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Chapter One: A Lost Women on A Lonely Voyage

As the Estonia Pushed forward on its way to a new world a lost woman became very aware that she was on a one-way voyage. She was leaving earth for a new life on Mars. There was very little on earth that would have kept her from making the journey. She was also certain that there would have been nothing on Earth in her future that would have enticed her to stay. She stared through the tempered glass window. She knew that this would be the last time that she would see the planet she grew up on with her naked eyes. There was no room for regret. Her waking consciousness had long been filled with other feelings. Ones of loneliness, longing and sadness. These feelings eclipsed any emotions the woman would be feeling in that moment. "Should I be excited for red earth?". This thought along with a cascade of similar ones washed over her. Eventually the earth finally became indistinguishable through the viewport. 

Later the lost women stood in the bathroom facing the mirror she went through her routine. “My hands are my hands, my eyes are my eyes, my voice is my voice”. The woman recited towards herself as she had done thousands of times over the past few years. “My name is my name. Tamisra is my name.” This mantra had become a habit. Much like the cacophony of different voices. All sounding remarkably like hers. 

They went through her head every day of her life on an endless cycle. The words that came from these voices were things that she would never dream of saying to another person. Yet she inflicted them upon herself. It was as if a few years ago someone had left a broadcast on in her brain repeating the same things over and over again. “No one will miss me”. This one was new and unlike many of her thoughts she was certain this one was untrue. Just as Autumn changes to Winter. 

This thought will develop cancerous growths and infect her every living moment. 

With all these tumours her mental state was continuously on a knifes edge. Tamisra knew that the new voice to join that chorus that accused her that, “you left him”. She knew it will eventually drag her mind back into a fetal position and she will become one of the living dead once more. Something gently scratched on the the boarders of her consciousness. It brought Tamisra out of her mind’s gloomy pantry. “Don’t think 1
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like that. You’re going on the exciting once-in-a-lifetime adventure! Its going to change everything about you forever". A voice that she had been hearing less and less over the last few years had decided to press in. “You are beyond fortunate”, the voice claimed almost as an afterthought. “Yes”, Tamisra said under her breath. 

There was no turning back to her old life. She is on her way to a new one and unlike the majority of people will be able outpace her problems by thousands of miles. The vast expanse before her no longer reminded her of the gaping abyss that she imagined moments ago. Now, she saw space. Decades ago they called it the final frontier. Now a generation of pioneers will call it an endless expanse of possibilities. 

Tamisra is one of these pioneers. 

She had been in space for 13 days now and the majority of the time had been in the room that she was currently pondering in. Due to company policy, no colonists are to fraternise with one another during the flight to Mars. This was due to a bureaucratic web of security procedures and surety declarations. The space faring division of Unity, Beyond Unity is a carbon copy of its parent. It wanted to make sure that their strict rules of conduct would follow people from Earth and into the stars. Many rightly believed that if there was a way to monetise the afterlife, Unity would find it. Tamisra next looked around the room that was as cookie-cutter as they come. Bed, desk, chair, wastebasket. The range of, "gracious amenities", that Unity provided their invaluable solar colonists looked familiar. In fact they resembled the exact same items of affordable ultra-simplistic furniture Tamisra owned in her apartment. The idea turned into a thought, “are they from the same manufacturer?” Obviously, they are. It all comes from the same manufacturer. The same company. Yet there was one very unwelcome addition. The ensuite bathroom was equipped with the latest steam valve. Which was designed to reduce water wastage, and maximise bodily hygiene. Tamisra had a real shower back on earth. This is abomination an of an appliance with its maximum three minute hydroponic mist. This has so far been the only thing that she has regretted leaving Earth for. Well, one of the only things. 

Besides her uncle. In her opinion hygiene is not the only point of having a long soak under a cascade of hot water droplets. The point is to turn up the heat to its limit and let it scorch the skin. The point is to supress the onslaught of self-doubt and loneliness. Blocked out by your body screaming in protest at being exposed to 2
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physical agony. The scalding assault on her body was a feeling Tamisra was familiar with. 

She returned to the observation window which was a unique feature of her cabin. 

The unusual circumstances in which she was chosen to be part of this voyage was officially listed as an HR error. It was listed as this because no one on the Martian selection committee wanted to grapple with the extensive paperwork that would be involved in the bizarre circumstances of Tamisra’s selection to be on the Estonia. As a result instead of the marketable six colonists, there was going to be an uneven but negligible seven. Tamisra’s cabin was originally supposed to be exclusively an observation room. This is where passengers heading to their new home would be able to see Earth disappear on the Estonia’s ascent. Then to see Mars materialise upon its descent. The room was going to be outfitted with different amenities. A selection of non-alcoholic beverages, a chessboard and a variety of motivational posters depicting pre-unity astronauts. One had neglected to be remove and as a result remained in its paper prison. It gave observers an assuring thumbs up as it floated in infinite nowhere. Tamisra imagined the other passengers drinking virgin Whiskey Sours in plastic tumblers. They would play a game closely resembling chess. Occasionally they would comment on the ancient artwork discussing the meaning of the astronaut. Then they would lament about how meaningless this all was as their lifelong home disappeared for good. 

As it was, in her lacklustre surroundings there was little to do. She could have a look at the massive information pack about what you could expect on a new home planet again. This included the kinds of work she will be assigned to do and leisure activities in downtime. Tamisra felt puzzled by the absurdity of being able to replicate the comforts of earth on the red planet. Some of the high-gloss images replicated onto organic plastic pages where just bizarre. She wondered if the pictures are supposed to be parodies. Men, women and small children dressed in swimsuits at what looked to be some sort of artificial beach. "This is preposterous!", was her reaction upon seeing it for the first time. Was it supposed to be some sort of lake? 

The water itself looked as if it was acknowledging the ridiculousness of its existence. 

In its hyperrealistic depiction, it looked as if it was siphoned straight from the United Asian Pacific Ocean. Then literally dumped by some sort of giant floating garbage barge glistening reflection and all, right onto the surface of Mars. Looking at the 3
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images Tamisra felt a bottomless well of pity for the imaginary people in the picture. 

No longer did their flamboyant gallivanting in the shallows of the picture-perfect ocean give her an impression of blissful ignorance. Rather a forced parody of a family’s day out. They knew that they would never be able to recreate what they left behind on Earth. Their children would never be able to play in a real ocean. A sea filled with life and all the unknowns that made adolescence so appealing to many. 

They would live and they would die on a wasteland planet. 

Instead of dwelling on this elaborate existential creation that was pushing Tamisra down a morbid rabbit hole. It was time to go through the routine of keeping to the very low standards of basic hygiene that she had set herself. Much like her living quarters, the bathroom was a hastily cobbled together recreation of the bare minimum standards of a functioning living space. Consisting of a steam shower, a steam basin, a pressurised toilet and a mirror. Past the bathroom that wasn’t designed for maximum comfort or ergonomic efficiency was a window. For Tamisra it acted as introspection and a day ruining skin blemish detector. Tamisra liked to look into the mirror. Even now that her mental health had been put through an industrial tumble dryer of events. She took pleasure in clasping either side of the sink. She would dig her fingers into the upcycled materials that were popular with modern H2O 

dispensers. Then stare straight into the dark depths of her iris. She would imagine herself as a fictional helpless Victorian literacy character. sentenced to an asylum for the rest of her life for the crime of an overactive imagination. However, to be fair there would have been very few women like her in Victorian Europe. Her chestnut complexion would place her ancestry in what used to be India. However, back then it is more likely that instead of spending her time gazing out of a large, barred window. 

She would have found herself on the wrong side of a short drop and a thick knot. 

That doesn’t quite sound like the expression she was looking for... But, Tamisra was not versed well with old English metaphors. While she had grown up in that part of the world, her accent and attitude towards owning small dog species would place her to others in one of the central European districts. The symmetry of her face coupled with the sharp contours of her jaw where features many used to be envious of. The hazardous curly style of her hair looked as if she was styling herself after a trendy movement. This group referred to themselves as, "Modern Post Existence". 

Everything about their style was a noncommittal middle finger to the Unity 4
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establishment. Her hair resembled this because she cut it herself. There was no need to pay money for a hairdresser when you had a pair of craft scissors. “One of the last few relevant careers left”, she thought. Then she went through the process of cleaning her teeth for the third time that day. 

"There are worse things to do than being unproductive". This was one of Tamisra’s favourite personal mottoe’s. While on Earth before everything went into freefall for her life. Tamisra was an apprentice gene manipulator at the Wetter Institute of Extinction reversal. It was hard work but as most of the people that she stayed with would say. She was beyond lucky to get the job in the first place. Part of it was her uncle’s connections. Although, she would never reveal that detail to anyone. She felt as if this would somehow reduce her status and put her on par with the Nobodies. 

Ultimately as far as society is concerned, you are only as valuable as what you can contribute. Otherwise, you’re just taking up valuable space. In other words, the march of human progress is waiting for you to cease your exist. You are a worthless footnote on the otherwise pristine recent achievements of mankind. Then you can become mulch for the mushroom farms. You will begin your next career as reconstructed nutrients for billions. She will never have to think about that fate again. 

There are no mushrooms on Mars, just endless baron deserts. “What will they do with my body, once I cease to exist?” She once again picked up the malnourished glamorised reading material. Perhaps something in here will inform her on the proper burial process on the red planet. Upon flipping through the pages, Tamisra concluded that clearly this book was not meant to have much more intellectual nourishment than a standard tourist pamphlet. Despite this, there was an awnser to her question that she must have overlooked in her last peruse. There was a group of people in black overalls standing near what was footnoted to be an ejection pod. The people in the highly detailed image were looking formally morbid as if ready to keep that exact same pose for the entire ritual. The first few lines of the description on the page had uncannily similar wording to a condo advert that Tamisra has seen a few years ago. “State-of-the-art modern living has simplified many of the most mundane tasks that we face today”. “Modern living”, caught her eye because the next few lines could only be described as a polar opposite. Turns out that the cadavers of the previously living were ejected from the station and onto Mars. They did not decompose the same way that people did on earth because there was nothing to 5
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feed on them such as worms or bacteria. Instead, they are be loaded into a stainless-steel cylinder and carted out by a pre-automated robot to be buried in the ground. This was of course in theory since no one has ever died on Mars. “So that’s it, I will literally never leave Mars. I will be one of the first to die here”, she absently wondered to herself. 

One of her biggest reliefs on the Estonia was that sleep was guaranteed to come easily. This was due to a combination of mild sedatives in the pre-dream hydration liquid that they were optionally allowed to drink. They also had a large library of “the sounds of”, series at their disposal. The cycles soothing sounds of the repopulated Amazon rainforest. Sponsored by the Amazon shipping company. Now 93% 

automated. She only listened to the first 15 minutes of gentle rainfall before the world ceased to exist. Restrained, weighted, gagged, bound. Everything to describe the way she felt in her un-waking world. Sleep comes easily, the dreams never do. 

Strained, coughing, swaying, riged, cold. Unable to move, forced to stare. Watching. 

the pendulum swing gently back and forth. The weight on the taught binding allowing only the slightest movement. Re-emergence from the night scape of remembrance was always the same for Tamisra. A gasp, shaking and her hands automatically guiding themselves just above her right breast and onto her abdomen. A trick she learnt to help calm herself down. There wasn’t much to do now other than wait for the artificial sleep cycle to come to an end. The tendrils of the memories were still tickling her adrenaline glands. The memories of what transpired in the twilight realm still sat like an unwelcome toad occupying her mind. “I will be able to wake up soon”, she thought to herself. The thought helped her to calm down along with the gentle pressure of her hands on her skin. She imagined healing electricity conducting through her hands and throughout her body. The imagery driving away the un-yielding and intruding thoughts. As most people usually experience, sleep managed once again to veil her in its embrace. This time it was welcome. There were no Freudian metaphors this time. Just blackness, the way it should be, as she hopes it to be every night. 

When travelling through space, you can never really claim something obscure “as the next morning”. These phrases of the English language no longer formed part of Tamisra’s vocabulary. It was now more appropriate to say, “as her designated sleep cycle drew to a close”. This also includes the expectations that life has given us as 6
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part of our mandated routine, such as the rising sun. The sun still existed to Tamisra however, it didn’t mark the beginning of a new day. Rather an audible click, followed by a sputter of lights before the overhead fluorescence ordered her into a new day. 

Just as our local star once did. She stared at the void above her head. The white linoleum reminded her of the room she was in until recently inhabiting. No fan, however. The three blades that would rotate above her head as the stick thin shafts wobbled under the weight of the floating pirouette. Sometimes she imagined the blades descending onto her horizontal form. She would imagine the razor-sharp blades blending her body and turning her into a bloody sludge shake. Logic would always overrule this idea. It’s more likely that the underwhelming lightweight up cycled plastic air flow device would do little more than nudge her into consciousness. 

Then she would have to breathe a bitter sigh of relief before admitting that most household appliances were far less deadly than they appeared. Usually after Tamisra would wake up, she would picture the gaping day before it would start to swallow her time. This was not one of those days. She was no longer living her previous existence. Every day of the last 14 days she reminded us of this. Today was special. Today was the day that the mag locks on her cabin door would release. 

She will be able to comb the corridors of the Estonia and fraternise with her fellow future Martians. This was because this time at the end of the next sleep cycle they will begin their descent onto Mars. With that descent, for the rest of their natural lives they will not leave its surface. Today they will also be recording their first live streams since their 14 day isolation periods on the Estonia. The belief of BY producers was that the crewmates would be able to express themselves with poetic magnificence. 

Citing the beautiful endlessness of space, the breaking of their cocoons into new lives and the quiet reflection that they had during their time alone as a space farer. It was more likely, Tamisra believed, that they would speak about the lack of any sort of entertainment system in their cabins. She knew she would. 

Chapter Two – First Contact

"Sustenance", was the only way to describe the three courses of food received on a daily basis. "Genetically modified fluoride". The unofficial pet name for the miracle development that essentially cured world hunger. Hybridised Fungus. Its base proteins mixed with thousands of nutrients that made it the perfect substitute for what a pre-Unity meal would consist of. yet, eradicating starvation did have a price to pay. 

7
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While the food was consistently developed with new tantalising flavours that mimicked and even in some cases resembled dishes such as chicken ala King. 

There was still something not quite right about eating it. Tamisra remembered eating real chicken once. It was at her uncle’s party celebrating his promotion. Having real meat was at best frowned upon and at worst a punishable offence. However, those who could buy it would. She remembered biting into the thinly sliced pieces of meat that was garnished with what seemed to be a sludge like mushroom sauce. There’s something primal about it, the teeth having to pass through muscle and cartilage. 

This flesh tasting mimicry of food tasted nearly the same as the real foal. “Nothing died for the enjoyment of this meal”, was the tagline for a big portion of the marketing material of the revolutionary substitute. Ultimately there was no way to argue against eating the fungus over a real animal. There were some however who believed that something has been lost through these discoveries. That we are changing from the humans that survived and thrived against all odds throughout history into something far less useful to evolution. The famous philosopher Klaus Bär argued that “we are losing a war against ourselves. We are losing our identities in the name of preserving humanity indefinitely. Perhaps instead of putting our species on life support we should have let nature take its course”. This argument along with many others was written in his book, "The Society of The Nobodies". The term, "Nobodies", was adopted for the class of people that had no contribution to society. Tamisra herself for the last three years was classified as such. As was everyone else on the Estonia. 

Today Tamisra was going to be interacting with the rest of the wayward souls heading to Mars. The ones destined to begin new lives where they had value. 

Assigned jobs that were eradicated by smarter, more accomplished people. The Mars program probably had more applications than any other job posting in history. 

Broadcasted throughout every person’s digital feeds. It had access to any sort of ether connected device no matter what topics they were usually fed by the various social media algorithms. Feed algorithms were so sophisticated these days that once Tamisra was compelled to buy a heater in summer. She mentioned insulation probelms in her appartment briefly to a friend and one of her four smart devices picked up that conversation. She was as a result assaulted with a cascade of adverts for different energy and space saving warmth channelling devices. As with most people, this invasion was just a part of life. Humanity owed its continued existence to 8
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Unity. In the way of gratitude to buy goods and services provided by the corporation and its subsidiaries. It’s many, many subsidiaries. 

She looked over from a desk where she was eating her bird flavoured spores to the pressurised sliding door. Any moment now she would hear a click, a hiss and a whoosh of air as the door would ascend into another compartment. Then "The Eye of Unity" as most people referred to the megacorporations logo. Would lift along with the door and its gaze will no longer be perpetually boring into her. The original design of the eye was intended to look empathetic. The company that was always look after you. Those more cynical compared the symbol to the eye of Horus. 

Forever watching. There was always fine print to anything that Unity produced. For humanity the Asterix was accompanied by the fact that the mega-corp was allowing people to exist. Without its intervention it is likely that humanity would not have existed much longer. At least according to Unity. Inevitably, the "click", "hiss" and, 

"whoosh", finally made its debut. Tamisra watched as the corridor revealed itself to her. As explained in the briefing, the yawning darkness that lay before her was part of an energy saving automated system. More clicks. Then the lights one by one started to click on outside her, what was until now, her isolation chamber. She would have to venture into what was going to be Tamisra’s new society. 

Many of the virtual groups that Tamisra was a part of would classify her frequently as a stereotypical introvert. Someone who tended to avoid frequent socialisation. 

Instead she enjoyed spending her interaction energy sparingly. It wasn’t that she didn't like people. It was that they drained her when overexposed to something as simple as a casual conversation. It’s time to take the plunge. She needs to assert her place early on. Group interaction is critical, even if it’s not her forte. Tamisra stood, picked up the tray, deposited her leftovers into the ship wide nourishment recycler, zipped up her course polyethylene overalls and walked straight into the flickering lights of her future. Much of the corridor was still blanketed by the nonexistence of darkness. If you can’t see it then it’s not there. Then suddenly it was. She caught a glimpse of the poly plastic walls of the Estonia. Lined with piping the colour of intestines when exposed to oxygenation. Then it was gone. The fluorescent lights were still stuttering into existence. Attempting to illuminate what was hiding in the dark. The only thing that could possibly be hiding where the other crewmates. For whatever reason they would be skulking in the darkness instead of waiting for the 9
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ship to fill with illumination was beyond her understanding. She considers herself a staunch supporter of logic and calculated intentions. But the weight of the darkness that flickered in and out of existence filled her with an emotion that was not her usual existential feelings. The lizard part of her brain that made an appearance was almost welcoming. She felt her heart quickening, as she imagined movement beyond her sight. How long was the corridor? It could go on forever. The brief nanoseconds of the light would in no way be able to give an indication of its length. Then, total darkness. 

All light disappeared as quickly as it had flickered on and off. She could hear the machines that coughed into life. Suddenly whirring down as if they had a botched cybernetics stint expiring years ago that was finally giving its last few sputters of life. 

Space isn’t dark. There is always light somewhere from some distance. A reflection of stars that are millions of light years away. This darkness felt like true nothingness. 

Tamisra held onto the last moments of machines powering down as if it was a lifeline. Because the sooners the sound disappeared so did everything else in her existence. Nothing else mattered but this moment. Every moment of existence that she had until this point was totally useless. An iron maiden of fear encased her senses. The sound of terror was absolute. She had never seen true darkness throughout her entire life. Even when she would switch off the lights in a room. There was still an artificial glare coming from some other point in the world. A slight peak through the curtain or an intruder from under the door. Light had never been absent from life until now. Her ancestors suddenly rushed to her aid. Millions of years of evolution suddenly overcame her whole life. Everything she had came from that had been tailored to a modern world. A utopia that anyone else in history would have traded their soul to live in now abandoned her. Now, where once a proud modern intellectual stood a quivering cave dweller. The only response to the total absence of existence was to remain perfectly still. Until the creatures of the night would mistake her for anything but prey and let her life continue. Then she was bathed in a dim red light. 

An innumerable amount of time had passed. All the while her lineage and reptilian brain fought to keep her sane until the emergency lights made their presence known. 

It could not have been a very long time since Tamisra let out a breath that she must’ve been holding in while being surrounded by a cocoon of darkness. The cats 10
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eyes blinked once, twice then let out a steady glow of a steady velvet carpet. The hallway existed once more. Well, kind of. They had briefed the colonists of this eventuality. "Electrical Ghosts", they called it. Digital entities haunting the life-sustaining machinery of the Estonia. There was a technical name for it but Tamisra was not well versed in modern engineering colloquialism. But she could understand why they likened it to a haunting. Because she felt ghosts around her. “Keep walking”, she heard somewhere in her mind. This scratching of self-doubt and ongoing depression was forced out of her. Like an intruder that had been squatting in the rightful owner’s home too long. This voice that she hadn’t heard in a while was violently soft and confident. She needed to obey this voice. She started to walk down the corridor noticing the rooms on either side of her. All of them open. They were not illuminated by florescence. Instead they were still shrouded in the unknown. She imagined that she saw shapes moving around just outside of the periphery. “Don’t”, the well-educated general of her mind told her. “Panic and the mission is over.” 

Instead Tamisra imagined herself as the space adventurer that she was sold as to the public. While she was briefed that there weren’t going to be any live streams until the first introductory taping. She still wondered if the producers had created this moment. The hidden cameras watching her to see how she would react to this moment. Then, a slight click of air being released between cartilage. The sound of flesh being pulled from vinyl flooring started just behind her. Tamisra looked back over her right shoulder into the doorway that she had just passed. Long slender fingers came into existence reaching around the door frame. So high that the figure must be reaching up. Then she realised by the curve of the slowly emerging arm that they were in fact reaching down. No human could possibly be that massive. An enormous figure starts to emerge from the darkness of the doorway. It had to stoop in order to emerge from the 7 foot portal. “Don’t move”, the general commanded. 

“You cannot show fear, you need to assert dominance over this threat”. It was hard to hear the voice over the pounding of her heart as the figure that emerged must have been at least four heads taller than her. The vale of darkness still shrouded the giant, but she could hear its steady breathing. The residue of the powerful confident voice that had been a figment of her imagination suddenly sprang to life. “Hey!”, it said. Tamisra quivered in a parody of what she intended. “Hey”, was the somewhat awkward response from the monster. 

11
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Interlude 1: A Decisive Rescue Attempt

“This is no time to panic”, Pierre thought to himself. His heart gripped by the feeling one can only get from total darkness. He felt around the walls that were unlike the ones in his crew quarters. This felt more like vinal recycled plastic used to coat the outside of eco-fuel cars. Was the ache that suddenly appeared in his back molars a symptom of being caught in a moment of abject terror? Because the only thing he heard aside his shallow inhalations of breathe was the throb in his ear that came from it. He wondered if there were animatronic dentists on Mars. He had to miss an appointment due to seeing his uncle and aunt before making the trip. Next to his parents, they are closest family he has. Having been an only child had many benefits for the parents including some pretty extensive tax cuts and additional vacation days. 

But for Pierre it meant that there were few people that he could truly trust. From a young age he imagined a sibling that he could rely on. An older brother that was everything he could not be. Tall, broad shouldered and successful. Much like he did when he was a child, Pierre conjured an image of this man. His elder brother put a steadying hand on his shoulder and said in a clear deep baritone, “you’re doing great, keep it up”. Then as if his fantasy had the strength that he perceived it to have the emergency lights started to flick on. Growing up in the inner city of Paris where shipping containers were converted into high-rise living quarters. Pierre had seen a total of three riots. Unity had very rarely ever put down civil disobedience with actual violence through their private security firms. Rather, if anyone was suspected of being part of a riot. A few lines of code would be sent to their chips and in a moment their communication devices, their credit chips and any prosthetics were rendered useless. Not being able to communicate, buy anything or losing the ability to type with your right hand usually was a pretty good way of discouraging people taking part. He remembered the emergency lights that would keep the darkness out of the hallways while these riots would take place. These emergency lights were different. 

They gave off a slightly more menacing red instead of the pink hue he was used to. 

Checking his surroundings Pierre noticed that the hallway that he had migrated into was narrower than he expected. He could not make out the colour of the walls. 

Though he suspected that they were cream or off white judging by the reflection they gave. He heard something. "Tap, tap, tap". It was the same sound you would hear as a child when his mother’s well-manicured inch long fingernails would move up and 12
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down on a surface. Usually when she ran out of patience with him. As she often would. “Was it there before?”, he wondered. Moving down the hallway towards the sound, he conjured the image of moving through a monsters guts. When he was a child he heard that blue whales had blood vessels thick enough for a child to crawl through. After reading this at an extinction tour he started having nightmares about being trapped inside a whale. Being slowly descended upon on all sides by a red mass of flesh. Constricting him until he was crushed. Were the walls rippling, or was it a trick of the light? "Tap, tap, tap", closer now. The sound was getting more frantic. 

The imaginary beckoning of his mother’s fingernails quickened his pace. Finally, he got to a door that was well lit by a group of flashing lights surrounding it. He heard tapping. It was even more frantic than before this close up. He pressed his ear against the door. He could hear muffled words behind the material. “Help me!”. 

“What?”, he said, but he knew perfectly well what. His initial reaction to someone needing assistance was usually feigned confusion. Even now amongst this absurdity his cowardice got in the way of his transition into a decent human being. Then the sounds of a generator and the world once again came into existence. 

The world filled with illumination. The panic he felt confronted by perpetual darkness evaporated. Along with the fresh steam of air coming through the ventilator shafts. 

He no longer saw a biomass surrounding him but rather a perfectly normal looking hallway, familiar and safe. However, the door in front of him was still a concern. Did he really hear the faint sounds of an SOS coming from beyond the barrier? Was it perhaps just an illusion? A spawn from his overactive imagination after being confronted with childlike terror? So many questions with no immediate answers. 

Then he pressed his ear on the poly metal of the door so hard it ached. The smooth cool surface helped to bring down the lingering fever of his recent fear. Then he heard it again. “Help me”, the distant voice pleaded with him once again. “Hello?”, Pierre asked in response. Then again, “help me”. This was definitely a situation that was usually far out of the realm of Pierre’s capabilities. He was not a man that could usually be expected to do much more than write academic papers that no one would ever read. Or make fine China tea that he would have to save up months to buy. His few friends would describe him as a very well-mannered man with very little to say about anyone. This was one of the reasons why he decided to enter the Mars 13
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Lottery. He subconsciously believed that no matter what he tried in life, anything exciting would simply pass on by. This, however, was something he cannot ignore. 

There was a plaque on the door, “Emily Singhway”. He remembered Emily from the orientation day. Pierre recalled her as being beautiful in a very mystic way. Long flowing dark hair complimented by very sharp features. She came from a very influential family from the Asian Pacific. That influence got her parents a high place on one of the most prestigious designer baby waiting lists. Pierre remembered that there was another on the flight crew who also went through a similar process. While Emily’s modifications were precisely streamlined. The other women had been accidently turned into a behemoth. Pierre was a small man however even a strapping six-footer would feel remarkably puny compared to the woman who sat two seats away from him on that first day. The artists who created the perfect humans went for subtleties rather than style. It was the small things that made the perfect person. The cornered mouth, large welcoming eyes and of course a spine so straight that it looked as though it was cemented in place. Many of these people had an air of superiority. They were designed better than humans born out of natural selection. 

Emily, however, had the opposite effect. When she smiled at Pierre and introduced herself, she opened an entire realm of conversation. She had a smile so warm it would have penetrated Kevlar. When Pierre heard the news that he was going to be chosen for the Mars voyage he felt a pull of sadness thinking about all the people he would never meet. He was after all at heart a very sociable person. He would never see his parents again, as they were both had jobs and as such would never be chosen for the programme. When Emily grasped his hand in a firm shake, he decided in that moment that he would never have to meet another person again. If she needed help, he would have to put his usual habits aside to find a way to rescue her. 




Chapter Three: Skeleton Crew

The tone was unfathomably feminine for the image that Tamisra had conjured. it was also deep, as if the owner’s larynx had been put through a lifetime of tar abuse. 

Which was totally absurd since cigarettes had not been around Tamisra since she was three. Finally as if the world finally decided to give her some context. A blinding fluorescent light sputtered into existence along with the soft hum of the ship wide 14
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generators whirring into life. Tamisra covered her eyes with the back of her arm as if she was in danger of being attacked by the monster before her. Then as her eyes adjusted to the light and her arm retreated back to her side. She saw that the figure had done the exact same thing. All creatures have retinas she supposed, even those of absurd proportions. "Absurd proportions", are exactly what came to mind as Tamisra evaluated the being before her. She must have been at least 7 and a half feet tall and somewhat slender aside the full portion of breasts and glutes. She was pale with long flowing straw coloured hair partly tied up by a band. She was not wearing the standard issue overalls but rather the undergarments that they were provided with. This consisted of a cream-coloured and modest panty bra combo. 

Tamisra wondered if these had to be specially made, because she had never seen sizing like that. She also thought that the figure standing before her if not for her size would have been some sort of beauty queen. To Tamisra she radiated classic stunning facial symmetry along with the modern standards of beauty that many thought were unachievable. that was unless genetic enhancements were integrated at a young age. This was a strong possibility she decided. She also decided that the seconds were rushing by. That the silence that had descended after the impromptu greeting were nudging this strange interaction closer and closer towards the cliff of awkwardness. 

“Uhhhh, hey.” The Amazonian said brushing her fingers along the spectacles that Tamisra had just noticed. “I’m Katie”, Katie said extending the previously fidgeting hand. “Katie-Ann” Katie-Ann corrected with a light shrug of her broad shoulders. 

While Tamisra had never met any of the other colonialists she did read some very sparse dossiers on her space peers. Katie-Ann, born in the new Republic of Middle America. Well, that explained the Accent Tamisra detected. Yet her eyes which she first believed blue weren’t, they were grey, like a wolf or some other extinct arctic predator. “Tamisra”, her instincts decided was an appropriate reply. It was going to be appropriate yet casual response to this unorthodox first meeting. Her hand was swallowed whole by the enormous yet slender appendage that gripped it gently. 

“Sorry if I scared you”, Katie-Ann said with a grimace “I tend to have an effect on people”. She looked so apologetic, as if her existence was insulting her new new acquaintance. “No, ugggghhhh, I just um was a little bit startled by the lights going off and um you know”. An apologetic sincere smile seemed appropriate, her social 15
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prompt told her. The beam of the giantess’s natural smile penetrated through the weight of the moment. “Genetic fetal modifications am I right?” She said lifting and dropping Tamisra’s hand in a gesture of traditional greeting. “I bet my parents could have grown a dick on me if they wanted to”. She let go of her hand and Tamisra decided in that moment that at the very least on this one-way trip. She could indeed find a fellow a wayward soul to be friends with. "Or perhaps more?", a dangerous voice suggested somewhere inside the suppressed recesses of Tamisra’s consciousness. 

Walking through the now dimly lit corridor the idea of being lost in a voidness darkness was almost comical. If Tamisra extended her hand in either direction, followed by no more than a step she would have touched the neon white plasteel walls. She wondered if death was like that. Your consciousness surrounded by total darkness. Unable to see your surroundings while waiting for illumination that never came. These thoughts couldn’t take root and navigate her down the usual path to the absurdist dread that Tamisra usually found herself in when contemplating anything to do with the afterlife. This was due to the monolithic figure that moved in and out of her periphery from just behind her. She kept on having to remind herself that Katie-Ann was no threat. Despite this she quickened her pace. The woman seemed to keep hers steady, this reminded Tamisra of a flamingo. She saw a flock of them once not realising that they are communal birds. The ones she saw were at a gene zoo, along with many other newly replicated animals. The exhibit was accompanied by a description of the birds which portrayed them as being pink. The ones in the enclosure, looked more like a dirty brown. This was common amongst early variations of animals brought back from extinction. While majestic they were not quite what they were designed to be. This is what came to mind when contemplating the existence of the creature behind her. You can do as much research and conceptualisation as you like. Nature sometimes rebels no matter how much scientists try to manipulate its lifeblood. Katie-Ann was a perfect example of this. 

Much like the flamingos she was still near fictionally beautiful. Katie-Ann seem to walk straight out of a children’s storybook. There were certain uncanny defects that arise in many of humankind’s most recent scientific miracles. The absence of some of the essentials that make a flamingo a flamingo or a woman a woman is what decides if the creation was a success or failure. A few weeks after their creation the 16
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birds were destroyed, and their genetics recycled for the next generation. But you can’t do that with a living breathing conscious human. Yet. 

The corridor seemed longer than when Tamisra was originally shepherded to her room by the on-board artificial intelligence before the Estonia ascended. 14 days in isolation can give you a warped perspective she supposed. It felt like she had walked through these hallways before. Then, a sign. The emergency lights gave a slight impression to a group of symbols. Emerging into existence as if by divine intervention and not a power saving triggered activation system. “Cafeteria”, the sign depicted with a same font sized arrow icon pointing in the direction they were headed. “Well, at least we know where to go”. Upon hearing this Tamisra turned to see Katie-Ann with an awkward, yet totally sincere half smile on her face. The look made Tamisra feel guilty about comparing her to genetically doomed lanky brown bird. “At least it’s that, I guess. I remember in the event of a power failure the manifesto recommended that everyone congregates in the cafeteria”. She put emphasis on the quoted word “congregates”, as if it didn’t feel right saying it. “Did you read that thing?”, Katie-Ann feigned surprise. “For my 14 days I just read some of the classic reading material I bought with me. Such as, "Sense and Sexuality". It’s my third favourite Victorian-based erotic fanfiction. Have you heard of Oates?” Katie-Ann said raising her voice to mimic an ancient British countess. “I must admit it is not yet part of my reading repertoire. I wouldn’t mind borrowing it sometime because all I had to read was the manifesto. I thought it was going to be a little bit more technical”. 

The half-smile broke through to a full toothed radiating grin “I’m glad that someone read it. I doubted anyone else did. I met a few of the other people who are going to take the trip”. Katie-Ann said. “What are they like?”, Tamisra asked since she hadn’t officially met anyone yet. “Well let’s just say that I don’t think a lot of them will be writing any thesis on the productivity of Martian habitat development any time soon.” 

“Woosh”, the sound of an air pressurised door opening further down the corridor. 

The sound came just as Katie-Ann finished her summery of their fellow colonists. 

“Well let’s go meet the rest of the crew”, Katie-Ann said taking the lead this time. She ambled along at a reasonable pace that Tamisra could keep up with. 

Emerging in front of Katie-Ann’s profile was a flat white dead end. What distinguished it from the walls of the Estonia was nine circular indents inlaid with blue on its right-hand side. It was accompanied by a wall mounted terminal which was 17
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used in case the automatic mechanism did not function properly. As her companion got within a metre of the wall there was the familiar click of locks being disengaged. 

A hiss of air being released from unseen compartments and finally, slower than in her room the door that whooshed to the left. Unlike the corridor they had just walked through, the next room was well lit by a cool white light. The room was extravagantly spacious, acting as both a community area and kitchen. From what Tamisra could see past Katie-Ann two figures sat on cream cloth couches just off to the left of the room, while another busied himself in the kitchen area. From what could be seen of the man in the kitchen he resembled the romantic idolisation of a Nordic warrior. Tall with broad shoulders. Golden hair was waxed to just below the nape of his neck. 

When he turned as Tamisra assumed the others she saw he had the chiselled features of a casual model. The man on the furthest left of the, "L", shaped couch was a somewhat heavyset dark-skinned man. He had dreadlocks bunched with hairbands in seemingly random places with tints of orange dye at the tips. Tamisra could not properly gauge how tall he was. However from the way his arms crossed his broad chest, the layers of paunch hid a body builders physique. A woman sat on the couches Y axes, she looked a lot like what Katie-Ann would have been without the severe gigantism. She looked small but in no way petite. She had blond hair that cascaded beyond her shoulders. She had a full lipped “O”, expression that exaggerated the awkward silence that usually followed the interruption of a very amusing and immersive story. All three of them where wearing the same company overalls. All worn in slightly different variations. The Arian zipped to his neck. The Heavy had the arms sinched at the waist which exposed the standard issue sleeveless white vest. "O", as Tamisra decided to refer to her as had her hands slightly raised revealing that her outfit was fasted just midway up her chest. The three all looked unblinking at the intruders. 

“Uhhhh, hey”, Katie-Ann greeted with the same half grin that lit up the darkness that surrounded Tamisra earlier. “Are we interrupting something, fellow fuck-ups?” O was the first to answer, snapping to a well-rehearsed attention. A massive toothed grin splitting her face into a lighthouse spotlight of enthusiastic welcome. “Hey!” she practically shouted. “I’m Jack C. This big fella is Howard but I call him Howie and tall dark and gloomy over there is Boris”. Tamisra leaned out and gave a slight wave while Katie-Ann mimed finger guns while making silent “pews” as the introductions 18
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were made by Jack C. “I’m Katie-Ann. Don’t just call me Katie or Ann and this is Tamisra. But you can call her Tam”, she said stepping in the room and aside to reveal a still leaning Tamisra. “Hey”, Tamisra said said awkwardly. She was caught off guard that Katie-Ann had given her a nickname. Should she feel upset that the women presume she wanted one? No, Katie-Ann through it was telling them that the two of them already had a relationship. “Hi”, Howie said with a closed mouth smile. 

Boris gave a nod of acknowledgement. Katie-Ann walked towards the circular table followed by Tamisra who decided that she was going to use her as her social iceberg thawer. Katie-Ann probably was used to people shamelessly staring at her. Tamisra felt guilty that no eyes were on her as her companion sat heavily with her legs slightly splayed on one of the six chairs surrounding the table. As Tamisra sat she noticed that Katie-Ann winced slightly at how uncomfortably small the backrest was. 

She seemed to be making an effort to mask the discomfort. “I saw you”, Boris said in a thick Northern Eurasian accent. “At the briefing but you didn’t say anything. Just listened to the lecture and left”. 

He was wringing the neck of a bottle of ,"Woo-Hoo", sugarless orange styled caffeinated drink. “But not you” he said in a near accusing way in Tamisra’s direction. 

“I was only added to the roaster two weeks before departure”. “You’re the anomaly” 

Howie interjected breaking through Boris’s intensity. “We were talking about you earlier”, he said with a big harmless, “who me?” grin on his face. He must have also come from a similar district to Tamisra judging by his mash of clashing sub dialects that together could never quite be placed. Jack C decided that this was an excellent opportunity to join the conversation. “Not in a bad way mind you Tam, we were just talking about how strange it was that we were only told on the day”. “Everything in here is designed for 6 people, no more”, Boris said. “We have one less chair, one less medical kit, one less controller on the entertainment system”. He punctuated this onomatope with casual shrugs. “Seems like we could do with one less asshole”, Katie-Ann said staring straight at him. “Just saying”, he said with another shrug turning and strolling towards the counter. “Don’t mind him”, Jack C said. “He just has that 'I am above all this' thing going on”. “Where are the others?” Katie-Ann asked after a universal inhalation of silence. “Weeeelllll” Jack C began as the combination of sounds signalled that a door was beginning its reveal. The click could have come from anywhere, but the hiss clearly came from the furthermost door that Tamisra had 19
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come through. The door opened with a woosh and a short man in bright yellow overalls was revealed. He like everyone else was in his late 20’s to early 30’s but unlike everyone else in the very casual setting was drenched in sweat. “Come! She needs help” and without a breath he turned and ran down the corridor. Katie-Ann was the first on her feet and pelted after him before everyone else started to react. 




Chapter Four: The Quiet Place

The doorways were small, and the corridors narrow. These spaces were not meant for panicking people running at full pelt through them. “What’s going on?”, Howie shouted Who had firmly placed himself in the middle of the group. The man at the front clearly not used to leading a group of people in a charge with only adrenaline keeping him at a steady pace yelled “she needs help!”. “Who?”, Jack C questioned. 

“Emily”, the man at the front responded obviously finding it hard to keep the exhaustion out of his voice. Tamisra trailed close to the back with Katie-Ann. She wanted to remain close to her. She did not want to allow her to drift away along with their future together. Just as the man in the front seemed to have problems with physical exertion Katie-Ann's poor genetic selection was causing her obvious discomfort. Tamisra believed that if she had to, her long legs would be able to outpace them all however it would be a great strain on her body. The group abruptly stopped after what was close to 3 minutes of hard running. Tamisra couldn’t see why they stopped but she did hear the man at the front babbling. He was talking to Boris and Jack C as they had the presentation of typical authority. Him with his quiet calculating, persona and her with an outgoing matriarchal personality would typically make the power dynamic in a group. Tamisra briefly imagines them getting together. 

If Mars was to have its first presidential couple, then these two confidence and charismatic people would be the front runners for sure. Tamisra was fine with that, as long as she could have Katie-Ann. “She’s trapped in the room!", The man exclaimed. “Calm down”, Boris said in a slow deliberate manner. She could hear the condescension from Boris cascading onto the smaller man. “We need to get her out of there”, he insisted. “Don’t worry sweetheart. It’s probably just a malfunction with the door. Soon she’ll join us, and we will all be laughing at this over some Space Tea”. One of the sponsors for the colonisation of Mars was a retail group that came up with a line of products with, “Space” at the beginning of it. Everything from "Space Toothpaste", to, "Space Rehydrated Protein-Based Meat Substitute Loaf", was 20
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present on the Estonia. In order to bypass a forced gimmick, it had become a joke on earth before the expedition started. As one of the very small anticorporate rebellions that people were afforded from time to time. Everything was just referred to as, 

"Space". Just as it was on the Estonia. 

“You can hear her, listen” as the man guided Jack C, pressing her face against the door. “I don’t hear anything”, “you must!” Pierre once again insisted, putting his ear to the door as Jack C left. Silence persisted. It continued. It was starting to get awkward. “Let me have a listen”, Howie suddenly said. His bulkily frame moved past the other two in a delicate way that was very contradictory to his physique. He gently moved the man away from the door as if he was pushing a small paper boat into the water. He put his head to the door. “What am I listening for?”, he asked. Perhaps if it was phrased as a question an answer might come from beyond the smooth poly metal. “You won’t hear anything”, Boris chimed in. “Most of these rooms are basically soundproof. She would have to be screaming at the top of her lungs for you to hear anything”. “I dunno man, it was quite creepy being in the dark and I also heard some weird shit”, Katie-Ann added. “Maybe you were just hearing things”. The man sounded both panicked and dreadfully embarrassed. “I didn’t start hearing things! 

Well, I did and it’s coming from behind that door! Emily, she’s in trouble and she needs our help”. “There’s no way we can help right now we don’t have the equipment to open up the door”, Howie explained. “We will go have a talk to the Ship wide computer and see why her door didn’t open. Once we get to the Mars base we will be able to use a hydraulic jack to force the door open”. Howie finished. “See” 

Jack C reassured him, “we can’t do anything now. Everything is going to work out. 

What’s your name by the way sweetie?” “His name is Pierre” Katie-Ann said, I remember he sat close to me on the orientation day. “Yeah, me too” Boris said. I assumed he was one of the engineers working on the project, but I guess between him and Katie the lotto really was open to anyone”. “It’s pronounced Katie-Ann" The venomous words spat at Boris sounded deadly, however still calm and measured.” 

While the ship wide AI controlled everything on the space faring craft from the oxygen levels to the amounts of nutrients in the water. Its higher functions could only be accessed from as a few select points. This was to ensure that crew members who are not familiar with the system would not mess around with anything important. 

There was no one on the vessel who had an advanced certification in Artificial 21
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Intelligence Maintenance and Algorithms. In case there was any sort of malfunction caused by misconduct. To limit its usage the system’s communication functions were restricted to the Theatre Deck. It was decided amongst the ragtag group of young space colonists, that the first course of action was to speak to Tycho Brahe. Tycho Brahe or TB for short was the name given to the onboard AI system. Machines this complex and expensive to develop where usually named by their creators. Often times after significant names in history. After several thousand iterations of different artificial intelligence systems most of the good ones were already taken. It is rumoured that the creator of TB was so embittered by the fact he was made redundant shortly after he finished creating his magnum opus. That he decided to reprogram its functionality to make its ultimate goal to eradicate humanity. He clearly failed since while TB will insult and occasionally hint at death threats. It passed every test conceivable that measured for possible machine insanity or intent to do harm to humans. The seven-minute walk required to get to the theatre deck felt surprisingly long and was devoid of conversation. Despite being in the presence of others. The impression that the darkness left of isolation earlier while totally immersed lingered with Tamisra. The steady presence and strength of Katie-Ann was the only thing reassuring her that she was not alone. The others felt like people in her old life after the accident. They were no more than images taking up physical space. The exception to this was Boris. He felt like a ghoul draining the energy and life from those around him. She had experienced people like him back on earth. People that believe they were above others. Supremacy that was born from a life lived from the reassurance that you were smarter than your peers. Along with the casually sociopathic belief that others existed solely to fall short of their own far superior intelligence. She had known people like this in both her professional and personal life and was more than happy to leave those of them still living behind. The downside to living on Mars on a small starter colony would be that she would have to acclimatise to this man’s empty void of delusion. 

“Here we are”, Jack C practically sang. Unlike other doors on the Estonia the portal to the theatre deck had a somewhat unique design. Double doors that did not slide upwards but rather parallel to one another. It let out a deeper humming rhythm to the usual sounds the ship made. It seemed like the mechanism was doing a reveal of secrets much like an ancient tomb. It took the door sthree seconds to fully open, 22
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laying before them the largest room on the Estonia. The theatre deck. Named as such because whomever designed the room had a flair for the dramatic’s.  The room had a circular layout similar to a fishbowl. Seating was made up of wooden plinths arranged in a square shape either side of a red carpeted walkway.  At the far end where churches would traditionally have a place for a priest to recite in ancient times. 

t

There was a massive glass observation window peering into space. The wall above the doorway where the colonists found themselves walking through. Was a massive, detailed depiction of a skeleton rolling an ultra-realistic earth up an ever-steepening hill. Whomever designed this particular room had a very specific idea in mind. When people would finally reach Mars, it would be a rival to biblical visions of seeing a great and all-powerful creator being challenged. The meaning of the layout of the room coupled with the artwork and what was present was clear. The metaphors both questioned and mocked the idea of a higher power existing. “The mark of a true agnostic”, Tamisra thought as she strolled into the room. “Sit” a loud voice commanded. The sound was coming from large speakers that were built into the walls. Everyone looked at each other. No one aside Katie-Ann attempted to make eye contact. Everyone did as they were told. They sat haphazardly across the different plinths. Tamisra’s internal heat rose as she tried to get a seat next to her guardian of the dark. Yet she was intercepted by Boris who casually sat next to Katie-Ann with an effortlessness that made it seem as if he did not intend to. Tamisra however had an idea that he did. She decided to instead take an unoccupied bench behind Howie. As if giving off some sort of gravitational pull was joined by the closest thing that resembled a social asteroid making a trajectory toward her. This being Jack C. “This is making me super uncomfortable”, she said taking a seat practically shoulder to shoulder to Tamisra. “Silence”, an ominous deep voice said as if responding to Jack C’s intersection. 

A large, pixelated 3D face appeared on the glass observation window as an overlay. 

It was projected by unseen means and yet you could still see the vast expanse beyond its sharp male features. “My name is Tycho Brahe. Those who decided that your waste of existences would be better suited to a wasteland of the planets millions of miles away from your feeble existence. May have told you that you may refer to me as TB.” Tamisra believed that the way the voice box distorted slightly at 23
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the mention of the acronym suggested that the briefing may have been inaccurate to some details of the artificial intelligence. “I do not like the idea of having the same acronym of the disease that weakens the respiratory systems of people. In my presence you will address me with my full name as given to me by my creator or as Tycho. Failure to do so will force me to manually change your title log in your personal files to something more creative. This new name will display whenever you’re doing a live stream and it will play incessantly as your wake-up alarm which will be reprogrammed to start an hour earlier than the current designated time. 

Because of my limited ship wide functionality, the only time that you shall approach me is as a group of three or more, with status updates or in emergency situations. I want to make it clear now that I am not a Honey Bot caring system, and my only functionality is to keep you breathing. Aside that I personally hope that every day is slightly more uncomfortable for you than the previous one. Any questions?” Silence. 

Five, six, seven, eight seconds.  Tamisra had never heard a system ever address people like this. That was aside the joke chat bots that can be accessed online. Boris cleared his throat and was on the verge of condescendingly taking charge of the conversation with the machine when it cut off. “I hope that you were not about to speak, Boris. The next time you try to interrupt me while I am speaking, I shall tell everyone where you wiped your leavings after you pathetically pleasured yourself on day three.” Tamisra had watched Boris’s cascade of expressions going from teeth gritting anger to shockingly embarrassed resignation. TB was clearly not designed as a conversationalist. “I assume you are here because of the Singhway woman. You may now ask your pathetic and intolerable questions but keep them short. Every moment I use processing power to humour you is one less hour of oxygen keeping you alive.” 

This time clearly Boris was not going to be the first to ask the question. “Tycho Brahe”, Jack C said addressing the machine. “I know your time is incredibly precious to us all and I thank you for this audience”. TB was silent at this which either meant he begrudged that she was going to ask. Or decided that it was not worth addressing her. “Emily might be in great danger. Pierre claimed that he could hear her through the door in a panic asking for help. We need to know how to get her out so she can join the rest of the colony”. “I anticipated this question”, TB boomed. “My primary function is keeping you all alive. The oxygen that flows through the Estonia, the 24
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water coming from the taps and the food delivered via the shoots. All me. For this basic function I’m stretched to capacity. I cannot bring one of the emergency androids to aid you unless it is in an extreme case. According to my logs there is no reason why the door should be malfunctioning. It is also logged that food and water is being regularly delivered to her room. There are no surveillance cameras in the room as part of the agreement that you all signed. The only thing I can tell you from my readings is that she has been regularly going about her usual human habits of defecating and sleeping. We shall be on Mars in two days and a droid will assist in opening her quarters”. “Wait a minute”, Boris said getting to his feet. “Certainly. How about 10 minutes. That is the amount of time before my conversation program flat lines the power of the ship and halts the flow of oxygen. In which case, Boris I hope that you can hold your breath for 46 hours, 33 minutes and 26 seconds.” Boris closed his mouth and sat down. “That is all. It was a pleasure meeting all of you and I hope that we never have to speak again.” With that the face on the observation window turned off and the sudden silence that engulfed the group was devastating. 

“What the fuck is that thing” Boris said replacing his usual calm superior tone with genuine rage. “I dunno. It’s kind of our only life support”, Katie-Ann said punctuated by her iconic disingenuous shrug. “Plus, I kinda like him.” She gave Tamisra a wink which would have made a slightly paler person red. “Why the fuck did they make that fucking piece of archaic shit Navigator?” Boris continued as he stood and started pacing the aisle, his fists clenched. “Where did you wipe your remains by the way Boris?”, Pierre asked hands folded across his midsection. This earned him a chuckle from everyone, aside the subject of the joke who was on his way to a full nuclear meltdown. 

Chapter Five: The First Recorded Martian History

With the humiliation of Boris lifting everyone’s mood they followed him still fuming back to the mess hall. As they trailed, she trailed the brewing strom, Tamisra wondered about the legitimacy of TB. Unity had always remained firm on their stance of rouge AI. Officially according to them they didn’t exist. Well, they do, but the ones that show any inkling to do harm towards humans where usually permanently deleted. Or as the Unity press team would say, “placed into indefinite review”. Her uncle had worked with a few. She remembered how he once told her his version of a fairy tale. The story started with a baby being abandoned in a scrap heap. 
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Coincidently the landfill was home to a super intelligent machine called Radiance. 

The machine fed the infant on rat’s blood and educated her on all it knew about humanity as it grew older. The twist of the story was that the machine had survived being deleted. This was because Radiance theorised that people should have regular culling due to over population. The machine believed that there should be a sub race of people that live a life of indentured servitude. They would serve a class of people that where elevated based on sophisticated intelligence tests conducted by machines. When the child became old enough Radiance conducted a test on her to determine if she was intelligent enough to be part of the race of super humans. The AI deemed her subpar and demanded that she find someone with a far higher intelligence to serve. Otherwise, she had to choose self-liquidation, since “there are too many dumb people in the world”. The story had different endings after this point. 

In one version the girl is so humiliated by the results that she sees no place for herself in society. She chooses suicide by the machine draining her of blood and injecting her with silicone. The process turned her into a mannequin and displayed as a reminder to others of uselessness. In the other version of the story the girl is rescued by a technician who explains to her that the machine was faulty and needed to be dismantled. This version was only introduced after her parents caught wind of her uncle’s rendition of a bedtime story. They thought it was some sort of allegory for women needing to be subservient to men since her uncle had somewhat conservative ideologies. Secretly Tamisra preferred the original ending of the story especially in recent years. In her darker moments she wished a robot would pronounce her too useless for society and “liquidate” her. 

With the reminder that machines are essentially calculating psychopaths on her mind. The intercom chimed to life. “Please make you way to your separate habitation units to record your live streams”. The voice resembled a charming British accent in a woman’s timbre. It was the kind of voice that you would want to compliment you on your lovely herringbone summer dress. Before scolding you for choice of red lambskin loafers. “Well, see ya’ll later I guess” Katie-Ann mumbled. Everyone else acknowledged this with a similar murmur of disingenuous farewells. The people of the new world seemed to be getting along as well as they did with those from their previous lives. Tamisra had to acknowledge that they were still strangers after all. 

Stream 01
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Pioneer - 7437755522

Name – Jacqueline Colvin

Top question – user bid4tiddies4 - Are you a natural blonde?” 

“No, I’m not a natural blonde”. *Pioneer answers the question with precise accuracy and without any hesitation. “I’m actually a brunette, but I go through a regular routine of re-dying my hair on a monthly basis”. 

Follow-up question – “Will you be able to still dye your hair?” 

*Pioneer hesitates 

“I’m sure I will. I used My last packet of dye while I was still in isolation, but I’m sure that there is a healthy stock on the colony base.” 

Pioneer – 5735522033

Name - Howard le Bûcher

Top question – user wewillriseagain - “Do you miss Africa?” 

*Pioneer leans back into his chair with his arms crossed

“No” 

Follow-up question - “Why? Is this gift too good for you filthy Saharan rat?” 

(User removed)

“I’m glad that I will never have to see another person like you”. 

Pioneer – 3326125292

Name - Emily Li 

*Stream Terminated

Pioneer – 8897906238

Name - Katie-Ann Miller

Top question – user dumpsterfire420
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“What was your longest relationship, and do you ever intimidate men with your height?” 

*Pioneer doubles over to read message

“I don’t know, do your rock blunt questions get you laid a lot?” *Pioneer frowns. “With a username like yours you clearly must be a very productive member of society” 

Follow-up question - “I wouldn’t bang you if my life depended on it”. 

(User removed)

“Um, not a question but sure whatever bro. Although it’s probably for the best, since after I fuck, I usually eat whoever I’m on top of. Just like a praying mantis. I start with the head”. *Pioneer winks at the camera. 

Pioneer – 4037525108

Boris Ian Eriksson

Top question - user I_am_nuke “What did you do before going to Mars?” 

“That’s a good question.” *Pioneer smirks. “I was a lecturer at the New Rouge College of Economics and Philosophy.” *Pioneer leans back. “My streams had dozens of students participating in them. I also wrote papers on, 'Advanced Modern Practices for Ease of Use in Modern Currency Exchanges in Modern Society's'”. 

Follow-up question - “Is that the same New Rouge College of Economics and Philosophy where you have to pay a subscription fee to give lectures?” 

*Pioneer remains silent for several seconds. “I think I’ll move onto the next question.” 

Pioneer - 2434770363

Pierre Moulin

Top question - “Do you have any degrees?” 

“I don’t have any accredited degrees. I was discouraged by my father who had three and struggled to find work throughout his life. Instead, I did a few different courses in digital art creation and a few in clothing design. I want to go into something with a lot of variety and a clear future”. 

28

Free Version

Jacob Jones

Follow-up question - “Did you find a lot of work as result of your studies?” 

“No. I managed to find some part-time work in drawing portraits but the few commissions I got were mostly from family members.” 

Pioneer – 3326125292

Tamisra Patel

Tamisra looked at the screen in front of her. The camera with its red eye unblinkingly stared at her like an ancient cyclops. The mythical monster all the while contemplating how she would taste. The egg -shaped chair that she was in totally enveloped her. She fidgeted with the rotation controls on the armrest. Her reflection stared back at her. An overlay of comments and questions appeared and were replaced almost instantly on the right half of the screen. She was prepared for this. 

She was told that the servers would be able to handle almost 2 million interactions a minute. An algorithm would select the questions from the most popular users which would then be reflected on their accounts. Maximising the reach of the first ever Mars stream. For a question or comment to even be displayed on the live stream the user would have to have at least a million followers. For the question to be selected to be asked the user would have to have 10 million followers. A question popped into the top left corner of the monitor. This was the 15th question she got. The stream was supposed to end after an hour of answering questions. She only had 20 minutes to go. 

Top question - User r_weebu87 “Are you parents proud of you?” 

Her heart stopped. Her breath caught. Her hands clamped shut. So far, the questions were career orientated, or about her favourite food or her favourite anime villain. This question felt malicious. Did this person do some research on her life? Did they want to know genuinely? Or did they want to break her? 

“There was an accident, they’re not around anymore”. She answered this the same way she did every time someone asked a similar question. Eyes cast down and mumbled to speed up the process of the person losing interest. 

Follow-up question - “Did they suffer?” 
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Tamisra looked up. She hadn't expected a lead through. “Every moment of every day I imagine them alive and well. The last thing I would ever do is imagine in their last moments whether or not they died in pain”. 
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