true.” 
 
    “But I made a mistake.” 
 
    Tolly leaned forward, sure that the old man had misspoken. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wanted to prolong life, but I went to far.  Death is the price we have to pay for the sweetness of life.  Without death we can not learn to love life for what it gives us.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “You Augments live too long.  You will watch every person you know grow old and die, and that knowledge hardens something inside of you.  It is not the augmentation process that strips the Augments of their humanity.  It is the loss of death.” 
 
    “You are wrong.” 
 
    “Ah, you are young still.” 
 
    “I am eighty years old.” 
 
    “Wait until you are dying, then you will understand.  And you must make the others understand.  All the children I have created.  You must teach them how to die.” 
 
    Tolly’s hands had clenched into fists then and he had nearly hit the old man.  That was before he had learned to entirely control his augmented emotions.  Instead he looked deep into the man’s eyes. 
 
    “You have turned off your augmentations,” Tolly said. “That is why you are not making sense.” 
 
    “No.  I was never a true Augment, just a man who experimented on himself.  That is why I am able to tell you what you know but won’t admit to yourself.  You will understand eventually, Tolly.  You are the cleverest of them, but also the most human.” 
 
    “You insult me,” Tolly said, but the speech had exhausted his father.  He had fallen into a deep sleep from which he would never wake up. 
 
      
 
    The shuttle eased into Alcedine station.  Straight into the lion’s den, wasn’t that the old expression?  It was a shame he had no idea what a lion was. 
 
    He walked over to the front desk. 
 
    “I wish to speak to Rowhan.” 
 
    The young male Augment nodded. “You have an appointment.” 
 
    “Tell him Tolly is here to see him.” 
 
    The receptionist looked about to argue, then lifted a radio. 
 
    Satisfied, Tolly walked over to a bench and sat down.  He was so weary and it was becoming harder and harder to separate past and present.  Perhaps he could just rest his eyes for a moment. 
 
    When he opened them, he saw a face full of hostility. 
 
    “Why are you here, Augment?” Cybill, Rowhan’s assistant glared at him from under lowered eyebrows. 
 
    “I want to speak to Rowhan.” 
 
    “He is busy.  You should be resting.  Go home.” 
 
    The new part of Tolly, the animal that was baying for blood wanted to throttle Cybill where they stood.  He struggled to keep himself under control. 
 
    “I will not go home.  Fetch me Rowhan.” 
 
    A momentary loss of control saw Cybill raise their eyebrows.  For a moment the Augment said nothing.  Then they nodded. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Cybill led him down a flight of stairs and along a corridor.  It wasn’t until they entered the room that Tolly realized they must be somewhere near where he had taken Hester.  He couldn’t remember where exactly, but the picture on the screen was of somewhere nearby.  A strange coincidence. 
 
    Only… was it a coincidence?  When Cybill turned to face him there was a something in their expression that hadn’t been there before.  A sort of recognition.  They know, Tolly thought.  Somehow, they know what I am here to do. 
 
    “You do not need to protect him,” Tolly said. “Rowhan, I mean.  I know what he did to me.  I will not let him get away with it and if you stand in my way, I will destroy you too.” 
 
    Cybill sighed, then collapsed into the chair with their head in their hands. “Why would I stand in your way?” They spoke in a voice that was smaller, but also… more human. “Why would I do that when I am the one who has been pushing you forward all along.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    It was an ambush.  Only there were no armed men, no team of Merchants ready to drag her off to some punishment mine.  Just the man in front of her, smiling. 
 
    “Who are you?” Hester asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell her, Hawk?” 
 
    Hester turned to the actor.  His normally perfect skin had turned pale and blotchy.  Derek didn’t meet her eyes; instead he stared at the stranger. 
 
    “This is Ant T. Fisher,” Derek said in a low voice. “He is head of the biggest gang of miners on Mars.  And he also works for the Merchants.” 
 
    “No, no.  The Merchants work for me.” 
 
     Hester was getting a sinking feeling in her stomach.  She wished Derek would look at her, but he kept staring straight ahead. 
 
    “How do you know him?” Hester asked. 
 
    “Business associates,” Derek said. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that is not the whole story?” 
 
    “She’s a clever one, Hawk.  But then we knew that already.  Clever enough to fake her way into a job on Mars.  Kind of impressive, if we hadn’t created the job for you in the first place.” 
 
    “You… what?” 
 
    “Well, the logistics were worked out by my friends at Alcedine Tower.  And it was Hawk here who came up with the Poet Laureate idea.  Genius, wasn’t it?  We knew that you would be dying to apply, and sure enough you did.  Never imagined the poetry would be so awful though.” 
 
    Hester felt his words like physical blows, but she gritted her teeth, refusing to show how much they hurt.  As for Derek…  
 
    “You’re part of all this.” 
 
    “A small part,” he said, finally looking at her. “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “To hurt me?  Now I’m sure you’ve said that in a hundred movies.  How about this time you just don’t bother.” 
 
    White-hot shame burned inside her.  She had introduced Tolly to this guy!  Risked the Augment’s life for what?  Some kind words and a six pack.  Damn! 
 
    “Well, this is fun,” Fisher said. “But we do have work to do.  Can I ask you to follow me, Hester?  I could force you, of course, but let’s be civilized.  One businessperson to another.” 
 
    Go to the Earth’s frozen core, Hester thought, but she nodded instead. 
 
    “You can leave now, Hawk,” Fisher said, dismissing the actor with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “I’d like to stay,” Derek said, shooting a pitiful look at Hester.  She turned away. 
 
    “Sorry, kiddo, mum and dad have work to do.  Off you go.” 
 
    After one more look, Derek turned and started to walk back to the shuttle.  He didn’t look like the weary hero heading for home anymore.  He looked like a minor character, cut from the film for being irrelevant to the plot.  And good riddance, Hester thought. 
 
    “Time to see the secret heart of Mars,” Fisher said, linking his arm through hers as if they were going for a date. “Get ready for all your wishes to come true.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Tolly’s brain was not working fast enough to process what Cybill was trying to tell him. 
 
    “You are the one that has been trying to expose the Augments?” 
 
    “Not just the Augments.  The Merchants too.” 
 
    “But… why?  Why would you…” Tolly’s left leg collapsed under him and he fell to the floor in a tumble of limbs.  Cybill rushed over to help. 
 
    “I’m ok.” He had managed a sort of half sitting half lying pose. “I don’t want to try standing again yet.” 
 
    “They really screwed you up, didn’t they,” Cybill said in an awed tone. 
 
    “Was it you that sent the datasticks?” 
 
    Cybill nodded.  Their eyes darted from left to right.  They had almost as poor a handle on their emotions as Tolly did. 
 
    “You sent them to me and to Hester and the actor guy as well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you know that we would meet?” 
 
    “I didn’t.  Yours weren’t the only datasticks I sent out.  I gave out twenty or thirty to people on the fringes, people who might be able to stand up to the Council.” Cybill talked in a flood of syllables, as if afraid the words might injure them. “I targeted outcasts like yourselves, people who had reason to distrust the Augments.  My plan was to drip feed information and then call everyone together to present the evidence.  If it had only been me standing up against them, I would have failed.  But with others… But it all moved too quickly.  Only the three of you showed any potential for rebellion.” 
 
    “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  Rowhan had become a monster.  I tried to make him realize, but he couldn’t see it.  He got to the point where the whole of humanity could burn as long as the Augments survived.” 
 
    “But you don’t think like that.  You are different from all the other Augments.” 
 
    “No.  Only the ones who have forgotten where they came from.  That’s the problem with the augmentation process.  They want you to forget who you were.  I remembered.  Then, once the process was complete, I went back to see my family.  The family that had supported me all through my transition to non-binary.  The most accepting, loving people.  And they were scared of me.  My parents could barely look me in the eye.  My sister hid under the bed.  I was the creature from her nightmares.  And do you know what the worst of it was?” 
 
    “I can guess,” Tolly replied, his voice low and rasping. “The worst was you didn’t care.” 
 
    “That’s right.  I wanted to be sad that they hated me, but each time my brain tried to grieve those augmented hormones just kicked right back in and I was fine.  An emotionless robot, but fine.  It took me nearly a decade to work out how to turn off the worst of the augmented areas of my brain, but by then my parents were dead and the rest of my family had moved on.  I went back to being a normal Augment, but I never forgot.” 
 
    Tolly nodded.  There was nothing in Cybill’s words that he hadn’t thought himself.  But was that enough to trust them? 
 
    “Tell me about the base the Merchant’s built.” 
 
    Cybill wrung their hands together. “I still don’t know everything.  But the reason I started investigating in the first place is that it is all linked to the Venus disaster.” 
 
    Tolly couldn’t hold in the cry of pain. “That damned memory.  That’s the one that hurts the most, worse than anything about Mars.  But it was ten years ago.  I don’t remember it, but Hester told me.  Surely if they were so scared of that memory they would have removed it at the time.  So what’s the connection to now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  But that memory, I won’t use the name, that memory is something to do with why the Augments allowed the Merchants to build on Mars.  It’s like the Merchants know something about Ve… the thing that gives them a hold over the Council.  I’m the closest person to Rowhan, I’m sure of it, but when he met with the Merchant’s it was only the oldest Augments that were allowed to attend.  And they’ve kept their secrets to themselves.” 
 
    “They’re good at that,” Tolly said.  He noticed in a detached sort of way that he could taste blood, although he wasn’t sure where it was coming from.  Time, he needed more time. 
 
    Cybill checked their datapad. “I need to get back before Rowhan gets suspicious.  Listen, you nearly ruined everything by coming here.  At some point the Council will work out what I’ve been doing.  You need to stop them before its too late for all of us.  I don’t know exactly what is happening with the Merchant’s mine, but the Augments have been talking about ‘necessary losses’.  Sounds to me like they are going to push humanity out onto broken ice once again.  I know who you are, Augment.  You have a responsibility to the h-men, and to the rest of us.  It has to be you that stops them.” 
 
    Tolly wanted to say he was too broken even to try, but he nodded instead.  What good would it do to kill Cybill’s hope? 
 
    “I will stop Rowhan,” he replied. “By the end of today it will be over.” For one of us at least, Tolly thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Hester Dousainy never learned a single damned thing.  That was what the first and only Poet Laureate of Mars was thinking would be her epitaph as she travelled deep into the heart of the Merchant’s base on Mars.  She had been fifteen when she had first been caught trying to outsmart the Merchants and now here she was, ten years later, in the exact same situation. 
 
    Except that ten years ago they had been lenient.  She had only been forced to return the fuel stabilizers that she had stolen from the dopey old supply manager’s cupboard.  Of course, what the Merchants hadn’t realized was that the entire robbery had been a set up.  What she had really been after was the new code to the lock.  She knew that the manager would change it as soon as she broke it, and the little recording device she had hidden there just before she got caught had worked perfectly.  For the next six years she could come and go into the supply room without anyone ever realizing.  That had been a good day. 
 
    But still.  That was the heart of the problem.  Because she was good at some things, like hacking into communications software or working out the psychology of lazy old men, she always got complacent.  Overconfidence, she was slowly beginning to learn, was worse than no confidence at all. 
 
    “Nearly there,” Fisher said, a little too close to her ear.  Hester shuffled further along the seat.  Was there a direct correlation between people who came into your personal space and general villainy?   She had decided there was. 
 
    With a pang her mind went back to Derek.  Yes, he’d seemed to be a bit of handsome fool, but she had never expected him to be a proper bad guy.  She had let her judgement become clouded.  Ever since her stupid plan to get herself to Mars she had dropped her guard.  And look where it had got her. 
 
    “We’re here.  I suggest you follow me closely.  This area is still under construction.” 
 
    A security guard with some sort of stun gun barred their way for a second, but Fisher scanned his palm and the man moved aside. 
 
    “I suggest you do not try anything stupid like running off,” Fisher said, “the guards are rather trigger happy.  We take our security very seriously on Utopia.” 
 
    “Utopia?” 
 
    “Just wait and see.” 
 
    They were walking down a gradual ramp that was lined by metal sheeting.  One or two people walked past them in overalls, but they kept their heads down, making sure they stayed out of Fisher’s way.  Interesting. 
 
    They came to a huge set of doors and this time there were two security guards.  Once again, Fisher scanned his palm.  The palm scanner would be easy enough to hack, Hester thought, but the guards would be a little trickier. 
 
    The doors slid open and Fisher held out his hand. 
 
    “After you.  Enjoy the view.” 
 
    She smelt it before she saw it.  Clean, wet air.  And then a vision of green.  Hester was standing at the edge of a central shaft, something like where they had placed the artificial sun in the Martian colony.  Except here they had recreated the Earth. 
 
    Like everyone else, Hester had spent most of her childhood lusting after the old images of Earth.  Videos of wide, grassy areas, blue seas, mountains taller than the Martian colony was deep.  As a child she had felt an almost physical ache that she could never go there.  It seemed doubly cruel to be stuck on a Satellite where she could see the Earth every day, but never go there.  The frozen, dead planet below her seemed to bear no relation to the nirvana of the past. 
 
    And now there was this place.  How had they done it?  There was even a waterfall flowing down from the top of the shaft to a pool below.  Trees reached up into the air for tens of meters, their leaves luscious and shining.  It was ludicrous.  It was beautiful. 
 
    To her embarrassment her eyes began to fill with tears.  She turned away. 
 
    “It catches some people like that the first time,” Fisher said, and Hester could have slapped him for his dismissive tone.  How dare he look upon something like this and use it to make snide jibes at her.  If she hadn’t decided what sort of man he was before, she had now. 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    “Just what it looks like.  The next stage of human habitation.  The advancements made for the colony above Venus have been reconfigured for our own private paradise.” 
 
    “People will live here?”  She would give anything to live here.  So would every other human being she had ever met. 
 
    “We built it for the Augments.  Alcedine Tower is aging badly.  They wanted a new base.  We made an agreement to build it with their assistance.” 
 
    “But… this place, just for the Augments?  They wouldn’t fill half of it.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?  The Augments have decided to expand.  They voted on it just yesterday.  Their numbers were dwindling so they are going to recruit three hundred new souls.  Those lucky few will get to enjoy everything you see before you.  And their human friends, of course.” 
 
    “The Augments on the Council are not the friends of humanity,” Hester said, although she could barely form the words.  This utopia should be available for everyone, not just the Augments.  She thought of her friends back on the Earth Sats, children dreaming of running on grass instead of aluminum.  They deserved this more than anyone. 
 
    “Why am I here?” 
 
    “We have had a security breach.  Actually, there have been minor breaches for years.  We’ve had our best techs on it but they haven’t discovered who it is.  Two years ago, we decided we needed a thief to catch a thief.” 
 
    “Two years ago?” 
 
    “Around the time you entered a certain poetry competition?” 
 
    “But how –” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain.  I want you to go after the hacker straight away.  I have a console waiting for you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Why the urgency?  I mean, you’ve already built the place.  Why are you so concerned with security right now?” 
 
    “Because we’re moving to stage three.” 
 
    “And what is stage three?” 
 
    “Power transference.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Fisher looked at his datapad. “It’s really not relevant for you.  Look, the Merchants are offering you a deal.  You find the hacker and your record is expunged.  All the smuggling, all your little youthful misdemeanors, all gone.  As easy as that.” 
 
    “And throw someone just like me onto thin ice?  No way.” 
 
    “I thought you would say that.  So I’ll throw in a little sweetener.  How about if you also get all this.” 
 
    He waved his hand at the building around them. 
 
    “You mean… you’re giving me one of the slots.  I could live here if I do what you say?” 
 
    “People would kill for less.  All we want is information on the hacker.” 
 
    People would kill for less, Hester thought.  She closed her eyes and listened to the leaves rustling in the breeze.  I would kill for this, she thought. 
 
    “All right.  My answer is yes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Tolly had reluctantly taken Cybill’s advice and left Alcedine by the next shuttle.  He hoped that the young Augment would manage to keep their cool.  But then they had managed to maintain a front for years.   
 
    At least now he knew where he had to be.  He needed to get to the Merchant base and see for himself what was going on.  The time for subtlety was over.  The tremor that started at his neck and made its way down to his toes suggested that he needed to move quickly. 
 
    He checked the datapad he had borrowed from Derek, but there was no message from Hester.  That was not surprised as he had warned her to stay off the network, but he couldn’t help wondering what had happened.  There were so many things beyond his control, and he was losing what little grip he did have on reality.  And right in the middle of it he had thrown Hester.  At least she had the actor with her.  Those muscles had to be good for something. 
 
    Cybill was another problem.  He was certain they were on the edge of giving themselves away, but there was nothing he could do for them.  At least, not directly.  When he ground his thumbs into Rowhan’s eyes, then he would think about how he was helping out the other Augment. 
 
    He checked his datapad.  When he had calculated the rate of his descent into incapacity, he had allowed himself twenty-four hours.  There were now nineteen remaining.  He decided he would return to the actor’s apartment and give Hester an hour to show up.  If she didn’t come back then it was time to find himself a shuttle and head for the Merchant base.  What was the worst that could happen?  Well, they could shoot him out of the sky, but at least that would get rid of his terrible headache. 
 
    His head was spinning as he walked, and he was struggling to stay in the present.  The worst memories were the earliest.  The memories of a child who was nothing more than human. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to go, mother.” 
 
    His mother’s face ashen and closed. 
 
    “The man will take care of you.” 
 
    A glance at his brother and sister.  Too many of them for the room on Sat One that had only ever been designed for one person. 
 
    “Don’t make me go.” 
 
    The moment when she had turned her back… 
 
      
 
    He snarled at the pain, earning him some odd looks as he shuffled past.  The h-men weren’t scared of him because he was an Augment anymore.  They were scared because he was crazy, shuffling along and talking to himself.   Give up, they were probably thinking.  What is the point in living like that? 
 
    “Not yet,” he whispered out loud. “Not time yet.  Just a little more living to do.” 
 
    Somehow, he had managed to make his way back to the actor’s apartment and now he slumped against the door, resting his head against the cool metal.  Damn it, what was the key code again.  He shrugged and pulled the panel off the wall.  An alarm sounded, but he knew these systems and he pulled out that wire too.  Then he let himself in. 
 
    He must have dozed for a while on the sofa because when he came too someone was grabbing his arm. 
 
    “Where’s –” 
 
    He didn’t have time to finish the thought before he was pushed to the side. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Derek said as he hauled Tolly onto the floor and clipped plastic restraints around his wrists. “I need a bargaining chip.  And you’re it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    The room that Hester had been placed in was hot and smelled of male sweat.  This might have been due to the two Merchant guards who were doing their best to look menacing while they stood by the door.  Fisher had disappeared, demanding ‘results within an hour’.  That was just fine.  Hester didn’t need him standing over her shoulder. 
 
    The guards too were unnecessary.  Where exactly was she going to go?  She was trapped, but strangely she was feeling better than she had done for a week.  When she had been pretending to be a poet she had never forgotten for a moment that she was a fraud.  But now, with the console in front of her, she knew exactly what she had to do, and she knew she was the best person in the solar system to do it. 
 
    And yet… She had to tread carefully.  This was her opportunity to access the secret files of the Augments and the Merchants.  Yes, she had to find the hacker, and quickly.  But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t do a little hacking of her own, while she was there.  She glanced at the reflection of the guards in the monitor.  They were looking down at the feet or up at the ceiling.  Anywhere other than her screen.  This told her that they had been hired for their muscle, not their tech skills.  In which case she should be able to do what she liked with only minor precautions. 
 
    First to take a look at the job the Merchant’s had brought her here for.  Fisher had given her a file with a list of the security breaches.  Hester scanned the list.  They were familiar.  In fact, they were a little too familiar.  One of the earliest breaches, dating back more than two years ago, was a security leak in the planetary surveillance files.  There were several maps and survey reports taken from a familiar sounding area of Mars, the Syrtis Major Planum. 
 
    Not only that, someone had accessed the surveillance system on the maintenance floor of Alcedine Tower.  Exactly where the picture of her and Tolly had been taken. 
 
    Hester massaged the knot at the back of her neck.  The hacker that Fisher and the rest of the Merchants were after was the same person who had sent them the datasticks. 
 
    A thought struck her and she scanned the list once more.  No, there was no mention of a leak of material that could coincide with the video Derek-the-asshole had been sent.  If she assumed that the datasticks were all from the same person, what did that mean?  Could they have stolen the file without being detected?  It seemed unlikely: the data that Fisher had given her suggested they had little trouble discovering the thefts after the fact, they just couldn’t work out where the attacks originated from. 
 
    So how had the other hacker got hold of the Council file.  She closed her eyes and tried to remember the video.  It had been shot from just above table height.  Almost like the person filming had been sat at the table with all the other Augments. 
 
    That was it!  The video could only have been taken by an Augment.  Well, that narrowed things down a little. 
 
    Hester’s lips moved as she scanned through more and more records.  Now that she had a piece of the puzzle, it was all starting to unravel.  The Augment’s from Mars all lived in Alcedine Tower.  The network there had some peculiar identifiers, mainly because of its upgraded security.  It meant that when Hester looked at the activities on the system at the times of the breaches she could pick out anything unusual with an Alcedine footprint. 
 
    And there it was.  Every time there was a breach from Fisher’s list there was an Alcedine code hidden away in the network stream.  The tech experts hadn’t found it because it wouldn’t have occurred to them to look for an Augment.  Without that piece of information the identifiers were lost in a galaxy of information. 
 
    Could she go further and find out which Augment was the hacker?  There were some tricks she could try.  First, she accessed the station logs of which Augments were on Mars at the time of each attack.  As there were nearly a dozen breaches over three years, that narrowed the field considerably.  Only thirty results. 
 
    If only she had a list of who was allowed to vote in the Augment Council.  Then she could have narrowed it down further.  But the most confidential Augment files must have been stored elsewhere, probably in physical storage that a hacker like, well… her, wouldn’t be able to access. 
 
    She did come across a list of dietary requirements for a certain Poet Laureate Commencement Ceremony.  This listed the names of seven Augments.  Now, was it too much of a leap to assume that the Augment that took a picture of her and Tolly together must have followed them from the ceremony?  Hester thought it was a fair gamble. 
 
    She cross-referenced these twelve with the list of thirty Augments who had been on Mars at the time of each attack.  The computer returned one name. 
 
    Hester stared at it for a fraction of a second before she clicked on something else and cleared the screen.  She glanced up at the two guards, but they seemed to be focused on their datapads.  All right.  Now she knew who the hacker was. 
 
    Cybill.  The Augment she had seen at her Commencement Ceremony.  Hadn’t they been following Rowhan around?  She found it hard to remember the different Augments, but she knew that Rowhan was the one who had arranged Tolly’s memory wipe.  So how could Cybill be the hacker? 
 
    Hester checked the time.  She had taken thirty-five minutes to find the tracker.  Now she had the rest of the hour to erase every trace of her search.  She must make sure that no one could recreate the steps she had taken.  Otherwise she would be putting Cybill in danger. 
 
    She smiled as she used the console’s security clearance to delete all the relevant traces.  As if she would ever send a fellow hacker down just to live in a pretty colony with a waterfall.  Fisher would be angry when he found out.  He might even kill her.  But she had talked her way out of trouble before, she just had to hope she could do it again. 
 
    She had burned away all evidence of Cybill within ten minutes.  She cracked her knuckles.  There was something else she wanted to check out.  Fisher had mentioned something about power transference.  Then he’d changed the subject.  Hester was enough of a fraud to know when other people were hiding something, so she did a little digging. 
 
    Nothing on the open network, but she was on site in Utopia now.  It only took five minutes to break down their security and locate Ant. S. Fisher’s personal message account.  The words ‘power transference’ brought up twenty results.  She clicked on the most recent one. 
 
    And gasped. 
 
    “You found the hacker?” One of the guards asked. 
 
    “A false alarm.  I’m nearly there,” Hester managed to say, although her throat was starting to constrict.  Power transference was exactly what it sounded like.  Utopia needed massive energy reserves to run its generators.  And now she knew where they were going to get the power from. 
 
    Hester kept herself perfectly still.  She didn’t want the guards to see her anger.  She checked the time.  Now she had ten minutes for her own pleasure.  Time to cause a little trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “You are a terrible human being, do you know that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Derek said. “I am aware of that.” 
 
    “Hester will kill you,” Tolly said.  He tried to twist his neck so that he could glare at the actor but from his position on the floor of the shuttlecraft it was impossible. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “But you’re going back to save her anyway?” 
 
    “I’m going to swap you for her.  I’m sorry that you’re getting the shitty end of the deal, but it’s the only way I can see to get out of this mess.” 
 
    “Where exactly are you taking me?” 
 
    “To the underground colony the Merchants have been building.  They call it Utopia, and believe me, that’s exactly what it is.  It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.  They’ve built a whole ecosystem.  When I first saw the waterfall, I nearly lost my mind.” 
 
    “Worth betraying the girl for?” 
 
    He winced. “This is real life, not a movie, Tolly.  I didn’t betray her.  At least, not deliberately.  I was involved with the Merchants long before I ever met Hester.  I had no idea how this was going to all pan out.” 
 
    “From where I’m lying, you don’t seem like a good person.” 
 
    “You are leverage.  I’m going to get Hester back before she does something really stupid.  As far as I am concerned you are expendable.” 
 
    “You could have just asked for my help.” 
 
    “What if you’d said no?  Don’t pretend you care about Hester.  You have used her to get back at the Augments.  You’re just as bad as me.” 
 
    Tolly grunted.  The man might have a point, but he didn’t have time for self-recriminations.  In fact, judging by his vital signs he didn’t have much time for anything.  He was starting to enter the first stage of shock.  His heart was beating too fast and his breathing was shallow.  He was starting to really miss his augmented hormones, but he had lost all control over that part of his brain now.  He was rather surprised he was still conscious. 
 
    He could not lift his left arm at all now.  It was a shame because he would have dearly loved to punch the actor in the face.  Preferably hard enough to break his perfect nose. 
 
    “How did you get involved with the Merchants?” Tolly asked, more to keep his mind focused on the present than out of any real interest. 
 
    “They wanted to get into the Entertainment sector.  The biggest single consumable of the twenty-seventh century.  And up until now the Augments have had control.  The Merchants have been buying actors and studios for months now.  Between that and Utopia, they are going to control everything that matters in the entire solar system.” 
 
    “What is Utopia?” 
 
    “You’ll see for yourself.  We’re just about to land.” 
 
    The automated system brought the shuttle down a tunnel underneath the Martian surface.  Derek had managed to find a maintenance trolley from somewhere and he lifted Tolly on to it. 
 
    “Did you really cause the Venus disaster,” Derek asked while Tolly shivered in pain. 
 
    “I… don’t know.  I may have done.  I could have done.” 
 
    “Then I’m not sorry for this.  I had a cousin who died that day.” 
 
    Tolly said nothing.  He looked up at the ceiling as he was pushed down a long ramp.  He was only half aware of his surroundings and thought he might have passed by some guards, but he didn’t much care anymore.  No one was going to help him anyway.  He was an Augment in a Merchant base, and a sick Augment at that.  He was on his own. 
 
    Finally, the trolley rolled to a stop.  Derek came around and pulled him gently into an upright position. 
 
    “Take a look at Utopia,” he said. 
 
    Tolly blinked and then stared around him.  It was an impressive feat of engineering.  It was also triggering some memories, but nothing so strong he could make it out.  There was definitely something familiar about it. 
 
    “It is very impressive.” 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    “I have a small headache.” Like the atmospheric pressure on the surface of Venus was boring down on his skull. 
 
    “You’re not really dying are you?  I thought that was all just to get Hester to do what you want.” 
 
    Tolly’s eyes rolled around his head, but he managed to focus on the scene below him. “It is impressive.  Whoever designed it did a good job.  But I remember when Sat Three looked just like this.  The problem is no one ever maintains them.  People get greedy and start stealing from each other.  Or they get lazy and they let things slide.  People make a Utopia.  Not the environment.” 
 
    Derek’s knuckles whitened on the handle of the trolley. “You really are sick, aren’t you?  I should have taken you to a medical center.  I thought Augments lived forever.” 
 
    “Not true.” 
 
    “If you live long enough you become a god, isn’t that what the Augments say?”  
 
    “Augments don’t say that.” 
 
    “Really?  They sure seem to think it.  Why did you do it, Tolly?  Why did you become an Augment?” 
 
    “My father asked me to.  Not my biological father, but a man called Hume.” 
 
    “Why is the name familiar?” 
 
    “He created the first Augment.  In other words, me.” 
 
    Derek stared at him in horror. “I never realized that you were the first Augment.” 
 
    “I don’t talk about it much.  H-men tend to be irrational about it.” 
 
    “Imagine that.” Derek looked around him. “Look, they haven’t arrived yet.  This was a stupid idea.  I thought you would be able to escape the Merchants yourself once I had persuaded them to trade, but you can’t even walk.  I’ll think of another way to get Hester out.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    Tolly had heard the footsteps.  He just about managed to focus on the three figures walking towards them.  Three Augment figures trailed by one h-man. 
 
    “I thought you were giving me to the Merchants.” 
 
    “So did I.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath.  Just let me get close enough to Rowhan so I can rip his spinal cord out through his neck.”  
 
    “Ummn, you don’t look like you should be getting into any fights.” 
 
    Tolly ignored him.  True, he was experiencing spasms in most of his muscles, and his brain was getting slower and slower, but he had enough energy to take the other Augment out.  No wonder h-men enjoyed the thrill of mindless violence.  It was intoxicating. 
 
    Rowhan arrived flanked by a young male Augment known as Joi, and a familiar face on the other side.  Tolly tried not to look at Cybill, but he could see the young Augment’s muscles twitching. 
 
    “Welcome Augment,” Rowhan said, as if Tolly had arrived to receive a commendation. 
 
    Derek had walked over to the male h-man that had arrived with the Augments. 
 
    “This was not the deal, Fisher!” The actor wailed. “I said you could have him, not them.  And where is Hester?” 
 
    “We’re going to get her now.  You of all people must know how important it is to have an audience.” 
 
    Tolly saw Derek shudder. “In the movies it never means anything good when the bad guys talk about stage three,” the actor muttered. 
 
    “On the contrary it is wonderful,” Rowhan replied. “The completion of an earth-like home for our people.  What could be better?” 
 
    An elbow dug into his ribs and Tolly cried out in pain. 
 
    “Please try to remain conscious, Augment,” Rowhan said. “You will appreciate witnessing the next stage,” the other Augment said, bring his face to within an inch of Tolly’s, “it was your project, after all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Fisher arrived bang on time. 
 
    “Do you get a result?” 
 
    “I did.  Until I deleted it.” Hester’s voice didn’t sound as brave as she hoped it would. 
 
    “I see.” She could understand how he managed to control the other merchant gangs.  He barely flinched. 
 
    “You will be punished for this, of course.  I’m afraid it will most likely be painful, but probably brief.  And all rather futile unfortunately.  Simean, did she notice the recording device?” 
 
    “The one you put on my shirt?” the guard grinned, exposing sharp yellow teeth. “She never even looked at it.” 
 
    “Excellent.  Let’s take a look shall we.” 
 
    Hester moved away from the console to let Fisher sit down.  The guard called Simean placed a hand on her shoulder.  It was about as pleasant as an unexpected cockroach landing there. 
 
    “You see, I had my suspicions that you might be the noble type.  Idiot hackers protecting one another, that kind of thing.  I wanted to make sure that if you deleted everything, we would still have a copy.” 
 
    “Very clever,” Hester said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I thought so.  And now…” He clicked on a file.  A tinny musical sound came from the speakers and moving blocks appeared on the screen. 
 
    “What the hell is this? 
 
    “A retro moving blocks game from the old Earth days,” Hester explained. “It is proving quite popular with people for playing on their datapads.  People like your guard here who was playing it when I deleted the video feed I detected within five seconds of sitting here.  Did you forget that you were dealing with a god damn hacker!” 
 
    Fisher clicked at the screen desperately but nothing he could do would stop the cascade of blocks falling downwards. 
 
    “Idiot!” Fisher turned around and Hester saw he was holding a stun gun.  She didn’t even have time to scream before he pushed it into the guard’s chest.  There was a pulse of light and the big man was flung backwards.  The whole room shook with the impact as he crashed to the floor. 
 
    Hester tried to breathe, but she could only take ragged gasps. “I thought… they were non-lethal.” 
 
    The guard’s eyes stared up at her blankly. 
 
    “I modified it,” Fisher said, and the calmness in his voice chilled her soul. 
 
    “You didn’t have to kill him.” 
 
    “If I’d told him to kill you, he would have done it with his bare hands.  Don’t waste your sympathy, I can’t afford to work with incompetents.  Alro, clean up in here.  You, hacker, you’re coming with me.  I’ve got some friends who will want to deal with you and I’m afraid they won’t be as merciful as I am.” 
 
    Fisher took her by the arm and led her out of the room.  She was trembling all over and if it hadn’t been for Fisher’s arm around her, she might have fallen.  It was a strange combination of intimacy and repulsiveness. 
 
    Hester barely saw where they were going.  She kept getting flashes of Simean’s blank eyes staring up at her. 
 
    “What a shame that the Augments will want to eliminate you.  You really are the most talented hacker I have ever seen.  It is such a waste.” 
 
    “You could tell them you shot me already.  I could… maybe we could make some sort of deal.” 
 
    “Sorry, I find it better to work with people who don’t have any principles.” 
 
    Hester shivered.  She was running out of options, and when she saw the group of Augments approaching she realized she was out of time too.  Then she saw the trolley. 
 
    “Tolly!” She wrenched free of Fisher’s grasp and ran to the Augment’s side.  Tolly’s eyes had rolled back in his head.  His chest was moving up and down but apart from that he was completely still.   
 
    “You’ve got him flung on here like scrap metal!  He’s dying, can’t you bastards show him a little respect.” 
 
    The Head Augment – Rowhan, that was his name – gave her a typical blank look. 
 
    “The Augment could have saved himself if he had not rejected the memory erase.” 
 
    “You told him it was going to be a week, you liar!” 
 
    Hester flung herself towards him only for a muscular arm to wrap itself around her shoulders. 
 
    “Leave it,” Derek said. 
 
    “Get off!” Hester said, but she felt the fight go out of her a little.  If she lost her head, she would only be letting Tolly down.  Tempting as it was to beat Rowhan to a pulp, it wouldn’t change anything. 
 
    The Augments and Fisher were having a discussion.  Hester didn’t have to guess what it was about. 
 
    “You erased the evidence of the identity of the hacker?” Rowhan said. 
 
    The hacker!  She had almost forgotten about it, the sight of Tolly’s broken body putting everything else out of her mind.  But there, standing not two feet away from her, was Cybill.  Hester wanted to reassure the Augment that they were safe, but instead she made sure to look away. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What is your price?” 
 
    “My price?” 
 
    “You are now the only person who knows who the hacker is,” Rowhan said and his brows creased for a second.  Hester recognized the expression of irritation and was pleased to crack through the Augment’s mask. “I ask again, what is your price?  H-men always have a price.” 
 
    “Not this one.” 
 
    Rowhan’s cheeks flushed. 
 
    “You should check your hormone levels,” Hester said with mock concern. “Probably time to dope up on the happy drugs.” 
 
    “You –” 
 
    Cybill stepped out from behind him. “Perhaps we should give them some time to consider their position, Augment.  We have business to attend to with the Council.” 
 
    Rowhan worked his jaw for a moment.  Then gave a curt nod. 
 
    “Take them to somewhere secure,” he said to Fisher. “We will send for them shortly.” 
 
    Fisher said nothing as he led them to another cell like room. 
 
    “For a Utopia this place makes an awfully good prison,” Hester said as he waved them inside. 
 
    “Just you remember that if you’re tempted to escape.  Alro here will be stationed at the door and he has my permission to shoot you if you put one foot outside. 
 
    With that he slammed the door shut.  Hester rushed over to Tolly and felt for his pulse.  Still faint, but still there. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about the Augment,” Derek said.  The actor rubbed a hand over his gaunt cheek.  He had aged a decade in the last couple of days.  “But he wasn’t exactly your friend, was he?  Persus told us he was responsible for the Venus disaster, never mind what else he got up to over the last three hundred years.  I’d trade his life for yours any day.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, Derek,” Hester replied, her eyes never leaving the Tolly’s pale face. “I never thought lives were something that should be traded.” 
 
    They stood together in sullen silence for a minute. 
 
    “Life isn’t like in the movies, is it,” Derek said quietly, his eyes on the floor. 
 
    “Maybe you just had the movie wrong.  You wanted it to be handsome hero rescues the damsel in distress and saves the day.  Turns out it’s plucky heroine knocks out traitor and saves the day.” 
 
    “I don’t understand?” 
 
    Whap.  Hester slammed the insta-tranq into his neck.  Derek’s eyes bulged for a second, then he fell to the floor. 
 
    “Bastard,” she said, giving him a prod with her toe. “Good riddance.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Tolly had been drifting through space and time.  There was nothing but the endless blackness of the universe.  Then there was a voice.  It grew stronger, more insistent.  In fact, it was kind of annoying.  He wished the voice would just let him go. 
 
    Then he heard his name. 
 
    “Tolly!  Tolly, you total lazy bastard.  Wake up and help me or I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    Consciousness hit him like a slap to the face. 
 
    “Hester?” 
 
    “Who else would put up with you.  Come on now, time to sit up.” As the girl pulled him off the trolley and helped him onto a seat, he thought he could see the tracks of tears on her cheeks. 
 
    “Have you been crying?” 
 
    “It’s been kind of a rough day.” 
 
    Tolly saw a body slumped on the floor.  The muscular form was crumpled and snoring gently.  Someone appeared to have stolen his shoes. “What happened to the actor?” 
 
    “A nice little hit of insta-tranq.  I liberated them from your pocket.  To be honest, I mainly knocked him out to stop myself from killing him.  He’ll probably thank me when he wakes up.” 
 
    Tolly pointed at Derek’s shoes. “And you took his shoes?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I spotted a garbage chute in the corner of the room so I threw then down there.” 
 
    “To stop him from escaping?” 
 
    “More from general badness.  I really don’t like people that hurt my friends.” 
 
    Tolly digested this for a moment. “All right.  What did I miss?” 
 
    “I know who’s been trying to help us.  It’s a hacker from the inside.” 
 
    “It’s Cybill.” 
 
    Hester’s eyes went wide. “In the movies they call that a spoiler.” 
 
    Tolly massaged his temple. “I met with Cybill after you and Derek left.  They told me about the Augments and the Merchants working together, but they didn’t know why.  They seemed to think that the Merchants had a hold over the Augments.  Something to do with the Venus – aargh – disaster.” 
 
    “Do the memories still hurt you?” 
 
    “Like a meteor smashing into a planet.  Yes.” 
 
    “Well, someone gave me access to a computer, which was really dumb of them but really good for us.  I know what’s going on, or at least some of it.  The Augments let the Merchants build Utopia on Mars because it’s all for them.  The Augments are expanding, Tolly.  They are going to make three hundred more Augments.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare start that with me.” 
 
    “The Council would never allow it.” 
 
    “According to Fisher, they already have.” 
 
    Tolly groaned.  The only way humanity had suffered the Augments to keep control for as long as they had was that the Augments had always agreed to limit their numbers.  If the Council went ahead with its plan to recruit another three hundred members, it could mean war. 
 
    “That’s not even the bad news yet.  The Utopia project is about to enter stage three.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of stage three.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t.  Utopia had a big energy problem.  To make it so beautiful costs a lot in terms of energy.  They are only operating at thirty percent right now.  To get to full power they need to begin what they call ‘power transference’.  It’s a fancy name for stealing.  They are going to take the fuel cells from the mining base.” 
 
    “What about the h-men that live there?” 
 
    “They’ve been trying to rid of them, but the miner families won’t move.  I can’t find the evidence but I know they’re planning something terrible.  And from everything I managed to find it seems like they are going to do it today.” 
 
    Hester slumped back against the wall and shut her eyes.  From the fog of his own pain he realized how exhausted she looked. 
 
    “I suppose now is the time that I must apologize for getting you involved in all this,” Tolly said slowly.  Each word felt like it was being pulled from the gravity of a star. 
 
    “Don’t.  Please.  Don’t waste your energy.  Just try to rest.” 
 
    “It won’t make a difference, Hester.  Please, just talk to me for a bit.  I’d like to listen to a human voice.” 
 
    She made a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. “All right.  What would you like me to talk about?” 
 
    “Not about colonies or power transference.  I need some memories that don’t hurt.  Tell me how you know so much about Augments.  For a h-men you seem very well informed.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I have time.  Some, at least.” 
 
    Hester blew out a slow breath. “Ok.  You’re not going to believe me, but ok.  I had a friend who became an Augment.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Hester flung her hands up in frustration. “I told you that you wouldn’t believe me.  Can’t we just sit here in silence like when you were unconscious?  That was much more fun.” 
 
    Tolly really missed his oxytocin.  He fell back on his meditation that he had embraced in his quiet decade.  Three deep breaths from his diaphragm. 
 
    “I apologize,” he said slowly. “Tell me your story and I will not interrupt.” 
 
    Hester’s shoulders untensed. “Right.  There was this boy.  He was born on Sat Three, just like me.  We grew up together.  He used to spend a lot of time at my place because his apartment was even more shitty than mine.  Which, if you saw where I grew up, you would find kind of hard to believe.” 
 
    “Anyway, like most kids on Sat Three we hustled to survive.  Bit of stealing, bit of smuggling, nothing too major.  I got into hacking, I had kind of a knack for it.  We were doing fine but then we got out of our depth.  There was a deal that went really bad and we got caught.  I was under sixteen, so they couldn’t do much to me.  But my friend… he was tried as an adult.  And the Merchants took him.” 
 
    “A labor sentence?” 
 
    “Right.  He was meant to work his five years on a mining colony.  But he never got there.  Instead the Merchants sold him to the Augments.  I know, you’re going to tell me that can’t happen, but it did.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because after they stole him away and turned him into an Augment, he came back to see me.” 
 
    Tolly’s mouth formed the words not possible, but he managed to bite them back.  For a start, there had been no new Augments created in the last fifty years.  And if one had been made out of the girl’s friend, he would never have been allowed home.  That was part of the deal.  Become an Augment and you give up your old life.  No exceptions. 
 
    And yet he didn’t think Hester would lie to him.  Not now that he was dying. 
 
    “It was three years later when he turned up.  He just knocked at the door.  Turning up unannounced?  On Sat Three?  You can bet I reached for a weapon!  And he just stood there, waiting for me to open it.  But at first I didn’t recognize him.  It was his face…” 
 
    Tolly’s hand touched his own jaw.  That deadening of features that occurred with the Augmentation process.  Even now they hadn’t quite perfected it.  Human but not human at the same time.  That was why the h-men hated them.  He took his hand away from his face.  His skin had felt like that of a corpse. 
 
    “So I was just staring at him through the videoscreen on the door.  He was looking right into the camera, not saying anything, not moving.  Just waiting for me to click who it was.” 
 
    “And once you recognized him, what did you do then?” 
 
    “What do you think I did?  I slammed the open button and gave him just the biggest kiss ever.  I was crying and I wrapped my arms around him.  We went inside and…” 
 
    She suddenly remembered who she was talking to. “Let’s just say that I know what I mean when I say that not all Augments are sexless.  It wasn’t until the next morning that he started talking.” 
 
    “He told you about the process?” 
 
    “He couldn’t remember much of it.  Not the physical part anyway, where they hacked into his brain.  That was all gone.  But he remembered the training, the two years he spent in one of their centers being brainwashed into the perfect Augment.” 
 
    “Not so perfect if he turned up at your door.” 
 
    “Right.  Turned out that kids from Sat Three are tougher than the Augments ever imagined.  He fought them every step of the way.  Every time they asked for his loyalty, he lied to them.  He kept a part of himself separate.  Even when he became an Augment, he’d somehow managed to keep a little of the boy from Sat Three still alive.” 
 
    Hester stopped.  She seemed to have run out of words. 
 
    “But it wasn’t enough?” Tolly said softly. 
 
    “No.  The Augment technology was slowly poisoning his brain.  He’d come to see me before he lost everything.  But he knew it was only a matter of time.  He called me once a month for almost a year, but each time he got stranger… More distant.  And finally he disappeared.” 
 
    “He died?” 
 
    Hester smiled. “This isn’t a movie, remember?  No, there was no tragic ending.  One day he just stopped calling.  But I know what happened.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Augments stole his soul.” 
 
    “That’s a little… dramatic.” 
 
    “Is it?  Hard to be soul mates when you don’t have a soul.  They killed off the best part of him and I wasn’t able to save the rest.” 
 
    “No wonder you hate me.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you.  Not now.  And probably not ever.  It’s the system that’s corrupt, Tolly.  That’s what they need to change.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Tolly muttered. “I made the system.  And I’ve run out of time to stop it.  I truly am sorry.” 
 
    “This is no time for regrets.  It’s time to use your augmented brain to work out how we can save the miners.  Damn it Tolly you are not going to fail them!” 
 
    “My brain is just plain h-man, I’m afraid.  I turned the augmentation off.” 
 
    “Then turn it the hell back on again.  What have you got left to lose?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Tolly looked deep into the fragmented synapses of his broken brain.  Could he do it?  Turn back on the augmented parts that he had shut down earlier.  It would speed up the damage, of course.  He had calculated that he had seven hours remaining.  If he turned back on his augmented hormones and brain function he might get an hour if he was lucky.  But at least he would be useful for that last hour. 
 
    “I can try,” he said. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “Just sit next to me in case I pass out again.” 
 
    Just as he shut his eyes, he felt her grasp his hand. 
 
    The brain.  A landscape, like another other.  First the geological features, the different cortical regions, their undulating mounds.  He couldn’t see them with his eyes, of course, but he could almost feel them as he activated his synapses.   
 
    He avoided areas like the neocortex and the other memory sites.  These were already damaged and he knew that if he probed them too deeply there was a good chance his brain would shut down and never recover. 
 
    Instead he focused on the more primitive parts of the brain.  He turned on the augmented sections of amygdala, where he could ramp up his anger response.  He tweaks the flow of brain fluids to the hypothalamus, responsible for aggression. 
 
    But he didn’t just want to be a raving beast.  He mentally flicked all the switches to his higher processing power.  If he wanted to be able to out-think Rowhan, he’d need every ounce of brain juice he could get. 
 
    Then he released the hormones. 
 
    His body shuddered as all his augmented functions came back online.  He could feel Hester’s nails digging into his palm as his body bucked and heaved, but he couldn’t do anything about it.  After a few seconds the spasm ceased. 
 
    “You still with me?” 
 
    Tolly took a deep, rattling breath.  He felt good.  Really good. 
 
    “Yes.  Let’s kick some butt.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone says that in this century.” 
 
    Tolly stood up and strode towards the door.  It felt amazing to have working limbs again. 
 
    “Wait!  They said they’d shoot us if we went outside!” 
 
    Maybe a little adrenaline adjustment, Tolly thought as he paused, his hand on the door.  His mind was flying.  He stared around the room and locked his eyes on the garbage chute that had taken the unfortunate Derek’s shoes. 
 
    “Our exit,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “Umn, it’s a little small.” The opening was indeed less than a foot wide. 
 
    “The opening is small, but the pipe itself will be larger.  I know.  I designed these things.” 
 
    First, he jammed the chair he had been sitting on at an angle calculated to block the door to the room.  He walked over to the wall, made some calculations in his head.  Then he punched forward with both fists.  He did the same at the bottom, making the corner points of a square.  Then he pulled the wall towards him.  It crumpled and he threw the debris to one side. 
 
    “Ok, that was… ridiculous,” Hester said.  Someone yelled from outside the door. 
 
    “Quick, down the chute,” Tolly said, pushing the girl in front of him.  She took a deep breath and climbed into the wall.  A second later she disappeared.  He jumped in after her. 
 
    Ten seconds later they were sitting on a mound of stinking rubbish. 
 
    “So glad I met you, Tolly,” Hester said as she picked stinking pieces of food out of her hair and scrambled out of the recycling center. 
 
    “Likewise,” he replied. 
 
    Tolly led them through the maintenance tunnels of Utopia towards the shuttle bay.  His pumped-up brain led him through the new colony like he had already been there before.  This was interesting, and he wanted to think about it when he had a little more time.  But that would probably never happen, so it was better to focus on what was important. 
 
    They needed to get to Alcedine Tower and stop the Council doing whatever stupid thing they were planning.  Despite it all, he still cared for his fellow Augments and he did not want them to go past the point of no return.  But if they wouldn’t listen and if they were willing to hurt the h-men… Then they would have to reckon with their worst nightmare. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Hester said as they ran through the tunnels. “Your face has gone so red its almost purple.” 
 
    “I’m a little… overstimulated right now.  But that’s good.  We’re going to tear down the planet!” 
 
    “Just keep it together, Tolly.” 
 
    They arrived in the shuttle bay and Tolly commandeered one of the little two-person ships by the simple expediency of roaring in the pilot’s face until he ran away. 
 
    Hester buckled in next to him. “Could you maybe turn down the testosterone a little tiny bit,” she said as he fired up the engine. 
 
    He made a slight adjustment and felt the ringing in his ears stop. 
 
    “Did I just scream in that h-man’s face?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.  I thought I was going to have to insta-tranq you before you ripped him to pieces.” 
 
    “I may have overdone the hormones.” 
 
    “You think?” Hester sat back in her seat. “What is your plan for when we get to Alcedine?  I hope it’s better than just screaming in Rowhan’s face.” 
 
    “We need to get access to my memories.  I need to find the connection with Venus.  Oh good, it still hurts when I say that.  I think the only thing we can do is find Cybill and get her to access the results from my brain wipe.” 
 
    “Do you really think they wouldn’t just delete it?” 
 
    “It’s the only chance I’ve got.” 
 
    “I have another idea.  What if we could access all the Augment files on Venus.” 
 
    He shook his head. “They would be in the protected system.” 
 
    “Yes, and I couldn’t get into it before because I was not in Alcedine.  But if you can get me to the mainframe, I can get in.  I made a note of all the access codes when Fisher had me searching for Cybill.  I sent them to my private network, just in case.” 
 
    Tolly stared at her for a moment. “I thought you just wrote bad poetry.” 
 
    Hester grinned. “Oh, I can do a little more than that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Tolly took the shuttle into a maintenance hatch on Alcedine.  Hester had used the brief journey to hack into the supply system and add their flight into the log of deliveries.  They might just make it in without anyone shooting them. 
 
    Hester had spent most of the flight monitoring Tolly’s status.  On the surface he looked much better than before: he could walk and talk and act like a functioning person.  But there were tell tale signs that his brain was only just holding together.  His emotions were all over the place and his impulse control was pretty much non-existent. 
 
    “What do you need to access the private Augment network?” Tolly asked. 
 
    “I need a console that’s already connected.” 
 
    “All right.  We’ll go for one of the lower levels and try to find an empty office.  I don’t want to come into contact with any of the Council members until I have some definite proof of whatever Rowhan is planning.” 
 
    “And you think the council will listen to you if you have proof?” 
 
    “I don’t think all Augments are bad.  Even a hundred years won’t change my mind on that one.  We know that Cybill wants to stand up to him, and I’m sure they can’t be the only one.  If we can expose Rowhan then there’s a chance I can get the Council back on side.” 
 
    “And what then?” 
 
    Tolly shrugged. “Let’s just see those files first.  Then we know what we’re up against.” 
 
    The shuttle landed and Tolly made sure he walked out first.  Hester hurried along behind him.  They were lucky: there was no one in the delivery area and they ran into a dimly lit corridor without anyone stopping them. 
 
    “We should be ok now,” Tolly whispered as they walked. “Augments don’t come into this section.  They have their h-man employees to take care of all the dirty tasks.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised,” Hester hissed back. 
 
    “Nearly there.” 
 
    A man in overalls walked towards them, but he averted his eyes as soon as he realized what Tolly was.  He hurried past and disappeared down another corridor.  Hester hoped he was so in awe of Augments that he didn’t question what they were doing in this sector. 
 
    “All right, there should be some sort of tech offices here.” 
 
    Sure enough there were doors off the corridor with titles like ‘server room’. 
 
    “Thank the frozen earth Augments don’t like change,” Hester said as they hurried over to a room marked ‘network center’.  They listened for a moment but couldn’t hear anyone inside. 
 
    The door was locked.  Tolly grabbed the palm reader like he was about to rip it off the wall. 
 
    “Wait!” Hester grabbed his shoulder. “Let me do it!”  She looked at the console, flicked open the access hatch on the side with her thumbnail and hit a couple of keys. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Tolly gave her a slightly sheepish look as he opened the door. “Too much testosterone again?” 
 
    “I’d say so.  Let’s just get inside.” 
 
    The room buzzed with the hum of electronics.  Hester grinned.  This was her kind of place.  She went over to a console next to a wall of electronics. 
 
    “This was a nice machine, twenty years ago.  Your people really need to learn to upgrade.” 
 
    “We need to know what they know about we me.  We need to find out what I know about me.  We need to check the archive mainframe.” 
 
    “Just give me a second.” She pulled up the access codes she had stored earlier. “All right, I’m in.  Will we start with the basics?  Let’s search for your name in the archives.” 
 
    “Best limit it to the last twenty years.  We don’t want to be here all day.” 
 
    Hester typed in Tolly. “What’s your surname.” 
 
    “Augments have no surnames.  We don’t need them.  There are always less than a hundred of us at any one time.  Otherwise we tend to start wars with each other.” 
 
    “Good to know.” The Augment system was deliberately archaic.  Just searching for a name didn’t work, it just produced a lot of nonsense results.  She found an index of files instead and checked under the ‘T’s. “I can’t find you.  Do you think you could have been erased from the system somehow?” 
 
    “Unlikely.” He came and stood by her shoulder. “That’s why you can’t find me.  You’re looking under ‘T’.  You need to check the ‘P’s.” 
 
    Hester glared at him. “P for Tolly?” 
 
    “P for Ptolly, short for Ptolemy.  The man who mapped the stars.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Ptolly said. 
 
    Hester simply shook her head. “Augments,” she muttered.  She checked under ‘P’ and there he was. 
 
    “There’s a lot of files here.  Do you want to see if you can find what we need?” She let Tolly take the position in front of the console. 
 
    “All right.” His eyes flickered as he read the file names quicker than any human would have been able to. “Let’s start with the most recent and work backwards.” 
 
    He scanned through pages of files.  Hester caught the odd word here and there, but nothing stood out. 
 
    “Here’s the order for my brain wipe.  Authorized by Rowhan.  Ha!  He’s put down that I requested the one-hundred-year erasure.  I’m going to eat his spleen!” 
 
    “Let’s stay focused, all right.  Look,” Hester said, “there’s a cross-referencing system.  See down at the bottom, it links to other files with related contents.” 
 
    Tolly selected the folder marked ‘reports’. 
 
    “Look, a report from Vennnuuussssss!” He slapped the side of his face. 
 
    “Tolly!” 
 
    “I’m ok.  Let’s just watch the damn thing.” 
 
      
 
    A man stands in front of the camera.  It is Tolly, but not as he’s ever seen himself before.  His face is streaked with soot and half of his hair has been burned off.  In the background is the interior of an old single-man cruiser. 
 
    The Venus station is burning, he says.  His eyes are wild.  I was coming back from a supply run when their stabilizers failed.  None of the h-men on board had the expertise to fix them.  By the time I got there they were already burning. 
 
    I want the full Council to listen to this message.  We killed those people.  The Merchants told us that if we could build a working colony they would cut us in to the Entertainment sector.  But we kept going further than our orders. 
 
    The engineers kept pushing the safety limits.  They said it was to get ready for the real colony.  That Venus was only ever a test station to see if the engineering worked.  They are going to use everything they have learned here to build Utopia somewhere else. 
 
    They used the h-men as test subjects.  They were willing to watch them die, just to see how long it took.  I cannot be a part of this anymore.  Do not send a rescue ship.  I intend to make my own way back.  I need time to think… 
 
      
 
    The room lapsed into silence. 
 
    “The Council didn’t pay attention,” Hester said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That must have been difficult to witness.” 
 
    “It must have.  I still do not remember it.” Tolly wondered if it was possible to come out the other side of rage.  For it to burn so hot that it turned into a ball of coal deep in your chest. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” Hester asked, although she knew he would only say one place. 
 
    “The Council Chamber.  It is time my people learned how to listen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    The doors to the Council slammed open.  Twenty Augments including Rowhan and Cybill stared at Tolly as he strode into the middle of the room. 
 
    “Hello,” Hester said as she shuffled in behind him. “I’m just going to seal this door shut so that no unnecessary guards turn up.  Hope that’s ok.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Augment?” Rowhan said, his face ashen. 
 
    “I’ll get to you later, former Head of the Council,” Tolly snarled. “Now, you others, I have one question for you.  Do you know me?” 
 
    There was a general murmur. 
 
    “I said: Do.  You.  Know.   Me?” 
 
    “You are Tolly,” a brave voice picked up from the back. 
 
    “Thank you!  And do you know what I am?” 
 
    Cybill took a step towards Tolly, leaving Rowhan on his own. “You are the oldest Augment.” 
 
    There was a louder murmur at that. 
 
    “Good guess.  But it is more than that.  I chose you!  None of you would exist without me!  I am the first Augment.  The first to be augmented.  And I was once the leader of all Augments, until I decided I didn’t want the job.  Well, I have come here to take it back.  Behold my second coming!” 
 
    Hester gave out a little groan.  Testosterone, that was always the problem. 
 
    “It took a terrible poetry plagiarist to show me that I needed to face my demons and take responsibility for my actions.  All is changed, changed utterly.  A terrible beauty has been born!” 
 
    Hester looked around the Council chamber.  The other Augments seemed more bewildered than concerned. 
 
    “This is my second coming!  I am the rough beast being reborn!  It’s time you listened to your lord and master!” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Hester said. 
 
    “What is he talking about,” Cybill whispered, reaching Hester’s side. 
 
    “I think he’s gotten high on Yeats.  He’s not well.” She went over to Tolly and put a hand on his trembling arm. 
 
    “A little more facts and a little less poetry, perhaps?” 
 
    The Augment reeled for a second, then his expression sharpened. 
 
    “Right.  For too long there has been a corruption at the heart of this Council.  Your so-called leader there is part of it, but he is not all.  It is us; we are the problem.” 
 
    “Look around you.  I’ve lost a hundred years of memory and barely anything has changed.  Technology is the same.  People are the same.  You Augments with your conservatism, your preservation of the status quo, you are killing off humanity.” 
 
    “We are preserving humanity,” Rowhan interjected.  He seemed determined to fight Tolly to the last.  “Ever since we left Earth the survival of the species has been on a knife-edge.  It is the Augment’s job to protect humanity.  And then we can recruit the best h-men to become our next generation.” 
 
    “We were meant to die out,” Tolly said.  “That was one of the things you made me forget.  We agreed that we had lived for too long.  We wanted to die and let the humans take back their lives.” 
 
    “I never agreed!” Rowhan shouted. “A majority vote on our own death sentences!  Condemned criminals at least get a trial.  You were going to murder me.” 
 
    “No.  Just let you die.  No more augmented life span, when death comes then learn acceptance.” 
 
    “Hypocrite!  You who have taken more life for yourself than anyone get to decide how long the rest of us have?  How dare you.” 
 
    Rowhan stormed out of the room.  Tolly sagged, and Hester worried that he was about to pass out, but he stood up straight once more. 
 
    “Who here knows about the power transfer from the mining colony.” 
 
    A female Augment whose scars were almost as old as Tolly’s stepped forward. 
 
    “I was in charge of researching the transference, Augment.  I’m sorry –”  
 
    “Save the apologies for later.  How is it going to happen?” 
 
    “They… they are going to do it today.  The cables are all lined up.  They will simply connect the two structures and the power will be transferred.” 
 
    “What will happen to the mining colony?” Hester asked. 
 
    The female Augment swallowed. “It will shut down.” 
 
    “What about the people.” 
 
    “They are going to release a gas.” 
 
    “To poison them?” Hester was horrified. 
 
    “No!  It’s harmless.  It will give the impression of a mechanical failure.  Then they will have a full hour to evacuate.” 
 
    “An hour.” Hester remembered being in the miner’s base.  It had a tiny shuttle port.  There was so many people that they were sleeping in hammocks on the stairs.  
 
    She stepped up to the woman and slapped her across the face.  The Augment reeled backward, but Hester caught her arm. 
 
    “How about you do some math for me, hmmn?  You can use that wonderful augmented brain of yours.  How many miners and families of miners are currently living on the base.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “There are seventeen thousand miners on the base!” Cybill shouted from the other side of the room. 
 
    “Ok.  Seventeen thousand.  The shuttle bay can take only two small shuttles at once.  How long will it take them to evacuate?  If say, you somehow manage to send a shuttle every ten minutes.” 
 
    “Nine hours,” the Augment whispered, still trying to pull free from Hester’s grip. 
 
    “How soon after you shut down the power will the base lose the ability to support life?” 
 
    “Around fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Hester raised her arm to hit the woman again but stopped when she saw the flush of fear on the woman’s face.  She turned instead to Tolly. 
 
    “Here’s what your Augments think of the h-men that built this place.  They didn’t even think to do the math.” 
 
    Tolly had been watching this silently.  He walked over to the Augment and prized Hester’s fingers from her arm. 
 
    “Your name is Orora,” he said to the Augment.  His voice was almost gentle. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I know because I chose you out of a hundred potentials to become the tenth Augment ever created.  Do you remember?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s because we made you forget your past.  We thought it was for the best, for all of you.  But what we didn’t realize was that along with our past we were also forgetting our humanity.  If we cannot learn from our mistakes, we simply make them again and again.” 
 
    A viewscreen on the wall suddenly lit up. 
 
    “What is that,” Tolly asked. 
 
    “An incoming call from Utopia.” 
 
    Fisher’s face appeared on the screen. 
 
    “That’s the head of the Merchants, Hester hissed to Tolly. “The one who arranged the whole thing.” 
 
    “I see there has been a change of leadership while I’ve been away,” Fisher said with a tight smile.  If he looked surprised to see Hester and Tolly alive, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “Stop the transfer,” Tolly said. 
 
    “Can’t do that.  You see, the Augments have promised that they’ll make me one of them.  Three hundred new Augments and I will be right up there with them.  I’ve already released the gas.  In just a few minutes the power transfer will start.” 
 
    “There’s not enough time for the miners to get out!” Hester yelled. 
 
    “That is unfortunate.  Now please find Rowhan and tell him –” 
 
    There was a thump and Fisher’s face disappeared from view.  Everyone in the Council chamber stared at the screen as a group of burly men covered in tattoos flooded in.  Hester recognized the face of Ai, and someone else too. 
 
    “Thought I’d better wake up and help you out, Hester!” A grinning Derek said from the center of the screen. 
 
    “Who is that handsome human?” Cybill asked. 
 
    “Don’t you start,” Hester rolled her eyes. “Ai, they’ve released a gas into the mine to make everyone panic.  Can you get the message out that it’s harmless?” 
 
    “Will do,” Ai nodded then disappeared offscreen. 
 
    “Did you warn the miners?” Tolly asked Derek. 
 
    “Yeah.  Before I took you to be swapped for Hester – sorry about that, by the way – I let my friends in the mining colony know what was happening.  They decided that Utopia would be much better as a replacement home for their people rather than the Augments.” 
 
    There was a collective twitching as the Augments in the chamber upped their happy hormones, but no one said anything. 
 
    “Can I trust that you will control the rest of the Merchants?  And any Augments you find over there.” 
 
    “Sure,” Ai grinned. “I want to have a word with them myself.” 
 
    Tolly nodded satisfaction. 
 
    “Does anyone know what happened to my shoes?” Derek asked the screen. 
 
    Hester stepped forward. “Never mind that.  Fisher said he was about to start the power transfer.  Is there any way to stop it?” 
 
    Derek looked around at the control panels around him. “There’s a lot of buttons and switches here but I wouldn’t know where to start.” 
 
    Cybill moved forward. “I can talk you through it from here.” 
 
    As Cybill began talking, Hester noticed that Tolly was swaying on the spot.  She hurried over and took his arm. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “It is nearly over.  But what if I’ve missed something?” Tolly suddenly turned, his face a look of horror. “Where did Rowhan go?” 
 
    “On the next ship out of here, I would think.  Don’t worry, we can track him down later.” 
 
    “No.  Rowhan would not give up that easily.  I should know.  I made him.” 
 
    Hester bit her lip. 
 
    “Then where would he go?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Rowhan stood in front of the endless waterfall.  He had designed it himself.  Tolly had done the original designs for the one at the Venus colony, but it had been a child’s toy compared to this one.  He put his fingers under the stream of water, then touched them to his mouth.  Had the water tasted like this back on Earth before it had all turned to ice. 
 
    A sound made him turn. 
 
    “You didn’t bring the h-man?” 
 
    Tolly sat down on a rock next to Rowhan.  
 
    “I didn’t think Hester needed to hear this,” Tolly said.  In fact, he had told the girl he was going to the medical center.  As if they could do any good.  A leaf fell from one of the trees and landed at his feet.  He stared at it, noticing the moisture droplets that clung to its vibrant green surface.  Did all humans feel this heightened awareness of life just in the last minutes before death?  Or was it a last gift from his augmented senses?  He wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Tell me how you are going to start the transfer remotely,” he said with a voice that held all of his nearly four centuries of time. 
 
    Rowhan hesitated, then held up a small black device. “Don’t try and take it off me.  It’s a palm reader, so it wouldn’t work for you anyway.  I just have to touch it, and the sequence starts.” 
 
    “Many h-men will die.” 
 
    “Many Augments will not.  Alcedine is failing.  There are irreparable cracks in the substructure.  If we do not find a new home for the Augments it will die within ten years.” 
 
    “There are places you could go.” 
 
    “What, the colony?  Sleep in bunks alongside the h-men with their tiny lives and their insignificant worries?  We are like gods to them, and we should be treated as such.” 
 
    Tolly shook his head, and this seemed to enrage Rowhan.  The other Augment grabbed Tolly by the shoulder. 
 
    “Look around you.  This is Utopia, just as we always dreamed it could be!  Don’t the Augments deserve this?  Don’t your children deserve this?” 
 
    “Don’t…” Blackness was creeping over Tolly’s vision. 
 
    “You made me, Tolly.  We have lived together for centuries, and now you want to sacrifice me on the alter of your precious h-men?” 
 
    With what was left of his vision Tolly saw Rowhan hold his hand up to the control. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    A last great burst of strength and Tolly threw his body into the other Augment.  They hit the barrier and went tumbling into the waterfall. 
 
    Water hit them and pulled them apart.  Cold liquid filled his mouth and his vision blurred.  Tolly tumbled and he reached out for the blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Hester jumped out of her seat when the door opened to the medical room. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “A little better,” Derek said. 
 
    “Good.” She pushed past the actor before he had a chance to say anything else and then shut the door firmly behind her. 
 
    “Good morning,” Tolly said. 
 
    “Morning.  You look like you’ve been thrown down a waterfall.” She couldn’t keep the smile from her face.  Five days in a coma that Cybill had thought he would never come out of.  But living was something Tolly did rather well. 
 
    “Tell me the news.” 
 
    “The miners are squabbling with the Augments.  They formed a new Council immediately, you won’t be surprised to hear.” 
 
    “We are a conservative people.  I don’t think that will ever change.” 
 
    “You might be surprised.  It’s a joint Council, half Augments, half h-men.” 
 
    “Maybe there is hope for us yet.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “And how is Rowhan.” 
 
    Hester picked a bit of lint from the blanket. “He died this morning.  He was under the water for longer than you were and there was too much brain damage.” 
 
    Tolly looked down at the bed and said nothing.  Then he reached out and patted her hand.  It was a touching gesture, especially coming from an Augment. 
 
    “You should speak to Derek.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Hester seethed. “After everything he did?” 
 
    “Look, I’m not suggesting you sign a marriage contract.  But maybe let him take you out for a drink.  He’s only human, Hester.  And there’s something to be said for that.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Sometimes it was easy to remember the Tolly was nearly four hundred years old. “When are they letting you out of this place?” 
 
    “When I’m fixed up as good as they can get me.” 
 
    Hester couldn’t help but look down at his left arm lying awkwardly by his side. 
 
    “The doctors say that I’ll never use it again.  Impossible, according to them.  But what do they know?  I’ve got three centuries more experience than they do.  I’ll be fine in no time.” 
 
    “Will you join the Council?  They could learn a lot from you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  After what I told them?  They would feel they had to do everything I say, and it’s that kind of thing that got us into trouble in the first place.  No, I think I’ll leave them to it.  I’m going to head for the Earth Sats.  Now that I know the technology used for the Venus station was not the reason for the disaster, I can get work started on improving the existing satellites.  No reason why we can’t recreate Utopia up above the Earth.” 
 
    “That would be something.” 
 
    Tolly tilted his head to one side and gave her a searching look. “And what will you do now?  I’m guessing you can’t go back to your old position.” 
 
    “Not really.  I’m not sure the University are very happy about the whole ‘not really a poet’ thing, but I sent Doctor Devay my movie script and she said it shows promise.  I’ve got some meetings lined up with studios next week.  And if that doesn’t work out the new Martian Council have asked me to fix all the holes in their network.  That should keep me busy for a while.” 
 
    “You’re really quite adaptable.  For an h-man.” 
 
    “And you’re a snarky bastard.  For an Augment.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Take care of yourself, Tolly.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself Hester Dousainy, the First and definitely worst Poet Laureate of Mars.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    The perceived wisdom when writing novels is to make sure you write a book that there is actually a market for.  But I have never been especially good at doing that.  This book in particular turned out stranger than I had ever imagined.  If you got this far you fall into that well-known market of Irish poetry and futuristic science fiction fans.  You sound like my kind of person! 
 
    The novel started off with one idea.  There are poet laureates of different countries and cities all around the world.  What would happen if you were made the Poet Laureate of Mars?  How many times would you have to make a rhyme with the word dust?  What if, in fact, you were actually a terrible poet? 
 
    And we’re off!  Sometimes all it takes is one concept to take you on a very strange ride, in this case to Mars and back.  Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    P.S. Apologies to W.B. Yeats, who truly was a marvellous poet and didn’t deserve such ill treatment. 
 
      
 
    If you liked this book why don’t you give the Moon Colony Series a go?  It’s set in the same Universe, only a couple of hundred years earlier.  You can find book one here. 
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